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Kennedy, Polarizing Pick for Health Secretary, Defends Shifts on Vaccines and Abortion

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. testified in a sometimes-contentious hearing before the Senate's Finance Committee on Wednesday, and will appear Thursday before the health committee.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. during his confirmation hearing on Wednesday. If there is a through line to Mr. Kennedy's thinking, it is his deep suspicion of elements of corporate America, particularly the pharmaceutical industry. Kenny Holston/The New York Times



By Sheryl Gay Stolberg, Noah Weiland and Michael Levenson



Jan 29, 2025 at 10:02 AM

Follow live updates on RFK Jr.'s second confirmation hearing.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., whose antipathy toward vaccines and messages about healthy living helped him build a large national following, faced bruising questions from Democratic senators in his first confirmation hearing on Wednesday.

He displayed limited knowledge of critical programs at times and struggled to convince skeptical lawmakers that he was not "anti-vaccine."

"I am pro-safety," Mr. Kennedy, President Trump's nominee for health secretary, declared in his opening remarks. He insisted that he had been mistakenly labeled anti-vaccine in news reports, despite years of comments raising suspicions about the safety of inoculations. He was quickly interrupted by a protester in the audience who shouted, "He lies!"

Mr. Kennedy's contentious appearance before the Senate Finance Committee, his first of two confirmation hearings, was filled with angry, argumentative exchanges with Democrats on the panel who read his old comments back to him, their voices raised. Mr. Kennedy insisted that many of the statements had been taken out of context and that he had been called a conspiracy theorist "mainly to keep me from asking difficult questions of powerful interests."

Republicans, and Mr. Kennedy himself, sought to put the spotlight on issues that have bipartisan consensus, such as his pledge to reverse the chronic-disease epidemic and his commitment to promoting nutrition and healthy eating. When the hearing was over, the chairman of the committee, Senator Mike Crapo, Republican of Idaho, said Mr. Kennedy had "done well" and deserved to be confirmed.

The hearing was a remarkable moment for adherents of the so-called medical-freedom movement, a right-left coalition of "crunchy granola moms" and libertarians whose voices for years were on the fringes of American society. Mr. Kennedy's rise during the coronavirus pandemic, and his subsequent embrace of Mr. Trump, have landed the movement -- which he has christened "Make America Healthy Again" -- on the verge of power in Washington.

Members of the audience for Mr. Kennedy's confirmation hearing on Wednesday. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


It was also an extraordinary spectacle in American politics, as Mr. Kennedy, a member of the royal family of the Democratic Party, was assailed by Democrats who revere the Kennedys' long history of public service. Less than a year ago, Mr. Kennedy was mounting a long-shot bid for the presidency against a Democratic president. That, and his alliance with Mr. Trump, have angered some of his relatives, including his cousin Caroline, who issued a letter on Tuesday calling him a "predator" and unfit to serve.

There were two outbursts from Kennedy detractors, both of whom were escorted from the room. But the audience was packed with vocal supporters, some wearing hats that said "M.A.H.A." or "CONFIRM R.F.K. Jr." When Mr. Kennedy entered, to the sound of dozens of camera shutters clicking, the audience -- many of them mothers -- cheered and applauded. "Bobby! Bobby! Bobby!" they chanted. Mr. Kennedy acknowledged them with a brief wave.

For more than three hours, he parried tough questions from Democrats and, for the most part, softballs from Republicans, many of whom praised Mr. Kennedy as a rebellious truth teller. Allies of Mr. Kennedy came into the hearing worried that the intense press attention on vaccination, and in particular on the polio vaccine, could derail his nomination.

Mr. Kennedy was also confronted over his shifting views on abortion; he has said in the past that "bodily autonomy" is one of his core values, and that women should be trusted to choose whether to have an abortion or not. Now he says he will follow Mr. Trump's lead on abortion policy -- a statement that drew a sharp rebuke from Senator Maggie Hassan, Democrat of New Hampshire.

"When was it that you decided to sell out the values you've had your whole life in order to be given power by President Trump?" the senator asked. Mr. Kennedy said he agreed with Mr. Trump that "every abortion is a tragedy."

Senator Maggie Hassan confronted Mr. Kennedy over his shifting views on abortion. Kenny Holston/The New York Times


For some Americans, it might have been the first time they had heard Mr. Kennedy's raspy voice. He has spasmodic dysphonia, a neurological condition that causes certain muscles in the voice box, or larynx, to spasm.

It appeared that few minds on the committee had been changed, and Mr. Kennedy seems headed for a partisan vote when the panel considers whether to send the nomination to the Senate floor for a final vote on his confirmation. There is, however, one possible exception: Senator Bill Cassidy, Republican of Louisiana. Mr. Cassidy, a doctor, leads the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions, which will question Mr. Kennedy on Thursday.

Mr. Cassidy pressed Mr. Kennedy on his knowledge of Medicare and Medicaid, which cover over 100 million older and low-income Americans. But Mr. Kennedy appeared to have little familiarity with the enormous health insurance programs that he would oversee as health secretary.

Discussing Medicaid, for example, Mr. Kennedy said, "The premiums are too high, the deductibles are too high." But the vast majority of Medicaid enrollees do not pay any premiums or deductibles. Federal law prohibits premiums for the lowest-income Medicaid enrollees. Mr. Cassidy looked skeptical. But no Republicans criticized Mr. Kennedy outright.

Calley Means, a health care entrepreneur who has been an adviser to Mr. Kennedy and was instrumental in connecting him to Mr. Trump, dismissed Mr. Kennedy's stumbles, saying that senators were focusing on minutiae that Mr. Kennedy could easily learn, while Mr. Kennedy was focused on the big picture -- improving health for all Americans.

"They're speaking different languages," Mr. Means said after the hearing. "Bobby is a leader who is putting a stake in the ground in a world where kids aren't continuing to get sick."

Mr. Kennedy also faced tough questions on abortion from Senator Steve Daines, Republican of Montana. Mr. Daines brought up the abortion pill mifepristone; he has supported efforts by abortion rights opponents to restrict access to the pill.

Mr. Daines asked Mr. Kennedy what he would do about mifepristone. Mr. Kennedy hedged. "President Trump has asked me to study the safety of mifepristone," he said. "He has not yet taken a stand on how to regulate it. Whatever he does, I will implement those policies."

If confirmed, Mr. Kennedy would oversee the federal Department of Health and Human Services, a vast agency with more than 80,000 employees and 13 operating divisions. He would be in charge of some of the premier agencies and programs responsible for protecting the health and safety of Americans, including Medicare and Medicaid, the National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Administration and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Throughout the hearing, Mr. Kennedy sought to steer the discussion away from his history of questioning vaccines and toward his promise to combat chronic disease and to curb ultra-processed foods and obesity. He also said he was "supportive of vaccines."

Senator Mike Crapo greeting Mr. Kennedy at the beginning of the hearing. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


But Democrats came prepared with statements Mr. Kennedy had made over the years doubting the science behind vaccines. 

During one combative exchange, Senator Michael Bennet, Democrat of Colorado, accused Mr. Kennedy of "peddling in half-truths" and "false statements," and pressed him to acknowledge some of his previous claims on health issues.

He pointed to Mr. Kennedy's suggestion that Covid-19 was "targeted to attack" Caucasians and Black people and to spare Chinese people and Ashkenazi Jews, and that Lyme disease was "highly likely" to be an engineered bioweapon.

"I probably did say that," Kennedy said about Lyme disease. But he tried to push back on his Covid-19 claim, telling Mr. Bennet that he had not said that the virus was "deliberately targeted."

Senator Ron Wyden of Oregon, the top Democrat on the panel, said that Mr. Kennedy had "embraced conspiracy theories, quacks, charlatans."

"He has made it his life's work to sow doubt and discourage parents from getting their kids lifesaving vaccines," Mr. Wyden said. "It has been lucrative for him, and put him on the verge of immense power."

But the most memorable moment of the hearing came from Senator Bernie Sanders, the Vermont independent and former chair of the Health Committee, who displayed posters of baby onesies sold by Children's Health Defense, the nonprofit Mr. Kennedy founded. They carried words like "No Vax No Problem" and "Unvaxxed Unafraid."

Mr. Sanders asked Mr. Kennedy if he would order the group, which he used as a platform to sow doubts about vaccination, to stop selling the onesies. Mr. Kennedy said he had resigned from the nonprofit and had "no power" over it. Mr. Sanders, unsatisfied, pressed ahead. "Are you supportive of these onesies?" Mr. Sanders demanded. The room erupted in laughter. "I want good science," Mr. Kennedy replied.

Senator Bernie Sanders pointing out baby onesies sold by Children's Health Defense, a nonprofit Mr. Kennedy founded. Kenny Holston/The New York Times





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/29/us/politics/rfk-jr-confirmation-hearing.html
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Fireworks and Family Feasts Kick Off Year of the Snake

More than a billion people around the world are celebrating the Lunar New Year.

A traditional lion dance performance in Beijing on Wednesday.



By Yan Zhuang and Amy Chang Chien



Jan 29, 2025 at 03:23 AM

More than a billion people across the world, from China to the Philippines to diaspora communities in the United States, began celebrating the Lunar New Year on Tuesday with fireworks, family time and feasts.

On Wednesday, the first new moon of the Year of the Snake will mark the imminent arrival of spring.

Known as Seollal in South Korea and Tet in Vietnam, the beginning of the lunisolar year is the most important holiday in many Asian countries. In China, it prompts the world's largest annual migration. Hundreds of millions of people brave jammed roads, train stations and airports, many making the exodus from major cities to their hometowns.

Lunar New Year traditions vary across and within countries, but similar threads run throughout: family time, rituals for prosperity and to honor ancestors, and marathon feasts. Many flock to temples to place offerings of traditional food, and light incense at altars for ancestors and elders.

In China, children receive red envelopes as blessings from their relatives. In Southeast Asia, dragon dances, believed to bring good luck, prosperity and rain, are held in the streets -- and sometimes underwater.

Here's how people said goodbye to the Year of the Dragon and welcomed the Year of the Snake:

Burning incense at Wong Tai Sin Temple in Hong Kong on Tuesday.


 Chan Long Hei/Associated Press


Lion dancers jumped around exploding firecrackers in Manila, the capital of the Philippines.


 Ted Aljibe/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Posing for photos at a Chinese temple in the Chinatown area of Yangon, Myanmar.


 Sai Aung Main/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Folk dancers at the Ditan Park Temple Fair in Beijing.


 Pedro Pardo/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


A dragon dance at the Royal Palace of Cambodia in Phnom Penh.


 Heng Sinith/Associated Press


Performers create sparks with molten steel at a Lunar New Year lantern festival in Nantong, in China's eastern Jiangsu Province, on Monday.


 Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Taoist priests at the Wong Tai Sin Temple welcomed the Year of the Snake in Hong Kong.


 Chan Long Hei/Associated Press


Barongsai dancers perform during the Grebeg Sudiro festival in Solo City, Indonesia, on Sunday. Grebeg Sudiro is a prelude to the Lunar New Year.


Video: 


Family members mix a Chinese Lunar New Year dish called 'Yusheng' in Kuala Pilah, Malaysia, on Tuesday.


 Fazry Ismail/EPA, via Shutterstock


A dragon figure is seen in front of the Kremlin during a celebration on the eve of the Lunar New Year, in Moscow on Tuesday.


 Maxim Shemetov/Reuters


People pray at the Mazu Miao Temple in  Chinatown area of Yokohama in Japan on Tuesday.


Video: 


Dancers perform during Lunar New Year celebrations in the Chinatown district of Yangon, Myanmar, on Sunday.


 Sai Aung Main/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


A vendor sells boiled chicken to customers in Bangkok's Chinatown on Monday as people prepare to celebrate the Lunar New Year.


 Rungroj Yongrit/EPA, via Shutterstock


Crowds at the Hongqiao railway station ahead of the Lunar New Year holidays in Shanghai on Friday.


Video: 


A member of a dance troupe holds a dragon puppet as he prepares for a performance ahead of the Lunar New Year in Bogor, West Java, Indonesia, on Sunday.


 Mast Irham/EPA, via Shutterstock


People pray at the Baoan temple on the first day of the Lunar New Year in Taiwan's capital, Taipei, on Wednesday.


 Annabelle Chih/Reuters


Lanterns are lit on the eve of the Lunar New Year celebrations in Kuala Pilah, Malaysia.


 Fazry Ismail/EPA, via Shutterstock


Roasted pigs are transported in preparation for Lunar New Year celebrations in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, on Tuesday.


 Tang Chhin Sothy/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Members of a dragon dance club practice in Bogor, West Java, Indonesia.


 Dita Alangkara/Associated Press


A dinner for dogs event ahead of the Lunar New Year at a restaurant in Shanghai on Saturday.


 Go Nakamura/Reuters


Performers prepare at a temple ahead of a traditional folk Yingge dance in Shantou, in southern China's Guangdong Province, on Friday.


 Jade Gao/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Volunteers wash deity statues at the Hong San Koo Tee temple ahead of Lunar New Year celebrations in Surabaya, Indonesia, last week.


 Juni Kriswanto/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Lanterns lying on the ground in a street ahead of Lunar New Year in Beijing on Sunday.


 Andres Martinez Casares/EPA, via Shutterstock


People in traditional costumes during a procession in Beijing on Jan. 22 for the Little Year, or Xiaonian, which marks the beginning of preparations for the Lunar New Year.


 Kevin Frayer/Getty Images


Scuba divers perform an underwater dragon dance at an aquarium in Bangkok on Jan. 16.


Video: 


Workers arrange incense sticks to be dried in a courtyard ahead of Lunar New Year celebrations in Quang Phu Cau village, outside Hanoi, Vietnam, last week.


 Nhac Nguyen/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


People dry red papers with greetings and wishes written on them at the Baiyun Taoist Temple ahead of the Lunar New Year in Beijing last week.


 Andy Wong/Associated Press


People waiting to board a train before the Lunar New Year holidays at a railway station in Beijing on Jan. 16.


 Kevin Frayer/Getty Images


People touch a snake figure on a stone wall at the Baiyun Taoist Temple in Beijing on Jan. 22.


 Andy Wong/Associated Press





Lunar New Year Fireworks in Manila, the Philippines, on Wednesday. Eloisa Lopez/Reuters





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/28/world/asia/lunar-new-year-photos.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




News Analysis


Defying Legal Limits, Trump Firings Set Up Tests That Could Expand His Power

The prospect of legal challenges to President Trump's purges may be a feature, not a bug, for adherents of sweeping presidential authority.

During his first week or so in power, President Trump may have violated the law in firing several inspectors general, a member of the National Labor Relations Board and civil-servant prosecutors. Doug Mills/The New York Times



By Charlie Savage
Charlie Savage writes about legal policy, including presidential power. He reported from Washington.


Jan 29, 2025 at 09:02 PM

President Trump abruptly fired dozens of officials in the past few days -- including inspectors general, a member of the National Labor Relations Board and career prosecutors -- in ways that apparently violated federal laws, setting up the possibility of lawsuits.

But the prospect of getting dragged into court may be exactly what Mr. Trump's lawyers are hoping for. There is a risk that judges may determine that some of the dismissals were illegal, but any rulings in the president's favor would establish precedents that would expand presidential power to control the federal government.

Some legal experts say the purges underway appear to be custom-made opportunities for the Supreme Court's Republican-appointed majority to strike down the statutes any legal challenges would be based on, furthering its trend in recent years of expanding presidential authority.

"On one level, this seems designed to invite courts to push back because much of it is illegal and the overall message is a boundless view of executive power," said Jack Goldsmith, a Harvard law professor who led the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel in the Bush administration. "But really, they are clearly setting up test cases."

Five of the nine Supreme Court justices worked as executive branch lawyers during the Reagan and George W. Bush administrations. Their legal teams were both defined by an expansive view of executive power, including developing theories of the Constitution that would invalidate congressional restrictions on the White House.

The Reagan legal team, for example, created the so-called unitary executive theory. It holds that the president must wield exclusive control of the executive branch, so laws passed by Congress that give independence to other officials are unconstitutional. A key application is that presidents must be able to fire any executive branch official at will.

In recent years, the Supreme Court's majority -- led by Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr., who worked in the White House Counsel's Office under the Reagan administration -- has pushed that idea.

Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr. during President Trump's inauguration ceremony in Washington last week. Mr. Roberts was part of former President Ronald Reagan's legal team, which invented the so-called unitary executive theory. Doug Mills/The New York Times


The theory has helped inform rulings like striking down a law that shielded the director of the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and declaring, in granting presidents broad immunity, that Mr. Trump's threat to fire the acting attorney general in 2020 could not even be discussed in court as evidence in a criminal case.

Against that backdrop, a series of Mr. Trump's dismissals -- and an executive order making it easier to summarily fire certain career officials -- could give the court's majority an opportunity to strike down additional statutes that restrict presidential removal powers.

The early days of Mr. Trump's return to office show that he has reveled in a maximalist show of force, and his firings have come in the teeth of various federal laws.

For example, when Mr. Trump conducted a mass purge of more than a dozen inspectors general on Friday, he defied a statute that requires giving a written notice to Congress with a "substantive rationale, including detailed and case-specific reasons" at least 30 days in advance.

In a letter to Mr. Trump on Tuesday, Senator Charles Grassley, Republican of Iowa and the chairman of the Judiciary Committee, requested a detailed explanation of his actions given that the president did not obey the statute's notice requirement.

"While I.G.s aren't immune from committing acts requiring their removal, and they can be removed by the president, the law must be followed," the letter said, which was also signed by the ranking Democrat on the panel, Senator Richard Durbin of Illinois.

Several of those officials have discussed filing a lawsuit seeking an injunction and a declaration that their removals were illegal. But such a case would give the Trump administration an opportunity to argue that the statute protecting inspectors general is an unconstitutional constraint on the president's powers.

Days after the firings of inspectors general, Mr. Trump kneecapped at least three independent agencies, the National Labor Relations Board, the Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. By firing Democratic members, he left each without enough members to legally act.

Gwynne Wilcox, who was ousted from the National Labor Relations Board, has suggested that she may challenge the move, saying, "Since this is unprecedented, and I believe illegal, I want to see what my options are."

The law creating the labor board makes it independent of the White House in part by restricting a president's ability to fire its members at will, like ordinary political appointees. It says, "Any member of the board may be removed by the president, upon notice and hearing, for neglect of duty or malfeasance in office, but for no other cause."

Ms. Wilcox received no such hearing and does not appear to be accused of any misconduct. So a lawsuit seeking to vindicate the job protections Congress gave to the position would raise the question of whether those statutory limits are constitutional.

Any legal fight over the firings at the Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission would be more complicated because the statutes creating them do not explicitly limit a president's ability to eject its board members only to a cause like misconduct.

But there has been a general understanding that such officials are also shielded by implicit protections that allow for removal only for cause. For example, the statute for another independent agency, the Securities and Exchange Commission, also lacks such a clause, but in a 2010 case, the Supreme Court assumed, without actually deciding, that it implicitly exists as a limit.

Some legal experts say Mr. Trump's unfolding purges appear designed to tee up opportunities for the Supreme Court's Republican-appointed majority to strike down the statutes any legal challenges would be based on. Eric Lee/The New York Times


Any challenge to the ousters at the privacy board and employment commission would squarely raise the question of whether such implicit limits actually exist as a restraint on the president's removal powers -- and if so, whether they are constitutional.

Mr. Trump is also testing legal protections for career federal workers that restrict the ability of his political appointees to fire them at will and without a just cause. Those include members of the Senior Executive Service, the upper echelon of career employees, and members of the civil service. Both have a right to hearings before the Merit Systems Protection Board and then to go to court.

Under one of Mr. Trump's executive orders, known as "Schedule F," job protections shielding  tens of thousands of senior career federal workers would be eliminated, making it easier to replace them with loyalists. He issued a similar order at the end of his first term, but President Joseph R. Biden Jr. took office and rescinded it.

The Trump administration summarily fired more than a dozen Justice Department prosecutors who had been assigned to help investigate Mr. Trump.

A memo to the fired prosecutors from the acting attorney general, James McHenry, suggested that perceived loyalty was a factor: "Given your significant role in prosecuting the president, I do not believe that the leadership of the department can trust you to assist in implementing the president's agenda faithfully," he wrote.

As purported legal authority for the firing, Mr. McHenry cited Mr. Trump's constitutional powers and "the laws of the United States," while also pointing out that ousted prosecutors could challenge their removal by appealing to the merit board.

Should any one of them follow that advice, of course, that would set in motion yet another legal test of Congress's ability to impose checks and balances on the presidency.

"We're going to find out a lot about Chief Justice Roberts's ultimate commitments," Professor Goldsmith said.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/29/us/politics/trump-firings-officials-legal-test.html
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Elon Musk and His Allies Storm Into Washington and Race to Reshape It

The billionaire and his Silicon Valley associates landed in the capital and immediately moved to cut the size of the federal government, reprising the playbook he used after buying Twitter in 2022.

Elon Musk, left, in Washington the day before President Trump's inauguration. Mr. Musk has been given an office in the West Wing, where he is running the so-called Department of Government Efficiency. Doug Mills/The New York Times



By Theodore Schleifer and Madeleine Ngo
Theodore Schleifer covers Elon Musk's political work, and Madeleine Ngo covers economic policy.


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:03 AM

On Friday afternoon, the world's richest person showed up at what sounds like one of the world's most boring agencies to demand a list.

Elon Musk had arrived at the Office of Personnel Management, a mundane-sounding agency with vast power overseeing the federal civilian work force. During President Trump's first term, the nation's leader used the agency to enforce loyalty to his agenda. During his second term, it appears Mr. Musk may try to use the office to enforce loyalty to his own agenda.

Mr. Musk has stormed into Washington with a host of friends and paid employees, determined to leave his imprint quickly. Never before in modern times has someone so rich played such a hands-on role in American government, with Mr. Musk making himself omnipresent in Washington since flying there for Mr. Trump's inauguration. His plane has not left.

On Mr. Trump's first day, he empowered Mr. Musk by establishing the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, a cost-cutting effort that the tech billionaire is leading. Mr. Trump gave the group the authority to work on a plan to reduce the size of the federal work force, among other things.

Taking to Washington with his trademark single-mindedness and bravado, Mr. Musk is reprising the tactics he deployed at Twitter, which he bought in 2022. He has brought to bear the full weight of his Silicon Valley network, installing some of the same executives who cut 80 percent of the social network's staff, and even using the same email subject lines. He has promised "mass head-count reductions across the federal bureaucracy," and is now racing to do just that.

Mr. Musk's slash-first, fix-later approach to cost-cutting has been intentional throughout his career. And some of the early moves by the Trump administration to freeze funding for federal programs and entice federal workers to resign have led to mass confusion or are being legally challenged. (On Wednesday, the White House walked back an order that froze trillions of dollars in federal grants and loans.)

But Mr. Musk wants to see radical change -- and he is pressing forward.

This article is based on interviews with a dozen people briefed on how Mr. Musk has spent his first week in Washington, all of whom insisted on anonymity because they were not authorized to talk about his activities.

Scott Kupor, Mr. Trump's nominee to run the Office of Personnel Management, in 2017. Mr. Kupor is a managing partner at the venture capital firm Andreessen Horowitz. Kevin Lamarque/Reuters


Musk allies to oversee the work force

On Friday, Mr. Musk showed up at the Theodore Roosevelt Federal Building and asked Office of Personnel Management staff to produce a list of the federal chief information officers. The request reflected how Mr. Musk's plans seem to heavily involve the agency, which is set to be run by a supporter of his, Scott Kupor, a Silicon Valley venture capitalist at Andreessen Horowitz who is awaiting Senate confirmation.

Mr. Musk, however, is wasting no time before Mr. Kupor's arrival.

Several of Mr. Musk's top aides have landed senior adviser roles at the Office of Personnel Management. They include Brian Bjelde, a human resources executive at SpaceX who has identified himself as the company's 14th employee and who played a role in Mr. Musk's takeover of Twitter, where he helped carry out widespread layoffs. Another arrival is Riccardo Biasini, an executive at the Boring Company, Mr. Musk's tunneling company, who also joined Mr. Musk's team at Twitter.

But the most empowered of Mr. Musk's allies at the Office of Personnel Management has been Anthony Armstrong, a top technology banker at Morgan Stanley who worked on the billionaire's acquisition of Twitter in 2022.

Mr. Musk appears to have even taken over internal communications. On Tuesday evening, an email from the Office of Personnel Management offered about two million federal employees the option to resign, and to be paid through the end of September, with the subject line: "Fork in the road." That was exactly the subject line that Mr. Musk used to encourage Twitter employees to resign in November 2022.

Most of the people whom Mr. Musk has brought to Washington are young engineers who did not know him but have signed up for 80-hour workweeks and are being deployed at federal agencies.

But he does not readily trust new people, and so he is calling largely on his inner circle.

Confidants in his vast war on the bureaucracy include the investor Antonio Gracias, a former board member of Tesla, and Terrence O'Shaughnessy, a retired four-star Air Force general who is one of Mr. Musk's top advisers at SpaceX. Mr. Musk has pushed Mr. O'Shaughnessy for administration positions, and the general told others he was being considered as a possible replacement for Pete Hegseth during Mr. Hegseth's turbulent but successful bid to lead the Pentagon.

One new person to have gained Mr. Musk's trust is Baris Akis, a Turkish-born leader of a Silicon Valley venture firm who graduated from Stanford in 2016.

Mr. Akis had no meaningful relationship with Mr. Musk until just a few weeks ago. But he was deeply involved in Mr. Trump's transition -- perhaps putting in more hours than any other tech leader beyond Mr. Musk -- and he has emerged from that effort as a right-hand man to Steve Davis, a Musk lieutenant who has overseen the Department of Government Efficiency.

Mr. Davis and Mr. Akis have been heavily involved in the Office of Personnel Management in recent weeks. But neither of them actually work there. Mr. Davis nowadays spends much of his time detailed to the General Services Administration, which helps manage federal agencies and which is a likely next target of Mr. Musk's war on the bureaucracy. 

At the General Services Administration, Mr. Musk has installed a Tesla software engineer, Thomas Shedd, as its director of "Technology Transformation Services."

Another Musk ally, Amanda Scales, who previously worked for the billionaire and before that for Mr. Akis, has played a particularly outward-facing role at the Office of Personnel Management. Federal agencies were asked to send Ms. Scales a list of the workers who are still on probationary status -- and are therefore easier to fire.

Ms. Scales has been appointed as the agency's chief of staff at a time when it has no full-time director, and she has faced much anger online as the face of Mr. Trump's proposed reductions to the federal work force.

Mr. Musk's team took over the United States Digital Service on the first day of the Trump administration. The unit has since been renamed the "U.S. DOGE Service." Eric Lee/The New York Times


Fingerprints on key moves

In Washington, Mr. Musk is both a celebrity and a bureaucrat, sometimes simultaneously.

At one moment, he and several of his billionaire friends, including Mr. Gracias, were mingling with fixtures of the Washington establishment at the annual dinner of the Alfalfa Club, where several attendees broke the event's unwritten no-phones policy and mobbed him for selfies. At another, he was spotted in the White House mess, where 20-something staff members grab sandwiches between meetings -- but unlike Mr. Musk, most do not return to a West Wing office to help oversee what Mr. Trump says is a 40-person team carrying out his executive orders.

Mr. Musk has found himself focused on bureaucratic maneuvers in his first week.

His team has prioritized finding a way to email all 2.3 million federal civilian employees at once, the type of thing that is easy to do at a company like Tesla but more challenging to do across the vast federal work force, in which agencies can typically email only their own employees. The Office of Personnel Management was able to use that list to deliver its Tuesday evening memo.

All of this is in pursuit of what Mr. Musk initially said would be $2 trillion in annual cost savings through the use of technology, deregulation and budget cuts (he has more recently lowered his estimate to closer to $1 trillion). In several posts on X since Mr. Trump's inauguration, the Department of Government Efficiency has boasted of more than $500 million in immediate savings through the curtailing of D.E.I. initiatives and the renegotiation of unused office leases, which officials called the "initial focus" of the group.

On the first day of the Trump administration, Mr. Musk's team took over the United States Digital Service, a unit in the president's executive office that has been renamed the "U.S. DOGE Service." The service's roughly 200 employees are expecting substantial layoffs, and a different Silicon Valley executive, Tom Krause, has conducted some interviews of employees. Among other questions, Mr. Krause has asked the employees what makes them exceptional and who the agency's best workers are.

Mr. Musk's team has also taken on a range of roles, including I.T. staff members and detectives. Mr. Trump has said that Mr. Musk's job includes carrying out his executive orders. And so Mr. Musk has tried to deploy his engineers to find ways to turn off the flow of money from the Treasury Department to things that Mr. Trump wants to defund.

Mr. Musk's allies in the Department of Government Efficiency and the White House say they snuffed out an attempt from some federal employees to rush money out to the World Health Organization just after Mr. Trump said he was withdrawing the country from the global agency. Their claims could not immediately be verified.

On the night that Mr. Trump granted clemency to the people charged in the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol, Paul Ingrassia, left, a White House liaison to the Justice Department, claimed that "Elon Musk knew a lot about this and was the mastermind behind it." Graham Dickie/The New York Times


And according to at least one Trump aide, Mr. Musk also played a role in the president's sweeping grant of clemency to the people charged in the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol.

On the evening of the prisoners' release, Paul Ingrassia, a White House liaison to the Justice Department, claimed to a crowd at a Washington jail that "Elon Musk knew a lot about this and was the mastermind behind it."

Next to Mr. Ingrassia was an aide to Mr. Musk: Christopher Stanley, who has worked as a security engineer at SpaceX and X and recently relocated to a role "at the White House," Mr. Ingrassia said. Mr. Stanley has complained on social media about federal employees' work ethic and speed at returning emails since he arrived in Washington.

Mr. Musk may be something of a super-aide, but he is generally liked by Mr. Trump's inner circle, texting memes and trading intel with staff members who are worth a minuscule fraction of what he is. He does not find it beneath him: In a conversation with a friend, Mr. Musk seemed almost amazed at his fortune.

Kirsten Grind and Ryan Mac contributed reporting.
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Inside a Chaotic U.S. Deportation Flight to Brazil

The Trump administration's first flight deporting Brazilians involved aborted takeoffs, sweltering heat, emergency exits and shackled deportees on a wing.

Video: Passengers Say They Were Mistreated on U.S. Deportation Flight

Passengers on one of the Trump administration's first deportation flights faced aborted takeoffs, mechanical issues and high temperatures, causing some shackled fliers to break out onto the plane's wing, begging for help. In response, Brazilian government officials called the Trump administration's efforts "degrading" and "disrespectful."


By Jack Nicas
Reporting from Rio de Janeiro


Jan 28, 2025 at 11:14 PM

Temperatures were rising inside the plane. Eighty-eight Brazilian deportees, most of them handcuffed and shackled, were getting restless on Friday under the watch of U.S. immigration agents. The passenger jet, dealing with repeated technical problems, was stuck on the tarmac in a sweltering city in the Amazon rainforest.

Then the air conditioning broke -- again.

There were demands to stay seated, shoving, shouting, children crying, passengers fainting and agents blocking exits, according to interviews with six of the deportees aboard the flight. Finally, passengers pulled the levers to release two emergency exits, and shackled men poured out onto the plane's wing, shouting for help.

Brazil's federal police quickly arrived and, after a brief standoff, told the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents to release the deportees, though they had not yet reached their scheduled destination.

President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva ordered a Brazilian Air Force aircraft to pick up the deportees and take them the rest of the way. His government's ministers then publicly slammed the Trump administration's handling of the deportees as "unacceptable" and "degrading."

Brazilian migrants deported from the United States boarding a Brazilian Air Force flight in Manaus, Brazil, on Saturday. Bruno Kelly/Reuters


It was those complaints about the Brazilian flight that President Gustavo Petro of Colombia was replying to on social media when he announced Sunday that his government had turned away two deportation flights from the United States. That set off dueling threats of tariffs between the United States and Colombia that ultimately ended in Mr. Petro backing down.

The diplomatic dust-up over the deportation flights to Brazil and Colombia marked a turbulent first weekend for President Trump's hard-line policy to deport millions of undocumented immigrants.

The pushback from two leftist Latin American governments revealed the simmering discontent across the region over President Trump's vilification of its migrants as hardened criminals threatening the fabric of the United States.

On Monday, Mr. Trump said of deportees that "every one of them is either a murderer, a drug lord, a kingpin of some kind, a head of the mob, or a gang member." The head of Colombia's migration authority said that in reality, none of the deportees who arrived on two flights to Bogota on Tuesday had criminal records.

Both the Colombian and Brazilian governments posted online thinly veiled messages to Mr. Trump, showing their citizens returning home and noting that they deserve respect. "They are free and dignified, and they are in their homeland where they are loved," Mr. Petro wrote on Tuesday.

The Pew Research Center estimated there were 11 million undocumented immigrants in the United States in 2022, but more recent estimates put the population at almost 14 million. This includes around 4 million Mexicans, 2.1 million Central Americans, 230,000 Brazilians and 190,000 Colombians.

Mr. Petro had initially turned away the deportation flights because they were operated by the U.S. military, a recent change under the Trump administration. It was Colombian military aircraft that flew the Colombian deportees home on Tuesday. Mexico is not yet known to have received any deportation flights on military planes.

The Brazilians were flown on a commercial charter. The Brazilian government summoned the top American diplomat on Monday to discuss the conditions of that flight. The government has repeatedly asked the U.S. government to shackle deportees only if they pose a threat, including in a 2022 call between Brazil's foreign minister and then-Secretary of State Antony Blinken, according to a summary of Brazilian efforts detailed in a 2022 government document.

U.S. officials have largely ignored those requests, according to Brazilian officials and academics who track the issue. The U.S. government has deported about 7,700 Brazilians on roughly 95 flights since 2020, according to Brazilian officials. On many of those flights, ICE agents have chained Brazilian deportees at the hands and feet, officials said.

Brazilians who were deported from the United States walking through the departure lounge at Eduardo Gomes International Airport in Manaus, Brazil, on Saturday. Michael Dantas/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Yet Friday's deportation flight to Brazil -- the first of Mr. Trump's new term -- was also the first to draw such public backlash from the Brazilian government. The difference on Friday, officials and passengers said, was the condition of the plane and the rough handling of the deportees by ICE agents.

ICE did not respond to a request for comment.

For many of the Brazilian deportees, the journey began weeks ago, with long bus rides across the United States -- from California, Georgia, Arizona and Texas -- to a federal immigration center in Alexandria, Louisiana. The men spent those rides handcuffed, sometimes for days.

In the early morning hours on Friday, ICE agents filled the passenger jet with the deportees, putting dozens of shackled men in the rear and women and children, who were not handcuffed, in the front, the deportees said.

The flight, operated by a charter airline, GlobalX Air, had problems from the start. The passengers said that on first attempt, the plane struggled to take off. After a mechanic worked on a turbine, it departed, but passengers were uneasy.

"They started to question: If something happens, how are you going to take the shackles off 80 people?" said Luiz Campos, 35, one of the Brazilian deportees, who was on the flight after spending six weeks in Texas detention centers. "'Please, take off these chains,'" he recalled people asking. "They said, 'No. It's protocol. It's always like this.'"

Tensions increased hours later during a refueling stop in Panama. Again the plane struggled to take off, and this time, three passengers described seeing smoke come from an engine on the wing. The incident also caused the air conditioning to stop working, they said, and the plane quickly became a sauna in the tropical heat.

Eventually the air conditioning was restored and the plane took off again. Hours later, it landed in Manaus, the largest city in the Brazilian Amazon. The flight was scheduled to finish in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, a city 1,600 miles to the south. Brazil's federal police said the plane landed because of a technical issue.

GlobalX Air and ICE did not respond to requests for comment.

In Manaus, the plane then struggled to take off for a third time, again with apparent engine issues, passengers said. And then, again, the air stopped flowing inside the cabin.

The flight operated by a charter airline, GlobalX Air, which had problems from the start, on the tarmac in Manaus on Saturday. Michael Dantas/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


"Desperation began to take hold. To be honest, I didn't think I'd make it home alive," said Luiz Antonio Rodrigues Santos, 21, one of the deportees. He said his asthma began to kick in and he struggled to breathe, so ICE agents brought him to the front of the plane and poured water on his head. "The kids started crying, the parents were screaming, desperate," he said. "That's when we decided to do something."

Mr. Santos and other deportees said that in the muggy cabin, the shackled men began pushing their way up the aisles, physically pressing up against ICE agents standing in the way. Agents and passengers shouted and pushed one another, and several deportees said they were struck. Then some passengers opened the emergency exits.

Within minutes, at least seven handcuffed men stepped out onto a wing. "Call the police!" one shouted, according to a video of the moment.

Brazil's federal police eventually entered the cabin and ordered ICE agents to let the Brazilians go. With people at the airport looking on and taking video, the deportees said, the ICE agents sought to remove the shackles before letting them off the plane.

"But no one would allow that. The passengers themselves said, 'No, now you're not taking off the handcuffs,'" Mr. Campos said. "Because if they removed the handcuffs, I think the story would be different."

News broadcasts showed the shackled men shuffling across the tarmac. Brazilian officials then removed the chains and the passengers spent the night at the Manaus airport. On Saturday, a Brazilian military plane took them to Belo Horizonte.

There they were greeted by Brazil's minister of human rights, Macae Evaristo. "I'm here at the request of President Lula," she told the passengers on the plane, according to a video posted by the Brazilian government. "Our position is that countries can have their immigration policies, but they can never violate anyone's rights."

Ju Faddul contributed reporting from Sao Paulo, Brazil, and Genevieve Glatsky contributed reporting from Bogota, Colombia.
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Former Senator Robert Menendez Is Sentenced to 11 Years in Prison

Mr. Menendez, a powerful longtime senator from New Jersey, was convicted last year on federal bribery and corruption charges.

Video: Bob Menendez Plans to Appeal After Being Sentenced to 11 Years in Prison

Former New Jersey Senator Bob Menendez called his trial a "political witch hunt" and claimed he was innocent.


By Tracey Tully and Benjamin Weiser



Jan 29, 2025 at 08:00 AM

Robert Menendez, New Jersey's disgraced former senator who was once one of the most powerful Democrats in Washington, was sentenced on Wednesday to 11 years in prison for his central role in an audacious international bribery scheme.

The courtroom in Lower Manhattan was packed but silent as the judge imposed one of the longest sentences ever issued for a federal official in the United States.

"You were successful, powerful," the judge, Sidney H. Stein of Federal District Court, said before announcing the penalty. "You stood at the apex of our political system."

"Somewhere along the way -- I don't know where it was -- you lost your way," he added. "Working for the public good became working for your good."

Mr. Menendez, a skilled orator known for holding forth on the Senate floor, wept intermittently as he addressed the court before the sentence was announced. He has said that he planned to appeal the conviction, but told Judge Stein that he stood before him a "chastened man" who had suffered the ignominy of a guilty verdict and the resignation of his Senate seat.

"Every day I'm awake is a punishment," Mr. Menendez, 71, said.

"I ask you to temper your sword of justice with mercy for a lifetime of duty," he added.

Mr. Menendez's sister and both of his children -- Alicia Menendez, an anchor on the news network MSNBC, and Representative Rob Menendez, a Democrat serving his second term in Congress -- sat directly behind him.

After the sentencing concluded, Mr. Menendez lingered briefly in the courtroom, one knee on a chair as he grasped his children's hands. Then he headed out to address a crowd of reporters and onlookers in front of the courthouse.

Chastened no more, he offered a scathing indictment of the justice system and what appeared to be a direct appeal to President Trump, who has the power to pardon him. (The president has given no indication that he would entertain granting a pardon for Mr. Menendez.)

"Let me just say this," Mr. Menendez began. "This whole process has been nothing but a political witch hunt."

"President Trump is right," he added. "This process is political and it's corrupted to the core. I hope President Trump cleans up the cesspool and restores the integrity to the system."

Danielle Sassoon, the new acting head of the U.S. attorney's office for the Southern District of New York, said in a statement that the sentencings of Mr. Menendez and two of his co-defendants "send a clear message that attempts at any level of government to corrupt the nation's foreign policy and the rule of law will be met with just punishment."

The former senator's fall from grace has been steep and swift. He resigned from the Senate in August after a jury convicted him of trading his political clout for hundreds of thousand of dollars, bricks of gold and a Mercedes-Benz convertible.

When he was indicted 16 months ago, Mr. Menendez was serving as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, one of the most powerful perches in Washington.

The role gave him outsize influence over foreign military aid and international policy. And during a nine-week trial that ended last summer, federal prosecutors emphasized the many ways in which Mr. Menendez used that power.

The prosecutors, in a recent memo to Judge Stein, described Mr. Menendez's conduct as possibly "the most serious for which a U.S. senator has been convicted in the history of the republic," and asked the judge to impose a sentence of at least 15 years in prison.

Paul M. Monteleoni, a prosecutor who spoke Wednesday in court before the sentence was imposed, said Mr. Menendez's crime constituted a "truly grave breach" of the public trust.

"He believed that the power that he wielded belonged to him," Mr. Monteleoni said. "The power of a Senate office is not something he owns and that he's entitled to liquidate into a pile of cash or gold."

Mr. Menendez was found guilty in July on all 16 counts he faced, including bribery, extortion, honest services wire fraud, obstruction of justice, conspiracy and acting as an agent for Egypt.

When the jury announced its verdict, Mr. Menendez, the son of immigrants from Cuba, became the first U.S. senator ever convicted of acting as an agent of a foreign power.

At the trial, jurors were told how Mr. Menendez secretly drafted a letter on behalf of Egyptian officials who were hoping for millions more in military aid from the United States. He shared sensitive details about U.S. Embassy personnel in Cairo. He also attempted to interfere with state and federal criminal prosecutions in New Jersey on behalf of allies.

In return, gold and cash made their way to the modest home in Englewood Cliffs, N.J., he shares with his wife, Nadine Menendez, who prosecutors say served as an intermediary and is expected to stand trial in March.

Lawyers for Mr. Menendez, citing his hardscrabble upbringing, five decades of public service and devotion to his family, originally sought a term of no more than 27 months, with "at least two years' rigorous community service."

On Wednesday, however, Adam Fee, one of his lawyers, adjusted that recommendation and instead urged Judge Stein to impose a sentence of no more than eight years in prison.

"If our worst moments defined us and overshadowed whatever other light we had put out into the world, many of us, including me, would not be here today," Mr. Fee said, noting what he called Mr. Menendez's "lifetime of extraordinary public service."

Mr. Fee ticked off categories of criminals convicted of serious violent crimes, describing them as "heartless, hardened individuals for whom a 10-plus-year sentence maybe fits their crimes."

"Bob," Mr. Fee said, "is at the far opposite end of the spectrum."

A sentence of 10 years or more, Mr. Fee said, would preclude Mr. Menendez from being jailed at a minimum-security facility and would "expose him to a dramatically higher risk of danger, intimidation, threats, harassment and violence" in prison.

"He deserves punishment and he will get it," Mr. Fee said, adding, "He does not deserve to die in jail."

Testimony and evidence introduced at trial showed Mr. Menendez and his wife conspiring during furtive dinners and on encrypted calls. The scheme, according to the indictment, largely revolved around efforts to steer aid to Egypt and help three New Jersey businessmen, who were also charged.

"The defendants' crimes amount to an extraordinary attempt, at the highest levels of the legislative branch, to corrupt the nation's core sovereign powers over foreign relations and law enforcement," the government wrote to Judge Stein.

Earlier this week, the former senator's lawyers, saying the case presented difficult appellate questions, asked Judge Stein to allow Mr. Menendez to remain free on bond pending his appeal. That motion is still pending.

But Judge Stein did delay the start of Mr. Menendez's sentence until early June so that he would be able to attend his wife's trial.

Two of Mr. Menendez's co-defendants -- the businessmen Wael Hana and Fred Daibes -- were also sentenced on Wednesday. Mr. Daibes received a seven-year prison sentence and a fine of $1.75 million. Mr. Hana was sentenced to slightly more than eight years in prison and fined $1.3 million.

A fourth defendant, Jose Uribe, a failed insurance broker, pleaded guilty last year and became a star witness against the senator at trial. He is to be sentenced in April.

Mr. Hana, a U.S. citizen born in Egypt, maintained his innocence before he was sentenced and said that his longtime friendship with Ms. Menendez had been "twisted into something it never was."

"I never bribed Senator Menendez or asked his office for influence," said Mr. Hana, who founded a halal certification company that won a lucrative monopoly with the government of Egypt. Prosecutors say the company was used to funnel bribes to Mr. Menendez through his wife.

Ms. Menendez, 57, was to be prosecuted with her husband, but her trial was postponed by the judge after she was diagnosed with breast cancer. She has pleaded not guilty and did not appear in court on Wednesday, but Mr. Menendez spoke of her lovingly when he addressed the court.

"I want to see her pain-free, happy again, and hope to return to a joyful future together," he said.

Maia Coleman contributed reporting.
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E.V. Owners Don't Pay Gas Taxes. So, Many States Are Charging Them Fees.

States are using higher registration fees for electric cars to make up for declining fuel taxes, but some are punitive, environmentalists say. A federal tax could be coming.

An electric vehicle charging station in London, Ohio, which is among the states that charge the highest fees to battery-powered car owners. Maddie McGarvey for The New York Times



By Jack Ewing



Jan 27, 2025 at 10:01 AM

Owners of electric cars in Vermont recently got a letter from the Department of Motor Vehicles with some bad news. Starting Jan. 1 they would have to pay $178 a year to register their cars, twice as much as owners of vehicles with internal combustion engines.

In imposing the higher fee, Vermont became the latest state to make people pay a premium for driving electric. At least 39 states charge such annual fees, including $50 in Hawaii and $200 in Texas, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures. That's up from no states a few years ago.

Now, as President Trump rolls back Biden administration measures to promote electric vehicles, Republicans in Congress are considering imposing a national fee to bolster the fund used to finance roads and bridges, a fund that is in dire shape.

The fees are an attempt to make up for declining revenue from gasoline taxes that electric cars, for obvious reasons, don't pay. They're an example of how governments are struggling to adjust to technological upheaval in the auto industry.

Environmentalists and consumer groups agree that electric vehicle owners should help pay for road maintenance and construction. But they worry that Republicans, who control Congress, would set the fee at extremely high levels to punish electric vehicle owners, who tend to be liberals.

That has already happened in Texas and other states, said Chris Harto, a senior policy analyst at Consumer Reports who focuses on transportation and energy.

"E.V. owners should contribute to paying for the roads that they use," he said. But, he added, "in some cases, states are implementing fees that are pretty punitive to E.V. drivers, significantly more than what the owner of a gas vehicle would pay."

Flat fees are also unfair to low-income drivers or people who don't drive very much, making it even harder for them to buy cars that pollute less, Mr. Harto and others said. Federal and state gasoline and diesel taxes are levied per gallon, so that people who drive more -- or own gas guzzlers -- automatically pay more.

The main reason that revenue from fuel taxes has declined is that internal combustion engines have become much more efficient, while political leaders have been reluctant to raise fuel taxes to keep up with inflation.

The federal gasoline tax of 18.4 cents per gallon has not been increased since 1993. The Highway Trust Fund, which finances transportation projects from proceeds of that tax, could become insolvent by 2027 without new sources of funding, analysts say. A list of tax and spending policies that Republicans in Congress are considering includes imposing fees on electric vehicles to help replenish the Highway Trust Fund.

There are 5.4 million electric vehicles on U.S. roads, according to the Alliance for Automotive Innovation, an industry group. But that is roughly 2 percent of the total and not the main cause of revenue gaps.

"Lawmakers are finding a convenient scapegoat, and penalizing the cleanest vehicles on the road while ignoring the real cause of the shortfall," said Max Baumhefner, director for electric vehicle infrastructure at the Natural Resources Defense Council.

Some of the highest electric vehicle fees are in states that usually elect Republicans, like Texas, Wyoming and Ohio, all of which charge $200 a year on top of the regular registration fee.

Robert Nichols, a Republican state senator in Texas who sponsored legislation in 2023 establishing a fee, said that the amount was determined by analyzing how much the average owner of a gasoline vehicle pays.

"It's not an anti-E.V. thing. We've got Tesla right here in Texas and we're very proud," he said, referring to the electric car maker, which has its headquarters and a factory in Austin. "But everybody needs to pay for the road."

Texas is among the states singled out by Consumer Reports for overcharging electric vehicle drivers. The organization cites Texas' relatively low gas tax of 20 cents a gallon, well below the national average of about 50 cents.

Mr. Nichols acknowledged that lawmakers were reluctant to raise taxes on drivers of gasoline cars. "Nobody wants that on their tombstone: 'Raised the gas tax,'" he said.

But increasingly, electric vehicle fees are not just a red state phenomenon. New Jersey, where the gasoline tax is more than twice as high as in Texas, began charging electric vehicle owners a $250 fee last year. Washington, which charges $150 and an additional $75 "transportation electrification fee," is as progressive as any blue state.

In Vermont, lawmakers passed a fee law last year because they were concerned that growing numbers of electric vehicles posed a risk to state finances, said Patrick Murphy, state policy director at the Vermont Agency of Transportation.

"Legislators recognized that we are nearing the tipping point where E.V. adoption has become mainstream in Vermont," he said.

Electric vehicles accounted for 12 percent of new car sales in Vermont last year, above the national average of 8 percent. Mr. Murphy noted that fees collected from electric vehicle owners are earmarked for infrastructure like chargers. At $89 a year above the standard registration fee, Vermont's fee is also at the low end of what states charge.

People on both sides of the debate agree that a fairer system would charge electric vehicle owners per mile driven. But doing that is complicated. Some states are experimenting with technology that tracks mileage and bills owners accordingly. But the systems are expensive and raise privacy issues.

A flat fee is "not perfect," Mr. Nichols, the Texas legislator, acknowledged. "But it makes a big step forward. It's fair without setting up a huge bureaucracy."

Some states, including Iowa, Georgia and Kentucky, tax electric vehicle chargers. But that system misses a lot of cars. Most people charge at home, using public chargers only occasionally.

States that don't charge electric cars higher fees include Alaska, Arizona, New York and Massachusetts, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.

In 2026, Vermont plans to be among the first states to try to charge electric vehicle owners based on how much they drive.

That will be relatively easy in Vermont, Mr. Murphy said, because officials already collect odometer readings when owners bring their cars in for annual safety checks. That's not the case in many states.

Even a system that tracks mileage has flaws. It taxes owners for trips in other states, and does not collect revenue from out-of-state visitors.

"The whole approach we have had is to keep things as simple as possible in the beginning, to get something in place where all vehicles are paying something for our infrastructure," Mr. Murphy said, "and then to evolve over time to continually make it a fairer system."
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At Least 30 Dead and Many More Hurt in Stampede at Huge Hindu Festival in India

People were trampled as pilgrims at the Maha Kumbh Mela, one of the world's biggest gatherings, gathered where the Ganges and Yamuna Rivers meet, officials said.

Video: Stampede Breaks Out During Major Hindu Festival in India

Millions of Hindu pilgrims gathered in Prayagraj, India, for the Maha Kumbh Mela festival, but thousands were trampled after crowds surged toward the confluence of two rivers.


By Hari Kumar and Anupreeta Das
Hari Kumar reported from Prayagraj, India, and Anupreeta Das from New Delhi.


Jan 29, 2025 at 01:48 AM

At least 30 people were killed and dozens more were injured early Wednesday after millions of Hindu pilgrims at the Maha Kumbh Mela, a huge festival in the Indian city of Prayagraj, rushed to bathe in holy river waters on what is considered one of the most auspicious dates in the Hindu calendar.

As pilgrims rushed to the confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna Rivers, which Hindus consider sacred, thousands of people who were lying or sitting on the river banks were trampled, safety barricades broke, and fences were pulled down, according to government officials and witnesses. Others were trying to escape after bathing, adding to the chaos.

New York Times journalists saw people stretched out on the ground, their bodies and faces covered, and emergency personnel carrying people away on stretchers and into ambulances.

People trying to cross a temporary pontoon bridge near where the stampede took place. Atul Loke for The New York Times


Government officials released casualty figures more than half a day after the stampede happened between 1 a.m. and 2 a.m. local time. Yogi Adityanath, the chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, said on Wednesday evening that he would start a judicial inquiry to find out how, despite heavy precautions, accidents such as these could occur. 

Expressing his condolences, Mr. Adityanath said that the state government would give the families of those who had died about $29,000 per victim. 

Around three dozen injured pilgrims were being treated in hospitals, said Vaibhav Krishna, a senior police official. The rest left with family members. Among the dead, 25 people had been identified, Mr. Krishna said at a news conference.

In a post on X, Prime Minister Narendra Modi of India expressed his condolences to the families of those who lost their lives, and wished those injured a speedy recovery. "The accident in Maha Kumbh is extremely sad," he wrote.

Political rivals of Mr. Adityanath and the Bharatiya Janata Party, to which both he and Mr. Modi belong, swiftly attacked him for what they called mismanaging the event and engaging in self-promotion.

"Mismanagement, mismanagement and the administration's special focus on V.I.P. movement instead of common devotees are responsible for this tragic incident," said Rahul Gandhi of the Congress Party in a post on X. A parade of senior politicians and other public figures, such as the Bollywood star Hema Malini and the Indian guru Baba Ramdev, visited the fair in recent days.


"They were inviting us here to die," said Ajay Singh, a farmer from the district of Gonda in Uttar Pradesh. "They invited devotees through media, channels, phones, newspapers," but mismanaged the event, Mr. Singh said.

He had been sleeping on the river banks with his family when the police began pushing people out. Mr. Singh's mother, aunt and uncle fell down, and they all suffered injuries on their backs and ribs. He said he saw around five dead bodies when he was trapped.

The Kumbh Mela at Prayagraj, one of the world's biggest religious gatherings, occurs every 12 years. Hindus believe that bathing at the spot where the two holy rivers meet, along with a third mythical river called Sarasvati, will purge them of all sins and help them attain salvation. Because of certain favorable celestial alignments, millions more were expected this year at the event, named the "Maha" or Great Kumbh.

Searching for personal belongings after the stampede. Atul Loke for The New York Times


Although there are a number of days considered auspicious for bathing during the event, the period starting late Jan. 28 and heading into the morning of Jan. 29 was seen as especially favorable. Government officials had said they expected around 100 million people to come to the rivers then.

The government of the state of Uttar Pradesh, where Prayagraj is, estimated that around 400 million people in total would attend the six-week festival from all corners of India. To house them all, the government built a temporary city on the banks of the Ganges, with tents, toilets, streets, pontoon bridges and waste management facilities. The government also built temporary bathing platforms using sandbags to make it easier for people to step into the water.



However, most of the temporary pontoon bridges built to connect river banks were cordoned off on Tuesday, according to witnesses, reducing the number of paths that pilgrims could use to get to the confluence and increasing the likelihood of overcrowding. It was unclear why the bridges were closed.

 During his speech, Mr. Adityanath had appealed to pilgrims to perform their rituals at the nearest platform rather than pushing to get to the confluence, saying that the day's significance lay in bathing anywhere along the Ganges. 

Mr. Adityanath said Mr. Modi and Amit Shah, the minister of home affairs, had called him several times for updates and offered assistance. Mr. Shah was among those who bathed at the confluence earlier this week.

Indian government officials said they had expected around 100 million people to visit two holy rivers on Tuesday and Wednesday for the festival. Atul Loke for The New York Times


The danger posed by huge crowds has been a frequent problem at the Kumbh Mela and other religious events. In 2013, 42 people were killed and 45 injured in a crowd crush on a train platform. And in July, more than 100 people were killed and many injured during a prayer meeting organized by a local guru. Officials blamed the casualties on high temperatures and overcrowding.

Government officials became much more organized and focused on the safety and security of pilgrims after the 2013 deaths. This year, the Uttar Pradesh government has employed more sophisticated technology to monitor the inflow and outflow of people so that police personnel on the ground can redirect crowds.

The pilgrims "come gradually and exit simultaneously," Vijay Vishwas Pant, a senior government official, said on Tuesday. Millions of pilgrims had begun trickling in during the day, but there was no set formula for how the crowds would exit, Mr. Pant said. The goal was to keep pilgrims moving safely, he added. "It is all dynamic."

Despite the precautions, festival employees and others were encouraging people to go toward the confluence of the rivers, with some even using the public address system to do so. Police officials were unable to clear the bathing areas before more pilgrims rushed in, officials said. As pilgrims tried to escape, they created stampede-like situations elsewhere, according to witness accounts. The Kumbh Mela festival, which is rotated among four cities every three years, is known for the massive number of Hindu devotees who attend, including monks and ascetics from various orders of Hinduism and ordinary pilgrims.
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the new new world


Inside China, DeepSeek Provides a National Mic Drop Moment

Social media exploded in a celebration after the news that a Chinese start-up had made an artificial intelligence tool that was more efficient than any in the United States.

The news that the Chinese start-up DeepSeek can build artificial intelligence models that are as good as OpenAI's, and at a fraction of the cost, sent Silicon Valley into a panic. Violeta Santos Moura/Reuters



By Li Yuan



Jan 28, 2025 at 04:34 PM

Inside China, it was called the tipping point for the global technological rivalry with the United States and the "darkest hour" in Silicon Valley, evoking Winston Churchill. It was possibly a breakthrough that could change the country's destiny.

The news that the Chinese start-up DeepSeek can build artificial intelligence models that are as good as OpenAI's, and at a fraction of the cost, tanked the stock market on Monday and sent Silicon Valley into a panic.

The claim about DeepSeek's success was viewed in China as a shot in the arm for a discouraged tech industry and a public that's suffering through a stagnating economy. On social media posts and state news outlets, DeepSeek was nothing less than a testament to the country's ability to innovate, especially when facing efforts by the United States to limit China's access to the most advanced technologies.

"A nation like China, which is equipped with substantial technological resources, cannot truly be suppressed," wrote Hu Xijin, a retired editor in chief of the Communist Party tabloid Global Times. "U.S. sanctions in one area will only spur more comprehensive and resilient progress in China, potentially leading to breakthroughs that outpace the U.S."

The American semiconductor policies toward China "may ultimately backfire on the U.S.," he wrote.

On Monday evening, four out of the 10 most popular topics on the social media platform Weibo were related to DeepSeek.

"DeepSeek, keep up the momentum!" a Weibo user in Beijing wrote.

"The nation must protect the founder of DeepSeek at all costs! Seriously!" wrote another user in Shanghai who usually posts about entertainment news.

Even a hashtag about the DeepSeek chief executive, Liang Wenfeng, visiting his hometown in southern Guangdong Province for the Lunar New Year, which falls on Wednesday, was a hot topic on Weibo. It had more than 50 million views.

Shares on the Nasdaq fell nearly 4 percent on Monday morning, after talk that DeepSeek can outperform big-name rivals, notably in the United States. Bryan R. Smith/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Much of the outpouring of attention emphasized the U.S.-China tech rivalry.

The assumption that the United States would lead the next wave of the technological revolution was now open to challenge, Li Chengdong, an e-commerce investor, wrote on his WeChat timeline.

Fancaiju, a business blog on WeChat, had a post saying that DeepSeek had burst the U.S. stock bubble in one fell swoop -- a more significant strike than when George Soros bet against the British pound in 1992.

The DeepSeek breakthrough had turned the $100 billion A.I. initiative known as Stargate that President Trump announced last week into "Interstellar Graveyard," said a post on Fancaiju.

The commentariat took immense pride that DeepSeek was stocked with talented Chinese technologists educated in China.

DeepSeek dispelled the myth of the dominance of American A.I. talent and demystified companies like OpenAI, said Tom Zhang, a human resources expert who has worked at several big tech companies in Silicon Valley. "A group of 'homegrown Ph.D. graduates' from Tsinghua and Peking University outshines their counterparts from Stanford and MIT," he wrote on his WeChat timeline.

Entrepreneurs and investors said that DeepSeek demonstrated that China's A.I. sector had an edge in innovation. They also said they believed that the U.S. government's export restrictions on specialized chips from the Silicon Valley tech giant Nvidia forced Chinese companies to be more efficient.

That was not what Washington had intended, people in China said, but that was what happened.

DeepSeek trained its A.I. chatbot with 2,000 specialized Nvidia chips, compared with as many as the 16,000 chips used by leading American counterparts. It's also not the only Chinese company to prove the efficiency of its engineering: 01.ai, a startup founded by Kaifu Lee, a Beijing investor and entrepreneur, trained its A.I. models with computing power that cost about $3 million, the company said, compared with the $80 to $100 million OpenAI has tapped.

"In my book AI Superpowers, I predicted that US will lead breakthroughs, but China will be better and faster in engineering," Mr. Lee, who studied artificial intelligence at Carnegie Mellon in the 1980s, wrote on X on Sunday. "With the recent DeepSeek releases, I feel vindicated."

The building housing the headquarters of the Chinese A.I. startup DeepSeek, in Hangzhou, in China's eastern Zhejiang province. Agatha Cantrill/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Among the most popular articles on the Chinese internet were two interviews of Mr. Liang, the reclusive chief executive, with a tech blog.

In the interviews, Mr. Liang, who founded a quantitative stock trading firm called High-Flyer after graduating with a master's degree in artificial intelligence, came across as a geeky billionaire full of idealism and optimism. He started DeepSeek as a side project in 2023 because he wanted to explore the limits of A.I., he said.

Mr. Liang said he believed that innovation was, first and foremost, a matter of belief.

"Why is Silicon Valley so innovative? It starts with daring to try," he said. Mr. Liang noted that when OpenAI's ChatGPT came out, China was suffering from a lack of confidence to pursue such innovation. "From investors to major tech companies, many felt the gap was too wide," he said.

As China's economy develops, he said, China should gradually become a contributor to tech innovation, rather than a follower.

He said he believed that China's economic slowdown wasn't necessarily a bad thing because it could force company founders to be driven less by financial success.

"When many people realize that making quick money in the past was likely due to the luck of the times," Mr. Liang said, "they will become more willing to focus on genuine innovation."

Mr. Liang told the blog that he had hired mostly young graduates or even graduate students with little work experience. Every team member who worked on an A.I. model that was released last spring graduated from a Chinese university, he said.

"The top 50 talents might not currently be in China, but perhaps we can cultivate such talent ourselves," he said, a quote that has been reposted many times. People on social media portrayed DeepSeek employees as geniuses, posting their names and citing their educational background and academic papers.

Nvidia's chief executive, Jensen Huang, this month. DeepSeek trained its A.I. chatbot with 2,000 specialized Nvidia chips, compared with as many as the 16,000 chips used by leading American counterparts. Stella Kalinina for The New York Times


Mr. Liang, born in 1985, didn't attract much public attention until last week when he joined a group of businesspeople and academics for a meeting with Li Qiang, China's premier.

The meeting was a sign that Mr. Liang had risen to the top, but it could also put him in an awkward position, tech executives said. The relationship between Chinese entrepreneurs and the government has been tricky after Beijing's crackdown on the tech sector in recent years. The government wants the companies to help make China a tech power less reliant on the United States. But it's also wary of the companies' influence. The crackdown crushed the promise of the Chinese internet.

A Hong Kong investor told me that he would not invest in Chinese internet stocks as long as Xi Jinping, the Chinese leader, was in office -- even with the DeepSeek breakthrough. Mr. Xi is known for his dislike of the internet sector.

Business executives hope the government can refrain from interfering with DeepSeek.

"As is often the case with this government," Zhang Fuyu, an entrepreneur, wrote on WeChat, "any promising company gets incorporated into a national strategy -- receiving funding and resources but being subjected to state directives -- or is directly placed under control, then DeepSeek's future prospects may be entirely stifled."

Under government regulations, A.I. models that serve consumers are subject to censorship rules. Many DeepSeek users posted photos and videos of its chatbot censoring topics including Xi Jinping, the war in Ukraine, the Cultural Revolution and the Tiananmen Square massacre.

"If DeepSeek is truly as remarkable as claimed, so impactful that it shakes the U.S. stock market, yet it remains confined to being just an AI model with Chinese socialist characteristics," a journalist using the handle Xiaoming wrote on her Threads account, "then that would be truly tragic."
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Justice Dept. Is Said to Discuss Dropping Case Against Eric Adams

Senior officials under President Trump have talked with prosecutors in Manhattan about the possibility of abandoning the corruption case against New York City's mayor.

Mayor Eric Adams's lawyer, Alex Spiro, left, also represents one of President Trump's most prominent advisers, Elon Musk. Todd Heisler/The New York Times



By Maggie Haberman, William K. Rashbaum, Devlin Barrett and Jonah E. Bromwich



Jan 29, 2025 at 08:58 PM

Senior Justice Department officials under President Trump have held discussions with federal prosecutors in Manhattan about the possibility of dropping their corruption case against Mayor Eric Adams of New York, according to five people with knowledge of the matter.

The officials have also spoken to Mr. Adams's defense team since Mr. Trump took office, the people said. The defense team is led by Alex Spiro, who is also the personal lawyer for Elon Musk, the world's richest man and one of the president's closest advisers.

Mr. Trump has the power to pardon Mr. Adams, who as New York City's mayor could aid his plans for mass deportations. In December, Mr. Trump said that the mayor had been treated "pretty unfairly" by prosecutors and suggested he was considering issuing a pardon.

But if prosecutors were to dismiss the case entirely, it could allow Mr. Adams to insist on his innocence to voters as he seeks another term as mayor, while allowing Mr. Trump to avoid the appearance of a pardon that many might view as unwarranted.

In pushing for the case to be dropped, two of the people with knowledge said, Mr. Spiro has observed to department officials that Mr. Trump has criticized it. The two people said that the defense lawyer has also suggested that the mayor would not be inclined to cooperate with the president's immigration crackdown if he remained under indictment.

In a statement, Mr. Spiro strongly denied that he had made any such suggestion: "That is a complete lie."

Department officials in Washington are expected to meet with Manhattan prosecutors and, separately, with Mr. Adams's team, as soon as this week.

Mr. Adams was indicted in September on charges including bribery, fraud and soliciting illegal foreign campaign contributions after an investigation that began in 2021. He has pleaded not guilty, maintained his innocence and contended that he is being prosecuted because he criticized the Biden administration's immigration policies as New York has received a historic influx of migrants. Federal prosecutors have firmly rebutted that claim.

In recent weeks, Mr. Adams, a Democrat, has curried favor with Mr. Trump. He met with the president-elect near Mar-a-Lago, attended the inauguration and has said that, from now on, he will share any criticisms of the president in private.

The two men, according to several people close to the mayor, have been in direct communication for weeks, speaking on the phone. At their meeting in West Palm Beach earlier this month, they did not discuss a pardon, but Mr. Trump did speak about a "weaponized" Justice Department, according to a person briefed on the meeting.

A spokesman for the office of the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, which is prosecuting the case, declined to comment. The office, known for its independence, is being led on an interim basis by Danielle R. Sassoon, a veteran prosecutor selected by the Trump administration.

Mr. Adams, who is running for re-election this year, presides over a so-called sanctuary city, one where Trump administration officials began a crackdown this week on undocumented migrants. The Justice Department is among the agencies leading that crackdown.

In a memo last week, the acting deputy attorney general, Emil Bove, threatened to prosecute local officials who interfere with the administration's immigration agenda.

Mr. Trump's nominee to be deputy attorney general, Todd Blanche, who was Mr. Trump's personal lawyer in his criminal cases over the past two years and is a former federal prosecutor in the Southern District of New York, was not part of the discussions, a senior Justice Department official said, speaking on the condition of anonymity to describe sensitive discussions. Mr. Blanche has not yet gone through the Senate confirmation process.

Another Justice Department official said all communications between Manhattan prosecutors and Mr. Adams's legal team about the case had gone through the office of Mr. Bove, who is also a former Southern District prosecutor and worked with Mr. Blanche on Mr. Trump's criminal cases.

It is not unusual for leaders of the Justice Department in Washington to discuss high-profile criminal cases with prosecutors in Manhattan, and there is no indication that officials at the Southern District are inclined to drop the case. But the timing of the discussions, before the confirmation of Mr. Trump's choices for attorney general and U.S. attorney in Manhattan, Pam Bondi and Jay Clayton, raises questions about whether the temporary officials currently running the department are trying to hurry a decision.

It is also commonplace for defense lawyers in major cases to ask senior Justice Department officials in Washington to scale back or drop prosecutions. What is notable, however, is that such discussions are happening at a time when there is a skeleton crew of Trump administration officials running the department, which is undergoing major personnel and policy changes.

The discussions come at a time of uncertainty for federal corruption prosecutors. Earlier this week, the head of the department's public integrity section resigned rather than accept a forced transfer to an unrelated part of the agency.

And for prosecutors in the Southern District, the stakes are high, in more ways than one.

If senior department officials order Ms. Sassoon to dismiss the case and she refuses, she would in all likelihood face a choice between resigning or being fired. Were she -- or anyone who might succeed her as the office's interim leader -- to follow their orders, it could allow Mr. Adams to suggest that the dismissal was an acknowledgment that the prosecution had been a mistake from the beginning.

In December, the mayor's defense lawyers revealed in court papers that prosecutors had presented additional evidence to a grand jury in his case, suggesting that more charges could be coming against the mayor himself, his associates or both.

Earlier this month, prosecutors wrote in another filing that they had continued to "uncover additional criminal conduct by Adams" and "identify additional individuals involved," another indication that new charges might be in the works. The filing provided no additional detail on the conduct they said they had uncovered.

Under Mr. Trump, federal prosecutors have moved swiftly to halt several ongoing cases, including one against a Texas surgeon accused of obtaining private medical information about gender-transition care for minors and another against Jeffrey Fortenberry, a Republican congressman from Nebraska who was facing a second trial related to campaign finance violations.

Glenn Thrush and Ben Protess contributed reporting.
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Why Every Best Actress Nominee Has a Solid Shot at the Oscar

The strong lineup includes comeback kid Demi Moore, Brazilian actress Fernanda Torres, and "Emilia Perez" star Karla Sofia Gascon. But who will win?

The best actress nominees, clockwise from top left: Karla Sofia Gascon, Demi Moore, Mikey Madison, Cynthia Erivo and Fernanda Torres. Clockwise from top left: Shanna Besson/Netflix; Mubi; Neon; Universal Pictures; Alile Onawale, via Sony Pictures Classics



By Kyle Buchanan



Jan 29, 2025 at 10:01 AM

Ever since the Oscar nominations were announced last week, one statistic has really stuck with me: For the first time since 1978, all five best-actress nominees come from films that are also nominated for best picture.

There are a couple of different ways you could look at that statistic. One is that the recent push to diversify the academy has actually paid dividends: For a long time, female-led movies just weren't given the same canonical weight as the ones that starred men. Now that more women have become Oscar voters and the best-picture field has expanded beyond five nominees, the kinds of movies that are thought of as the most important of the year have finally changed, too.

That's the highbrow way of looking at it, anyway. The part of me that simply enjoys a suspenseful Oscar race sees that statistic as proof that this is the strongest best-actress lineup we've had in ages. Any one of the five nominees has a competitive case to win and below, I'll lay them all out.

Cynthia Erivo, 'Wicked'

Cynthia Erivo is the sole contender for best actress to hail from a blockbuster. Giles Keyte/Universal Pictures


With Oscar voters, esteem tends to accrue, and the 38-year-old Erivo has emphatically proven that she's no flash in the pan. The sole contender in this category to star in a bona fide blockbuster, Erivo is also the only one who's been Oscar-nominated before, having picked up actress and original-song nominations for the 2019 biopic "Harriet."

Still, would the academy rather wait a little longer to reward her? In its transfer from the Broadway stage to the big screen, "Wicked" was split into two parts, and the character arc of Erivo's not-so-wicked witch won't be complete until the sequel, "Wicked: For Good," hits theaters in November. Though Erivo sends viewers out on a high by belting "Defying Gravity" in Part 1's finale, there's still the nagging feeling that when it ends, she's just getting started.

For Erivo to truly contend, she'll need to pull out a win at one of the two coming ceremonies that are most favorable to her. A victory at the SAG Awards (Feb. 23) may be the most plausible, since those voters went so gaga for "Wicked" that they even nominated her co-star Jonathan Bailey in the supporting-actor category. But Erivo could also score at the BAFTAs, the British equivalent of the Oscars: With that voting body, Erivo's at least got a home-turf advantage.

Karla Sofia Gascon, 'Emilia Perez'

Karla Sofia Gascon has the advantage of hailing from a front-runner movie. Shanna Besson/Netflix


If "Emilia Perez" is the front-runner for best picture, then Gascon, 52, is good as gold. The last two best-picture winners, "Oppenheimer" and "Everything Everywhere All at Once," also took lead acting Oscars, and with a field-leading 13 nominations, I'd consider "Emilia Perez" to be the current favorite for Oscar's top prize.

Still, that's not the only thing buoying Gascon, nominated for playing a Mexican cartel boss who transitions in secret. She is the first openly trans actress to ever be nominated for an Oscar, and liberal academy members may see their vote for Gascon as a repudiation of President Trump, who has promised to roll back protections for transgender people.

Gascon's co-star Zoe Saldana is also in a strong spot this season: She has already won a supporting-actress Golden Globe, and if voters are only willing to hand "Emilia Perez" one acting trophy, Saldana's probably got the better shot. But why would they hold back now? Across so many different branches, academy members have amply indicated their love for "Emilia Perez," and that supersized nomination haul could portend an equally generous tally of wins that includes Gascon as their favorite movie's title character.

Mikey Madison, 'Anora'

Mikey Madison gives the kind of breakout performance that voters often like to reward. Neon


In the two decades before the academy diversified its voter rolls, the best-actress race was thought of as a younger woman's game. Oscars typically went to fresh-faced contenders like Jennifer Lawrence ("Silver Linings Playbook"), Emma Stone ("La La Land"), and Brie Larson ("Room") since Oscar voters, who were primarily older men, were more inclined to reward a young ingenue instead of a woman their own age.

If we still lived in that era, the best-actress favorite would surely be Madison. In "Anora," the 25-year-old actress plays an exotic dancer romanced by a caddish Russian heir, and it's a breakout, brashly accented role with big comic beats and an emotional finale. In other words, it's the sort of star-is-born performance that Oscar voters typically love to give their seal of approval to.

But times have changed, and so has the academy. As more women have been invited to become Oscar voters, the average age of the best-actress winner has risen, and nearly all of the recent winners have been over 40. If it's a seasoned candidate voters are looking for, this race offers better options than Madison; still, I think the old guard will be enamored enough to keep her competitive.

Demi Moore, 'The Substance'

Demi Moore's Golden Globes speech made her the front-runner. MUBI


When it comes to the best-actress contest, nothing helps like a good narrative. Think of two years ago, when this category saw one of the most formidable matchups in its history, as Cate Blanchett ("Tar") faced off against Michelle Yeoh ("Everything Everywhere All at Once"). Both women won major prizes all season, but ultimately, Yeoh's narrative helped put her over the top: Her Oscar win was history-making and emotional in a way that two-time winner Blanchett's simply wouldn't have been.

This year, no best-actress contender boasts a better narrative than Moore, 62, who used her Golden Globe acceptance speech this month to signal exactly what an Oscar victory might mean for her. "This is the first time I've ever won anything as an actor," she said, as she recalled being dismissed as a "popcorn actress" who would never be considered a serious talent. Those critiques became so constant and pernicious that eventually, she has said, even she began to believe them.

That narrative dovetails nicely with the plot of "The Substance," with Moore as a movie star on the wane who loses her job hosting an exercise program when executives dismiss her as over the hill. Moore's fellow actors will be able to relate to that fear and she's got a killer Oscar clip that exemplifies it, in which she smears her makeup in a self-hating fit as all of her character's insecurities come to the fore.

Though leading women in horror-tinged films have won before, like Natalie Portman ("Black Swan") and Jodie Foster ("Silence of the Lambs"), those movies didn't hit the over-the-top body horror highs of "The Substance," which covers the lens with fountains of blood by its climax. Still, all that gore hasn't seemed to faze Oscar voters, who also showered "The Substance" with nominations for director, best picture and best screenplay. There's still more than a month to go but right now, Moore is our front-runner.

Fernanda Torres, 'I'm Still Here'

Fernanda Torres's film is the freshest in the race. Alile Onawale


When I woke up early to watch the announcement of the Oscar nominations on YouTube, I was struck by how much the live chat was dominated by Brazilians spamming the emoji of their nation's flag. That Torres, 59, made the best-actress lineup is a point of significant national pride as she is the first Brazilian to be recognized in this category since her mother, Fernanda Montenegro, was nominated for the 1998 drama "Central Station."

Montenegro's awards campaign was waged by Michael Barker and Tom Bernard of Sony Pictures Classics, who have also steered the slow but steady ascent of Torres nearly three decades later. Though Sony Pictures Classics doesn't flood the awards-season zone the same way that a deep-pocketed campaigner like Netflix can, no studio is better at patiently coaxing older voters to check out a small prestige drama.

That's how the specialty imprint pulled off dark-horse victories like Anthony Hopkins ("The Father") beating Chadwick Boseman ("Ma Rainey's Black Bottom") for the best-actor Oscar four years ago, or Torres herself topping contenders like Nicole Kidman and Angelina Jolie when she won the Golden Globe for best actress in a drama earlier this month. And it's why, even though Moore's Oscar bid has plenty of momentum, I wouldn't count Torres out: As Eunice Paiva, an activist who tries to keep her family together after her dissident husband is disappeared by Brazil's military dictatorship, Torres delivers a much more traditionally Oscar-friendly performance than Moore.

Still, the biggest advantage for Torres is that her film is the freshest in the race. Many voters hadn't caught up with "I'm Still Here" but surely will now that their fellow academy members have pushed it into contention in three major categories, including best picture and best international feature. It often pays to be the last film that voters watch, and with Torres so well-positioned during the final leg of this contest, the best-actress race is still anyone's game.
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The Fed Holds Rates Steady, Hitting Pause After a Series of Cuts

The U.S. central bank did not cut borrowing costs amid a solid economy and rising inflation risks.

Federal Funds Target Rate


Note: The rate since December 2008 is the midpoint of the federal funds target range.


By Colby Smith
Reporting from Washington


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:02 AM

The Federal Reserve left interest rates unchanged on Wednesday, as the central bank turned cautious on further cuts amid a strong economy and uncertainty about inflation.

The central bank's decision to pause at its first meeting of 2025 followed a series of cuts that began in September to account for progress already made on getting inflation down.

Over the course of three meetings, the Fed lowered rates by a full percentage point to a range of 4.25 percent to 4.5 percent, which was maintained on Wednesday.

Speaking at a news conference on Wednesday, Fed Chair Jerome H. Powell signaled that he was open to additional cuts at some point but was clear that "strong" growth and a "solid" labor market meant the central bank could take its time.

Mr. Powell described the Fed's policy settings as "meaningfully restrictive," suggesting that interest rates remained at a level that was weighing on growth and aiding its efforts to bring inflation down. He also hinted that the ongoing rise in U.S. government bond yields because of expectations about more buoyant growth and, in turn, inflation, was helping the Fed's efforts to quell inflation and dampen spending.

Video: Powell Says There Is No 'Hurry' to Adjust Policy Stance

Jerome H. Powell, the Fed chair, characterized policy settings as still "meaningfully restrictive," suggesting that interest rates at their current levels were continuing to weigh on the economy and help stamp out remaining price pressures.

Still, the bar for additional cuts appears high. Mr. Powell said that he would need to see "real progress on inflation or some weakness in the labor market before we consider making adjustments."

"The broad sense of the committee is that we don't need to be in a hurry to adjust our policy stance," he said.

Officials at the Fed are trying to strike the right balance between ensuring that high inflation is fully vanquished after the worst shock in decades while also safeguarding the labor market from weakening excessively. Lowering interest rates too slowly risks jeopardizing jobs, whereas lowering interest rates too quickly risks inflation getting stuck above the Fed's 2 percent goal. Mr. Powell on Wednesday said those risks still appeared to be in balance.

Angst about the labor market that emerged over the summer has abated as businesses continue to hire and layoffs remain low. But progress on taming price pressures has been bumpy in recent months. The concern is that it may get even bumpier given President Trump's plans to dramatically reshape economic policy in his second term in the White House, including through a much more liberal use of tariffs and mass deportations.

What is unclear is how those policies will affect inflation and growth and, in turn, when and by how much the Fed will be able to lower interest rates again. Mr. Powell was careful not to comment directly about Mr. Trump or the potential economic impact of his policies, despite facing repeated questions.

"We need to let those policies be articulated before we can even begin to make a plausible assessment of what their implications for the economy will be," he said when asked about tariffs.

He did acknowledge, however, that uncertainty about tariffs risked causing businesses to retrench and pull back on investment, as was the case during Mr. Trump's first administration when trade tensions flared. Mr. Trump has said he will impose 25 percent tariffs on Canada and Mexico on Feb. 1, along with 10 percent tariffs on China, unless those countries do more to stop the flow of migrants and drugs into the United States.

Still, he repeatedly avoided answering any questions about Mr. Trump or his policies, including the president's desire for lower interest rates. "I'm not going to have any response or comment whatsoever on what the president said," he said.

Mr. Trump did not hold back on responding to the Fed's decision to pause, blasting Mr. Powell and the Fed on social media.

"Because Jay Powell and the Fed failed to stop the problem they created with Inflation, I will do it by unleashing American Energy production, slashing Regulation, rebalancing International Trade, and reigniting American Manufacturing," Mr. Trump wrote on Truth Social. "If the Fed had spent less time on DEI, gender ideology, 'green' energy, and fake climate change, Inflation would never have been a problem. Instead, we suffered from the worst Inflation in the History of our Country!"

Inflation remains the foremost concern for the Fed, despite better-than-expected data last month that suggested underlying prices pressures were coming under control.

In December, officials scaled back their forecasts for rate cuts for this year to just a half a percentage point -- half of what they estimated in September -- as they sharply raised their inflation projections for the year. That reflected potential policy changes by Mr. Trump that some officials incorporated into their outlooks, Mr. Powell said at the time. Others revised their outlooks based on the state of the economy alone.

Key to how the Fed will respond to any price pressures caused by tariffs is how expectations from consumers and businesses about future inflation shift as a result. The central bank proved to be more concerned about the potential hit to growth caused by trade tensions during Mr. Trump's first term -- so much so that it lowered interest rates to ward off weakness -- but that was because inflation was consistently below the Fed's goal, which is a different scenario than what exists today.

Mr. Powell on Wednesday sought to allay concerns that consumers and households were becoming more concerned about inflation following a recent rise in expectations of future inflation by some metrics.

"You see expectations moving up a little bit at the short-end but not at the long-end, where it really matters," he said.

Mr. Trump's top economic advisers, including newly confirmed Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, have pushed back on the idea that tariffs will cause higher consumer prices on the grounds that increased costs to U.S. importers would in part be offset by a stronger dollar. Mr. Bessent also expects foreign manufacturers to slash prices in order to stay competitive with U.S. firms, which would further insulate consumers.

Mr. Trump has made squashing inflation a central pillar of his economic agenda, and said last week that as his policies lower oil prices, he would "demand that interest rates drop immediately."

Mr. Trump repeatedly attacked Mr. Powell during his first term for failing to lower interest rates fast enough. At one point, he questioned if the Fed chair was a "bigger enemy" to the U.S. than China's president Xi Jinping.

Speaking at a New York Times event in December, Mr. Powell said he was "not concerned" about the Fed maintaining its political independence.

"Don't look for us to do anything else," Mr. Powell said on Wednesday when pressed if the Fed would continue to operate independent of politics.
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They Invested Billions. Then the A.I. Script Got Flipped.

Venture capitalists plowed money into A.I. start-ups like OpenAI and Anthropic. But the rise of the Chinese A.I. start-up DeepSeek has called that funding frenzy into question.

DeepSeek created a powerful artificial intelligence model with far less money than most tech experts thought possible, upending many assumptions about the development of the technology. Mladen Antonov/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Erin Griffith
Reporting from San Francisco


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:03 AM

Jordan Jacobs, an investor at the venture capital firm Radical Ventures, has spent the last few days fielding half a dozen calls from his firm's investors. All of them wanted to know about DeepSeek, a Chinese artificial intelligence app that topped the app stores over the weekend. 

DeepSeek had created a powerful A.I. model with far less money than most A.I. experts thought possible, upending many assumptions underlying the development of the fast-evolving technology. To calm the panic, Mr. Jacobs said he explained to his investors that Radical Ventures had long invested in more efficient A.I. models, similar to the one made by DeepSeek.

"Let's focus on the companies who are actually building real businesses, rather than the ones that are chasing science fiction," Mr. Jacobs said he told them.

Nvidia, Google, Meta and other giant tech companies have faced a barrage of questions about DeepSeek since last week as the Chinese start-up toppled longstanding notions about A.I. But its repercussions are being felt beyond the largest firms, reaching into the venture capital industry that has bet big on the technology by plowing billions of dollars into A.I. start-ups.

For two years, venture capital firms have been engaged in a funding frenzy, pouring more than $155 billion into A.I. start-ups between 2023 and 2024, according to PitchBook, which tracks start-ups. Two of those A.I. companies -- OpenAI and Anthropic -- have raised $24 billion and $16 billion with the goal of building A.I. that is as intelligent as humans. OpenAI's valuation has hit $157 billion -- more than Pfizer or Citigroup -- while Anthropic's valuation has reached $20 billion.

What DeepSeek did has now called that funding fever into question. If a Chinese upstart can create an app as powerful as OpenAI's ChatGPT or Anthropic's Claude chatbot with barely any money, why did those companies need to raise so much cash? 

"It's not a good look right now" for some A.I. companies "given their talk about needing ever larger scale to come up with the best model," said Matt Turck, an investor at FirstMark Capital. But, he added, A.I. companies would ultimately need money, computing power and infrastructure to serve their customers.

Venture capitalists have debated the best way to invest in A.I. ever since OpenAI released ChatGPT in late 2022. Some investors have argued that the technology underpinning ChatGPT and other products -- often referred to as "foundation models" because they can power many applications, including chatbots, search engines and image generators -- is not a good investment because the systems are expensive to create and easy for competitors to copy. 

Marc Andreessen, an investor at Andreessen Horowitz, last year called such systems a "race to the bottom"  and speculated that building a business with this type of A.I. would be like "selling rice" where anyone can compete.

Marc Andreessen, an investor at Andreessen Horowitz, called A.I. foundation models a "race to the bottom" last year. Mike Kai Chen for The New York Times


With the hubbub caused by DeepSeek in recent days, venture capital investors who have not invested in foundation model companies like OpenAI and Anthropic -- either because they anticipated the race to the bottom or because they did not have the money or opportunity -- have used the moment to share their views.

Eric Vishria, an investor at the venture firm Benchmark, said on social media on Monday that he believed foundation models were "the fastest depreciating asset in human history." Anjney Midha, an investor at Andreessen Horowitz, wrote that DeepSeek showed "the current AI foundation model market structure is far from stable."

Investors who have backed foundation model companies defended their investments. Gavin Baker, an investor at Atreides Management, which has invested in Elon Musk's A.I. start-up X.ai, said he felt good about his bet because A.I. companies are limited by how much data they can access. X.ai, he said, was in a strong position because it has its own unique source of data from the social network X, which Mr. Musk also owns. 

"For me, I feel very, very calm," Mr. Baker said.

Other tech leaders have dissected DeepSeek's claim that it only spent $6 million to create its A.I. model, which is a fraction of what other companies spend. Some pointed fingers at regulation, including former President Biden's A.I. executive order and California's failed attempt to enact a state law on A.I., for trying to hold back the industry's progress. 

They also bemoaned export restrictions on powerful A.I. chips as ineffective in stopping Chinese tech advances. Some lashed out at so-called A.I. safety advocates, who have tried to slow the development of A.I. because of its potential risks to humanity. Others invoked patriotism and said DeepSeek was a sign that the United States needed to move faster in A.I. Still others saw the moment as an opportunity. 

Mr. Turck said DeepSeek's breakthrough might be bad news for some of the largest A.I. companies, but it opened up possibilities for other firms that were just getting started. 

"The panic over the last few days is a dramatic overreaction," he said in a message. 

Niko Bonatsos, a venture capital investor at General Catalyst, said in an interview that DeepSeek had energized start-ups. "If you are building anything that is touching A.I. and you haven't been excited, obsessed, scared and sleep-deprived over the last four days, what planet are you living on?" he said.

DeepSeek has energized start-ups, said Niko Bonatsos, a venture capital investor at General Catalyst. Kimberly White/Getty Images


Mr. Bonatsos spent Monday morning on the phone with the founders of companies who had enthusiastically built their own "forked" versions of DeepSeek's technology, meaning they had copied and customized it. DeepSeek built its technology using freely available A.I. tools shared by other tech companies and then published its results for all to use, a common tech industry practice called open source.

Many of these start-ups were already building software on platforms developed by OpenAI and Anthropic, he said. DeepSeek had showed people new techniques for developing A.I. models that are cheaper to train and maintain, he said, which could lead to more competition and possibly some "creative destruction" for incumbents.

"That's capitalism," Mr. Bonatsos said.

Clement Delangue, the chief executive of Hugging Face, a start-up that allows A.I. companies to post projects and work together, said on Tuesday that more than 600 versions of the DeepSeek model had been created on his site in just a few days.   

Investors are bracing for more surprises in the coming weeks. A.I. is "such a dynamic space that there is something wild that happens almost every day," Mr. Jacobs said.

Cade Metz contributed reporting. 
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Meta Engineers See Vindication in DeepSeek's Apparent Breakthrough

The Silicon Valley giant was criticized for giving away its core A.I. technology two years ago for anyone to use. Now that bet is having an impact.

Meta executives think a decision they made two years ago is leveling the A.I. playing field. Jason Henry for The New York Times
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Reporting from San Francisco


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:03 AM

When a small Chinese company called DeepSeek revealed that it had created an A.I. system that could match leading A.I. products made in the United States, the news was greeted in many circles as a warning that China was closing the gap in the global race to build artificial intelligence.

DeepSeek also said it built its new A.I. technology more cost effectively and with fewer hard-to-get computers chips than its American competitors, shocking an industry that had come to believe that bigger and better A.I. would cost billions and billions of dollars.

But A.I. experts inside the tech giant Meta saw DeepSeek's breakthrough as something more than the arrival of a nimble, new competitor from the other side of the world: It was vindication that an unconventional decision Meta made nearly two years ago was the right call.

In 2023, Meta, in a widely criticized move, gave away its cutting-edge A.I. technology after spending millions to build it. DeepSeek used parts of that technology as well as other A.I. tools freely available on the internet through a software development method called open source.

Meta executives believe DeepSeek's breakthrough shows that upstarts now have a chance to innovate and compete with the tech giants that have mostly had the A.I. playing field to themselves because A.I. costs so much to build. It was something Meta executives hoped would happen when they gave away their own technology.

"Our open source strategy was validated," said Ragavan Srinivasan, a Meta vice president, in an interview on Tuesday. "The more people who have access to the technology needed to move things forward faster, the better."

Meta is also taking a close look at the work done at DeepSeek. Following Meta's lead, the Chinese company released its technology to the open source tech community as well. Meta has created several "war rooms" where employees are reverse engineering DeepSeek's technology, according to two people familiar with the effort who spoke on the condition of anonymity.

The Meta employees are looking for ways to lower the cost of training its software -- a term used to describe the way A.I. technologies learn from data -- and apply it to Meta's own A.I. The Information earlier reported on the war rooms.

Before Meta, which owns Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp, gave away its A.I. tech, the company had been focused on projects like virtual reality. It was caught flat-footed when OpenAI introduced the chatbot ChatGPT in late 2022. Other tech giants like Microsoft, OpenAI's close partner, and Google were also well ahead in their A.I. efforts.

(The New York Times has sued OpenAI and its partner, Microsoft, claiming copyright infringement of news content related to A.I. systems. The two tech companies have denied the suit's claims.)

By freely sharing the code that drove its A.I. technology, called Llama, Meta hoped to accelerate the development of its technology and attract others to build on top of it. Meta engineers believed that A.I. experts working collaboratively could make more progress than teams of experts siloed inside companies, as they were at OpenAI and the other tech giants.

Meta could afford to do this. It made money by selling online ads, not A.I. software. By accelerating the development of the A.I. it offered to consumers for free, it could bring more attention to online services like Facebook and Instagram -- and sell more ads.

"They were the only major U.S. company to take this approach. And it was easier for them to do this -- more defensible," said Chris V. Nicholson, an investor with the venture capital firm Page One Ventures, who focuses on A.I. technologies. Meta can offer A.I. below the cost to build it -- or even give it away -- to attract customers and increase sales of other services, he added.

Many in Silicon Valley said Meta's move set a dangerous precedent because the chatbots could help spread disinformation, hate speech and other toxic content. But Meta said that any risks were far outweighed by the benefits of open source. And most A.I. development, they added, had been shared around through open source until ChatGPT made companies leery of showing what they were working on.

Now, if DeepSeek's work can be replicated -- particularly its claim that it was able to build its A.I. more affordably than most had thought possible -- that could provide more opportunities for more companies to expand on what Meta did.

"These dynamics are invisible to the U.S. consumer," said Mr. Nicholson. "But they are hugely important."

Yann LeCun, Meta's chief A.I. scientist, has been an outspoken supporter of open source A.I. research. Victor Llorente for The New York Times


Yann LeCun, an early A.I. pioneer who is Meta's chief A.I. scientist, said in a post on LinkedIn that people who think the takeaway from DeepSeek's work should be that China is beating the United States at A.I. development are misreading the situation. "The correct reading is: 'Open source models are surpassing proprietary ones,'" he said.

Dr. LeCun added that "because their work is published and open source, everyone can profit from it. That is the power of open research."

By last summer, many Chinese companies had followed Meta's lead, regularly open sourcing their own work. Those companies included DeepSeek, which was created by a quantitative trading firm called High-Flyer. (On Wednesday, OpenAI claimed that DeepSeek may have improperly harvested its data).

Some Chinese companies offered "fine-tuned" versions of technology open sourced by companies from other countries, like Meta. But others, such as the start-up 01.AI, founded by a well-known investor and technologist named Kai-Fu Lee, used parts of Meta's code to build more powerful technologies.

U.S. tech experts still argue that U.S. companies like Meta should not be open sourcing their technologies because they were fueling A.I. in China. But others say that if American companies stopped freely providing their technology, the epicenter of open source development would simply shift to China anyway.

Earlier this year, students at the University of California, Berkeley built an A.I. system that in many ways rivaled the performance of OpenAI's latest system. They did this by building on top of two open-source technologies released by the Chinese tech giant Alibaba.

"When you are in a race to build technology, the best way to compete is to share code, strengthen the foundation and accelerate the rate of progress," said Clement Delangue, chief executive of Hugging Face, a company that hosts many of the world's open-source A.I. projects.
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Frontier Airlines Offers to Buy Spirit Airlines, Again

Spirit, which filed for bankruptcy protection last year, says it has rejected the new Frontier overture but would be open to a higher offer.

After a string of setbacks, Spirit filed for bankruptcy last year. Mike Blake/Reuters



By Niraj Chokshi



Jan 29, 2025 at 01:18 PM

Frontier Airlines is again trying to join forces with Spirit Airlines, three years after the companies failed to complete a proposed merger.

On Wednesday, Frontier said it was willing to pay $2.1 billion in stock and cash for Spirit, a deal that would unite the nation's two largest budget carriers and could reshape competition in the heavily consolidated U.S. airline industry. But Spirit said it had rejected the offer, which was far less than the $2.9 billion merger that the airlines had announced in early 2022, while saying it would welcome further negotiations.

Spirit walked away from the 2022 deal in favor of a higher counteroffer from JetBlue Airways, which the Justice Department successfully blocked in federal court last year. After a string of setbacks, including a failure to renegotiate its debt, Spirit filed for bankruptcy in November.

Frontier, which made the newer offer to Spirit and its creditors on Jan. 7, promoted a merger as beneficial both to the companies and to consumers.

"As a combined airline, we would be positioned to offer more options and deeper savings, as well as an enhanced travel experience with more reliable service," Barry Biffle, Frontier's chief executive, said in a statement on Wednesday.

In a securities filing, Spirit said it told Frontier on Tuesday that it would stick with its plan to restructure its finances in bankruptcy court, but that it remained open to further talks.

Spirit's chief executive, Ted Christie, and chairman, Mac Gardner, said in a letter to Frontier executives that the latest offer was too low. They also said that there was substantial risk associated with the deal and that Spirit's creditors were unwilling to invest $350 million -- a condition Frontier placed on its offer.

In the letter, the Spirit executives acknowledged the appeal of such a deal, but said the current offer was "both inadequate and unactionable." They added that Spirit "would be happy to consider" other offers.

"Spirit's response to the offer looks like a rejection but actually is an invitation to negotiate," said Erik Gordon, a professor at the University of Michigan's Ross School of Business. "Mentioning that you see the logic of a deal is a clear signal that you would like to talk."

The U.S. airline industry has undergone substantial consolidation in recent decades, with the nation's four largest carriers now controlling more than two-thirds of the domestic market. Those airlines have been notably successful in recent years, as the public emerged from the pandemic eager to travel, including buying more business and first-class tickets.

But budget airlines like Spirit and Frontier have had a more difficult time, in part because there is significant competition on many of their most popular routes. Both airlines have tried to adapt, including by selling packages to appeal to travelers willing to spend more than those looking for the lowest fares.

If the airlines combined, the low-fare carriers would become the fifth-largest airline in the United States, leapfrogging Alaska Airlines, which acquired Hawaiian Airlines in September. Together, Spirit and Frontier control about 8.5 percent of domestic air travel, behind United Airlines, which has 15.9 percent, according to federal data. Southwest Airlines, American Airlines and Delta Air Lines each control more than 17 percent.

Analysts say that Spirit and Frontier complement each other, and a merger of the two has long been the subject of industry speculation.

"A merger between Frontier and Spirit is a very logical one," said Henry Harteveldt, founder of Atmosphere Research Group, a travel analysis firm. "The two have similar business models, don't have an excessive number of overlapping nonstop routes, and have increasingly similar product offerings."

The airlines offer a combined 1,400 daily flights serving destinations in the United States, the Caribbean and Latin America, but overlap only on about 18 percent of their routes, according to Cirium, an aviation data firm. Both exclusively use the Airbus A320 family of planes.

Frontier said that an aviation consulting firm it had hired to analyze the deal concluded that combining the two airlines could raise revenue by at least $500 million and reduce costs by at least $100 million a year.

Antitrust regulators would have to sign off on any deal. The Biden administration challenged many corporate deals in courts, including blocking a partnership between American Airlines and JetBlue. But legal experts expect the Trump administration to be much more receptive to such deals.

In a statement on Wednesday, William A. Franke, the chairman of Frontier's board, said buying Spirit would create "a stronger low fare airline with the long-term viability to compete more effectively and enter new markets at scale."

Mr. Franke is the founder of Indigo Partners, a private equity firm that invests in budget airlines and has ties to both Spirit and Frontier.

Indigo held a controlling interest in Spirit from 2006 to 2013, when it bought a stake in Frontier. Under Indigo's ownership, Spirit went public in 2011, and Frontier went public in 2021. Mr. Biffle, Frontier's chief executive, was a top Spirit executive from 2005 to 2013.

A bankruptcy court hearing on Spirit's reorganization plan is scheduled for Feb. 13.
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Commerce Nominee Defends Trump Tariffs and Promises Strong Stance on China

Howard Lutnick, the financier President Trump has picked to lead the Commerce Department, said he favored "across-the-board" tariffs and was grilled about his financial ties in a nomination hearing Wednesday.

Howard Lutnick, President Trump's pick to run the Commerce Department, faced questions about his business ties to Greenland and other investments by Cantor Fitzgerald, the financial firm he leads. Eric Lee/The New York Times
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Jan 29, 2025 at 01:42 PM

Howard Lutnick, a wealthy donor to President Trump who has been chosen to lead the Commerce Department, defended Mr. Trump's plans to impose broad tariffs and said he would take a tough stance on technology sales to China during his Senate confirmation hearing on Wednesday.

If confirmed, Mr. Lutnick would lead on trade policy and oversee a broad portfolio of government programs touching on business promotion, technology and science. He told lawmakers that he favored "across-the-board" tariffs that would hit entire countries rather than specific products, to equal out America's trading relationships.

He said that, while he believed tariffs on China "should be the highest," governments in Europe, Japan and South Korea had also taken advantage of the United States on trade. He said that American farmers, ranchers and fishers were being "treated with disrespect around the world."

"We need that disrespect to end, and I think tariffs are a way to create reciprocity, to be treated fairly, to be treated appropriately," he said. Mr. Lutnick also insisted that tariffs would not cause inflation, though many economists say tariffs are often at least partly passed on to consumers in the form of higher prices.

Asked about China's recent advances in artificial intelligence, Mr. Lutnick said he would take a tough stance on the department's oversight of technology sales to China, and back up U.S. export controls with the threat of tariffs. He said that the recent A.I. technology released by the Chinese start-up DeepSeek had been underpinned by Meta's open platform and chips sold by the U.S. company Nvidia.

"We need to stop helping them," he said of China, adding: "I'm going to be very strong on that."

A Meta spokesman said that there were reports that a variety of A.I. models were used to build DeepSeek's model, and that Meta's open source A.I. platform, Llama, was not one of them.

Senator John Thune of South Dakota, the Republican majority leader, during Mr. Lutnick's confirmation hearing on Wednesday. Republicans promoted Mr. Lutnick's personal story, describing him as someone who had achieved great success despite facing adversity. Eric Lee/The New York Times


Mr. Lutnick also tried to walk a careful line when it came to a $50 billion program created by Congress in 2022 to help bring semiconductor manufacturing back to the United States from Asia. Mr. Lutnick would play a key role in overseeing that program, which was created by the program, known as the CHIPS Act.

Mr. Trump has recently been critical of the program and described it as a waste of money, even though its origins lay in the Trump administration. Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company agreed to build a chip factory in the United States in 2020 after being offered the promise of subsidies by Trump officials. Lawmakers later expanded those subsidies to include other companies. Last year, T.S.M.C. was awarded $6.6 billion in grants by the Biden administration.

Speaking to Republican lawmakers on Monday evening, Mr. Trump said the government could have brought companies back to the United States by threatening them with tariffs rather than giving them subsidies.

"We want them to come back, and we don't want to give them billions of dollars like this ridiculous program that Biden has," the president said. "They already have billions of dollars. They've got nothing but money, Joe."

Mr. Lutnick said in Wednesday's hearing that he supported chip manufacturing in America and described the chips program as "necessary and important." But he also repeatedly said he would "study" the program and refused to commit outright to honoring legal contracts that companies have already finalized and signed with the government.

"I can't say that I can honor something I haven't read," he said of the contracts.

As the head of the Commerce Department, Mr. Lutnick would be in charge of government programs with enormous sway over the business and technology sectors.

The Commerce Department -- which has 51,000 workers and an $11 billion budget -- is in charge of promoting business interests abroad, restricting technology exports to protect national security, and delivering subsidies to the semiconductor and broadband industries. It also oversees the U.S. census, patents, weather forecasting, fisheries and the development of global technological standards, among other functions.

Mr. Trump has also said that Mr. Lutnick would lead the administration's trade policy more broadly, including overseeing the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, a small agency with fewer than 250 employees that negotiates trade deals and levies certain tariffs. The agency technically reports directly to the president, as well as to Congress.

Mr. Lutnick has argued in favor of Mr. Trump's economic vision, saying that the mix of lower corporate taxes, fewer regulations, more oil production and higher tariffs will help supercharge the U.S. economy. Mr. Lutnick is also a part of Mr. Trump's efforts to eliminate parts of the federal government, and has described himself as the founding force behind the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, a cost-cutting effort.

A longtime donor to Mr. Trump, Mr. Lutnick more recently became a key economic adviser and helped to lead his transition team. Mr. Lutnick is the chief executive and chairman of Cantor Fitzgerald, a Wall Street brokerage, and holds leadership positions at BGC, another brokerage, and Newmark Group, a commercial real estate firm. Mr. Lutnick has promised to resign the positions if confirmed.

Lawmakers and Vice President JD Vance -- who made a brief appearance at the hearing -- promoted Mr. Lutnick's personal story, describing him as someone who had achieved great success despite facing adversity. Mr. Lutnick lost both his parents by the time he was 18, and became chairman of Cantor at just 35. A Long Island native, he lost his brother and most of Cantor Fitzgerald's employees in the Sept. 11 attack on the World Trade Center.

Vice President JD Vance made an appearance at the hearing to speak in favor of Mr. Lutnick.  Eric Lee/The New York Times


Through Cantor and his other firms, Mr. Lutnick has acquired holdings and executive positions in a stunning array of companies. Financial disclosures filed by Mr. Lutnick last week showed that he has or previously had executive positions in more than 800 companies, and had at least $800 million in assets.

For Mr. Trump and his supporters, Mr. Lutnick's wealth and business success are strong qualifications for the role of commerce secretary. But Democrats view Mr. Lutnick's financial ties with more skepticism, saying they could raise questions about his ability to put the interests of the American people ahead of those of himself and former business partners. In the hearing, they questioned Mr. Lutnick about his financial ties, particularly Cantor Fitzgerald's investments in a cryptocurrency company called Tether.

In a letter addressed to Mr. Lutnick on Monday, Senator Elizabeth Warren, Democrat of Massachusetts, called Tether "a known facilitator of criminal activity that has been described as 'outlaws' favorite cryptocurrency,'" saying that the tool had financed Mexican drug cartels, terrorist groups and the North Korean nuclear weapons program.

The connections with Tether "raise significant questions about your own personal judgment and the conflicts of interest that you will have if you are confirmed as Commerce secretary," Ms. Warren wrote to Mr. Lutnick.

At his hearing, Mr. Lutnick denied any wrongdoing on the part of Cantor or Tether, saying it was like "blaming Apple because criminals use Apple phones."

"It's just a product," he said. "We don't pick on the U.S. Treasury because criminals use dollars."

Senator Amy Klobuchar, Democrat of Minnesota, also questioned Mr. Lutnick about his business ties to Greenland. The New York Times reported on Wednesday that Mr. Lutnick has financial interests in the mining industry in Greenland, through Cantor Fitzgerald. Cantor has invested in a company called Critical Metals Corp, which has proposed mining metals and minerals in Greenland as soon as 2026.

Mr. Trump has repeatedly proposed purchasing Greenland, which is an autonomous territory within the Kingdom of Demark. The governments of both Denmark and Greenland say the territory is not for sale.
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Will a New Runway at Heathrow Solve Britain's Economic Troubles?

In a major speech, the country's top finance official pushed for faster economic growth, and supported a long-debated expansion at the London airport.

Rachel Reeves, Britain's chancellor of the Exchequer, pledged in a speech on Wednesday to "go further and faster to kick-start economic growth." Peter Cziborra/Reuters
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Reporting from London


Jan 29, 2025 at 11:46 AM

Rachel Reeves's first few months as Britain's top finance official have been marked by a steady drumbeat of bad news: a "black hole" in the public finances, higher taxes and low growth. On Wednesday, Ms. Reeves sought to change Britain's prospects by laying out plans to strengthen the economy, including supporting another runway at Heathrow Airport.

A third runway is "badly needed," Ms. Reeves said in a speech to business executives. The debate about whether to expand the airport, which would be one of the largest infrastructure projects in Europe, has been running for more than two decades. "We cannot duck the decision any longer," she said.

In recent weeks, Ms. Reeves has ratcheted up her efforts to spur growth, making numerous announcements and stressing optimism about the country's outlook.

"Low growth is not our destiny," she said on Wednesday. "But growth will not come without a fight."

It's a notable change in tone from when Ms. Reeves became chancellor of the Exchequer last summer and warned of the dire state of the economy. At the time, she introduced measures like planning system reforms and a National Wealth Fund to encourage public and private investments, but those changes will take time to bear fruit.

Now, as companies and investors question whether her budget will generate growth and as the global economy rapidly reorients around President Trump's plans, there is an emphasis on more immediate payoffs.

"I will go further and faster to kick-start economic growth," Ms. Reeves said. 

Like many of the government's plans to stimulate growth, the Heathrow expansion would be privately financed. It has faced stiff opposition as it would include knocking down homes and building a large tunnel. But Ms. Reeves said the new runway would create 100,000 jobs, increase capacity for trade and reduce the number of planes circling before they land.

The government was also clearing a path for plans to develop transport links and housing between Oxford and Cambridge, two leading universities about 66 miles apart. Ministers will also make it easier to build houses near commuter train stations and make it harder for environmental groups to block infrastructure projects in court.

Investors in Britain have warily eyed the country's low growth and stubborn inflation. Andy Rain/EPA, via Shutterstock


Ms. Reeves and Keir Starmer, the prime minister, have vowed to "fix the foundations" of the British economy but their plans got off to a challenging start. The most memorable aspect of Ms. Reeves's first budget was a 40-billion-pound ($50 billion) increase in taxes, mostly paid by employers. That has raised worries about job cuts.

A rout in the global bond markets earlier this month hit Britain particularly hard as investors warily eyed the country's low growth and stubborn inflation. A surge in borrowing costs threatened to upend Ms. Reeves's fiscal plans.

Ms. Reeves is also trying to adapt to a swiftly changing global economic environment with the return of Mr. Trump to the White House. Businesses and lawmakers are preparing for higher tariffs, less regulation and more incentives for firms to move to the United States.

"If the U.S. implements what President Trump is talking about, then you will see a trend towards deregulation in many competitor countries, including the U.K.," said Mahmood Pradhan, head of global macro economics at Amundi, an asset manager.

Planes at Heathrow Airport last week. The debate about whether to expand the airport has been running for more than two decades. Neil Hall/EPA, via Shutterstock


Ms. Reeves and other ministers have been pursuing actions that they say could "turbocharge" growth and investment. The economy expanded 0.1 percent in the third quarter and is forecast to have slowed to zero in the last three months of 2024.

Ms. Reeves's first trip this year was to China, restarting high-level economic talks after a six-year break.

To speed up growth in Britain, lawmakers have told regulators to "tear down the barriers hindering business." As a result, regulators delayed putting in place some banking rules for another year, waiting to see what the Trump administration would do. And the chair of the Competition and Markets Authority, Britain's antitrust regulator, was recently replaced.

Investors were troubled by the antitrust authority, and so the change in leadership was "an encouraging sign," said Duncan Edwards, the chief executive of BritishAmerican Business, a trans-Atlantic lobby group.

"It's hard to move away from the fundamentals though," he said. "People are a bit frustrated."

There are some bright spots for the British economy: An increase in public spending is set to lift growth this year. Many analysts predict the Bank of England will lower interest rates more than markets suggest, easing pressure on mortgage holders and businesses. And global chief executives said Britain was the second-most attractive destination for investment, after the United States, according to a survey by PwC.

The government aims to ease housing construction near train stations and limit environmental groups' ability to block infrastructure projects. Henry Nicholls/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


But there are concerns that growth will not come quickly enough to bring down debt levels and avoid further spending cuts or higher taxes.

"Analysts and markets fully understand that growth will take time," said Mr. Pradhan of Amundi. But the government is setting fiscal policy based on tax revenue that requires a certain amount of growth and if that growth does not materialize, he said, "then you have a budget problem."
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OpenAI Says DeepSeek May Have Improperly Harvested Its Data

The San Francisco start-up claims that its Chinese rival may have used data generated by OpenAI technologies to build new systems.

DeepSeek spooked Silicon Valley companies and sent financial markets into a tailspin earlier this week after releasing its A.I. technologies. Violeta Santos Moura/Reuters



By Cade Metz
Reporting from Washington, D.C.


Jan 29, 2025 at 05:42 PM

OpenAI says it is reviewing evidence that the Chinese start-up DeepSeek broke its terms of service by harvesting large amounts of data from its A.I technologies.

The San Francisco-based start-up, which is now valued at $157 billion, said that DeepSeek may have used data generated by OpenAI technologies to teach similar skills to its own systems.

This process, called distillation, is common across the A.I. field. But OpenAI's terms of service say that the company does not allow anyone to use data generated by its systems to build technologies that compete in the same market.

"We know that groups in the P.R.C. are actively working to use methods, including what's known as distillation, to replicate advanced U.S. A.I. models," OpenAI spokeswoman Liz Bourgeois said in a statement emailed to The New York Times, referring to the People's Republic of China.

"We are aware of and reviewing indications that DeepSeek may have inappropriately distilled our models, and will share information as we know more," she said. "We take aggressive, proactive countermeasures to protect our technology and will continue working closely with the U.S. government to protect the most capable models being built here."

DeepSeek did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

DeepSeek spooked Silicon Valley tech companies and sent the U.S. financial markets into a tailspin earlier this week after releasing A.I. technologies that matched the performance of anything else on the market.

The prevailing wisdom had been that the most powerful systems could not be built without billions of dollars in specialized computer chips, but DeepSeek said it had created its technologies using far fewer resources.

Like any other A.I. company, DeepSeek built its technologies using computer code and data corralled from across the internet. A.I. companies lean heavily on a practice called open sourcing, freely sharing the code that underpins their technologies -- and reusing code shared by others. They see this is as way of accelerating technological development.

They also need massive amounts of online data to train their A.I. systems. These systems learn their skills by pinpointing patterns in text, computer programs, images, sounds and videos. The leading systems learn their skills by analyzing just about all of the text on the internet.

Distillation is often used to train new systems. If a company takes data from proprietary technology, the practice may be legally problematic. But it is often allowed by open source technologies.

OpenAI is now facing more than a dozen lawsuits accusing it of illegally using copyrighted internet data to train its systems. This includes a lawsuit brought by The New York Times against OpenAI and its partner Microsoft.

The suit contends that millions of articles published by The Times were used to train automated chatbots that now compete with the news outlet as a source of reliable information. Both OpenAI and Microsoft deny the claims.

A Times report also showed that OpenAI has used speech recognition technology to transcribe the audio from YouTube videos, yielding new conversational text that would make an A.I. system smarter. Some OpenAI employees discussed how such a move might go against YouTube's rules, three people with knowledge of the conversations said.

An OpenAI team, including the company's president, Greg Brockman, transcribed more than one million hours of YouTube videos, the people said. The texts were then fed into a system called GPT-4, which was widely considered one of the world's most powerful A.I. models and was the basis of the latest version of the ChatGPT chatbot.
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Who Is the Founder of the A.I. Start-Up DeepSeek?

The Chinese company DeepSeek seemed to have come out of nowhere this week when it upturned markets. Here's what to know about Liang Wenfeng, the engineer who started it.

Liang Wenfeng, DeepSeek's chief executive, in an image from a Chinese state media broadcast. CCTV



By Paul Mozur
Paul Mozur, who reported from Taipei, Taiwan, has been covering Chinese technology for more than a decade.


Jan 29, 2025 at 03:33 PM

In technology, many entrepreneurs get only one defining act. Liang Wenfeng, the founder of DeepSeek, is already on his second.

The engineer, described by colleagues as introspective, first made his mark in China's investment world in the late 2010s, cofounding a hedge fund that used artificial-intelligence models to deliver strong returns and attracted billions of dollars in capital.

Buoyed by profits and wary of Beijing's tightening grip on speculative trading, Mr. Liang pivoted in 2023. He poured money into artificial intelligence, betting on A.I. chips and assembling a team to build China's answer to the Silicon Valley front-runner OpenAI.

Now, just two years later, DeepSeek has upended the global tech landscape. Here is what you need to know about Liang Wenfeng.

He's a deeply technical engineer. That puts him in a line of other successful Chinese tech executives.

When Chinese technologists debated why the country's biggest investors and tech firms failed to anticipate the rise of generative A.I., many pointed to a single culprit: China's companies were obsessed with quick returns in a fiercely competitive market.

DeepSeek's application. Lam Yik/Bloomberg


Armed with those lessons -- and backed by his own trading windfall -- Mr. Liang has made it clear his ambitions lie far beyond commercial applications.

His focus, he has said, is on what he sees as China's only real chance to catch up with the United States. That means taking bold, idealistic swings at fundamental A.I. challenges. His primary ambition is to create artificial general intelligence or A.G.I. -- the elusive goal of building machines that can think and learn like humans.

When DeepSeek undercut its Chinese competition last year by offering its model at bargain prices, forcing larger rivals into their own price cuts, Mr. Liang dismissed the significance.

"To be honest, we didn't really care -- it was just something we did along the way," he said in a widely shared interview with 36Kr, a Chinese tech outlet. "Providing cloud services is not our main goal. Our aim is still to achieve A.G.I." (DeepSeek has remained mostly silent this week and has not responded to requests for comment.)

In his convictions that superhuman artificial intelligence is just around the corner, Mr. Liang sounds a lot like OpenAI's chief executive, Sam Altman. But the similarities end there. Mr. Liang, a low-profile executive with a deep technical background in A.I. engineering, more fits the mold of Pony Ma, a co-founder of China's Tencent, than Silicon Valley's charismatic visionaries.

He started as a hedge fund trader. And then he turned to pure A.I. research.

In many ways, Mr. Liang's career traces the major shifts in China's technology landscape.

His 2010 thesis at Zhejiang University tackled what would soon become one of the hottest topics in Chinese A.I.: improving intelligent tracking algorithms for surveillance cameras.

Mr. Liang's university thesis addressed algorithms for surveillance cameras, which would become a hot topic in Chinese A.I. Aly Song/Reuters


Later, the hedge fund he co-founded was buffeted by regulatory pressures, eventually forcing the closure of one of its main investment products, according to Peter Alexander, managing director of Z-Ben Advisors, a market consultancy, who researches Chinese hedge funds.

"Between 2019 and 2023, they wanted to have this side project so that their Ph.D.s felt like they had something to do and so DeepSeek originated from that," Mr. Alexander said.

"But it really went into overdrive when their primary investment product had to shut down in February of 2024," he said.

In a way, it was China's crackdown on the private sector that nudged DeepSeek toward long-term A.I. research.

He's willing to try things other entrepreneurs will not. He even hired lit majors.

If you polled China's A.I. experts on who would deliver the country's first major generative A.I. breakthrough, few would have picked Mr. Liang. That included the Chinese government.

DeepSeek was a private company with no apparent state backing, no big-name alliances and none of the institutional heft of players like Baidu, the search giant. In a system that favored insiders, Mr. Liang was not one.

Yet, there's precedent for that. Some of China's most disruptive tech companies -- Huawei, Alibaba, ByteDance -- started outside the spotlight, only to redefine their industries.

Mr. Liang's approach has been as unconventional as his company's rise. He has emphasized intellectual exploration over sheer grind. His hiring philosophy is equally unorthodox -- DeepSeek's engineering teams haver been joined by literature buffs to help refine the company's A.I. models.

"Everyone has their own unique journey and brings their own ideas with them, so there's no need to push them," he said in the 36Kr interview.

In a tech culture defined by grueling hours and hierarchy, that outlook borders on Bohemian. Yet, Mr. Liang insists change is necessary if China wants to lead in frontier A.I. innovation.

"When ChatGPT came out, the entire industry in China lacked the confidence to pursue frontier innovation," he said.

"Innovation starts with confidence -- and we often see that more from young people."

Alexandra Stevenson contributed reporting from Hong Kong.
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Sony Makes a Change at the Top Amid Entertainment Push

Kenichiro Yoshida, who has led Sony since 2018, will be succeeded as chief executive by the company's chief financial officer.

Under Kenichiro Yoshida, the chief executive, Sony has spent billions of dollars building its vast empire of games, music and movies.  Franck Robichon/EPA, via Shutterstock



By River Akira Davis
Reporting from Tokyo


Jan 29, 2025 at 01:45 AM

The chief executive of Sony Group, Kenichiro Yoshida, who helped further the company's decades-long push to transform itself from a consumer electronics brand into a global entertainment company, is stepping down.

Hiroki Totoki, 60, a top Sony executive who has worked closely with Mr. Yoshida in leading that drive, will take over as chief executive in April, the company said in a statement on Wednesday. Mr. Yoshida, 65, will stay on in his position as chairman.

The switch-up at the top is only the eighth in the 78-year history of Sony, which was founded as an electronics shop in Tokyo in the wake of World War II. Before it lost its lead in recent decades, Sony was the first name in consumer electronics, churning out handfuls of iconic inventions like the Sony Walkman, which it introduced in 1979.

Over the past two decades, Sony faced rising competition in devices such as computers and televisions from rivals in the United States and South Korea, and the storied Japanese tech giant began rebuilding itself as a gaming and entertainment powerhouse.

Mr. Yoshida took over as chief executive in 2018, after a turbulent decade in which the company reported years of losses and was forced to exit a number of unprofitable businesses including personal computers. Mr. Yoshida inherited from his predecessor, Kazuo Hirai, a company that was no longer bleeding red ink. He sought to maintain momentum.

During Mr. Yoshida's seven years leading Sony, the Japanese company spent billions of dollars building its vast empire of games, music and movies. Those segments accounted for more than three-fifths of its revenue in the most recent July-September quarter -- up from less than a third a decade earlier.

Mr. Yoshida "solidly guided Sony's turnaround," said Mika Nishimura, a senior analyst at Okasan Securities in Tokyo. He pushed Sony to focus on businesses that produce recurring revenue like subscription services for its PlayStation, and found ways to connect its lines of music, movies and games, she said.

For the current fiscal year ending March 31, Sony is forecasting an operating profit of $8.4 billion, up more than 75 percent from its earnings in 2017, before Mr. Yoshida took over. Buoyed by the recent strength of its digital games and a weakened yen, Sony's shares have recently traded at their highest level in more than two decades.

The company's stock gained 3.8 percent on Wednesday in Tokyo. 

Still, Sony is expected to face significant challenges in the next phase of its entertainment push: diving deeper into the global battle over content, Ms. Nishimura said. There, Sony will have to face off with the likes of streaming giant Netflix, which has a market valuation that is roughly triple that of Sony's.

Sony has been investing significantly in new material, but it needs to push even harder, Ms. Nishimura said. "The industry environment is changing and content is being consumed at such a fast pace, the pressure to continually produce hits is intense," she said.

Mr. Totoki, who joined Sony in 1987 after graduating from Waseda University in Tokyo, has worked closely with Mr. Yoshida on bolstering the company's intellectual property empire, since he became president in 2023.

Last year, Sony entered into talks aimed at acquiring Paramount Global, the U.S. owner of Nickelodeon, MTV, CBS and Paramount Pictures. Sony eventually decided against making a fresh bid for Paramount after an independent studio struck a deal to acquire the media giant.

In December, Sony said it planned to spend more than $300 million to increase its stake in Kadokawa, a Japanese producer and developer of animation and video games including the popular action role-playing game "Elden Ring."

The announcement of Mr. Totoki's new role as chief executive was accompanied by a flurry of other management shifts disclosed by Sony on Wednesday.

Those include the appointment of Lin Tao, an executive from Sony's gaming unit, as chief financial officer, the first time a woman will hold that rank at Sony. Hideaki Nishino will become chief executive of Sony's PlayStation unit, which previously had been run by two executives.

Though it has made significant strides, Sony still has a range of businesses in electronics and hardware, and will need to channel resources further to more substantively become an entertainment-focused group, said Ayaka Inomata, an analyst at Daiwa Securities.

"Given that Mr. Totoki has worked closely with Mr. Yoshida for years," Ms. Inomata added, "his vision for the company won't be a big departure."

Hisako Ueno contributed reporting.
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CVS Knows You Hate Those Locked Cabinets

The company said it was testing a feature on its app that would allow customers to unlock the cabinets instead of waiting for an employee to do so.

A CVS pharmacy in Los Angeles. The company announced this week that an app would allow customers to unlock cabinets to pick up merchandise at some locations. Philip Cheung for The New York Times



By Christine Hauser



Jan 28, 2025 at 11:03 PM

Customers at some CVS stores will no longer have to push a button and wait for a clerk to unlock one of those glass cabinets to get the products they want to buy. A new app will allow them to open the cabinets themselves, the company said on Tuesday.

That feature of the new CVS Health app has been available in three stores in New York City as part of a pilot program that began in August, said Tara Burke, a CVS Health spokeswoman. She said there are plans to roll out the "smart locks" at approximately 10 stores on the West Coast early this year.

The announcement appeared to be part of an acknowledgment by CVS and other drugstore chains that placing inventory under lock and key to deter retail theft has irked customers, who resent having to wait for assistance.

The CVS pilot program "is an example of how we're applying technology as possible solutions to a common customer complaint," Ms. Burke said. "Customers like the convenience of being able to open the cases and not having to wait for a CVS colleague to help if one isn't immediately available."

Tim Wentworth, the chief executive of Walgreens Boots Alliance, which operates Walgreens and Duane Reade stores in the United States, said in an earnings call with investors on Jan. 10 that efforts to combat "shrink" -- inventory that was bought but cannot be sold, primarily because of shoplifting -- "does impact how sales work through the store because when you lock things up, for example, you don't sell as many of them."

Ms. Burke said in an email that CVS used "a variety of different measures to deter or prevent theft, and locking a product is a measure of last resort."

Sluggish growth and shifts in consumer behavior, including online shopping and decreased foot traffic at stores, have prompted CVS, Walgreens and other retail outlets to adapt, including by expanding the brands they carry, taking anti-theft measures and addressing concerns about staffing levels and safety.

CVS said on its website that its new app would act as a digital landing spot for personal health care, with features that include organizing medical appointments and vaccinations, paying for prescription refills with a bar code, and searching for products using an artificial intelligence-powered function.

The app's unlocking function is available to registered loyalty members. They must be logged in to the app and on the store's Wi-Fi network with Bluetooth enabled to gain access to the secured merchandise.

CVS has broad influence in the health care system in the United States. It has about 300,000 employees, more than 9,000 retail stores and thousands of physicians, pharmacists and nurses on staff. Aetna, its insurance arm, which it acquired in 2018, has nearly 40 million policyholders and other customers.

Brittain Ladd, a strategy and supply chain consultant, said that offering the broad umbrella of functions included with the new CVS app is a direction that other pharmacies, service companies and retailers have taken.

"It truly does become a pharmacist in your pocket," Mr. Ladd said.

The app's enhancements signify an attempt to address customer complaints, such as long wait times and the inability to take a product from a shelf, but they could also change the customer experience, he said. CVS and Walgreens "have really gone wild in terms of putting Plexiglas all throughout their stores," he said. "When you lock up your products you lock out your customers."

Brick-and-mortar stores, which are also facing competition from online pharmacies and retailers like Amazon, have been aware for years that they need to come up with ways to keep customers coming through their doors.

"We know keeping products locked up can be inconvenient," Ms. Burke said. "But it's important that we ensure products are in stock and available for customers who need them."

Tilak Mandadi, executive vice president of ventures at CVS Health and its chief digital, data, analytics and technology officer, said in the statement on Tuesday that the new app "will make it easier for our customers to access and manage their health and care."

Ms. Burke said New York was selected as the location for the pilot program because of its proximity to the teams who were testing the locks at cases in the city. So far, she said, the feedback from customers has been positive.
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Guest Essay


Tulsi Gabbard Fits Right Into Trump's Vision for America

 Illustration by The New York Times; photograph by Erik S. Lesser/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Ruth Ben-Ghiat
Dr. Ben-Ghiat is a historian and the author, most recently, of "Strongmen: Mussolini to the Present."


Jan 30, 2025 at 06:00 AM

At a campaign rally in Virginia in June, Donald Trump hinted at the new kind of relationship America might have with Russia, China and North Korea if he were to be re-elected. "If you have a smart president, they're not enemies," Mr. Trump said. "You'll make them do great."

Mr. Trump has made no secret of his admiration for the governance style of dictators. He recently called Xi Jinping of China "a brilliant guy" for controlling "1.4 billion people with an iron fist." He has signaled his sympathies with the new international order that Mr. Xi and other autocrats are seeking to create -- in which to "do great" all too often means engaging in violence, transnational repression, foreign disinformation, espionage, sabotage and propaganda.

Perhaps none of Mr. Trump's picks for his new cabinet embody this worldview better than former Representative Tulsi Gabbard, his choice for director of national intelligence. Her nomination encapsulates Mr. Trump's apparent intent to reshape America's global profile by cooperating with autocrats and facilitating the spread of their anti-democratic worldviews.

If democracy protection and preserving trust with foreign allies were the priorities of the Trump administration, Ms. Gabbard would not be set to appear before Congress. The director of national intelligence, who sits at the head of all American clandestine agencies, not only has access to classified materials from 18 U.S. intelligence agencies but also can decide what materials remain classified or become declassified. The director chooses what information to include in the president's daily briefing and has a say on what should be shared with allies.

Ms. Gabbard is a singular choice in this regard. Her apparent affinity for the virulent strain of Hindu nationalism that has fueled Prime Minister Narendra Modi's assaults on Indian democracy, her off-the-books meeting with then-President Bashar al-Assad of Syria in 2017 and her repetition of Russian and Syrian government propaganda immediately raised alarms about her judgment and suitability for the job when Mr. Trump announced his choice in November. Since then, nearly 100 former U.S. diplomatic, intelligence and national security officials have signed an open letter accusing Ms. Gabbard of having a "sympathy for dictators," among many other worrying allegations.

Russia experts and intelligence experts have frequently remarked on Ms. Gabbard's history of taking positions that defend Russian interests or cast the United States as a villain. She blamed NATO and the Biden administration for provoking Russia's full invasion of Ukraine nearly three years ago by failing to respect "Russia's legitimate security concerns" and suggested that the United States covertly worked with Ukraine on dangerous biological pathogens. Whether regarding Syria or Russia, she has consistently portrayed "America as the problem and the dictators as misunderstood," observed Tom Nichols, a national security analyst.

Mr. Trump appears to share some of these views. Many of his statements on foreign affairs suggest a similar internalization of an autocratic view of geopolitics that blames democracies for creating international conflict. When Mr. Trump suggests that President Joe Biden's support of Ukraine's bid to join NATO provoked Russia's invasion, for instance, he too justifies the Kremlin's autocratic aggression as a legitimate response to the hostile actions of a democracy.

It's not just Ms. Gabbard's views on foreign affairs that are indicative of how Mr. Trump envisions the aims of his second administration. If one thinks like an autocrat, the foremost quality that would seem to disqualify her from service -- a simple lack of experience -- is an asset, not a liability. Authoritarian-minded leaders value loyalty far more than expertise or competency. They hollow out democratic institutions by replacing nonpartisan civil servants and career professionals with individuals who will repeat their talking points and do their bidding, no matter what that entails. That's what has happened in the Hungary of Prime Minister Viktor Orban, where opposition figures and nonpolitical professionals have been removed from public institutions such as election commissions and the judiciary.

For sensitive or weighty positions, autocrats may choose an outsider who lacks relationships with trusted experts in the field or an individual who seems unprepared to lead a large organization. Inexperienced individuals may be doubly dependent on the leader and vulnerable to the influence of the leader's allies, and can be blamed for any mistakes or scandals that may surface. Ms. Gabbard could master the director's job. But Mr. Trump's choice of someone so unqualified at the start is telling.

All of this, of course, carries distinct national security risks. Intelligence experts have predicted a proliferation of chaos in their sphere if Ms. Gabbard is confirmed. They worry that her lack of personal connections with foreign intelligence professionals and the distrust engendered by her pro-autocratic sentiments are likely to affect foreign intelligence-sharing with the United States, including from our closest allies.

Spreading false information among enemy countries has been a staple of espionage and malign influence campaigns around the world. As someone who deployed to Iraq and Kuwait with the Army National Guard, Ms. Gabbard must know this well and should have been particularly alert to such misinformation. Yet she reportedly continued to rely on Russia Today for news, even after her aides told her it was Kremlin propaganda, and to circulate Syrian conspiracy theories, questioning, for instance, whether Mr. al-Assad's 2013 and 2017 chemical weapons attacks might have been false-flag operations by Syrian rebels.

These national security risks will be redoubled if Mr. Trump chooses to follow the authoritarian playbook and use the intelligence community for personal gain. As nations edge toward autocracy, the spy agencies can be redirected toward a leader's retribution schemes. The autocrat's eternal quest to feel safe means there are always more internal enemies to be investigated and tracked, and more dissidents abroad to target. Under Mr. Modi, for instance, India's Research and Analysis Wing has become more active in transnational repression of his critics in the Indian diaspora.

Six years ago, Mr. Trump suggested he was open to closer relationships with the world's dictators. "I meet them all," he declared. "Come on in. Whatever's good for the United States." His nomination of Ms. Gabbard for director of national intelligence suggests that he intends to renew the invitation. Autocrats may well find an even warmer reception in America during the second Trump administration. Our democracy will pay the price.

Ruth Ben-Ghiat is a historian and a professor of history at New York University. She is the author of "Strongmen: Mussolini to the Present" and publishes Lucid, a newsletter about authoritarianism and democracy.

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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Charles M. Blow


Stop Feeling Stunned and Wounded, Liberals. It's Time to Fight Back.

A supporter of Vice President Kamala Harris at Howard University the day after the 2024 election. Damon Winter/The New York Times



By Charles M. Blow
Opinion Columnist


Jan 30, 2025 at 12:00 AM

The first week of President Trump's return to power was a flurry of provocations, of attacks on the rule of law and raw exertions of power.

Part of the point, it seemed, was to bury his opposition in the blizzard, to rapidly follow each assault with another, often greater, affront to democratic norms. The effect was that many people, including many politicians, were left too stunned and disoriented to begin forming a cogent opposition.

But Trump's pace of dictatorial executive actions probably can't be sustained. At some point things will slow down, and in the lull the damage will be assessed. Terror and destruction produce evidence, and his actions against immigrants and transgender individuals, among others, will eventually manifest as cruelty meant to inflict suffering.

Then, I suspect, outrage will bubble and build as more citizens' moral opposition to Trump's methods gains clarity and purpose. People, especially young people, are simply not built to passively absorb oppression. At some point they inevitably react and resist.

We don't know exactly how that resistance will be expressed, especially at this moment in which many Americans are still engaged in a "You touched the stove and now you're learning what a burn is" kind of self-righteousness, as some members of demographic groups that shifted toward Trump reap the devastating dividends of their choices.

We had a way to prevent Trump's return, but not enough voters acted to ensure it. Too many ignored the warnings and the signs. Too many fell for the false equivalencies. Too many were drawn in, like the woman in one of Trump's favorite songs, "The Snake."

For those who weren't, who voted against him and tried to get others to do the same, the sting and disappointment is palpable. And this can express itself as a lack of sympathy for those who voted for Trump and now regret it -- an inclination to disengage politically, with a side of schadenfreude.

I get it: Just before Christmas, I wrote that no one should feel guilty for taking a moment to unplug and regroup. But now that Trump has quickly shown his hand, any I-told-you-so impulse in the face of human suffering -- even suffering self-invited by miscalculation -- is counterproductive. It's also a distraction from the crucial task of coalescing around a defensive strategy.

Whatever has happened and however people voted cannot be undone. All we have is the present and the future, and those of us who oppose Trump and his agenda must determine the posture that we'll take in our best attempts to prevent the worst.

Among liberals, this will require some measure of reconciliation, a releasing of blame and a healing of wounds. Confidence has to be rebuilt. Power and possibility have to be reclaimed.

And for Trump and Republicans, it would be a mistake to believe that liberals' temporary speechlessness will be a permanent silence.

Trump already appears to be burning the bridges his campaign built into some vulnerable communities. The brute force behind the enforcement of Trump's immigration policies has become clear, including the possibility of raids at schools and churches. Many Americans angered by the Biden administration's positions on the Israel-Hamas war now have to grapple with Trump suggesting that one approach in Gaza might be that "we just clean out that whole thing."

In 2024, Trump said, "I have nothing to do with Project 2025." Yet some of his top advisers are tied to the plan and some of his early initiatives seem to be following it almost to the letter.

Lots of Americans have already been burned for believing that Trump would somehow moderate the positions he took while campaigning. In many cases, just the opposite has proved true.

The question now is whether liberals can embrace their prodigal children, maybe the only way that they -- possibly the country itself -- will survive Trump's tenure.

The key, as I see it, is to reunite and recalibrate, to weed through the chaos and concentrate on core issues, to resist the urge to panic and plan instead. Much of the power to resist will likely exist outside of Washington and with the people who can exert economic and cultural pressure on politicians, corporations and public figures.

Yes, congressional Democrats will oppose Trump as best they can from a minority position, and challenges to specific laws and orders will wind their way through the courts. But the people's next formal participation in our national politics won't come until the 2026 midterms.

In the meantime, resistance must be expressed in opinion polls and at the cash registers. The only hope we have is for liberals to get over their intramural disagreements and train their collective energy on the real threats.

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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Nicholas Kristof


Looking to a Time When Most of the World's Babies Will Be African

 Brian Otieno for The New York Times



By Nicholas Kristof
Opinion Columnist reporting from Kenya, Madagascar, Seychelles and Mauritius.


Jan 28, 2025 at 10:00 PM

Much of the world is accustomed to thinking of Africa as an impoverished sideshow, accounting for only a small share of the world's population and gross domestic product -- but what if that is poised to change?

Experts at the International Monetary Fund have argued that we are entering the "African century." I wouldn't go that far, but they are right to point to profound demographic and other shifts suggesting that Africa will play a far more important role in the world.

Video: 


A few data points:



	Because of collapsing fertility elsewhere, Africa will make up an increasing share of the world's population. Africa accounted for less than 10 percent of the world's population until the early 1970s, but a demographic forecast in The Lancet suggests that by 2100, 54 percent of the world's babies will be born in sub-Saharan Africa. Include North Africa, and the share is even higher.





	If that forecast is right (and always be skeptical of long-term demographic forecasts), at some point in the 22nd century a majority of the world's population will be African.





	A century ago, there were similar numbers of Africans and North Americans. Now there are 2.5 times as many Africans. It's expected that by 2100, there will be five times as many Africans.


	By 2100, more than 80 percent of the world's population is expected to be African or Asian.


	In 2100 the most populous French-speaking countries are forecast to be the Democratic Republic of Congo and Ivory Coast. Already, the city with the most French speakers is not Paris but Kinshasa, Congo. One estimate suggests that by 2050, 85 percent of French speakers will be in Africa.


	From 2001 to 2010, six of the 10 fastest-growing economies of the world were in Africa, signifying what is possible. African growth then slowed, but the World Bank estimates that sub-Saharan Africa grew by 3.6 percent in 2024 and will grow by 4.2 percent this year -- only a hair slower than Asia's forecast of 4.4 percent.



In an aging and perhaps enfeebled world, Africa will also be a continent of youth -- arguably making it comparatively vigorous and more of a hotbed for entrepreneurship and for music and popular culture. In a sign of increasing cultural influence, Africans in recent years have won both the Booker Prize and the Nobel Prize in Literature.

Africans are shaping the French language, coining terms like "wesh?" (meaning "what's up?") and "deuxieme bureau" (literally "second office" but signifying "mistress").

Yet it also seems plausible to me that Africa may gain relevance by becoming an increasing source of chaos, refugees and humanitarian crises.

I was thinking about all this on a trip through Africa in December that highlighted strengths and weaknesses alike. In Marfuti, a village in southern Madagascar, I squeezed into the hut of a woman named Joroaze and her eight children, at least three of them acutely malnourished.

Climate change appears to have made drought much more frequent in the region, destroying crops and spreading hunger. To fetch water, Joroaze must make a three-hour round-trip hike to the nearest well. She showed me that the only food in her hut was a bucket of fruit collected from wild cactus.

It is not clear to me how people like her can improve their lot if drought conditions continue or worsen.

"When I was a little girl, there was enough rain," a 60-year-old village elder, Ratsolo, told me. "Now the rain has gone."

I asked people in this and other villages if they knew the name of the American president. None did, and some had never even heard of the United States. Yet village children appear to be starving in part because of American carbon emissions -- the United States accounts for one-fifth of cumulative carbon emitted worldwide.

In other parts of Africa conditions are even worse. The Peace Research Institute Oslo reported last June that the number of conflicts in Africa had nearly doubled over a decade, to 28.

A few months ago I was on the Sudan-Chad border, covering the civil war and famine that are devastating the Sudanese people. Likewise, the impoverished Sahel of West Africa -- countries like Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso -- is torn apart by terrorism and conflict, such that it could become a vast region of chaos. I first backpacked through the Sahel as a law student in 1982, and in many respects it is worse off today than it was then.

Congo is near to my heart, partly because of my reporting there over the decades. In 1960 its G.D.P. per capita was more than two times South Korea's. But Congo's G.D.P. per capita tumbled, and today South Korea is an industrialized democracy not comparable with Congo.

As recently as the early 1990s, sub-Saharan Africa was richer per capita than China; now China is far better off. Indeed, the gap is widening between Africa and the rest of the world. Africa accounted for 14 percent of the world's poor in 1990, but The Economist calculates that if current trends continue, it will account for 80 percent in 2030.

Foreign direct investment in Africa is minuscule: Tiny Central America attracts about as much capital as all of Africa.

China's outreach to Africa led the United States to pay more attention to the continent for a time, but now China is retrenching, and the Trump administration is suspending aid programs and has ended assistance to some women's health initiatives. This will cause enormous hardship, and there could be more: In his first term, Donald Trump reportedly proposed shutting down all American Embassies in Africa.

Yet if Africa's challenges are enormous, plenty in Africa also gives me hope. Over the decades, I've visited 53 of its 54 countries, and today I see enormous gains in education and the emergence of leaders ready to pull the continent forward.

The Seychelles was long a one-party state with rigid controls that devastated the economy. But in 2008 a financial crisis forced change. Since then, the country has built a modern economy, nurtured tourism and attracted digital nomads. (It's hard to beat a beautiful island with favorable tax policies.)

I dropped in on the Seychelles' vice president, Ahmed Afif, and he was sometimes scathing about much of the continent's leadership. He said that African leaders used colonialism or the slave trade as excuses for their own failures.

"Our focus now must not be on just blaming the past," he said. "Our focus must be how to transform our world."

That was a theme I heard often on my recent trip, particularly from young Africans. The continent is youthful, but its leadership is often elderly -- President Paul Biya of Cameroon is about to turn 92 and has been in power for 42 years -- and young people are desperate for better leadership.

Huge antigovernment protests erupted in Kenya over the summer, forcing President William Ruto to back off a tax proposal and to fire his cabinet.

"We feel betrayed by the older generation," Namayi Auma, 24, told me in the Kibera slum in Nairobi, Kenya, where she grew up. Her oldest sister, 33, got no formal education, but Auma just graduated from the University of Nairobi and aims to put her schooling to use.

"Education has now become our weapon of this generation," she said. "The opportunities we see in other countries, we want them here."

She added, "We are not patient."

Can these impatient young people bring about change? I don't know.

In 2019, Sudanese citizens braved torture, rape and massacres to overthrow their despotic government. Yet for all the protesters' courage and vision, the military seized power just two years later, and the country has since been enveloped in a horrific civil war.

Yet even in the face of militias committing atrocities, Sudanese civil society has organized grass-roots emergency response rooms that were nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize.

I'm awed by the work of nonprofit leaders like Valentino Achak Deng, a South Sudanese so-called lost boy who was the protagonist of Dave Eggers's best-selling book "What Is the What?" With money from the book, Deng started an excellent high school for children across South Sudan and has managed to keep it going through the civil war there.

Likewise in Kenya, a charismatic young man named Kennedy Odede -- who had almost no formal education until Wesleyan University accepted him on a scholarship -- started a program in his Nairobi slum that now encompasses a girls' school, a skills training program, a clinic and a high-tech water treatment and distribution program.

"Our generation's slogan is, 'We are not our parents,'" Odede told me. "Something is happening. Africa is changing. Youth are the present and future. Young people are fed up."

This generation does seem different -- and far more empowered.

One of the most successful African countries is Mauritius, a prosperous multiethnic island haven for tech and investment companies (also with beautiful beaches). At African Leadership University on Mauritius, students come from across Africa to learn how to lift up their countries and the continent.

Some of the students made a trip to Silicon Valley in California and upon their return started their own tech entrepreneurship program, leading to 26 start-ups by students.

"In 10 years, I'd like to be running my own company," Nomboh Evans Kunchu, a student from Cameroon, told me, and he has already written a book about Gen Z entrepreneurs in Africa.

Still, one factor that tempers my optimism is experience. Back in 2012, when much of Africa was thriving and the I.M.F. was predicting that between 2011 and 2015 Africa would account for seven of the 10 fastest-growing economies in the world, I wrote a column headlined "Africa on the Rise."

In retrospect, the continent's prospects began to dim approximately when that column went online.

There's much debate about why so much of Africa lags the rest of the world, and colonialism is often cited. But to me, the most important factor has been weak governance (which, in fairness, sometimes has roots in colonialism). Those countries that have enjoyed sustained strong leadership (like Botswana) have done well, but too many have been unstable kleptocracies.

"Our government is taking us down," Diana Kasina, a 19-year-old Kenyan journalism student, told me. "The British left problems, but that was a long time ago. If the roads have problems, that's not Britain's fault. That's our government's fault."

Under this popular pressure, leadership is improving in some places. Highly educated figures are emerging.

A star in West Africa is Moinina David Sengeh, who grew up in Sierra Leone, attended Harvard, earned a Ph.D. from M.I.T. and then worked for I.B.M. He returned to Sierra Leone as chief innovation officer and then as minister of education oversaw a huge push to improve schooling in his country. He has since been promoted to chief minister of his country. In him, I see what better leadership could offer the continent.

Many people feel that the natural order is for America and Europe to dominate the world, but in historical terms that is a recent phenomenon, going back just a few centuries. For most of history, Asia led the world in G.D.P. and population. Perhaps demography will now give Africa a turn to rise, finally.

It's difficult to generalize about Africa. But I suspect that the continent will become more important in our lives. I'm just not entirely sure whether that will be because of its successes or its struggles. Most likely, both.



Last call! The fund-raising for my annual holiday giving guide ends Friday night. This winter's effort has raised more than $9.5 million for three outstanding nonprofits working at home and abroad. That will benefit almost 200,000 people. Some matching funds are still available. Thanks to all -- and to join in, visit KristofImpact.org.
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Elon Musk's Downplaying of Germany's Nazi Past

Jan 29, 2025 at 08:06 PM


A Holocaust survivor, center, was comforted as she placed a candle during a ceremony on Monday marking the 80th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz. Sean Kilpatrick/The Canadian Press, via Associated Press

 Sebastian Willnow/DPA, via Associated Press


To the Editor:

Re "On Auschwitz Anniversary, 'Great Sorrow' for Rising Nationalism" (front page, Jan. 28) and "Musk Urges End to Guilt for Nazi Past of Germany" (news article, Jan. 28):

As we mark 80 years since the liberation of the Nazi death camp Auschwitz-Birkenau and remember the unspeakable horrors that were perpetrated there against Jews, it is disconcerting that this significant and solemn anniversary is marred by a tsunami of antisemitism both in Germany and throughout the world.

When Holocaust survivors, who endured barbarism and torture, feel compelled to stand up eight decades later to sound the alarm of bigotry and rising Jew hatred, it is a stark reminder of the challenges we still face on a global scale. Efforts to normalize and legitimize the propagation of antisemitism are repugnant and have no place in a civilized society.

No one should be rolling out the red carpet for extremism, xenophobia and hate-mongering. And attempts to minimize or move past the Nazis' crimes against humanity are an affront to all of us. We cannot and should not wipe away the memory of the atrocities that occurred during the Holocaust, nor should we turn a blind eye to the tidal wave of antisemitism that is sweeping across the globe.

N. Aaron Troodler
Bala Cynwyd, Pa.

To the Editor:

Elon Musk's address to Germany's far-right Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) party is an insult to Holocaust victims and a threat to democracy. By dismissing Germany's accountability for its Nazi history as "past guilt" that should be left behind, Mr. Musk trivializes the critical lessons of history and emboldens extremist forces.

Germany's reckoning with its Nazi history is essential to its democratic identity and a safeguard against the resurgence of hate. Mr. Musk's endorsement of the AfD, a party that downplays the Holocaust and promotes xenophobic nationalism, undermines these principles. His remarks, coinciding with the 80th anniversary of Auschwitz's liberation, only deepen the affront.

By supporting a party whose co-founder dismissed the Nazi era as "a speck of bird's muck," Mr. Musk lends credibility to dangerous ideologies.

As a global figure, Mr. Musk has a responsibility to uphold truth and democracy. Instead, his actions legitimize those who seek to erode them. Democracies must condemn this alarming alignment with extremism and reaffirm their commitment to historical truth and inclusivity.

Arnie Moskowitz
Sarasota, Fla.

Threats Against Fauci

 Tom Brenner for The New York Times


To the Editor:

Re "Fauci, a Target of Threats, Loses U.S.-Backed Security" (news article, Jan. 25):

Of all the appalling actions President Trump has taken against this country's democratic institutions and its dedicated civil servants, the elimination of government-paid protection for the infectious-disease expert Dr. Anthony Fauci surely ranks near the top.

This security is in response to numerous death threats against him and his family for his selfless work in guiding this country through the Covid-19 pandemic beginning in Mr. Trump's first term in office.

This protection was made necessary only because Mr. Trump deliberately riled up his extremist supporters and congressional allies by maliciously denouncing and mocking Dr. Fauci and the nation's other public health professionals who advocated the development and distribution of Covid vaccines.

These death threats by Trump supporters against Dr. Fauci and other officials critical of the first Trump administration were the predictable result of Mr. Trump's increasingly aggressive rhetoric.

More despicable than removing the security protection is the fact that neither Mr. Trump nor his allies have made any serious effort to condemn the numerous death threats made against Dr. Fauci and Mr. Trump's other critics.

Dennis Leader
Novato, Calif.

Resign, or Else

The Theodore Roosevelt Building, which houses the Office of Personnel Management. The agency sent an email on Tuesday to federal civilian workers offering them the option to resign. Mark Schiefelbein/Associated Press


To the Editor:

Re "Trump Administration Entices Millions of Federal Workers to Resign" (news article, nytimes.com, Jan. 28):

The practice of reducing the size of government by offering incentives to retire has been embraced by many local governments. Even under the best conditions, this practice has the consequence of causing a loss of experience (brain drain) that has an adverse impact on the services provided by the government.

What makes this plan different is the threats that accompany the emails sent to federal employees. This is a clear attempt to impose a patronage system on federal employees. It has nothing to do with enforcing a higher standard of productivity or conduct on the job. Rather, it is a blatant attempt to intimidate federal employees into embracing the ideals of one political party.

Should this effort be successful, it will reverse more than a century of progress in ensuring that those who serve in the federal government are among the best and the brightest.

It is said that "eternal vigilance is the price of liberty." In that spirit, I hope that Americans, no matter what party they belong to, will reject this blatant effort to subvert the federal government.

Charles R. Cronin Jr.
Hempstead, N.Y.

Police Use of Tasers

Taser logs showed a history of excessive Taser use in Mississippi that had gone unnoticed for years. Rory Doyle for The New York Times
 


To the Editor:

Re "Taser Use by Mississippi Police Goes Unchecked" (front page, Jan. 15):

Your reporting illuminates a critical issue: Punitive approaches alone fail to prevent Taser misuse by law enforcement. While departments hesitate to audit officers' Taser logs, fearing decreased morale, evidence suggests a more effective approach.

The Camden County (N.J.) Police Department offers an instructive model. Under Chief Gabriel Rodriguez's leadership, the department systematically reviews body camera footage and recognizes officers for demonstrating skilled de-escalation during volatile arrests. This positive reinforcement strategy helps to maintain public safety while preserving human dignity.

By implementing a peer nomination system for noteworthy footage, evaluating tapes using a behavior-based measure of de-escalation and showcasing exemplary examples during roll call, departments can turn the footage into master classes showing how to adroitly calm potentially turbulent arrests. This approach addresses both excessive force concerns and officer morale -- twin priorities for police leadership and unions alike.

As behavioral science shows, we treasure what we measure. By evaluating and celebrating restraint rather than just punishing excess, we can build safer communities for both community members and officers.

Judith L. Komaki
New York
The writer is the author of "A Positive Reinforcement Approach to Police Reform."

The Reality of Aging Women

Once part of a glitzy cabaret, Ms. Curtis's character now spends her working hours in a bodysuit and tight orange polyester topcoat. Roadside Attractions


To the Editor:

Re "A Woman of a Certain Age, on Full Display" (Face Forward column, Sunday Styles, Jan. 19):

Thanks to Rhonda Garelick for focusing the lens on women boosting up women, and challenging the societal views and expectations that bring us down. The bombardment of media images of older women who have been Botoxed, fillered and liposculptured can make it hard for the rest of us to keep up a sense of feeling positively about our bodies and ourselves.

As a woman of 73, I am grateful for pro-aging actresses such as Jamie Lee Curtis who aren't afraid to show the wrinkles and sags that come with the privilege of aging. And I am beyond grateful for young women directors such as Gia Coppola who have the heart and soul and intelligence to honor the depth and richness of older women with honesty.

Jill Zimmerman Rutledge
Longmont, Colo.
The writer is a psychotherapist who counsels women 18 and older.

When Letter Writers Connect

To our letter writers:

Have you forged connections or friendships, either in person or virtually, with other letter writers? If so, Times Insider would like to hear from you and publish some of your stories.

Here is a link for more details: www.nytimes.com/2025/01/29/insider/attention-letter-writers-have-you-connected-with-other-times-readers.html
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Citizen Scientists Reclaim Japan's Nuclear Disaster Zone

Armed with measuring devices, groups of citizens are embracing science to monitor radioactive fallout -- and regain control of lives upended by the 2011 meltdowns in Fukushima.

Video: 



By Martin Fackler
Photographs and Video by Noriko Hayashi
Reporting from Odaka, Japan


Jan 29, 2025 at 05:01 AM

Every year when winter finally loosens its grip on northern Japan, Tomoko Kobayashi begins what has become an annual rite for her and a small band of collaborators. They head out with measuring devices to keep tabs on an invisible threat that still pollutes the mountains and forests around their homes: radioactivity.

In her car, Ms. Kobayashi follows a route that she now knows by heart, making regular stops to probe the air with a survey meter, a box with a silver wand that looks and acts like a Geiger counter. She uses it to detect gamma rays, a telltale sign of the radioactive particles that escaped when three reactors melted down at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant in March 2011 after an undersea earthquake sent a towering tsunami crashing into the coastline.

She and a group of fellow residents of Odaka, a small community 10 miles north of the plant, spend days collecting readings at hundreds of points, which they use to create color-coded maps of radioactivity levels emanating from reactor particles still scattered across the countryside. Ms. Kobayashi posts them on the wall of her small inn for guests to see, making up for a lack of government maps detailed enough to reveal potentially hazardous spots.

Tomoko Kobayashi next to a map showing Fukushima's radiation levels. She and a group of other residents in Odaka collect data with radiation-measuring devices they taught themselves to use.


"The government wants to proclaim that the accident is over, but it isn't," said Ms. Kobayashi, 72, who reopened her inn, Futabaya, seven years ago, after the evacuation order in Odaka was lifted. The inn has been in her family for four generations and she grew up here, never imagining she would one day have to master an arcane knowledge of microsieverts and atomic half-lives.

"I choose to live here, but is it safe? Can I pick these nuts or eat those fruit? The only way to know for sure is do the measuring ourselves," she said.

Ms. Kobayashi is one of Fukushima's citizen scientists, residents around the plant who responded to official coverups and silences by acquiring their own measuring devices and teaching themselves how to use them. They defied a government that at first tried to prohibit nonprofessionals from measuring radiation and later just ignored them.

Almost 14 years after the meltdowns, the citizen scientists persist, fueled by smoldering distrust of authority. While their numbers have dwindled as some grew old or moved away, many like Ms. Kobayashi remain vigilant, eager to make their voices heard or simply reclaim control of lives shattered when towns around the plant were evacuated or contaminated.


Radiation levels in Tsushima remain so high that many residents are still unable to return after being evacuated almost 14 years ago.


They have created new communities with their networks of like-minded people. By filling gaps left by government inaction, they have grown proficient at measuring and mapping invisible radiation, leading to what experts have called a democratization of expertise. This grass-roots embrace of science is an enduring legacy of the Fukushima disaster and a path to self empowerment.

"Around the world, we have seen a growing contempt for expertise, but these citizen scientists are going against that trend," said Kyle Cleveland, a sociologist at Temple University in Tokyo who has researched perceptions of radiation during the Fukushima crisis. "They are using knowledge to understand their environment and claim legitimacy for their grievances."

A staff member of the Mothers' Radiation Lab Fukushima -- Tarachine cutting local vegetables so they can be tested for radiation levels.


While the citizen scientists were often the only source of radiation numbers in the months after the meltdowns, these days they play watchdog, verifying the government's figures and providing a level of detail that officials still won't. After falling for several years, radiation outside the plant has plateaued at levels often still many times higher than before the accident.

Some groups have achieved considerable expertise in detecting these invisible particles. One is the Mothers' Radiation Lab Fukushima -- Tarachine, started by a group of mothers in the city of Iwaki, an hour's drive south of the plant, to protect their children.

Begun in a single room with three donated measuring machines, Tarachine now occupies almost the entire floor of its building, with 13 salaried staff, a health clinic and a laboratory filled with equipment. Its self-taught technicians, most of them mothers, can measure even tough-to-detect types of radiation. They publish their findings on the group's website.

When the nuclear power plant's reactor buildings started to explode, the group's founder, Kaori Suzuki, was a homemaker whose only outside work had been a brief stint in the fashion industry. Anxious for her teenage daughter, Ms. Suzuki joined protests against the lack of official information before concluding that the best response was to learn to measure radiation herself. When other mothers joined, they chose the name Tarachine (pronounced tah-rah-chee-nay), a term from ancient Japanese poetry used to describe a strong mother figure.

Kaori Suzuki taught herself how to measure radiation and now posts the data online for all Fukushima residents to see.


They faced enormous resistance from official scientists dismissive of their efforts and social pressure from fellow residents fearful of radiation-related discrimination similar to that faced by the survivors of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Ms. Suzuki learned to use the machines by deciphering English-language manuals. Once Tarachine's doors opened, demand was overwhelming, as parents brought food from supermarkets and farmers handed over their own produce to be measured.

"Within one month, we had a three-month waiting list," she recalled.

Worries about food declined as radiation levels dropped, but Ms. Suzuki, 59, has taken on other concerns. One is the decision by the Fukushima plant's operator, Tokyo Electric Power Co., to begin releasing into the Pacific Ocean more than a million tons of water that has been treated but remains contaminated. Tarachine now sends out boats.

"We still have to keep verifying the company's claims," Ms. Suzuki said.

Shinzo Kimura, second right, talking to a local citizen science group in Nihonmatsu city in Fukushima.


In Tsushima, a small village nestled in a narrow valley surrounded by dark peaks, only the area along the main street has been decontaminated. The rest, 98.4 percent of the village's land, remains off-limits with radiation levels that can still reach hundreds of times above normal.


At the height of the accident, a plume from the plant reached Tsushima during a snowstorm, lacing the falling flakes with dangerous isotopes. These soaked into the ground, heavily contaminating the village despite its location 18 miles from the reactors.

While the small central area was reopened two years ago, only five people have returned from a previous population of 1,400. One hoping to restart his life here is Hidenori Konno, 77, who was born and raised in Tsushima. He makes frequent trips back to fix the century-old ryokan inn that has been in his family for generations.

During those visits, Mr. Konno uses a handheld device to map radiation readings in the village. By identifying places to avoid, he hopes to convince former neighbors that it is safe to come back.

Hidenori Konno at his inn in Tsushima. He hopes to reopen the business and revive the village.


"If we can see where the hot spots are, and know how much risk we're actually taking, then I don't feel as frightened about returning," Mr. Konno said, sitting on a tatami mat in his inn, which sat empty for 12 years while the village was evacuated.

Helping him is Shinzo Kimura, a radiation scientist who is setting up a small lab in an old clay storehouse behind the inn. During the disaster, Dr. Kimura quit his job at a government research institute near Tokyo, which tried to block him from taking measurements around the plant. He moved to Fukushima, where he has taught locals like Mr. Konno how to make radiation-hazard maps.

"Science gives them a way to visualize a radioactive danger that they cannot see, smell or taste," Dr. Kimura said. "It restores what the accident robbed from them, which is an agency over their own lives."

For Ms. Kobayashi, owner of the reopened inn in Odaka, it was her own maps that reassured her about moving back. She said citizen scientists must stay on the lookout for new leaks, with the cleanup expected to take several more decades.

"The radiation is not gone," she said, "nor is the need to protect ourselves."

A fence in Tsushima marks an area where radiation levels are too high to return. Most of the village remains off-limits.


Kiuko Notoya contributed reporting.
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How Extreme Weather Scrambled a Lunar New Year Tradition in Vietnam

A typhoon and extreme heat dramatically affected prices for the kumquat trees that are ubiquitous during the holiday.

Video: Vietnam's Kumquat Trees, a Lunar New Year Staple, Have a Bad Year

Vietnamese families preparing for the Lunar New Year traditionally buy the citrus trees as a symbol of good luck. But extreme weather has hurt this year's harvest.


By Mike Ives



Jan 29, 2025 at 01:00 AM

In Hanoi and other Vietnamese cities at this time of year, potted kumquat trees fastened to motorbike seats dodge and weave through traffic in a haze of orange. Families buy them as symbols of luck and good fortune for the Lunar New Year, which started on Wednesday.

This year a typhoon and extreme heat dented the harvest, scrambling prices for kumquats and other ornamental plants associated with the holiday, known as Tet in Vietnam. Some people bought smaller kumquats or switched to less expensive options, like orchids or persimmon branches.

Ornamental plant farmers are now stuck with unsold inventory after months of price swings in the market. In the case of kumquats, wholesale prices initially rose because of limited supply. Then they cratered for lack of demand linked to consumer jitters and a perception that this year's golf-ball-size kumquat fruits do not look very pretty.

"We're all in a sad mood," Nguyen Thi Hoa, 39, who grows kumquat trees near Hanoi's Red River, said of the ornamental plant farmers in her corner of the capital. Unsold kumquat trees stood beside her, each selling for about 600,000 Vietnamese dong, or $24. That is at least 40 percent less than in a typical year.

It would be hard to overstate how important the Lunar New Year is to Vietnamese people -- imagine Christmas and Thanksgiving combined -- or how ubiquitous kumquat trees are across Vietnam and parts of neighboring China as the holiday approaches. The squat citrus plants are a regular presence in living rooms, shops and office lobbies.

In September, Typhoon Yagi flooded farmland and damaged crops across northern Vietnam during a critical growing period for kumquats and other ornamental staples of Lunar New Year. Ms. Hoa said floodwaters from the storm killed about half of the 500 kumquat trees she had planted.

Higher-than-average temperatures and a shortage of rainfall last year also hurt the harvest, said Pham Thi Thanh Nga, the director of Vietnam's Institute of Meteorology, Hydrology and Climate Change. 

A flooded peach field in Hanoi in September, when Typhoon Yagi damaged crops across northern Vietnam. Nhac Nguyen/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


The extreme weather translated into steep price swings at the markets and sidewalk stalls where people buy Lunar New Year kumquats, peach blossoms and bananas. The lack of rain also made kumquat trees weaker and their fruit less attractive, farmers say.

"This tree is much less beautiful than what I expected," said Nguyen Thi Nguyet, 39, as she inspected a potted kumquat at a Lunar New Year market in Hanoi this week. The fruits looked smaller and thinner than usual.

The tree still cost the equivalent of about $80, or roughly double her budget. So Ms. Nguyet, who works at the Education Department in Hanoi, instead paid about $13 for a bouquet of orchids imported from China.

Nguyen Thi Loan, a retired teacher, was stunned to see the price on a bunch of 21 green bananas lying on a plastic tarp: about $28. She usually pays a little over $1.

"These are the most expensive bananas I have ever touched in my life," Ms. Loan, 64, said as flowers and pork sausages poked out of her shopping bag. Bananas, the go-to fruit for placing on family altars to honor ancestors, are usually the cheapest item to buy for the holiday, but this year they are more expensive than meat, she added.

"It's unheard of," she said. "It's crazy!"

The banana vendor, Tran Van Huy, 50, didn't budge on the price. So Ms. Loan bought one bunch instead of the three she had planned for. She said she would add other fruit to the family altar this year.

The price sensitivity to ornamental plants is partly a function of general economic malaise in Vietnam, Ngo Tri Long, a retired Finance Ministry official, told the news site VnExpress this week. Even though Vietnam's economy grew by about 7 percent last year, Mr. Long said that it hadn't fully recovered from the pandemic and natural disasters.

Carrying kumquats through traffic ahead of the Lunar New Year on a street in Hanoi last week. Nhac Nguyen/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Consumers can adapt to a volatile market for kumquats and other ornamentals by changing what they buy, but farmers are still dealing with the effects.

One kumquat farmer on the outskirts of Hanoi, Nguyen Duc Vinh, said he had lost 40 percent of 3,000 trees to flooding and high winds from Typhoon Yagi. That was especially painful because it happened at a time of year when wholesale traders start inspecting kumquat farms and making orders for Lunar New Year.

As the holiday approached, Mr. Vinh, 51, raised his wholesale kumquat prices by about 50 percent to cover his labor costs, he said. But traders didn't bite so he reduced them to the normal price of about $10.

"This craft has become more precarious than ever," he said.

Nguyen Van Loi, a kumquat vendor in Hanoi who bought 1,000 trees from Mr. Vinh, said on Monday that he still had about 400 left to sell, even after cutting the price by half.

"One of the worst years in my 10 years of trading," said Mr. Loi, 44, as his wife watered kumquat trees to keep them fresh.

A couple on a motorbike stopped to check the tree prices, then drove off without buying anything.

Judson Jones contributed reporting.
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14 Convicted in Death of Girl for Depriving Her of Insulin

The parents of Elizabeth Rose Struhs, who died in 2022, were part of a small religious sect in Australia that believed that medical care went against their faith.

Elizabeth Struhs in an undated photo. Courtesy of Jayde Struhs



By Victoria Kim



Jan 29, 2025 at 01:10 PM

The parents of a diabetic girl who died just shy of her ninth birthday and a dozen members of their religious sect were found guilty of manslaughter by an Australian court on Wednesday for withholding lifesaving medication.

The girl's father, Jason Struhs, and the sect's leader, Brendan Stevens, had also faced charges of murder. But after a lengthy trial, a judge ruled that there wasn't enough evidence to prove that the men knew that discontinuing the insulin the girl needed would probably lead to her death.

Elizabeth Rose Struhs died at her family's home on Jan. 7, 2022, four days after her father stopped administering the insulin needed for her Type 1 diabetes. As she grew weaker and fell unconscious, members of the sect gathered around her and sang and prayed rather than seeking medical help, according to the court decision.

Mr. Stevens, who led a small church based out of his home in Toowoomba, in the northeastern state of Queensland, claimed during the trial that the criminal case was religious persecution. Members of the church, who sometimes referred to themselves as "the Saints," held a fervent belief in the healing power of God and that medical care would go against their faith.

All 14 defendants in the case -- some of whom said they considered medicine to be witchcraft -- refused legal representation and chose to defend themselves.

Mr. Struhs, a baker and father of seven other children, said during the trial that he continued to believe his daughter could be resurrected by God.

"To all of you, it looks like God has failed. But I know Elizabeth is only sleeping and I will see her again," he said at the trial's conclusion. "Because God has promised, and she is healed."

Mr. Struhs and his wife, Kerrie Struhs, had previously been charged with neglecting Elizabeth's medical needs after she was hospitalized and nearly died in 2019. Ms. Struhs was sentenced to 18 months in prison, and Mr. Struhs received a suspended sentence after providing evidence against his wife, according to court records.

But in 2021, Mr. Struhs, who had previously been wary of the church and had been the one to take his daughter to a hospital and administer the medication she needed, became a member of the church.

Other members of the church, including the couple's then 19-year-old son, Zachary, encouraged and persuaded Mr. Struhs to take Elizabeth off the insulin, according to the decision.

Even after the girl had stopped breathing and was growing cold, church members continued to pray and sing hymns for nearly 36 hours before Mr. Struhs finally called the authorities. In his first conversation with the police, the father told the officer: "Can't believe in God and trust in man as well. So you've got to make a choice."

In finding Mr. Struhs not guilty of murder, Justice Martin Burns, the judge on the case, wrote that in the "cloistered atmosphere of the church," the father could have been "so consumed by a particular belief promoted without pause by all its members, that he never came to the full realization Elizabeth would probably die, believing instead God would not allow that to happen."

Elizabeth was a bright girl who loved pranks, according to her oldest sister, Jayde Struhs, who left the family years before her sister's death after clashing with them over her sexual orientation.
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He Survived 15 Months of War in Gaza, Then Died as Cease-Fire Neared

Fighting claimed lives until the final moments before the truce between Israel and Hamas took effect. For some, an unexpected delay of a few hours proved deadly.

The aftermath of an Israeli airstrike in the Gaza Strip on the day of the cease-fire, before it came into effect. Atef Safadi/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Bilal Shbair and Erika Solomon
Bilal Shbair reported from Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip.


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:01 AM

After more than a year of Israeli bombardment in Gaza, there were few blessings left for Talal and Samar al-Najjar to count by the time a cease-fire deal was agreed to this month. Their home was in ruins, they and their children were displaced, and they were staving off hunger.

Yet they counted themselves lucky: Their family of seven was intact, something to feel grateful for in the war between Israel and Hamas, which has killed tens of thousands. Many more are likely to be unearthed from the rubble.

Then, with only hours until the Palestinian enclave's 15-month nightmare was set to pause, disaster struck.

Their 20-year-old son, Amr al-Najjar, had rushed to their village in southern Gaza, hoping to be the first one home. Instead, he became one of the last lives claimed before the fragile truce began.

"We'd been waiting so long for this moment, to celebrate the cease-fire, but our time of joy has turned into one of sorrow," Mr. al-Najjar, 49, told The New York Times in an interview after the funeral for his son.

Not long after 8:30 a.m. on Jan. 19, when he thought -- mistakenly -- that the cease-fire had begun, Amr al-Najjar was killed alongside two cousins in what survivors said was an Israeli strike. The Israeli military denied it had attacked the area.

Talal al-Najjar, left, Tareq al-Najjar and Ahmad Talal al-Najjar, Amr's brother, who survived the strike, after the funeral last week. Bilal Shbair for The New York Times


Their funeral was a humble affair. A cluster of relatives sat in a circle of plastic chairs to pray outside a dusty, sprawling camp of tarpaulin tents and wooden shacks on the outskirts of the southern city of Khan Younis. This is where the al-Najjars, like hundreds of other families, had sought refuge from Israeli bombardment in its campaign against Hamas.

Over the course of the war, which began in October 2023 after Hamas led an attack on Israel that, the Israelis say, killed about 1,200 people, more than 47,000 Palestinians have been killed, according to the Gazan health authorities. They do not distinguish between civilians and combatants.

The night before the cease-fire, the al-Najjars had packed up belongings in their makeshift tent. Ms. al-Najjar, 44, was eager to return to Khuzaa, their verdant farming village along Gaza's southern border. She wanted to see what was left of their home, she said, and imagined herself greeting friends, relatives, and neighbors with a joyful embrace.

But as they waited for sunrise, Ms. al-Najjar could not repress a growing unease. Her son Amr, who departed in the early hours of the morning, had left behind his bag. "He'd told me: I have a feeling I won't come back," she recalled, then broke into sobs.

The family knew that returning quickly to their home, less than a mile away from the frontier with Israel, to which Israeli tanks and troops would be withdrawing, might be risky.

But to many Gazans, all too familiar with periodic wars and the cease-fires that eventually end them, the first tentative hours of a truce are critical: Many race home to protect whatever has been spared in the war from looters who swoop in to snatch whatever can be sold from the ruins -- everything from rebar to kitchen utensils.

Displaced Palestinians return to their homes on the day a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas took effect. Khalil Ramzi/Reuters


Amr al-Najjar's brother Ahmad, who survived the attack, said the pair waited early on the Sunday the cease-fire was to take effect, along with two of their cousins, on the outskirts of Khuzaa, ready to enter at 8:30 a.m., the scheduled start of the truce.

"They hoped to save whatever they could, like pieces of wood or any belongings," their father said. The family could use the materials to build a shelter in their destroyed homes until aid groups could provide them with tents.

For Gazans, Mr. al-Najjar said, the end of the fighting was not an end to their worries: "It's another struggle -- an internal battle to survive and rebuild whatever we can."

As the two al-Najjar brothers set out, a cousin filmed Amr smiling on a motorbike, wearing a red T-shirt, a brown jacket and jeans.

"You're going to be the first people there!" the cousin shouted, laughing.

"And I'm going to return a martyr," he replied with a smile.

For his parents, it was an unnerving premonition. 

Not long after his sons left, Mr. al-Najjar saw on the news that the truce had been delayed until 11:15 a.m. In a panic, he and his wife tried repeatedly to call and text their sons and nephews. But the young men were in an area without reception -- and had no way to learn of the cease-fire's postponement.

From the outskirts of Khuzaa, Amr al-Najjar's older brother Ahmad said, they listened and waited as fighting continued right up to 8:20 and then grew quiet. Shortly after 8:30, they entered the town, encouraged by the arrival of others doing the same.

Ahmad al-Najjar peeled away from the group after stumbling upon a gas cylinder, from which he hoped to retrieve a bit of fuel.

"Suddenly, I heard the whooshing sound of a missile," he said. He dived behind a pile of rubble as an explosion shook the earth around him. "When I looked up, I saw smoke rising from the place they had been standing," he said. "I couldn't see them -- only smoke."

Mr. al-Najjar fled the village amid tank, drone, and sniper fire, he said, shocked and confused until he later learned that the truce had been delayed.

Israel's military said it was "not aware of a strike" at the coordinates the Najjar family provided The Times.

The bodies of four family members killed in a strike north of Khan Yunis in the days before the cease-fire. Bashar Taleb/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Gaza's emergency rescue services say 10 Gazans lost their lives between the time the cease-fire was meant to take effect and when it actually did. Residents of Khuzaa say the number killed in their village alone was 14.

None of the Najjar cousins who were killed, who ranged in age from 16 to 20, had ties to militant groups, their parents said.

Not long after the strike, Amr al-Najjar's relatives began to search for the missing men. As one of them filmed himself trekking through torn-up roads and rubble in Khuzaa, he stumbled upon the lifeless body of a young man in a red T-shirt, brown jacket and jeans.

"Oh God, have mercy on you, Amr," he can be heard moaning as he films the body. "God's mercy upon you."

Ms. al-Najjar described her son as the kind of person who loved to tease and joke, and who as a grown man still begged her to make sweets.

More than a week into the cease-fire, his father is still struggling to find any solace in the moment he had so yearned for. Hope is a feeling from the days when he imagined that an end to the fighting would bring him the chance to watch his son build a future.

"All I wanted was to see him fulfill his dreams," Mr. al-Najjar said. "Now, my son is gone, and our dreams are gone with him."

A Palestinian man atop the ruins of his house in Rafah on the day the cease-fire took effect. Mohammed Saber/EPA, via Shutterstock
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Top U.S. Envoy Makes Rare Trip to Gaza Strip to Bolster Cease-Fire

Steven Witkoff, who played an important role in brokering the truce between Israel and Hamas, also met with Israel's prime minister and visited Saudi Arabia.

Gaza City on Tuesday. Under the terms of the cease-fire agreement, Israeli troops have withdrawn from a central corridor in the territory, allowing Gazans to return to the north. Mohammed Saber/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Lara Jakes, Adam Rasgon and Thomas Fuller
Lara Jakes has written about Middle East diplomacy for more than a decade. Adam Rasgon reported from Jerusalem.


Jan 29, 2025 at 12:56 PM

The Trump administration's envoy to the Middle East made a rare visit to the Gaza Strip on Wednesday, according to a White House official, aiming to reinforce a cease-fire agreement between Israel and Hamas that has allowed thousands of displaced Palestinians to return to their homes.

The envoy, Steven Witkoff, who is the most senior U.S. official to visit Gaza in many years, also met with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel on Wednesday, the eve of another round of hostage releases.

An Israeli official who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss a sensitive subject said that while in Gaza, Mr. Witkoff had visited the Netzarim Corridor, which bisects the enclave, where American security contractors have been enlisted to help handle the return of hundreds of thousands of displaced Palestinians who have been streaming north this week, many on foot.

High-ranking U.S. officials have stayed away from Gaza for years, both because of security concerns and because of the official American no-contact policy with Hamas.

Another Israeli official, who was not authorized to comment publicly and spoke on condition of anonymity, said that Mr. Witkoff arrived in Israel to meet with Mr. Netanyahu and several of his top aides on Wednesday. Israel Katz, Israel's defense minister, was also at the meeting, according to a third Israeli official who spoke on condition of anonymity to discuss the minister's schedule.

Before the American envoy went to Israel, he had discussions on Tuesday in Saudi Arabia about a broader Middle East peace plan, one of the Israeli officials said. The White House official said Mr. Witkoff had met Hussein al-Sheikh, the secretary general of the Palestine Liberation Organization, in Riyadh, the Saudi capital. Two Palestinian officials who requested anonymity to discuss a closed-door meeting said Saudi Arabia's foreign minister, Prince Faisal bin Farhan, was also at the meeting.

Mr. Witkoff's visit to the region comes as the Trump administration seeks to broker a wider Middle East peace agreement that would include normalizing diplomatic relations between Israel and Saudi Arabia, a deal that President Trump sought during his first term. But that pact largely hinges on plans for Gaza's future.

Mr. Witkoff said in a Fox News interview last week that he planned to visit both the Netzarim Corridor in Gaza and the Philadelphi Corridor, which is farther south and on the border with Egypt, during the trip. But the timing was unclear as travel schedules are usually closely held to ensure security.

The U.S. Embassy in Jerusalem declined to comment on Wednesday.

In the early days of the 15-month war, the Israeli military ordered a mass evacuation of northern Gaza, forcing hundreds of thousands of Palestinians to flee south. For months, Israeli soldiers patrolled the Netzarim Corridor, in part to prevent Palestinians from heading back north.

Steven Witkoff, U.S. envoy to the Middle East, is the highest-ranking American official to visit Gaza in years. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


But under the terms of a 42-day cease-fire agreement reached this month, Israeli troops withdrew on Monday from the two main roads along the Netzarim Corridor to allow Gazans to head north. By Tuesday, more than 376,000 people had reached northern Gaza, according to the latest data from the U.N. Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

The American firm Safe Reach Solutions is expected to oversee the operational management of the corridor, according to a person familiar with the plan, while two other firms -- one American and one Egyptian -- will handle the inspections of those heading north.

The Philadelphi Corridor, as it is known in Israel, is a roughly eight-mile border strip between Egypt and Gaza. Israeli troops currently maintain control of the area, but they are expected to withdraw during the second phase of the cease-fire, the details of which are still being negotiated. Mr. Netanyahu has called the corridor a "lifeline" for Hamas's smuggling operations.

Mr. Witkoff played an important role in brokering the initial cease-fire deal between Israel and Hamas, teaming with officials from the Biden administration, Qatar and Egypt in the days before the Trump inauguration.

His visit comes a day before Israeli legislation targeting the operations of the main U.N. agency that aids Palestinian refugees goes into effect. The laws would require the agency, UNRWA, to cease its activities in East Jerusalem and bans any Israeli government contacts with the agency. UNRWA says the laws would hobble its operations in the Israeli-occupied West Bank and Gaza.

The agency's commissioner general, Philippe Lazzarini, told ambassadors at the United Nations on Tuesday that curtailing the agency's operations would "undermine the cease-fire."

"It will sabotage Gaza's recovery and political transition," he said.

Displaced Palestinians sheltering in an UNRWA-run school in the center of Khan Younis, Gaza, in 2023. Samar Abu Elouf for The New York Times


Dorothy Shea, the Trump administration's interim representative to the U.N., on Tuesday dismissed the agency's claims as exaggerated and said the United States supported "Israel's sovereign decision" to close UNRWA's offices on its soil.

Israel and UNRWA have long been at odds. Last year, Israel claimed that UNRWA employees participated in the Hamas-led attack on southern Israel on Oct. 7, 2023. A U.N. investigation found that nine employees might have been involved in the attack, and the agency said they had been fired.

Mr. Witkoff's visit also comes ahead of the third round of hostage and prisoner exchanges between Israel and Hamas that is expected on Thursday. An Israeli soldier, Agam Berger, and two Israeli civilians -- Arbel Yehud and Gadi Moses -- are to be released on Thursday, along with five Thai citizens, said Omer Dostri, the prime minister's spokesman.

David Mencer, a government spokesman, said three more hostages would be released on Saturday. Under the cease-fire deal, 33 Israeli hostages were to be released in the first phase in exchange for hundreds of Palestinian prisoners. Seven captives have already returned home, and eight of the remaining hostages are no longer alive, according to Israeli officials.

Family members and supporters of hostages still in Gaza attended a demonstration in Tel Aviv on Saturday calling for the captives' release.  Amit Elkayam for The New York Times


Mr. Netanyahu has been invited to meet with Mr. Trump on Feb. 4 at the White House.

On Tuesday, Secretary of State Marco Rubio spoke with the foreign ministers of Egypt and Qatar to discuss continued cooperation in Gaza. That would include "post-conflict planning to ensure Hamas can never govern Gaza or threaten Israel again," according to a State Department readout of Mr. Rubio's call with the Egyptian foreign minister, Badr Abdelatty. Though Hamas has been weakened, the militant group survived the war in Gaza and remains the most powerful Palestinian party in the territory.

Mr. Trump has also called on Egypt and Jordan to take in Palestinians from Gaza, and "clean out" the territory, he told reporters this past weekend. That has been roundly rejected by both countries, and on Wednesday, Mr. al-Sheikh, the secretary general of the Palestine Liberation Organization, spoke with Mr. Abdelatty to reaffirm Egypt's dismissal of Mr. Trump's proposal.

"Ways to consolidate the cease-fire and provide humanitarian aid were discussed, and support for the Palestinian people to remain on their land and the absolute rejection of their displacement were emphasized," Mr. al-Sheikh said on social media.

Aaron Boxerman and Patrick Kingsley contributed reporting.
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Israel Is Urged to Reverse Course on Palestinian Aid Agency Ban

Diplomats at the United Nations Security Council said planned restrictions on the agency, UNRWA, would imperil Palestinians. Only the U.S. sides with Israel.

A health center run by the Palestinian refugee aid agency in Jerusalem's Old City on Monday. Sinan Abu Mayzer/Reuters



By Farnaz Fassihi



Jan 29, 2025 at 12:31 AM

With only two days before Israel outlaws operations on its soil of the main U.N. aid agency for Palestinian refugees, the United Nations Security Council on Tuesday took up the issue at a meeting where the United States was Israel's sole defender.

The Israeli laws target a 75-year-old agency that has been a backbone of humanitarian aid delivery to two million Palestinians in Gaza, just as a fragile cease-fire is taking hold there. The agency also helps Palestinians in the Israeli-occupied West Bank and in East Jerusalem.

On Tuesday, senior U.N. officials and every member of the Security Council save the United States called Israel's actions a violation of its obligations under international law and the U.N. charter. They warned that the restrictions would have a disastrous impact on aid delivery and jeopardize peace in the long-term.

"The legislation makes a mockery of international law and imposes massive constraints," said Philippe Lazzarini the chief of the aid agency, known as UNRWA. "We are determined, however, to stay and deliver until it is no longer possible to do so."

The Trump administration's interim representative to the U.N., Dorothy Shea, dismissed the agency's claims as exaggerated, and called warnings that aid will come to a halt "irresponsible and dangerous." She said the United States supported "Israel's sovereign decision" to close the aid agency's offices on its soil.

The Security Council meeting about the aid agency on Tuesday. Yuki Iwamura/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


The legislation, passed by the Israeli Parliament in October, also forbids contact between Israel officials and employees of the agency, which is formally known as he United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East.

Israeli officials have accused the agency of being infiltrated by militants from Hamas, the militant group it has been at war with in Gaza since October 2023, when Hamas attacked Israel. The two sides reached a cease-fire a little over week ago.

UNRWA was formed in the wake of the wars surrounding Israel's establishment in 1948. Its mandate includes providing food, essential aid, health care, education, shelter and other services to Palestinians around the Middle East who were displaced by that conflict, as well as their descendants.

On Tuesday, the Israeli ambassador to the United Nations, Danny Danon, told diplomats that Israel's decision to essentially outlaw the group was not a political one but instead was rooted in national security. He said Israel would cooperate with other U.N. agencies.

Mr. Danon informed the U.N. of Israel's intention to enforce the law in a letter on Friday He told the council that the legislation targeting UNRWA would come into full effect on Thursday. He said the agency "must cease its operation and evacuate the premises it operates in Jerusalem."

In a response to Israel's letter, the U.N. secretary general, Antonio Guterres, in a letter on Monday asked Israel to reverse course, said that under international law Israel was obliged to facilitate the work of the agency, not hinder it.

Ambassador Danny Danon of Israel at the Security Council meeting. Yuki Iwamura/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Mr. Guterres said that the premises the aid workers have been ordered to vacate in East Jerusalem are U.N. property that is protected under international law.

At the same time, he said that he took Israeli allegations about ties between UNRWA workers and Hamas very seriously and that he had taken decisive action to address them.

Two U.N. investigations begun in response to Israel complains found that fewer than 10 agency staffers out of 13,000 were affiliated with Hamas. They were fired. The European Union has said Israel failed to show proof for its allegations of broad infiltration and resumed donations to the agency.

Mr. Lazzarini on Tuesday described a pivotal role for his agency in Gaza since the war began. He said it had delivered two-thirds of all food assistance, provided shelter to over a million displaced Palestinians and vaccinated a quarter million children against polio.

Tuesday was not the first time the United States has stood alone at the Security Council in defense of Israel, a close ally. The Biden administration vetoed four cease-fire resolutions at the Security Council, standing by Israel, which said it wasn't ready to end the war. Another close U.S. ally, Britain, was among the 14 other council members speaking out against the Israeli law.

"The vital work of UNRWA in ensuring that Palestinians have access to education and health care must also be protected in Gaza as well as the West Bank and East Jerusalem," said Britain's deputy ambassador, James Kariuki. "These represent the most fundamental of human rights."

Riyad Mansour, the Palestinian representative to the U.N., told the council that Israel had long worked to dismantle the agency as part of a strategy to strip refugee status away from displaced Palestinians and thus their right to return to their old lands.

"There is no alternative to the Palestinian government, and there is no alternative to UNRWA," Mr. Mansour said. "Israel does not get to pick and chose who represents the Palestinian people or who represents the U.N."



Philippe Lazzarini, the UNRWA chief, addressing the Security Council on Tuesday. Yuki Iwamura/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images
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Democrats Block Bill to Impose Sanctions on International Criminal Court Officials

The failed Senate vote was a setback for the bill, which aims to punish the court for its decision to prosecute top Israeli officials for war crimes based on the military offensive in Gaza.

Members of both parties have argued that Karim Khan, the court's top prosecutor, overstepped the body's jurisdiction. Michael M. Santiago/Getty Images



By Robert Jimison
Reporting from the Capitol


Jan 28, 2025 at 09:04 PM

A bill to impose sanctions on officials affiliated with the International Criminal Court stalled in the Senate on Tuesday after Democrats refused to back it, a setback for legislation that aims to rebuke the court for its top prosecutor's decision to bring war crimes charges against top Israeli leaders for their military offensive against Hamas in Gaza.

The measure, a direct challenge to the tribunal's existence, now faces an uncertain path in the Senate. The House passed the measure earlier this month with significant bipartisan support, with 45 Democrats joining all Republicans to support it.

On Thursday, the 54-to-45 vote in the Senate left the measure short of the 60 votes needed to advance. All but a single Democrat, Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania, opposed doing so.

There is significant bipartisan consternation in Washington with the tribunal's decision in May to prosecute Israeli officials while simultaneously going after the leaders of Hamas, whose deadly attack on Israel on Oct. 7, 2023, started a bloody backlash in the Gaza Strip.

But many Democrats argued that the legislation was far too broad, and could apply not only to a wide range of personnel at the court, but also to American companies working with it.

"As much as I oppose the I.C.C.'s deep bias against Israel and as much as I want to see that institution drastically reformed and reshaped, the bill before us is poorly drafted and deeply problematic," Senator Chuck Schumer, Democrat of New York and the minority leader, said on the floor moments before the vote, urging his colleagues to unite in opposition. "It will have many unintended consequences that undermine its primary goal."

In a statement immediately following the vote, Mr. Schumer said that Democrats were still open to backing a version of the measure, but that Republicans had chosen a "partisan, non-consultative path" and refused to consider changes to improve the bill. He added that a bipartisan deal on the measure was still "very possible" should they reconsider.

Members of both parties have argued that Karim Khan, the I.C.C.'s top prosecutor, overstepped the court's jurisdiction when he brought the charges against Israel and inappropriately likened the actions of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, a close U.S. ally, with those of Yahya Sinwar, the leader of the Hamas terrorist group, accusing both of crimes against humanity.

The measure would compel the president to freeze assets and deny visas to any foreign national who contributed to the court's efforts to "investigate, arrest, detain or prosecute a protected person," including all current and former military and government officials of the United States and allies that have not consented to the court's jurisdiction, such as Israel.

"The court's clear suggestion of moral equivalence between the government of Israel and the Hamas terrorists who attacked Israel and oppress their own people is beyond the pale," Senator John Thune, Republican of South Dakota and the majority leader, said on the floor before the vote. "Israel waged war against terrorists; Hamas wages war against innocents. And the only reason Israel has been waging war against Hamas is because Hamas chose to launch a massive attack on innocent civilians that resulted in 1,200 deaths and the taking of approximately 250 hostages, more than 80 of whom are still in captivity today."

Following the vote Mr. Fetterman said that he was "deeply disappointed" that the bill failed to advance.

In a social media post, he criticized the I.C.C., saying that it equated the "democratically elected leader of our special ally to the terrorists and rapists of Hamas."

Senators Ruben Gallego of Arizona and Elissa Slotkin of Michigan, both of whom supported the bill last year as members of the House, changed course and opposed it on Tuesday.

It was a nearly unified show of force from Democrats at a time when they are having intense private discussions about how to operate as an effective minority in the Trump era, including where they should work with Republicans and when to push back. Some had been quietly pushing for the I.C.C. bill to be opened to amendments so that they could carve out exemptions for U.S. allies and American companies working with the court, and support it.

Others rejected the measure entirely.

"These sanctions will make it almost impossible for the United States to engage the court on other issues and our national interest," Senator Jeanne Shaheen, Democrat of New Hampshire and the top Democrat on the Foreign Relations Committee, said. She noted that the measure could affect civil servants and their families, lower-level workers and even potentially catering and sanitation employees.

The bill sanctioning the I.C.C. was pushed through the House by Republicans during the last Congress but died in the Senate, then under Democratic control, when Democrats declined to bring it up. Republicans had hoped that now, with control of both chambers and Mr. Trump in the White House, the measure would be on a smooth road to enactment.
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Hamas Is Expected to Release 8 Israeli and Thai Hostages

The release planned for Thursday would be the third so far as Israel and Hamas observe a six-week truce, part of a multiphase agreement that mediators hope will end the war in Gaza.

A demonstration calling for the release of hostages on Saturday. Amit Elkayam for The New York Times



By Aaron Boxerman, Patrick Kingsley and Adam Rasgon



Jan 29, 2025 at 06:20 PM

Hamas will release eight hostages on Thursday -- three Israelis and five Thai nationals -- after more than a year of captivity in Gaza, the Israeli government said Wednesday night, as the fragile cease-fire between the two sides held through its second week.

The Israeli hostages slated for release include Gadi Moses, 80; Arbel Yehud, 29; and Agam Berger, 20, according to the Israeli authorities. In a statement on social media, Hamas confirmed the three Israelis would be freed. Neither Israel nor Hamas named the Thai citizens who would be released.

Under the terms of the cease-fire, Israel is expected to release more than 100 Palestinian prisoners in exchange for the hostages released on Thursday, including around 30 serving life sentences for involvement in deadly attacks against Israelis.

The release is the third so far as Israel and Hamas observe a six-week truce, part of a multiphase agreement that mediators hope will end the war in Gaza. More than 45,000 people were killed there during Israel's campaign against Hamas, according to Gazan health officials, who do not distinguish between civilians and combatants.

During the 42-day initial cease-fire, Hamas committed to freeing at least 33 of the remaining 97 hostages in Gaza in exchange for a partial Israeli withdrawal and the release of over 1,500 Palestinians jailed by Israel. Under the terms of the deal, Ms. Yehud -- one of the last living women held hostage -- was initially supposed to be freed last week.

When she was not released then, Israel responded by delaying the passage of hundreds of thousands of displaced Palestinians from returning to their homes in northern Gaza, as the agreement stipulated. The Israeli military allowed them to proceed after mediators announced on Sunday that they had secured a commitment for Ms. Yehud's release.

All of the eight captives expected to be freed next were abducted during the Hamas-led Oct. 7, 2023, surprise attack on southern Israel that began the war. Roughly 1,200 people were killed during the assault, mostly civilians, and another 250 were taken hostage, according to the Israeli government.

Two of the Israeli hostages are from Nir Oz, an Israeli community near the border with Gaza that was one of the hardest-hit by the Hamas-led attack. More than 65 people were taken hostage from Nir Oz and dozens more were killed.

Mr. Moses, a farming expert, was abducted from his home during the Hamas assault. His partner, Efrat, was killed during the attack, likely by an Israeli helicopter that fired on a vehicle that was ferrying militants and hostages, according to the Israeli military.

Ms. Yehud was kidnapped, as was her partner, Ariel Cunio and the family of his brother, David. David Cunio's wife, Sharon, and their two children were freed along more than 100 other hostages during a weeklong truce in November 2023. Ms. Yehud's brother Dolev was killed during the attack, according to the Israeli military. Ariel and David Cunio remain in Gaza.

Ms. Berger, a young military conscript, was abducted during Hamas's assault on Nahal Oz, the military base where she served as a lookout. Four of the other lookouts taken hostage during the attack were released on Saturday.

Mousa Abu Marzouk, a senior Hamas official, confirmed in a phone interview that the five Thai workers would be released on Thursday. The Thai workers were being held by Palestinian Islamic Jihad, he said, referring to a smaller militant group in Gaza distinct from Hamas.

Thailand's ambassador to Israel, Pannabha Chandraramya, also said five of the eight remaining Thai hostages would be released on Thursday, although she said it was not yet clear which ones would be freed.

Ms. Chandraramya said that six living and two dead Thai hostages in Gaza, all aged between 28 and 42, remained in Gaza. All were abducted during the Hamas-led attack in 2023 from four farms close to the Gaza border, where they were employed as agricultural workers, she said.
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Russia Seizes Another Ukrainian Town in Push to Take All of Donetsk

Moscow's troops used the same pincer tactic on Velyka Novosilka that has enabled their recent capture of town after town in eastern Ukraine.

A Ukrainian soldier speaking to a civilian in March 2023 while patrolling Velyka Novosilka in the Donetsk region of Ukraine. Maria Senovilla/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Constant Meheut
Reporting from Kyiv, Ukraine


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:57 AM

Building on their momentum in eastern Ukraine, Russian forces have seized control of yet another small town, military experts say, taking another step in their grinding push to conquer the entire Donetsk region.

Battlefield maps from independent groups analyzing satellite images and combat footage show that the town, Velyka Novosilka, is now under Russian control, and the Kremlin claimed its capture on Sunday. Ukraine's military acknowledged its withdrawal from most of the town but said that its troops maintained a foothold on the northern outskirts.

Although this gain is modest compared with Russia's recent seizure of nearby Ukrainian strongholds like Vuhledar and Kurakhove, it underscores the effectiveness of a tactic that Moscow has been employing to take one town after another in eastern Ukraine: using its overwhelming personnel advantage to attack relentlessly, gradually trapping Ukrainian forces in a pincer movement and forcing them to retreat to avoid encirclement.

"From a tactical perspective, their approach was correct -- they understood their capabilities and advantages and used them effectively," Maj. Ivan Sekach, a press officer for the Ukrainian military's 110th Brigade, which has been defending the area, said in an interview. "It would not be accurate to claim that the Russians don't know how to fight."

Major Sekach said that Ukrainian troops had been fighting with a river at their back that greatly complicated operations, adding that for the past two weeks, ammunition and food had to be delivered by drones.

"Troop reinforcements must cross the river, which is a very complex operation," he said, noting that Russia was "of course aware of this."

The town, at a road junction, is expected to improve Russia's logistics in the region, experts say, though its small size limits its potential as a base for future offensives.

Fighting is also raging about 50 miles to the northeast in Toretsk, a strategic hilltop city that experts say has now largely fallen to Russian troops. Its capture would pave the way for Russia to advance on a series of cities that form Ukraine's primary defensive belt in northern Donetsk.

In a sign of the challenges that Ukrainian troops are facing in the east, President Volodymyr Zelensky this week assigned Maj. Gen. Mykhailo Drapatyi, the commander of Ukraine's ground forces, to personally take charge of the units fighting in the Donetsk region.

"These are the most intense areas of combat," Mr. Zelensky said in a Sunday evening address.

The capture of Velyka Novosilka, which had a prewar population of 5,000, was largely enabled by the fall of Vuhledar in October. Perched on high ground about 20 miles to the east, Vuhledar was a linchpin of Ukraine's southern Donetsk defenses. Its loss allowed Russian forces to quickly advance westward.

By mid-January, they had encircled Velyka Novosilka, seizing two settlements to its north and south and cutting off all roads into the town.

"There was no more sense in trying to hold on to the place," said Pasi Paroinen, a military expert with the Finland-based Black Bird Group, which analyzes satellite imagery and social media content from the battlefield.

Still, using a familiar but contested tactic, Ukrainian forces held the town for another two weeks, drawing Russian troops into brutal urban combat in an attempt to inflict maximum losses before withdrawing.

Major Sekach said that in the fight for the town, Russia had launched relentless small-scale infantry assaults, sending groups of about five soldiers every hour who moved under the cover of tree lines, making them hard to detect and target with drones. Once they reached buildings, they took cover in basements.

"Our drones and artillery worked to eliminate them, but drones can't fully destroy basements, and artillery often requires multiple attempts to hit the target accurately," he said.

He added that countering Russia's gradual takeover of buildings would have required sending in more troops from his units, but they lacked the personnel, with Russian troops in the town outnumbering Ukraine's by as many as three to one.

Major Sekach said that Ukraine's forces had managed to withdraw under the cover of fog, avoiding major casualties or surrender. But Mr. Paroinen cast doubt on that claim, noting that the troops would have had to cross a river without bridges and walk through at least a mile of open flood plains to escape.

"There was almost no way to withdraw from there," he said, adding that it was possible that several hundred Ukrainian soldiers had been killed or captured in the process.

Mr. Paroinen said that he expected Russia's forces now to push north toward a key highway supplying Ukrainian units in the area.

Daria Mitiuk contributed reporting.
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Rebel Leader Who Overthrew al-Assad Is Declared Syria's President

The new leadership of the country said the rebel coalition leader, Ahmed al-Shara, would serve as president during a transitional period.

Ahmed al-Shara, the leader of the rebel coalition that toppled Bashar al-Assad in Syria, appeared on TV at a Damascus cafe on Wednesday. Louai Beshara/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Christina Goldbaum
Reporting from Damascus, Syria


Jan 29, 2025 at 07:33 PM

The rebel coalition that seized control of Syria last month appointed its leader, Ahmed al-Shara, as president of the country to preside over a transitional period, Syrian state media reported on Wednesday.

A spokesman for the coalition, Col. Hassan Abdel Ghani, also declared that the Constitution had been nullified and the legislature and army formed under the country's deposed dictator, Bashar al-Assad, were dissolved, according to the state news agency, SANA.

The declarations amounted to the country's first official steps toward establishing a new government after the rebel coalition led by the group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, or H.T.S., swept into the capital, Damascus, last month in a lightning offensive that toppled Mr. al-Assad. Mr. al-Shara, who led that coalition, has since been serving as the country's de facto leader.

As president of the transitional government, Mr. al-Shara will be at the helm of a once unimaginable period of transition in Syria, which had been ruled by the iron fist of the Assad family for more than 50 years.

After nearly 14 years of civil war that left Syria severely fractured, Mr. al-Shara is trying to unite many disparate rebel factions under a single government. But it was not immediately clear whether there was a broad consensus among those groups about his appointment as president for a transitional period or how long that period would last.

The declarations on Wednesday were published during a meeting in Damascus between H.T.S. officials and leaders of some of the other rebel groups that opposed Mr. al-Assad. By making the flurry of announcements during that forum, H.T.S. leaders appeared to be trying to demonstrate that Mr. al-Shara had won the support of various rebel groups.

A fighter with the rebel group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, or H.T.S., looked through the office of Bouthaina Shaaban, a senior adviser to the ousted Syrian president, Bashar al-Assad, at the abandoned Presidential Palace in Damascus, last month. Nicole Tung for The New York Times


Still, H.T.S. officials did not publish any information about which rebel groups were present at the meeting or the process through which they appointed Mr. al-Shara, leaving uncertainty over whether there was a unified front behind these steps.

Since H.T.S. seized Damascus in early December, Mr. al-Shara has laid out lofty goals for Syria, including rebuilding the state, ridding state institutions of corruption and cronyism, and freeing the country from the terror that defined Mr. al-Assad's government -- particularly during the country's long civil war.

"What Syria needs today is greater than ever before," he said in remarks published by SANA on Wednesday. "Just as we were determined to liberate it in the past, our duty now is to commit to rebuilding and advancing it."

But many Syrians have questioned whether Mr. al-Shara will be able to deliver on the sweeping promises of H.T.S. and reconcile his rebel group's militant Islamist roots with a largely secular state.

His armed Islamist group evolved years ago from an affiliate of Al Qaeda and Mr. al-Shara has had a $10 million U.S. bounty on his head for years. American officials under the Biden administration announced in a visit to Damascus last month that they planned to scrap that designation.

Mr. al-Shara is now expected to establish a temporary legislative council that will govern the country until a new Constitution is adopted, according to SANA. That council will be tasked with overseeing a country left largely in disarray after Mr. al-Assad fled in December.

Syria's economy is destroyed and its currency is nearly worthless. Parts of the country are still effectively controlled by Kurdish and other militias that either oppose or do not fully trust Mr. al-Shara's rebel coalition. And the coalition is overstretched, with far too few fighters to maintain security over the entire country.

In the Old City of Damascus, last month. Daniel Berehulak/The New York Times


Since seizing the capital, Mr. al-Shara and his associates have effectively transplanted leaders from their rebel government in the northwestern province of Idlib -- known as the Syrian Salvation Government -- to Damascus. Many of those officials' credentials are more religious than professional, leaving some Syrians skeptical of both their intentions and capabilities.

Most of those officials belong to the country's Sunni Muslim majority, stoking concerns among the country's many minorities including Shiites, Druse, Christians and others.

In December, H.T.S. officials laid out an ambitious time frame for establishing a permanent new government in Syria. They said that within three months, they would arrange a conference with community leaders, professors, intellectuals and others -- including members of Syria's many religious sects -- to discuss the formation of a representative, caretaker government.

It was not immediately clear on Wednesday whether the rebels still planned to hold a meeting with community leaders before the March 1 deadline.

The group also said it intended to create a committee to draw up a new constitution in the coming years, according to H.T.S. leaders, and establish a justice system to try people accused of atrocities during Mr. al-Assad's dictatorship.

Reham Mourshed contributed reporting.
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Anti-Migrant Rioters Set a U.K. Library on Fire. The Community Rallied.

After the Spellow Library in Liverpool was targeted during England's unrest last summer, more than 10,000 people donated to its restoration.

Spellow Library, in Liverpool, England, had been refurbished a few months before it was attacked in last summer's riots. Mary Turner for The New York Times



By Lynsey Chutel
Reporting from Liverpool, England


Jan 27, 2025 at 10:53 AM

When the rioters came for Spellow Library, they used the nonfiction section as kindling.

Deborah Moore, then the library's manager, arrived the next morning to find that the shelves and couches purchased as part of a recent refurbishment had been stacked up to build a pyre. The books that had survived the riot, part of a wave of anti-immigrant, racist disorder that erupted across Britain in August last year, were yellowed by smoke, their pages curled from the heat.

Anger came first, she said, then sadness, then a determination to replace the hundreds of books that had burned, even as the stench of their destruction filled her nostrils. In an interview last month, she said the feeling was, "Watch us come back from this, because we won't be beaten."

The library stands in Walton, a deprived neighborhood of the northwestern English city of Liverpool. A year and a half before the fire, it had been renovated, transforming it into a community hub that offered training workshops for the unemployed, parent and toddler groups and a contact center for the local council. Then, in August, it became one of the most high-profile casualties in Britain's largest outbreak of public disorder for more than a decade.

Deborah Moore speaking to a visitor after the library reopened. Her reaction to the fire was, "Watch us come back from this, because we won't be beaten." Mary Turner for The New York Times


In the hours after a knife-wielding attacker killed three young girls in Southport, a coastal town about 20 miles from Liverpool, disinformation claiming he was a newly arrived Muslim immigrant was spread by far-right accounts on social media. In fact he was born in Britain, to a Rwandan Christian family. But anti-migrant violence broke out in more than a dozen places in England and Northern Ireland, leading to more than 400 arrests.

The killer, Axel Rudakubana, was sentenced to life in prison last week. Britain's prime minister, Keir Starmer, described his actions as an example of a new kind of terrorism, involving loners obsessed with violence rather than driven by any one ideology.

Liverpool was among the first places to erupt in disorder. The rioters went as far as trying to stop firefighters from entering the library, the local police said in a statement at the time.

Alex McCormick, a 27-year-old woman from a nearby suburb, saw the images of smashed windows and blackened pages at the library and immediately decided to start an online fund-raiser to help replace the books.

"We can't be burning books, we can't do this," she said. "We're not like this, but to the rest of the world, this is now what we look like."

Her target was 500 pounds, about $610, but soon thousands started rolling in, some of the money from celebrity donors. Ms. McCormick, who was getting married that month, found herself distracted from her wedding preparations by monitoring large and small acts of generosity. Young people mobilized their own libraries to send books; others donated the books of late loved one ones; while community members gave whatever they could. Within three weeks, the GoFundMe had raised PS250,000.

When Alex McCormick saw the images of the aftermath of the burning she started a GoFundMe campaign to raise money to replace the books. Mary Turner for The New York Times


"That's an unfathomable amount of money for one library," she said. When she returned from her honeymoon, a member of the local council called to say that Queen Camilla had donated books: The collection included the Diary of Anne Frank, "Love in the Time of Cholera" and "The Tiger Who Came To Tea," a British children's classic by a writer and illustrator who fled Nazi Germany as a girl.

Ms. McCormick, a member of another local library with a daughter named for a favorite literary character, said she hoped the outpouring would give people a truer image of her city, and of public sentiment in Britain.

"In the end, 11,500 people donated money to the fund-raiser and hundreds more people donated physical books," Ms. McCormick said. "There wasn't 11,500 people on Country Road causing trouble and burning the library."

The library reopened in mid-December, four months after its destruction. Liverpool City Council paid for the rebuilding, at a cost of PS200,000. A council spokesman said the money Ms. McCormick raised would be used for community programs.

The books donated by Queen Camilla include the Diary of Anne Frank, "Love in the Time of Cholera" and "The Tiger Who Came To Tea." Mary Turner for The New York Times


In the weeks after the violence, the neighborhood was gripped by a sense of unease, residents said. People of color said they were afraid. A youth worker who helps run coaching sessions for young people said he had encountered some who participated in the riots, and found them struggling with shame and regret. It compounded the hopelessness many young people from Walton already felt.

Everyone felt abandoned, said Sarah Atherton, who grew up in the neighborhood and whose children use the library. She said parts of the area had long felt forgotten.

The police arrested nine people for the disorder on County Road, and one man was sentenced to 22 months in prison for taking part in the violence and throwing a glass bottle at police officers.

County Road, where the riots took place, has seen many small businesses close in recent years. Mary Turner for The New York Times


On a cold night in December, County Road was crowded once again, with dozens of residents carrying lanterns in a parade for the reopening. An arch of balloons over Spellow Library's entrance brought color to a street that had lad lost many small businesses and amenities during a decade of austerity measures under the Conservative-led government of the 2010s.

A few days later, on the first Saturday since its reopening, the library was a buzzing hive. A woman came in and happily exclaimed, "You're open!"

Iakob Drozdova, 11, was thrilled that his old library card could check out the new books. He signed up for a drawing class while his stepmother, Sofia Drozdova, waited on the plush new chairs, reading. For Ms. Drozdova, who said she fled Russia with her wife and their family over the Kremlin's anti-gay laws, the library had become a haven. The August violence, she said, was an exception in an otherwise safe neighborhood.

On the first Saturday since its reopening, the Spellow library was a buzzing hive. Mary Turner for The New York Times


"I don't even have the words in my native language," Ms. Drozdova, who was a librarian in Russia, said of the fire.

On her first visit back, Fungai Chirombe made a beeline for her favorite section: Self-help and Wellness. In the months since she moved from Zimbabwe to reunite with her mother, she has checked out over 50 books. The library is at the center of her new home, where most have welcomed her, even if someone hurled a racial slur at her mother just a week before, she said.

"I'm just happy to heal," she said, cradling a stack of new books. "There's so much material."

Children gathered around a crafts table and filled cellophane cones with chocolate powder and marshmallows to make googly-eyed reindeers. In the children's reading corner, a neighborhood troupe put on a pantomime of "Pinocchio," while in another corner a teenager squinted at a computer screen, trying to figure out her math homework.

"It's noisy," said June Serridge, who was researching her family tree. "But it's nice to be back."
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Citing 'Shadow of Evil,' Vatican Warns About the Risks of A.I.

A new document examines the opportunities and risks of artificial intelligence and calls for "moral and ethical considerations" to be enshrined in all of its applications.

Pope Francis has repeatedly warned that the application of artificial intelligence should be grounded in ethical and moral considerations. Andreas Solaro/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Elisabetta Povoledo



Jan 28, 2025 at 05:08 PM

The Vatican called for constant oversight of artificial intelligence on Tuesday, warning about the potential for "the shadow of evil" in the technology, which it said offered "a source of tremendous opportunities but also profound risks."

In a new document meant to advise the Catholic faithful, the church warned that the technology should be used to complement human intelligence, "rather than replace its richness." The document was approved by Pope Francis, who has repeatedly warned that the application of artificial intelligence should be grounded in ethical and moral considerations.

"In all areas where humans are called to make decisions, the shadow of evil also looms here," the Vatican said in the paper. It added, "The moral evaluation of this technology will need to take into account how it is directed and used."

The paper "is a synthesis of a lot of the existing materials that have been developing organically over the last while," drawing on Francis' past statements and writings to look at A.I.'s effect on relationships, education, warfare and work, said the Rev. Paul Tighe, one of the people who worked on it. The paper was written over six months by a Vatican team in consultation with various experts, including those in A.I.

The paper tries to map out "an understanding of what it is to be human that in a sense gives shape to the ethical concerns," said Father Tighe, who is the spokesman for the Vatican department of culture and education.

The paper warned of A.I.'s potential to destroy the trust on which societies are built because of its potential to spread misinformation. "A.I.-generated fake media can gradually undermine the foundations of society," the document said. "This issue requires careful regulation, as misinformation -- especially through A.I.-controlled or -influenced media -- can spread unintentionally, fueling political polarization and social unrest.

"Such widespread deception is no trivial matter; it strikes at the core of humanity, dismantling the foundational trust on which societies are built."

It decried the "harmful sense of isolation" that A.I. could generate, as well as "specific challenges" for children, "potentially encouraging them to develop patterns of interaction that treat human relationships in a transactional manner, as one would relate to a chatbot."

The document cited concerns that A.I. could be used to advance what the pope has described as the "technocratic paradigm," a belief that the world's problems could be solved through technological means alone. "Technological developments that do not improve life for everyone, but instead create or worsen inequalities and conflicts, cannot be called true progress," the document stated, citing Francis' 2024 World Day of Peace message.

When it comes to work, the document said, "the goal should not be that technological progress increasingly replaces human work, for this would be detrimental to humanity." It should also never "reduce workers to mere 'cogs in a machine,'" as the "dignity of laborers and the importance of employment for the economic well-being of individuals, families and societies, for job security and just wages, ought to be a high priority for the international community" as A.I. spreads.

The paper also repeated concerns about using the technology in remote-controlled weapons that result in "a lessened perception of the devastation" from their use and "an even more cold and detached approach to the immense tragedy of war."

The paper warned about "the concentration of the power over mainstream A.I. applications in the hands of a few powerful companies." Those companies could exercise "forms of control as subtle as they are invasive, creating mechanisms for the manipulation of consciences and of the democratic process," the document stated, citing a 2019 document by Francis.

Francis has increasingly raised concerns about A.I. In an address to political, economic and business leaders at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, last week, Francis wrote that A.I. raised "great concerns about its impact on the role of humanity." And at a Group of 7 meeting in Italy last year, Francis told world leaders that A.I. "represents a true cognitive-industrial revolution, which will contribute to the creation of a new social system characterized by complex epochal transformations."

This month, the Vatican released a document with guidelines for the use of A.I. inside its own walls, regulating its application.
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Reform U.K. Is Said to Land Over $1 Million in Populist Show of Force

Nigel Farage's party is reshaping British conservatism and showing that it can raise money to do so.

Nigel Farage, second from left, arriving on Tuesday at Oswald's, an exclusive members-only club in London's Mayfair neighborhood. Andrew Testa for The New York Times



By Jane Bradley
Reporting from London


Jan 28, 2025 at 07:53 PM

Britain's populist party, Reform U.K., was expected to bring in more than $1.25 million at a glitzy fund-raiser on Tuesday, a party official said, an extraordinary amount for a party that six months ago was on the fringe of national politics.

The big-ticket, American-style event was the first major fund-raiser since Nigel Farage took over as party leader and his ideological ally, Donald J. Trump, returned to the White House. The gala even featured "Y.M.C.A.," the classic Village People song that has become a mainstay of Mr. Trump's rallies.

Mr. Farage wants to remake British conservatism, just as Mr. Trump has in the United States. He has pushed the movement to the right with a nationalistic platform that is anti-immigrant and anti-regulation.

For a party that raised less than $200,000 in all of 2023, the turnaround since Mr. Farage became its leader last year has been remarkable. Riding a populist wave that has been felt from Germany to France to Washington, Mr. Farage has catapulted his party from a political sideshow to a well-funded force.

Mr. Farage arrived at Oswald's, an exclusive members-only club in London's Mayfair neighborhood, Tuesday and hurried out of the drizzle, past a scrum of journalists. Oswald's is owned by Robin Birley, a major Reform donor.

The Duke of Marlborough, Charles James Spencer-Churchill, followed shortly behind. Arron Banks, who bankrolled the Brexit campaign, also attended, as did Lady Victoria Hervey and Holly Valance, the former pop star and actor who is married to Reform's treasurer.

"Reform is the future of this country," Michael Hewitt, a retired U.S. Navy admiral and co-founder of the nuclear technology firm IP3 International, said after the event. "It's the same movement that Donald Trump created."

Among the fund-raiser's attendees was Holly Valance, the former pop star and actor who is married to the Reform party's treasurer, Nick Candy. Andrew Testa for The New York Times


A senior party official said that Reform sold 90 tickets at between PS10,000 and PS25,000 apiece. That would raise well over PS1 million ($1.25 million) for the party. The party official spoke on condition of anonymity because he was not authorized to discuss preliminary accounting.

Reform's treasurer, the real estate billionaire Nick Candy, has pledged to "secure more money for the party than any other in British political history" and Mr. Farage has openly toyed with accepting donations from Mr. Trump's donors. The billionaire tech mogul Elon Musk has discussed donating money, Mr. Farage has said.

Unlike in the United States, there are no limits on political donations in Britain. (Political spending, however, is capped.) As rumors of a looming donation from Mr. Musk spread, some British politicians have raised the idea of capping foreign campaign donations.

Reform won a record five seats in Parliament (Mr. Farage's first win after seven failed attempts) and 14 percent of the vote in last year's national election. Today, the party is polling ahead of the Conservatives and closing the gap with the governing Labour Party.

Despite the polling gains and sudden influx of cash, Reform has a steep fund-raising hill to climb. Labour raised around PS30 million and the Tories about PS48 million in 2023, the last full year for which data is available.

Mr. Farage built his political career around opposition to the European Union and immigration, helping to drive the Brexit vote in 2016. While polls show the majority of Britons now believe that leaving the European Union was a mistake, that sentiment has not harmed Mr. Farage's status.

His fortunes look set to be galvanized by Mr. Trump's win. Reform claims to be Britain's fastest growing party, recently surpassing the Conservatives with almost 187,000 supporters paying voluntary membership fees.

Mr. Trump and Mr. Farage have been longtime allies. Mr. Trump heralded Mr. Farage's election last summer, and Mr. Farage was by his side at Mar-a-Lago on election night as Mr. Trump was voted back into the White House.

Mr. Farage, right, at an October 2020 campaign rally for Donald Trump at Phoenix Goodyear Airport in Goodyear, Arizona. Doug Mills/The New York Times


Many of Reform's new key pledges in its 2024 manifesto, or policy platform, echo Mr. Trump's actions during his first days back in office.

Reform pledged to abandon key climate targets and swing the energy sector back toward oil and gas. The party wants to cut taxes, slash "wasteful" government spending and increase military spending. And it wants to scrap diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives.

Like Mr. Trump, Mr. Farage rallies against "woke" ideology and "transgender indoctrination."

One of Reform's most ambitious promises is to eliminate the National Health Service waiting lists in two years by investing in private health care and injecting PS17 billion ($21.1 billion) into the public health service -- nearly three times more than any other political party has pledged.

But the Institute for Fiscal Studies, an independent research group, said that Reform's overall tax and spending plans "do not add up" and will cost billions more than claimed.

Last week, Mr. Farage heralded Mr. Trump's return to power as "the greatest comeback in modern politics" and "joyful to behold." The Republicans, he wrote in a column for The Telegraph, have "discovered a completely new definition of conservatism."

"Populism was the winner in the recent elections in America," he wrote. "Who's to say it could not be the same in the U.K., too?"
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The Interpreter


Hacking Democracy: How Elon Musk Is Disrupting European Politics

The richest man in the world is backing far-right parties against a political establishment that has failed to deliver.

Elon Musk is seen on-screen at a campaign event for the far-right Alternative for Germany party, in Halle, Germany, on Saturday. Karina Hessland/Reuters



By Katrin Bennhold and Amanda Taub



Jan 28, 2025 at 07:51 PM

Elon Musk became the richest man in the world by taking on established industries with disruptive start-ups like PayPal, Tesla and SpaceX. He's now using a similar playbook to upend European politics.

Mr. Musk has been using the algorithmic influence of his social media platform X to place bets on far-right upstart parties, like Alternative for Germany (known as the AfD) and Britain's Reform Party, that challenge the status quo.

His taboo-shattering stunts -- like his straight-armed salutes at Donald Trump's inauguration event -- have garnered plenty of attention and outrage. On Saturday, two days before the anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz concentration camp, he told an AfD rally that Germany had "too much of a focus on past guilt."

But there's a deeper reason the establishment is worried: His provocative efforts are aimed at a system that is already in crisis. The legacy European parties that used to represent huge constituencies no longer command the trust and support of voters.

They are ripe for disruption.

Well before Mr. Musk first backed the AfD, it had become the second most-popular party in Germany. The Social Democrats, the country's oldest party which once routinely won more than 40 percent of the vote, are polling at a historic low of 16 percent ahead of next month's election. The Christian Democrats are favored to win, but are on course to do so with less than a third of the vote. And Britain's Labour Party, which returned to power last June with only a third of the vote, has slumped to a 20 percent approval rating in polls.

In both countries, voters are upset about years of stagnant growth, declining public services, rising immigration and a generalized sense that their children will be worse off than they are. They feel that their governments have failed to tackle these problems -- and that whomever they elect among the traditional parties, the outcome barely changes.

"Musk is using the existing party system, showing its complicity and its hollowness" to channel voters' anger, said Quinn Slobodian, a professor of international history at Boston University and the author of "Crack-Up Capitalism: Market Radicals and the Dream of a World Without Democracy."

"He's sort of hacking the democratic process as it exists now and showing us where the vulnerabilities are," he added. "The question is whether or not we know how to fix them, or if it's such a problematic virus bug that it's going to spread through the whole system."

Ripe for Disruption

Musk is tapping into very real grievances.

Germany, Europe's largest economy and one-time economic engine, has not grown in five years. Its flagship carmakers, long the pride of the country's manufacturing base, are struggling to compete with Chinese rivals (and Tesla). In Britain, a decade of austerity has left the national health service, the closest thing to a national religion, reeling, and schools literally crumbling.

"Musk and Trump look at Europe as this ossified old continent whose moral arrogance is totally out of step with economic data," said Ulf Poschardt, publisher of the conservative German newspaper Die Welt. The paper's Sunday edition ran an opinion piece by Musk this month that endorsed the AfD. "Musk is firing with a shotgun into tired, inflamed societies waiting to see how they react."

Since the 2008 financial crisis, the U.S. economy has almost doubled in size, while the European Union's has grown less than 20 percent. An aging population and falling birthrates mean that Europe's population will peak next year, creating an almost impossible dilemma for politicians: Voters have become hostile to immigration at the very moment when their countries need more workers.

A supporter wearing a T-shirt supporting President Trump holds up a heart-shaped placard to cheer for Alice Weidel, co-leader of Alternative for Germany, as she addresses the crowd in Halle. Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Europe's political story has become one of decline: public services under pressure, crumbling infrastructure and industries struggling to compete with more dynamic foreign companies. Governments that claim to work for ordinary people often fail to deliver.

Mainstream parties have struggled to offer big ideas in response to these big problems. Instead, voters often feel like transformative changes are off the table, and elected governments are not responsive to their needs and frustrations.

"And so yeah, Musk is bullying them," Mr. Poschardt said. "Musk is a disrupter. He has disrupted a bunch of industries. Now he is having fun disrupting politics."

There is also a widespread perception that the center-left and center-right parties that have traded power for decades have become mostly indistinguishable. For three out of the four terms that Angela Merkel governed Germany as chancellor, her conservatives joined in a "grand coalition" with the Social Democrats -- a configuration that many see as the likeliest outcome of next month's election.

Merkel repeatedly defended her policies by calling them "alternativlos" -- without alternative -- in an attempt to shut down debate.

Alternative for Germany was named and shaped in opposition to that idea. Its leaders are trying to style themselves as the only viable alternative to an amorphous mainstream, which they call the "Uni Party."

"People have the impression that they can't change anything anyway and then find it fascinating when individuals like Musk or Trump have such disruptive power: They embody the power that citizens believe they no longer have," said Matthias Quent, professor of sociology at Magdeburg-Stendal University, and author of "Germany Far Right."

Far-right start-ups

Although the far right has a long history in Europe, parties like the AfD, France's National Rally and Italy's Brothers of Italy began to win more support during the migration crisis of 2015, when more than a million people entered Europe by land and sea, many of them from Africa, the Middle East and South Asia.

Many far-right parties built a populist case with positions that were taboo within the mainstream, such as opposition to Muslim immigration. Now, as discontent grows, that profile can be rebranded as a broader willingness to take on the political establishment.

Savvy populists often use provocative statements as evidence that the establishment feels threatened by their bold truth-telling. "If your brand is rebel and your brand is scandal, of course it doesn't hurt you to say these outrageous things," said Dorothy Kronick, a political scientist at the University of California, Berkeley, who has studied the rise of populist leaders in South America.

Elon Musk and Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni of Italy at an awards ceremony in New York in September. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


Mr. Musk, who had a similar brand himself after years of online provocations, has taken easily to that strategy. "It's good to be proud of German culture, German values, and not to lose that in some sort of multiculturalism that dilutes everything," he said in his video speech at the AfD rally this weekend. "We don't want everything to be the same everywhere where it's just one big sort of soup."

President Trump harnessed a similar dynamic in his successful presidential campaigns, aided most recently by Mr. Musk's social media machinery, vast riches and reputation for technological innovation. Now Europe's far-right parties hope to take similar advantage of the political moment.

"The winners of the last 25 years of the American economy are lining up with Trump, and were there on the podium with him at the inauguration," Mr. Slobodian, the author, said. "That's a banal version of the future. But it's one that looks like where the money is."

Disruption without innovation

Having the right brand for the political moment is not the same as having actual solutions for governance.

On the far-right's signature issue, most mainstream economists say that reducing immigration would further damage Europe's sluggish economies, particularly as the population ages and relies on a shrinking pool of native-born workers to support retirees and the welfare state.

It may be useful to think of Mr. Musk and his allies as hackers skilled at identifying and exploiting the current system's weaknesses, rather than innovators who can build something better to replace it.

In Britain, he abruptly turned on the Reform Party leader Nigel Farage, after Mr. Farage refused to back Tommy Robinson, an imprisoned far-right agitator whom Mr. Musk has publicly supported.

Nigel Farage, the leader of Britain's Reform UK party, addresses a conference in Chester, England, this month. Temilade Adelaja/Reuters


Silicon Valley has an ethos of placing bets on many start-ups, expecting that most will fail but a few will have outrageous and outsize success. It's far from certain that approach will succeed in politics.  And while disrupting an industry like banking or car manufacturing can lead to better, more efficient products, disrupting a political system can be a path to chaos and mismanagement -- or even democratic instability and violence.

"When a business is destroyed, a new one may arise, but that may be in a completely different field. When democracy is destroyed, a different social and ruling order emerges that does not have to adhere to the rules of the old ones," said Mr. Quent, the sociologist.
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Citizenship by Birthright? By Bloodline? Migration Is Complicating Both.

In a world where people are more mobile than ever, nations are struggling to recalibrate who can be a citizen.

Noura Ghazoui, 34, in Genoa, Italy, this month. "I feel Italian, I think in Italian, I dream in Italian," Ms. Ghazoui said. "But I am not recognized in my country." Alessandro Grassani for The New York Times



By Emma Bubola
Reporting from Rome


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:06 AM

For two summers during high school, instead of joining her classmates at the beach, Noura Ghazoui had an internship at the town hall of her hometown, Borghetto Santo Spirito, on the Ligurian coast.

But when she tried to apply for a job there at age 19, she found herself ineligible because, like hundreds of thousands of children born to immigrants in Italy, she could not get Italian citizenship.

"I feel Italian, I think in Italian, I dream in Italian," Ms. Ghazoui said in Ligurian-accented Italian. "But I am not recognized in my country."

For generations, European countries have used mostly bloodlines to determine citizenship. The United States was an exception in the West as one of the last countries to grant citizenship unconditionally to virtually anyone born there.

President Trump's order seeking to end birthright citizenship for the American-born children of undocumented immigrants, which a judge temporarily blocked last week, would bring the United States one step closer to Italy and other European countries.

But rising numbers of migrants in the United States and Europe have set off debates on both sides of the Atlantic over whether the systems for bestowing citizenship need to be updated in some way, either moderated or stiffened.

Makeshift shelters outside an immigration office in Rome. Some wait overnight to secure the chance to apply for a residence permit. Alessandro Penso for The New York Times


Each approach -- known by the Latin terms "jus sanguinis," or right of blood, and "jus soli," or right of soil -- has its critics, and increasingly, countries have sought to rebalance the two.

Since the 1980s, Britain and Ireland (as well as Australia and New Zealand), which still had unconditional birthright citizenship, have moved in a direction similar to what Mr. Trump has chosen, limiting it.

But others, like Germany, have gone the other way, making it easier for people born to immigrants to gain citizenship. The shift, supporters say, nodded to the changing realities of a country where one in four people now comes from an immigrant background.

"Citizenship is a politically contested issue," said Maarten Vink, the co-director of the Global Citizenship Observatory. "When it changes it reflects the outcome of a political struggle."

A Tug of War in Europe

In Europe, bloodline citizenship has helped maintain ties with citizens who leave the country, and their descendants. But most countries in Europe also offer some form of birthright citizenship, though usually with tough restrictions.

In Europe, citizenship has at times been mixed with dangerous concepts of racism and ethnic purity, especially in colonial times and during the Nazi era, when Hitler's regime stripped Jews of their citizenship before killing them.

Today support for limiting access to citizenship for immigrants, as well as securing borders, is not found only on the far right. But the arguments have been harnessed by some of the continent's extreme right-wing forces, who speak of a need to preserve cultural and ethnic identity.

Lining up outside the immigration office in Turin, Italy, this month. Most countries in Europe offer some form of birthright citizenship, though usually with tough restrictions. Alessandro Di Marco/EPA, via Shutterstock


"We must stop migratory flows," Jordan Bardella, the president of the far-right National Rally in France, said earlier this month. "Many French people, including even some who are of immigrant descent, no longer recognize France and no longer recognize the country they grew up in."

Mr. Bardella's party wants to abolish law that allows the children of foreigners born in the country to apply for citizenship at 18, as long as they meet minimal residency requirements.

While citizenship has often been described as a vehicle for belonging, it has also been a powerful means of exclusion, said Dimitry Kochenov, a professor at the Central European University and the author of the book "Citizenship."

"Citizenship has been used by the state in order to denigrate certain groups," Mr. Kochenov said.

The Italian Example

In previous centuries, a much poorer Italy was a country from which millions of citizens emigrated abroad, mostly to the Americas, in search of a better life. Generous bloodline citizenship rules helped Italy maintain a link with the diaspora.

Even today churches and town halls around Italy are clogged with requests from Argentines, Brazilians and Americans who have the right to claim citizenship through distant Italian ancestry. (Most recently, President Javier Milei of Argentina obtained Italian citizenship.)

But Italy has in recent decades turned from a land where people emigrate into one that also receives large numbers of immigrants. And while Italy has changed, its citizenship law has not.

President Javier Milei of Argentina and Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni of Italy at the Trump inauguration in Washington. Mr. Milei has recently obtained Italian citizenship. Pool photo by Saul Loeb


Italy does not grant citizenship to the children of immigrants who have legal status in the country. The Italian-born children of immigrants can only apply for citizenship once they turn 18; they have one year to apply and must prove they have lived in the Italy the whole time.

That ruled out Ms. Ghazoui, who spent part of her childhood in Morocco, where her parents are from. Now, 34, an employee at a company providing naval supplies, she has an Italian husband and an Italian child, and applied for citizenship based on protracted residency in the country.

"I am the only one in the house who is not Italian and not recognized," she said.

While the public health-care system in Italy makes no distinction between citizens and noncitizens, second-generation children of immigrants face numerous hurdles. About 600,000 children born to immigrants study in Italian schools. They have often known no other country than Italy, but with no claim to citizenship, their lives are complicated.

Many cannot travel around Europe on school trips, and have to miss school or renew their residence permits. They also say they are constantly reminded that they are different from their classmates. Many Italian-born adults are in the same situation.

"Precariousness becomes the basis of your life," said Sonny Olumati, 38, a dancer and choreographer who was born in Rome to Nigerian parents and still does not have Italian citizenship. "You create a sense of non-belonging."

Sonny Olumati, 38, in Rome this month. "Precariousness becomes the basis of your life," said Mr. Olumati, who was born in the city to Nigerian parents and still does not have Italian citizenship. Alessandro Penso for The New York Times


Italy's leaders support the law as it currently stands. Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni, a hard-line conservative whose Brothers of Italy party has post-Fascist roots, has said that "Italy has a great citizenship law."

Tying the citizenship of children to that of their parents is convenient, Ms. Meloni argues, in case the immigrants return to their countries. She also said that she had higher priorities than changing the citizenship law.

Despite the government's position, grass-roots associations proposed a referendum that would reduce the period of uninterrupted residence in Italy needed to become an Italian citizen to five years from 10. The vote is set to happen in the spring.

"This law does no longer represent the real Italy," said Alba Lala, 27, the secretary of CoNNGI, a group that represents new Italian generations. "It's completely outdated."

Birthright in a Modern Age?

Some critics say much the same about unconditional birthright citizenship.

About 20 percent of countries use it, most in North and South America. The United States and Canada inherited the law from Britain, but birthright citizenship also fulfilled an important role in the newly independent countries as a way to constitute a nation.

Like those who favor bloodline citizenship, birthright advocates say it promotes social cohesion, but for a different reason -- because no child is left out.

Ms. Ghazoui at a community program in Genoa. She has an Italian husband and an Italian child, and applied for citizenship based on protracted residency. Alessandro Grassani for The New York Times


In the United States, the 14th Amendment allowed men and women of African descent to become citizens, and millions of children of Irish, German and other European immigrants became citizens as well. 

But unconditional birthright citizenship remains an exception.

"In a world of massive migration and irregular migration, unconditional jus soli is an anachronism," said Christian Joppke, a professor of sociology at the University of Bern.

Still, some argue that the Trump administration is not setting out to modernize a law but instead is trying to redefine the nation itself.

"It rejects the idea of America as a nation of immigrants," said Hiroshi Motomura, an immigration and citizenship expert at the University of California, Los Angeles, School of Law. 

Even under the current rules in the United States, birthright citizenship is not absolute. They exclude, for instance, the children of diplomats born in the United States. And most children of American citizens born abroad maintain an automatic right to American citizenship -- in effect bloodline citizenry.

Citizenship by descent "is a really good way to connect with people who live outside the borders of a state," said Mr. Vink. "But if you want to ensure you are also being inclusive within the borders of a state, you have to also have territorial birthright."

Otherwise, he said, countries would have millions in their population who are not citizens.

"In a democracy," he said, "that is not a good principle."

Christopher F. Schuetze contributed reporting from Berlin, and Aurelien Breeden from Paris.
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Uncertainty Causes Chaos as Trump Threatens Funding Pause for Schools

The Trump administration sought to pause federal dollars to some grantees as it tries to uproot policies like diversity, equity and inclusion. Schools and universities worried important programs could be halted.

The Department of Education issued clarifications about the freeze, and pushed back on early fears of funding being cut for children. Al Drago for The New York Times
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Jan 28, 2025 at 11:18 PM

The Trump administration directive seeking to pause federal financial assistance seeded widespread chaos and concern across the educational landscape on Tuesday, from early childhood programs to university research efforts.

At least one university leader urged professors to pause spending on research projects. The cash flow for Head Start, the early childhood education program that serves 800,000 children, was cut off in some places before the federal government clarified that the program was not included in the directive.

And there was widespread uncertainty over which other programs might face scrutiny or be dismantled.

The directive would pause funding at least until mid-February while the government investigates whether programs align with President Trump's policy priorities, including ending "D.E.I., woke gender ideology and the Green New Deal." By Tuesday afternoon, a federal judge in Washington, D.C., had blocked it in response to a lawsuit.

But the day unfolded in a kind of whiplash, as educators and students frantic about federal programs scrambled to understand how the directive might affect them. The Trump administration clarified that some programs, like Pell grants and funding for low-income schools and disabled children, would be exempt and sought to push back on early fears of funding being cut for children.

A federal judge blocked a directive issued by President Trump that sought to pause funding at least until mid-February while the government investigated whether programs aligned with President Trump's policy priorities. Sophie Park for The New York Times


Some Head Start providers were blocked when attempting to access a federal online payment portal on Tuesday, setting off a panic for program directors who worried that they would not be able to make payroll in the next pay period. A few moved to lay off staff because of the uncertainty, before a clarification was issued by the administration.

Katherine Baicker, provost of the University of Chicago, asked university researchers not to make additional spending commitments, purchase new supplies or equipment, start new experiments or embark on funded travel.

"This is not a request that I make lightly," she said in an email obtained by The New York Times. "The research enterprise is at the core of our university's mission and is of profound importance to the daily work of our faculty, researchers, staff and students."

She said in the email that the university was struggling to understand the full effect of the directive and she wished she had more information. "But we must for now proceed under the assumption that grant expenditures incurred after today while this memorandum is in effect may not be covered by federal funding," she wrote.

Daniel W. Jones, a former chancellor of the University of Mississippi who also led the medical school there, said universities would have to decide whether to tap their own money to sustain projects if the pause resumed. Wealthier flagship institutions would have the funds to continue their research, but would have to worry about the legal risk of defying the directive, he said.

But more financially precarious institutions may find their research in jeopardy.

The Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities put out a statement calling the pause "overly broad" and "unnecessary and damaging."

"While we understand the Trump administration wants to review programs to ensure consistency with its priorities, it is imperative that the reviews not interfere with American innovation and competitiveness," the association's president, Mark Becker, said. He called for the Trump administration to rescind the directive.

The association said the directive could disrupt researchers working on projects ranging from cures for cancer to supporting American farmers.

Ted Mitchell, president of the American Council on Education, which represents colleges and universities, said in an interview that the organization's priority was "to make sure that Pell grant funds will continue to flow," referring to financial aid for low-income students. "We're not going to exclude students from our campuses," he said. "That's not what we do."

But later in the day, a spokeswoman for the Department of Education, Madi Biedermann, said that the pause did not apply to Pell grants. The Department of Education clarified that the directive only applied to discretionary grants, and not to formula grants, like Title 1, which provides aid to high-poverty schools, or the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, which supports children with disabilities.

Some 3,000 people joined a hastily convened webinar by the American Council on Education on Tuesday afternoon to try to decode the directive.

In a statement, AASA, the school superintendents association, said the fate of other federal funding streams used to pay for school meals, aid to Native American students and specific educational programs was uncertain.

"Yesterday's announcement includes a lot of information without a lot of specifics," AASA said. "Given the very unique approach of the proposal, we can't, with the information the president has released, have any certainty on what it will mean."

Other education officials said they were trying not to overreact. Public school leaders in Clark County, Nev., which includes Las Vegas, told employees in a letter that they "do not anticipate an immediate interruption to district programs and students' services."

Most researchers "are willing to take a deep breath," said Karl Scholz, president of the University of Oregon. And Jim Henderson, the president of Louisiana Tech University, said school officials did not believe the directive, which was issued Monday night, was so sweeping as to cut off support for existing projects there.

"I couldn't be less in freakout mode on this communication," he said. "It doesn't appear to be targeted toward anything we pursue at this university."

But Dr. Henderson said that if future orders threatened work at Louisiana Tech, school officials would appeal to the state's congressional delegation for help.

Some researchers were scratching their heads over how a directive seemingly concerned with "woke" education might be applied to them. Universities were not sure how far, exactly, the directive reached.

"There is certainly concern and fear, but we are still trying to wrap out arms around the scope of the impact," said Charles L. Welch, the president of the American Association of State Colleges and Universities, which includes many regional schools and historically Black institutions.

Bruce Fuller, an education researcher at the University of California, Berkeley, predicted that a pause could backfire.

"Research on top administration priorities, like parent vouchers or charter schools, will go undone if the department insists on censoring scientific findings," he said.

Dr. Fuller is conducting research to determine how Covid-19 pandemic recovery funding has affected the performance of California students. On Tuesday, he said, the Department of Education informed researchers on the project that they must not post any new material about their research on the web, or on social media, without written approval from Ms. Biedermann.

At least one university researcher said her project had already been shut down under a different order issued last week. Meredith Dank, a professor at the N.Y.U. Marron Institute of Urban Management, had grants from the U.S. State Department for five projects -- in Thailand, India, Tanzania, Kenya and Costa Rica -- meant to combat human trafficking.

On Friday evening, she got an email from the State Department stating that all foreign aid was being paused for 90 days while the agency reviewed how each program aligned with national priorities and agenda. That put all of those grants on hold.

Then, on Saturday evening, she heard that the grant in Thailand had been terminated.

That grant was the only one specifically "focused on L.G.B.T.Q. individuals who were at risk or had been sex trafficked," she said. For the $4 million, five-year program to be terminated was "heartbreaking," Dr. Dank said. The local staff members involved still "can't believe that it's true."
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American Children's Reading Skills Reach New Lows

With little post-pandemic recovery, experts wonder if screen time and school absence are among the causes.

Test results showed progress in math, but not enough to offset the losses of the pandemic. Jim Wilson/The New York Times



By Dana Goldstein



Jan 29, 2025 at 05:01 AM

In the latest release of federal test scores, educators had hoped to see widespread recovery from the learning loss incurred during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Instead, the results, from last year's National Assessment of Educational Progress, tell a grim tale, especially in reading: The slide in achievement has only continued.

The percentage of eighth graders who have "below basic" reading skills according to NAEP was the largest it has been in the exam's three-decade history -- 33 percent. The percentage of fourth graders at "below basic" was the largest in 20 years, at 40 percent.

There was progress in math, but not enough to offset the losses of the pandemic.

Recent reading declines have cut across lines of race and class. And while students at the top end of the academic distribution are performing similarly to students prepandemic, the drops remain pronounced for struggling students, despite a robust, bipartisan movement in recent years to improve foundational literacy skills.

"Our lowest performing students are reading at historically low levels," said Peggy Carr, commissioner of the National Center for Education Statistics, which gives the NAEP exam. "We need to stay focused in order to right this ship."

But the tumult of the new presidential administration may threaten that focus. The federal test scores began to circulate on the same day that many educators across the country fell into panic as they tried to discern how a White House freeze on some federal funding would affect local schools.

On a Tuesday phone call with reporters, Dr. Carr did not directly address President Trump's campaign promise to shut down or severely reduce the federal Department of Education, the agency for which she works. But she did mention that education data collection could change because of changes to diversity, equity and inclusion efforts, including a change allowing greater flexibility in how racial and ethnic groups are categorized. (The agency later clarified that the change happened in 2024.)

The NAEP exam is considered more challenging than many state-level standardized tests. Still, the poor scores indicate a lack of skills that are necessary for school and work.

In fourth-grade reading, students who score below the basic level on NAEP cannot sequence events from a story or describe the effects of a character's actions. In eighth grade, students who score below basic cannot determine the main idea of a text or identify differing sides of an argument.

Dr. Carr did point to Louisiana fourth graders as a rare bright spot. Though their overall reading achievement was in line with the national average, a broad swath of students had matched or exceeded prepandemic achievement levels.

Louisiana has focused on adopting the science of reading, a set of strategies to align early literacy teaching with cognitive science research. The resulting instruction typically includes a strong focus on structured phonics and vocabulary building.

That approach has become widespread over the past five years, but does not seem to have led to national learning gains -- at least not yet.

Experts have no clear explanation for the dismal reading results. While school closures and other stresses associated with the Covid-19 pandemic deepened learning loss, reading scores began declining several years before the virus emerged.

In a new paper, Nat Malkus, an education researcher at the American Enterprise Institute, points out that declines in American children's performance are echoed in tests of adults' skills over the same time period. So while we often look to classrooms to understand why students are not learning more, some of the causes may be attributed to screen time, cellphones and social media, he argues.

Children and adults both watch more video on their phones, meaning "there is a displacement of reading text, which is probably increasing over time in degree and severity," he said. "The phone's ability to make our attention spans shorter and give kids less ability to stay focused is quite likely to come home to roost."

In math, higher-achieving fourth graders -- those performing at the 75th percentile and above -- are doing as well as similar fourth graders were in 2019. But fourth graders performing below average in math had not made up the lost ground.

In eighth-grade math, only higher-achieving students showed improvements, but they remained below prepandemic levels.

"It's great that more kids are getting to basic, but that's a midpoint. We need to be thinking hard about getting more kids to proficiency," said Bob Hughes, director of K-12 education at the Gates Foundation, a philanthropy that has recently focused on improving math education. "Higher-level math, beginning in middle school, is mission critical."

A student survey distributed alongside NAEP found that 30 percent of eighth graders were enrolled in algebra, down from 32 percent in 2019.

Student absenteeism has improved since 2022 in both fourth and eighth grade, with about 30 percent of students reporting missing three or more days of school in the previous month. But at both grade levels, absence rates remain significantly higher than they were prepandemic.

Dr. Carr said she had an important message for parents: If they want their children to excel academically, they must attend school regularly.
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Powerless, Democrats Debate Just How Deep in the Wilderness They Are

Party leaders disagree sharply on how to interpret the losses that gave Republicans complete control of the federal government, with some calling for a reinvention and others a wait-and-see.

"We need deep changes and hard conversations, not nibbling around the margins," said Representative Pat Ryan, a Democrat who represents a swing district north of New York City. Todd Heisler/The New York Times



By Shane Goldmacher
Shane Goldmacher is a national political correspondent covering the Democratic Party's effort to rebuild itself after the 2024 election


Jan 29, 2025 at 10:02 AM

Democratic lawmakers, activists and strategists across the ideological spectrum are engaged in a fierce debate over how badly damaged the 2024 election left the party's brand, a consequential internal argument that is already shaping early efforts to rebuild.

While there is none of the denialism that gripped Republicans after President Trump lost in 2020, Democratic leaders are in sharp disagreement over how to interpret losses that not only returned Mr. Trump to power but also put Republicans in total control of the federal government.

The swiftness with which Mr. Trump has imposed his will on the government, and the nation, has only added urgency to the discussions, which are playing out in closed-door gatherings on Capitol Hill, at retreats for donors and strategists and in the intramural campaign culminating in this weekend's election of the next leader of the Democratic National Committee.

Many loud voices in the party are demanding a reckoning, and a reinvention. But others envision less an overhaul than a wait-and-see approach, hoping to harness what they expect will be a backlash of public opinion against Mr. Trump's ambitious White House agenda to capture the House of Representatives in 2026.

The divide does not fall neatly along ideological lines. Some of the most moderate and progressive Democrats alike are aligned in seeking a sharp course correction to reverse the party's erosion of support, especially among working-class voters.

"We need deep changes and hard conversations, not nibbling around the margins," said Representative Pat Ryan, a Democrat who represents a swing district north of New York City and who outperformed the top of the ticket by one of the wider margins in the nation. "At the core, the brand is weakened to the point that, without members running against it in tough districts, we can't get to a majority, which is structurally untenable."

Democrats who share this bleaker outlook see statistical signs of the party's decline everywhere: Blue states are ceding population to red states. Voter registration figures are mostly headed in the wrong direction. More Americans are identifying with the G.O.P. than with Democrats. And Democrats lost ground last year among core constituencies including lower-income, Latino and younger voters as Mr. Trump swept every battleground state.

Yet, there are a number of glass-half-full Democrats, too.

That more upbeat group tends to focus on the narrowness of the G.O.P.'s current 218-to-215-seat advantage in the House, the extraordinary circumstances of the 2024 race -- Mr. Trump survived an assassination attempt and Democrats switched nominees over the summer -- and the fact that political pendulum swings are as common as they are predictable.

Almost no one is suggesting Democrats should simply stay the course. But the differing diagnoses of the party's affliction could lead to wildly different treatment plans -- on policy, on personnel and on political priorities. One early focus has been on whether the party's message or its difficulties in delivering that message is more to blame.

Representative Suzan DelBene of Washington, who served as the chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee in 2024 and is staying on to oversee the party's efforts to take the majority in 2026, noted that House Democrats "actually gained ground in 2024." She blamed an unusual Republican redrawing of congressional maps in a single state last year for her party's continued minority status.

"Except for North Carolina doing a gerrymander, we'd be in the majority," she said of a remapping that prompted three Democratic incumbents to abandon hopes of re-election.

Representative Suzan DelBene, Democrat of Washington, blamed a Republican redrawing of congressional maps in North Carolina last year for her party's continued minority status in the House. Anna Moneymaker/Getty Images


Others pointed to the relatively slim 1.5-percentage-point margin of Mr. Trump's popular vote victory, and to the fact that Democrats won Senate races in four states that Mr. Trump carried -- an unusually high number to split their ticket in the current hyperpartisan era.

"We know what an electoral mandate looks like for a president and his party, and it is not losing a House seat and losing four of the five swing-state Senate contests," said Neera Tanden, who served in the White House for the last three Democratic presidents, including as director of Joseph R. Biden Jr.'s domestic policy council.

"There is work the party needs to do to be more compelling with working-class people -- on economic and security issues," Ms. Tanden continued. "But Trump's popular-vote margin was less than half Biden's four years ago."

Of course, parties that enter periods of soul-searching are often blind to what exactly they are looking for: Republicans famously ordered a political autopsy after their 2012 loss and recommended a rebranding that was, more or less, the opposite of the strident, strict approach to immigration that Mr. Trump used to return the party to power in 2016.

For Democrats, the recommendations could vary widely, given the range of groups making them: Dozens of congressional progressives recently met on Capitol Hill to settle on a message to counter Mr. Trump. A Democratic super PAC and nonprofit, American Bridge, is holding a retreat for its donors next month. And Third Way, a centrist Democratic group, is organizing a gathering in February to discuss how to "empower moderate and mainstream views and voices."

Such air-clearing conversations are not happening in every corner of the party.

Top officials on the Kamala Harris campaign and the leaders of the leading super PAC that supported her, Future Forward, have not sat down since the election for a formal discussion of what went wrong in their multibillion-dollar spending blitz. Campaign finance law prohibited such conversations during the election, and tensions rose between the two sides.

Future Forward's leadership reached out to suggest a summit of sorts on lessons learned, but such a gathering was declined by the Harris side, according to three people briefed on the outreach, though they said there had been some informal communications across the divide.

Some Democrats see the party's losses in 2024 as more situational than systemic. They blame Mr. Biden for ignoring polling that showed the public was gravely troubled by his age, and for withdrawing so late and in such a politically weakened state that Ms. Harris effectively inherited his unpopularity without enough time to carve out a separate identity for herself.

"There were people who were just very unhappy with the incumbent administration, and all they needed to know about Harris was she worked with Biden," said Jared Bernstein, who was the chair of the White House Council of Economic Advisers for Mr. Biden.

Mr. Bernstein warned against "over-interpretation" of the 2024 result, which he said aligned with a worldwide backlash against parties in power over inflation.

"It was largely a global anti-incumbency -- in our case very much fueled by immigration and inflation," he said. "We might have been able to overcome that had we been able to launch a compelling defense of pronouns versus paychecks. But we weren't."

Jared Bernstein, the chair of the White House Council of Economic Advisers for Mr. Biden, said the result of the November election aligned with a worldwide backlash against parties in power over inflation. Eric Lee/The New York Times


The final result was Mr. Trump's first popular-vote win in three tries, and only the second for a Republican since 1988. (The last was George W. Bush's 2004 re-election.)

"Nobody can say that this was a landslide -- hell, I was Walter Mondale's policy director in 1984, and I got buried under one," said William Galston, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution.

But Mr. Galston said that focusing on the closeness of the popular vote masked unnerving movements beneath the surface, like Gallup data showing that more Americans have identified or leaned Republican than Democratic for three straight years. That had not been the case in a single year since 1991, when the G.O.P. had won the last three presidential elections.

Back then, when Democrats were in the wilderness, Mr. Galston and Elaine Kamarck, a longtime Democratic National Committee member, wrote a paper together called "The Politics of Evasion" -- a critique of those who made excuses for the party's electoral shortcomings, rather than facing up to serious problems -- that became a manifesto for the party's post-Reagan revival.

In 2022, the two, who are both fellows at Brookings, published a revised warning, prescribing a course of "reality therapy" to Democrats, including over the party's "cultural bubble," which they said put many in the party out of touch with less-educated or lower-income Americans.

Mr. Galston said he and Ms. Kamarck were getting "the band back together for the last time" to draft a post-2024 update.

"It makes sense to break the glass and pull the fire alarm," he said of the party's predicament.

Some Democrats have aimed a spotlight at the long-term erosion of voter registration in key states, which seemed to come due in 2024. In Pennsylvania, the most recent figures show the Democratic edge in the state at roughly 189,000 voters -- down sharply from 916,000 when Mr. Trump carried the state in 2016, and from over 325,000 as recently as last October.

But Molly Murphy, a Democratic pollster who worked on the Biden and Harris campaigns, urged her party to focus exclusively on solutions.

"We don't even need to debate how deep the hole is," she said. "What Democrats need to do is act like we're in a very deep hole -- and if it turns up, upon climbing out, we weren't in a deep hole, then that's spoils to us."
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News Analysis


Trump Orders 'Iron Dome' for U.S., but Freezes Funds for Nuclear Protection

The United States is estimated to have spent more than $400 billion on the kinds of antimissile goals that the president now says will provide "for the common defense."

The Pentagon. President Trump wants to build big and take the Space Force he created to new heights, even at the risk of new arms races. Kenny Holston/The New York Times



By David E. Sanger and William J. Broad



Jan 29, 2025 at 02:54 AM

Star Wars is back, with an executive order from President Trump that the White House said "directs the building of the Iron Dome missile defense shield for America."

The order, issued on Monday night, didn't quite do that. It was more a vaguely worded set of instructions to accelerate current programs or explore new approaches to defending the continental United States than a blueprint for arming the heavens with thousands of antimissile weapons, sensors and tracking devices.

But two blocks away, on the same evening, the Office of Management and Budget issued a 56-page spreadsheet that detailed the suspension of funding for thousands of programs. They included most of the major U.S. efforts to reduce the amount of nuclear fuel that terrorists might seize, to guard against biological weapon attacks and to manage initiatives around the globe to curb the spread of nuclear arms.

The two announcements seemed to encapsulate the administration's conflicting instincts in its opening weeks. Mr. Trump wants to build big and take the Space Force he created to new heights, even at the risk of new arms races. That effort has been underway since Ronald Reagan's day, with only mixed results.

But in its drive to shut down programs it believes could be creations of the so-called deep state, the administration wants to cut off funding for many programs that seek to reduce the chances of an attack on the United States -- an attack that could very well come in forms other than a missile launched from North Korea, China or Russia.

A judge paused Mr. Trump's spending freeze on Tuesday, but the president's intentions are clear.

Though Mr. Trump calls his plan the Iron Dome, it has little if any resemblance to the Israeli system of the same name that has succeeded in destroying small missiles that move at a snail's pace compared with the blinding speeds of intercontinental warheads.

Any system that will cover the United States will have to cope with a Russian arsenal of 1,250 deployed weapons, a fast-growing Chinese arsenal that the Pentagon believes will be of similar size within a decade, maybe earlier, and a North Korean threat that has only grown larger since Mr. Trump's diplomacy with Kim Jong-un collapsed.

The Russians and the Chinese have been experimenting with hypersonic weapons that weave an unpredictable path within the atmosphere, making their trajectory far harder to anticipate. And the Russians boast of an undersea autonomous nuclear torpedo that can cross oceans to hit the West Coast.

Still, enthusiasts of missile defenses celebrated Mr. Trump's announcement, hoping it would jump-start programs that have been operating for some time. Thomas Karako, the director of the Missile Defense Project at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, said on Tuesday that the order would accelerate work on space-based sensors to detect hypersonic missiles like the ones that were launched last year by the Biden administration.

"But the big piece is space-based interceptors," he said. "That is coming, even if the implications of space as a warfighting domain hasn't sunk in on people."

Missile defense has long been a favorite topic for Mr. Trump, who has envisioned the project as the next step for the Space Force, which he created in his first term.

But it could also trigger a new arms race, some experts fear. And unaddressed in Mr. Trump's new initiative is the threat of nuclear terrorism and blackmail with an atomic bomb, which might be smuggled into the United States on a truck or a boat. Many experts see the terrorism threat as far bigger than an enemy firing a single missile or a swarm.

In 2001, after Sept. 11 attacks, the federal government scrambled to get wide-ranging advice on how outwit terrorists and better protect Americans from the threats of germ, computer, chemical and nuclear attacks.

"The combination of simultaneously deploying a missile defense system of questionable effectiveness against any real threat" while "suspending operative programs against nuclear or bioterrorists, sophisticated cyberattackers or others" is a "terrible trade-off," said Ernest Moniz, the energy secretary under President Barack Obama who now heads the Nuclear Threat Initiative.

"The Iron Dome reference conjures up the success of the Israeli missile defense, but that's misleading given the relatively short-range missiles that Israel defends against and the small territory it needs to defend," said Mr. Moniz, a former professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology with long experience in nuclear weapons 

Asked about the suspension of counternuclear programs during her first press briefing at the White House, Karoline Leavitt, the White House press secretary, said that "this is not a ban."

"This is a temporary pause and a freeze to ensure that all of the money going out from Washington, D.C., is in line with the president's agenda," she said.

Critics of the executive order say it is more a list than a program, and includes systems that have never panned out. In an interview, Theodore A. Postol, an emeritus professor of science and national security at M.I.T., called Mr. Trump's missile plan "a compendium of flawed weapons systems that have been shown to be unworkable."

"It's going to be a giant black hole for taxpayer dollars with nothing coming out of it," he said.

Stephen I. Schwartz, an independent consultant who studies the cost of military projects, estimates that over the decades the United States has spent more than $400 billion on the kind of antimissile goals that Mr. Trump now says will provide "for the common defense" of the continental United States and its allies.

One failed plan of the nation's star warriors centered on firing into orbit thousands of small rockets, or "Brilliant Pebbles," meant to track and destroy enemy missiles by the sheer force of impact, which in theory would turn them into tiny bits of space junk.

During his first term, Mr. Trump in 2019 vowed to reinvigorate and reinvent the art of making of reliable defenses that could shoot down enemy missiles. "Our goal is simple: to ensure that we can detect and destroy any missile launched against the United States anywhere, any time, any place," he said.

The strategy, Mr. Trump added, "is grounded in one overriding objective: to detect and destroy every type of missile attack against any American target, whether before or after launch. When it comes to defending America, we will not take any chances. We will only take action. There is no substitute for American military might."

In fact, Mr. Trump offered only incremental plans and steps. The Pentagon's explanation for the 2019 initiative looked mainly at destroying small numbers of missiles launched by regional powers, rather than overwhelming strikes by Russia or China.

Weeks after Mr. Trump unveiled his plans, the Pentagon said it successfully tested a new method for intercepting missiles aimed at American cities. The exercise appeared to simulate how the United States might defend against an adversary like North Korea.

The test's novel feature was that it fired two interceptor rockets at an incoming mock warhead, rather than one. In contrast, antimissile experts say Russia could launch missiles that rained down many hundreds of deadly warheads on the United States.

Antimissile skeptics point to those kinds of large numbers and big threats -- typically hidden during a nuclear attack in swarms of thousands of decoys -- as posing insurmountable problems for a reliable system of defense.
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Trump's Order on Transgender Troops Will Likely Ban Their Service, Again

In an executive order issued Monday night, the president said transgender service members "cannot satisfy the rigorous standards necessary" for the military.

U.S. Army soldiers training in Hawaii last year. President Trump's order did not offer evidence to back up its claims that the presence of transgender people harm the military's ability to carry out missions. Kenny Holston/The New York Times
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Jan 28, 2025 at 11:07 PM

Hours after President Trump signed a darkly worded executive order targeting transgender service members, rights groups filed a lawsuit on Tuesday saying that the ban violates the Constitution.

The order framed transgender service members in harsh terms, saying the military had been "afflicted with radical gender ideology" that had crippled its effectiveness.

The statement does not use the word "transgender" but appears to call for a ban on transgender people serving, saying that "adoption of a gender identity inconsistent with an individual's sex conflicts with a soldier's commitment to an honorable, truthful and disciplined lifestyle, even in one's personal life."

The order authorizes the Defense Department to make rules that would effectively bar transgender troops by considering identifying as a gender other than the one assigned at birth as disqualifying for military service.

"It really is the nuclear option, it is really as sweeping as can be," said Shannon Minter, the legal director of the National Center for Lesbian Rights. "The only impact this will have is to exclude service members who are otherwise qualified and meeting the same standards as everyone else."

The center, along with the GLBTQ Legal Advocates and Defenders, filed the suit challenging the ban on behalf of six active service members and two individuals who are seeking to enlist.

One of the plaintiffs, Nicolas Talbott, 31, of Akron, Ohio, said he had just completed officer candidate school in Fort Moore, Ga., and had been looking forward to returning to his reserve unit this weekend.

"My bag is all packed, I'm so excited to go and finally get to do this. And we get this memorandum and -- it's a bummer," said Mr. Talbott, who is a second lieutenant.

The first Trump administration in 2017 banned transgender recruits from joining the military and prevented active-duty troops from beginning to transition, but allowed troops who had already started to transition in uniform before the ban to continue to serve. President Joseph R. Biden Jr. overturned the ban in January 2021.

This week's order gives the Defense Department 30 days to shape the specifics of a new ban, and allows the military 60 days to implement them.

It is unclear what shape the new policy will take, but transgender rights advocates say the order's strident language suggests the Trump administration may be considering a total ban, which could lead to the discharge of thousands of active-duty troops.

Many of those troops are senior personnel with years of expensive training. They are pilots, flight nurses, nuclear reactor supervisors, special operations medics, explosive ordnance disposal technicians, air-defense missile battery commanders and cyberwarfare planners -- people who are hard to replace.

There is no official count of how many transgender people currently serve in the military. In response to queries from The New York Times, the Defense Department and the military branches said they considered that data to be private as it pertains to an individual's health care and there is no centralized tracking.

The transgender service member advocacy group SPARTA Pride estimates there are 15,000 to 25,000 transgender troops serving, or slightly more than 1 percent of the force.

 

Mr. Trump's order says that defending the United States "requires a singular focus on developing the requisite warrior ethos" -- without defining that ethos -- and that "the pursuit of military excellence cannot be diluted to accommodate political agendas or other ideologies harmful to unit cohesion."

The administration did not offer evidence that the presence of transgender troops harmed the military's ability to carry out missions, nor did it say how they harmed unit cohesion.

Mr. Minter said the caustic language in the order may lead to its being found unconstitutional.

"This language clearly shows unconstitutional animus toward a group of people," Mr. Minter said. "In America, we're not allowed to make laws against people just because we don't like them."

When his group sued the Trump administration over the previous ban in 2017, he said, "We had to connect the dots and suggest that animus was behind the policy. Now we don't have to connect the dots, they are right there. Frankly, I'm surprised how blunt they were. And while this is vicious and painful to read, it will really help us fight this."

Current military policy requires all service members to coordinate any medical procedure with their chain of command to minimize disruptions. In more than a dozen interviews, trans troops who transitioned while on active duty said they often voluntarily delayed procedures so they could complete deployments or vital training. All said they were able to transition at their own pace without disruptions.

One of them, Capt. Katie Benn -- an Army air defense artillery officer stationed at Fort Sill, Okla. -- enlisted in 2012 as a man, unaware that she was transgender.

"It was only after serving in the Army for a while and being exposed to a broad array of people that I started to understand myself," she said in an interview.

Capt. Katie Benn, left, an Army air defense artillery officer, during a deployment to Saudi Arabia in 2024. 12th Missile Defense Battery


Captain Benn became an officer and deployed to South Korea. After nearly a decade in uniform, she realized that feelings she had experienced since growing up in a conservative part of Oklahoma meant she was transgender.

She began to transition in 2021, through counseling and hormone treatment. In 2023, Captain Benn officially changed her gender to female in the Army's personnel system. A short time later, she deployed for 16 months to Saudi Arabia, where she commanded an air-defense missile battery.

"It was pretty seamless. I was the only female in the unit at first, but it wasn't a topic of conversation," Captain Benn said. "I was lucky to only be judged by the quality of my work, and I can honestly say my team saved lives."

If she had a chance to talk to the president directly, she said, "I wish I could tell him there are transgender service members going downrange right now, going into combat zones, doing the job, and it's really no big deal."

Zach Montague contributed reporting from Washington, and Rachel Nostrant from New York.
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Trump Says U.S. Will Hold Migrants at Guantanamo

The president suggested 30,000 migrants could be housed on the base. It is unclear how the plan will take shape.

The U.S. Navy base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, in 2023. Marisa Schwartz Taylor/The New York Times



By Hamed Aleaziz and Carol Rosenberg
Hamed Aleaziz reported from Washington, and Carol Rosenberg reported from Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.


Jan 30, 2025 at 12:31 AM

President Trump on Wednesday ordered his administration to prepare to house tens of thousands of "criminal aliens" at the Navy base at Guantanamo Bay, the latest prong in his widening crackdown on immigration.

Mr. Trump did not offer details on how the plan would take shape, but he instructed the Departments of Defense and Homeland Security to get the site ready.

"We have 30,000 beds in Guantanamo to detain the worst criminal illegal aliens threatening the American people," he said. "Some of them are so bad we don't even trust the countries to hold them, because we don't want them coming back, so we're going to send them out to Guantanamo."

He said the move would "double our capacity immediately," adding that Guantanamo was a "tough place to get out of."

In recent weeks, about 40,000 immigrants have been held in private detention centers and local jails around the country as funding constraints have limited the number of detention sites.

Adding 30,000 beds would dramatically expand the government's detention capacity. A site on the 45-square-mile base could hold those 30,000 deportees. That site is on the opposite side of the body of water called Guantanamo Bay from the Pentagon's prison for terrorism suspects.

Successive administrations have prepared fields on a remote section, near the airfield but far from the population center, to accommodate tens of thousands of migrants in a sprawling tent city.

The infrastructure was set up starting in the mid-2000s to shelter Cubans and others from the region who had been intercepted while fleeing their country. The Clinton administration had tasked Guantanamo with the role in the 1990s. It was designed as a humanitarian relief operation.

It was not immediately clear how such an operation under Mr. Trump would be staffed, secured and what rights, if any, the deportees would have at Guantanamo Bay. Civil liberties groups expressed concerns.

Vincent Warren, executive director of the Center for Constitutional Rights, said Mr. Trump's order sent a dark message that "migrants and asylum seekers are being cast as the new terrorist threat, deserving to be discarded in an island prison, removed from legal and social services and supports."

Mr. Trump's memo called for expanding the Migrant Operations Center, which currently occupies a small former barracks that has had capacity for up to 120 migrants but in recent years held at most dozens at a time. It is near empty fields that could be transformed into a tent city.

Tom Homan, Mr. Trump's border czar, told reporters outside the White House on Wednesday that certain migrants could be flown to the island, and that the operation would be run by Immigration and Customs Enforcement, known as ICE.

"The worst of the worst, the significant public safety threats we can fly them," he said.

U.S. military and Homeland Security forces have periodically rehearsed how to handle a migrant crisis at the site.

In the 1990s, the base was overwhelmed by more than 45,000 people fleeing crises in both Haiti and Cuba. They were housed in crude tent cities on the populated side of the base, including on the current site of the Pentagon's detention facility for detainees in the war against terrorism. Today, that facility houses 15 prisoners and is staffed by 800 troops and civilians.

Starting with the George W. Bush administration, the government created a new footprint for a future humanitarian relief operation on the mostly empty side of the base.

During semiannual drills for a humanitarian relief operation, the Southern Command typically flew in a few hundred soldiers from Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio to play different roles.

The proposed site of the tent camps could be surrounded with barbed wire, like the military did for the tent camps of the 1990s, which housed both families and single men.

Deborah Fleischaker, an ICE official during the Biden administration, said that detaining immigrants at the base would be particularly difficult.

"Gitmo is very small and very remote," she said, using the military's nickname for the site. "Moving materials and people in and out would be a logistical nightmare. And the makeup of who would be held there is very important. Only men? Women and children? If women and children are there, the housing challenges become even more difficult."

In the last week, the Trump administration has undertaken a sweeping blitz on immigration, including arrests in communities across the country. Mr. Trump has promised to conduct a historic mass deportation effort, but such a plan would need expanded detention capabilities and more resources.

Since the late 1990s, around 500 migrants have been resettled in third countries from Guantanamo.

"Guantanamo is a black hole designed to escape scrutiny and with a dark history of inhumane conditions. It is a transparent attempt to avoid legal oversight that will fail," said Lucas Guttentag, a Justice Department official in the Biden administration who once led the lawsuit over Haitian refugees being held at the site.

Erica L. Green contributed reporting from Washington.
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A Vatican Meeting Added to Scrutiny of Tulsi Gabbard's Foreign Travels

Ms. Gabbard, President Trump's nominee for director of national intelligence, was briefly subject to special scrutiny on airline flights last year, but not, officials say, for the partisan reasons she has alleged.

Former Representative Tulsi Gabbard at the Capitol in December for meetings with senators. Her confirmation hearing is scheduled for Thursday. Tom Brenner for The New York Times



By Mark Walker, Adam Entous and Julian E. Barnes
Reporting from Washington


Jan 28, 2025 at 07:39 PM

Starting last summer, former Representative Tulsi Gabbard publicly berated the Biden administration, claiming that she was placed on what she called "a domestic terror watch list" as punishment for critical comments she had made about Vice President Kamala Harris.

The reality was more complicated. A federal agency responsible for protecting flights did briefly subject her to special scrutiny -- but not for the reason she asserted, according to two senior U.S. officials briefed on the matter. Rather, they said, the additional security measures were triggered by an event she attended at the Vatican that was organized by a European businessman who appeared on an F.B.I. watch list.

There is no indication that Ms. Gabbard, now President Trump's nominee to lead the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, did anything wrong by making the trip. And it is not clear why the F.B.I. had placed the European businessman on the watch list or whether he was placed on it by mistake.

But the travel to Italy, combined with a 2017 visit that Ms. Gabbard made to Syria and Lebanon, has raised questions about the extent to which Mr. Trump's nominee to serve as the nation's top intelligence official adequately weighed the implications of her foreign travels and associations.

Ms. Gabbard has long been a contrarian voice, staking out positions on Syria and Russia at odds with the Washington foreign policy establishment. Her public remarks sometimes have made her a darling of Russia's vast state media apparatus. The day after Russia began a full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, she blamed the United States and NATO for provoking the war by ignoring Russia's security concerns.

While in Syria in 2017, Ms. Gabbard, who at the time was representing Hawaii in the House as a Democrat, met with President Bashar al-Assad, an authoritarian leader backed by Russia, Iran and Lebanese Hezbollah until December, when rebel groups seized the Syrian capital.

Shortly after her visit, U.S. spy agencies intercepted a phone call between two Hezbollah members concerning Ms. Gabbard, according to current and former officials briefed on the intelligence.

The intercept was of a Hezbollah member reporting that Ms. Gabbard had met with a person whom he identified euphemistically, using a word in Arabic that can be translated as "the boss" or "the big guy." The Hezbollah member did not say the name of that person in the communication, prompting some speculation among U.S. intelligence officials as to who was being referred to.

Some U.S. intelligence officials assumed that "the big guy" referred to a senior Hezbollah official. Others assumed that it could be a reference to some Lebanese government official who had strong ties to Hezbollah and who met with Ms. Gabbard during her 2017 trip.

Ms. Gabbard has denied that she met with anyone from Hezbollah, and people who traveled with her also said she did not meet with the group. Ms. Gabbard acknowledged at the time of her trip that she met with a variety of Lebanese officials, including some who are close to Hezbollah such as Lebanon's intelligence chief at the time.

People close to Ms. Gabbard said she disclosed all of her meetings with Syrian and Lebanese government officials and community leaders during her trip, and they said the intelligence in question was misinterpreted.

Ms. Gabbard's 2017 trip is expected to be a focus of questions from senators during her confirmation hearing before the Senate Intelligence Committee on Thursday.

The intercept that mentioned Ms. Gabbard appeared to have no implications for her security clearance, which she had in connection with her role in the Army Reserve, where she serves as a lieutenant colonel.

In contrast, Ms. Gabbard's 2024 trip to Italy had implications on her status as a traveler.

After Ms. Gabbard went public with her allegations about being punished by the Biden administration, Republicans in Congress demanded answers. Late last year, U.S. transportation officials briefed members of the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs on why she was subjected to additional scrutiny after the Vatican visit.

Two senior U.S. officials walked The New York Times through the chain of events surrounding the trip on the condition of anonymity because they were discussing sensitive intelligence matters.

Ms. Gabbard flew to Rome in July to attend a meeting in Vatican City organized by a European businessman who runs a foundation.

That businessman, according to the two senior U.S. officials, appeared on a watch list maintained by the F.B.I.'s Terrorist Screening Center. His involvement in Ms. Gabbard's visit prompted the Transportation Security Administration to place her and her husband, who accompanied her to Rome, in a program called Quiet Skies.

According to the Terrorist Screening Center's website, the watch list contains information on people "reasonably suspected" of being involved in terrorism or what it calls "related activities."

The placement of Ms. Gabbard and her husband in the program required that additional security be added to their subsequent flights.

A person close to Ms. Gabbard said that she had no relationship with the European businessman before or after the meeting, and that she did not know that he was on the F.B.I. watch list.

The Times is not publishing the businessman's name because the U.S. officials would not explain why the F.B.I. put him on the watch list or say whether he was still on it. The bureau declined to comment. According to the Terrorist Screening Center's website, "for security reasons, the T.S.C. does not confirm anyone's status on the watch list."

Allies of Ms. Gabbard have complained that Democrats and their allies among national security officials were using anonymously sourced accounts of classified intelligence to undermine her nomination. They continue to assert that she was placed on the Quiet Skies list as political retribution by the Biden administration, citing an unverified assertion from an air marshal.

Alexa Henning, a spokeswoman for Ms. Gabbard, said the explanation of why Ms. Gabbard was placed on the list was "documented proof" of how Democrats had "weaponized the government against conservatives." As the director of national intelligence, Ms. Gabbard will not allow the office to be "politicized," Ms. Henning said.

Ms. Gabbard declined to answer repeated questions from The Times about whether the European businessman paid for the trip or made the airline reservation.

The businessman has described himself as a private equity investor who had previously invested in Russia, among other countries, and who went on to establish a foundation that holds meetings periodically at the Vatican that bring together Americans, Russians, Ukrainians and other foreign nationals.

In 2015, the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project, a nonprofit organization, published what it said was a social media post in which the European businessman appeared to pose with, and praise, Igor Girkin, a former Russian intelligence officer who helped Moscow annex Ukraine's Crimean Peninsula.

Igor Girkin, in a Moscow courtroom last year, was sentenced to four years in a penal colony. Maxim Shipenkov/EPA, via Shutterstock


Mr. Girkin went on to lead pro-Russia separatist militias in eastern Ukraine, and in 2022 a court in the Netherlands found him and two others guilty of murder for their roles in the downing of a passenger jet -- Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 -- above eastern Ukraine in 2014.

The businessman said that the social media post in question was fake and that he had no relationship with Mr. Girkin.

Mick Mulvaney, a former congressman who served as the acting White House chief of staff and the director of the Office of Management and Budget during Mr. Trump's first term in office, said he invited Ms. Gabbard -- who by then was no longer in Congress and was supporting Mr. Trump's campaign -- to attend the July meeting in Vatican City.

Mr. Mulvaney said he did so because "Tulsi and I are friends" who served together in the House, and because he knew of her interest in foreign policy.

At the time, Mr. Mulvaney was on the advisory board of the foundation that organized the meeting, which, he said, took place under the auspices of Pope Francis' second-in-command and chief diplomat, Cardinal Pietro Parolin.

Mr. Mulvaney said he had attended some of the foundation's previous meetings at the Vatican, including one held there in April 2024.

Mick Mulvaney, right, who served as acting chief of staff during President Trump's first term, said he invited Ms. Gabbard to attend the July meeting in Vatican City. Haiyun Jiang/The New York Times


After that meeting, Jan Figel, one of the foundation's other advisory board members, was quoted in a newspaper article as saying that the group had brought together representatives of the United States and Russia with the goal of improving relations between them and fostering talks to stop the war in Ukraine.

A spokesman for the Vatican confirmed that the foundation's meeting in July took place at Casina Pio IV, a 16th-century building in Vatican City.

Before attending, Mr. Mulvaney said he asked the European businessman and other organizers "the specific question: Is anybody coming who is sanctioned? And they absolutely assured me the answer was absolutely not."

Mr. Mulvaney said he also reiterated to them that he and Ms. Gabbard would not be interested in "discussing any specific plans for Ukraine, and we did not."

Some Russian nationals attended the July meeting, Mr. Mulvaney said. But he said he did not remember their names and added, "It wasn't like we were meeting with Putin's inner circle."

The European businessman and Mr. Figel declined to comment on who attended the meeting, citing confidentiality agreements with participants.

Jan Figel declined to comment on who attended the July meeting in Italy. Tomasz Wiktor/EPA, via Shutterstock


In the brief time Ms. Gabbard was in Italy, President Joseph R. Biden Jr. dropped his re-election bid and endorsed Ms. Harris as the Democratic nominee. Ms. Gabbard made appearances on Fox News in which she criticized Ms. Harris as being inexperienced and weak.

"Kamala Harris does not have the strength to stand up to the military industrial complex, the national security state," Ms. Gabbard said. 

The Transportation Security Administration works with another federal agency, U.S. Customs and Border Protection, to secure flights and screen travelers entering the country.

One way they do that is by automatically screening travelers entering the country from abroad, looking for potential connections between them and people in a database of known or suspected terrorists maintained by the Terrorist Screening Center.

When computer systems used by the agencies compared the travel records of Ms. Gabbard and her husband to the database, they got a hit.

Two pieces of personal information linked to the businessman were found in the records, according to the two senior U.S. officials briefed on the matter. The officials declined to say what those pieces of personal information were, but said they could be a phone number or an email address associated with the man.

The match automatically placed Ms. Gabbard and her husband in a T.S.A. program called Silent Partner that prompted Customs and Border Protection agents to interview them upon their arrival back in the United States on July 23.

Simultaneously, Ms. Gabbard and her husband were automatically added to Quiet Skies, the U.S. officials said.

The officials said that Ms. Gabbard's comments about Ms. Harris had nothing to do with her addition to the programs and that the timing was coincidental.

In an interview before Mr. Trump's inauguration, a spokeswoman for the T.S.A. declined to discuss Ms. Gabbard's case specifically, but said Quiet Skies was not a terrorist watch list and disputed the idea that the program was a burden on travelers.

When a traveler in the Quiet Skies program books a flight, the T.S.A. will assign an undercover U.S. agent known as a federal air marshal to travel along. The marshal is supposed to watch the cockpit door and provide an extra layer of security during the flight, not follow the traveler, the two senior U.S. officials said.

Almost immediately after Ms. Gabbard was placed in the program, an air marshal alerted a professional organization for those employees and asserted that Ms. Gabbard had been targeted unfairly by the T.S.A.

Sonya LaBosco, the executive director of the organization, the Air Marshal National Council, said the air marshal told the association that Ms. Gabbard was not just monitored on the flights but was also followed outside the airport.

Ms. LaBosco, in turn, informed Ms. Gabbard.

The air marshal who made the complaint declined multiple interview requests from The Times. But Ms. Henning said the air marshal's statements made clear that Ms. Gabbard was added to the list for partisan reasons.

"Whistle-blowers with the federal air marshals came forward exposing the truth that Lt. Col. Tulsi Gabbard was added to a domestic terror watch list the day after she criticized Kamala Harris and the Biden administration," Ms. Henning said.

Ms. Gabbard got out of the program, the two U.S. officials said, the same way she got in -- automatically. Travelers fall out after a designated number of flights within a set period. The two senior U.S. officials said the T.S.A. keeps those specific parameters secret for operational security reasons.

Ms. Gabbard, according to the two officials, was on the Quiet Skies list for less than two weeks.

Mark Mazzetti and Adam Goldman contributed reporting from Washington, and Charles Homans from New York.
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Trump Signs Bill Easing Deportation of Immigrants Accused of Crimes

The legislation, known as the Laken Riley Act, is the first to be signed by the president in his new term, and shows how the politics of immigration have shifted.

"It's a landmark law that we're doing today," President Trump said at the White House on Wednesday. "It's going to save countless innocent American lives." Doug Mills/The New York Times



By Zolan Kanno-Youngs and Erica L. Green
Reporting from Washington


Jan 29, 2025 at 07:47 PM

President Trump signed a bill on Wednesday to require the detention of migrants who enter the country without authorization and are arrested or charged with certain crimes, the first legislation of his new presidency and an early victory in his effort to deliver a sweeping crackdown on immigration.

The new Republican-controlled Congress passed the legislation last week with some breakaway Democratic support, a sign of how the politics of immigration have moved to the right. Mr. Trump has long made curtailing immigration a centerpiece of his political identity, and the signing of the bill came after a flurry of executive orders that sought to systematically limit both legal and illegal entries into the United States.

"It's a landmark law that we're doing today," Mr. Trump said in remarks at the White House before the signing. "It's going to save countless innocent American lives." 

Mr. Trump, in a meandering monologue before the bill signing that ranged from boasting about his election results to bashing his predecessor, took time to address Ms. Riley's family, which was present, as well as other "angel families," whose family members were killed by people in the country illegally. 

Supporters of President Trump holding signs with a photo of Laken Riley in Rome, Ga., in 2024. The law was named for Ms. Riley, a 22-year-old Georgia nursing student killed last year by a migrant from Venezuela. Nicole Craine for The New York Times


Mr. Trump said Ms. Riley was "respected by everybody" and her murderer was enabled by the "cruel policies of the previous administrations."

"With today's action, her name will also live forever in the laws of our country," he said. "And this is a very important law. This is something that has brought Democrats and Republicans together. That's not easy to do. Laken did it." 

The legislation, called the Laken Riley Act, is named for a 22-year-old Georgia nursing student killed last year by a migrant from Venezuela who had crossed into the United States illegally. The man had previously been arrested in a shoplifting case but had not been detained.

Mr. Trump often seized on that crime -- as well as others committed by migrants -- as a way to attack the policies of the Biden administration, which oversaw a record number of illegal border crossings.

While the crimes have gained national attention, Mr. Trump has a long history of inflating immigrants' criminality, and homeland security officials working across both Democratic and Republican administrations have acknowledged that most migrants crossing the border are fleeing poverty or persecution. For the past 150 years, immigrants overall have been less likely to commit crimes than people born in the United States, a 2023 study concluded.

The bill expands the list of charges that will subject migrants to immediate detention and potential deportation, instructing federal officials to detain unauthorized immigrants arrested in connection with or charged with burglary, theft, larceny, shoplifting, assaulting a police officer, or crimes that result in death or serious bodily injury.

It will also empower state attorneys general to sue the U.S. attorney general or the homeland security secretary if an immigrant who has entered the country illegally commits a crime that harms the state or any of its residents.

Immigration advocates have warned that the provision is a way of letting conservative governors and state attorneys general dictate federal migrant detention policies.

Critics of the law have also argued that because it requires only that a person be accused or charged to be deported, it could harm the due process rights of migrants. The federal immigration authorities will probably also need additional funding and resources to make the additional arrests.

"These bills that the Republicans are throwing our way are so extreme that we should be able to get united Democratic opposition, but for the enormous amount of lies that are being pumped out by the president of the United States," Representative Greg Casar, a Texas Democrat who is the chairman of the Congressional Progressive Caucus, said last Wednesday.

But some Democrats still came around to supporting the bill after their party's losses in an election in November in which immigration was a major issue. Polls have showed that more Americans trust Republicans on the issue of immigration and the border than trust Democrats on that issue.
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Prosecutors Move to Drop Classified Documents Case Against Trump's Co-Defendants

If the appeals court agrees, it would be the formal end of the case in which Donald J. Trump was accused of illegally holding onto classified materials after he left office.

Walt Nauta, center, a co-defendant in the case, remains close to the president and still serves as one of his top personal aides in the White House. Doug Mills/The New York Times



By Alan Feuer
Alan Feuer has covered Donald J. Trump's criminal cases.


Jan 29, 2025 at 05:44 PM

Federal prosecutors moved on Wednesday to drop their last remaining efforts to prosecute President Trump's two co-defendants in the classified documents case brought by the former special counsel Jack Smith.

In a single-page filing, prosecutors asked a federal appeals court in Atlanta to dismiss an appeal that had been filed before Mr. Trump took office seeking to reinstate criminal charges against the two men, Walt Nauta and Carlos De Oliveira.

If the appeals court agrees to drop the government's challenge, it would be the formal end of the case in which Mr. Trump was accused of illegally holding onto classified materials after he left office in 2021. He was also charged with conspiring with Mr. Nauta and Mr. De Oliveira to obstruct the government's repeated efforts to retrieve them.

The case ended up in front of the appeals court this summer after Judge Aileen M. Cannon, who was appointed by Mr. Trump, dismissed the charges in their entirety. Her ruling determined -- against decades of legal precedent -- that Mr. Smith had been unlawfully appointed to his post as special counsel.

While Mr. Smith's deputies challenged that decision, they were ultimately forced to drop the appeal where Mr. Trump was concerned after he was re-elected in November. A binding Justice Department policy prohibits pursuing criminal prosecutions of a sitting president.

But prosecutors did not immediately seek to drop their appeal regarding Mr. Nauta and Mr. De Oliveira. The case remained in front of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 11th Circuit after Mr. Trump took office and the top leadership of the Justice Department was replaced by his appointees.

In their filing on Wednesday, prosecutors gave no explanation for why they had decided now to dismiss the appeal against Mr. Nauta and Mr. De Oliveira. But it was widely expected that Mr. Trump or the Justice Department would take some sort of action to have the case against the men dropped. Mr. Nauta, in particular, remains close to Mr. Trump and still serves as one of his top personal aides in the White House.

The only aspect of the classified documents case that remains unresolved at this point concerns a section of a final report that Mr. Smith wrote about the proceeding. A separate section of Mr. Smith's report concerning the other federal case he filed against Mr. Trump -- the one accusing him of plotting to overturn the 2020 election -- was released this month.

During the Biden administration, top Justice Department officials had sought to release the classified documents section of the report to Congress alone, saying it should not be made public while the case against Mr. Nauta and Mr. De Oliveira was still active.

But last week, Judge Cannon intervened and barred officials from sending that volume of the report to anyone outside the Justice Department out of concern that lawmakers might make public comments about it.

It seems unlikely that the department will now release the classified documents volume, given that both Judge Cannon and Mr. Trump's lawyers have said it contains revelations that could be damaging not only to the president but also to some "anticipated" members of his administration.

But news organizations, including The New York Times, have filed Freedom of Information lawsuits seeking to obtain a copy of the report.
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Student Whose Racy Social Media Posts Riled a College Gets $250,000 Settlement

The University of Tennessee threatened to expel Kimberly Diei over posts the school said were inappropriate. She sued on First Amendment grounds.

The University of Tennessee threatened to expel Kimberly Diei over social media posts it deemed inappropriate. Whitten Sabbatini for The New York Times



By Anemona Hartocollis



Jan 29, 2025 at 03:50 PM

A month after Kimberly Diei enrolled as a doctor of pharmacy student at the University of Tennessee, the college's professional conduct committee received an anonymous complaint about her posts on social media.

The college reviewed her posts, which included racy rap lyrics and tight dresses, and concluded that they were vulgar and unprofessional. It threatened to expel her.

For the last four years, Ms. Diei has been fighting her school in court, arguing that her posts were fun and sex-positive, and unconnected to her status as a student. Now she has won a settlement: On either Wednesday or Thursday, she expects to receive a check for $250,000 -- both vindication and relief, she said.

She has also graduated from pharmacy school at the university and is now a practicing pharmacist at a Walgreens in Memphis, a job where she says her comfort with her own sexuality has been an asset.

"Viagra, that's a very, very big seller," she said, chuckling. "Sexual lubricants, condoms, all of that. I can't say every day somebody's asking me about sexual products, but it's fairly frequent across the age range."

Her lawsuit against the university, filed in February 2021, tested the boundaries of free expression for students in the age of social media. With the pro bono help of a lawyer with the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, a free-speech group, Ms. Diei challenged the university's authority to punish her for messages posted on her own account, on her own time, and not representing her as a student. The suit argued that the public university had violated her constitutional right of free expression "for no legitimate pedagogical reason."

About a month before she sued, the Supreme Court had agreed to hear the case of a high school cheerleader in Pennsylvania who was removed from her school's junior varsity squad after she posted vulgar complaints about not making the varsity team. The Supreme Court ruled in her favor, indicating that courts should be skeptical of schools' efforts to punish students' off-campus speech.

Ms. Diei's complaint was initially dismissed by the district court where she filed it. She appealed, and the appellate court found last September that her speech "was clearly protected by the First Amendment," and permitted the case to go forward.

Melissa Tindell, a spokeswoman for the university, said that in line with its general practice, it would not comment on a legal matter.

Ms. Diei acknowledges that she is an unlikely poster child for freedom of expression. "I never had a strong interest in politics," she said in an interview.

Even so, she said, she never doubted that she was doing the right thing by refusing to back down.

"I knew what was happening was unfair," she said. "Personally, I never felt shame. But I did not appreciate the fact they were wanting me to feel shame."

She said she is too busy these days to post on social media, and her followers on Instagram have stagnated at around 18,000, about where they were when she got into trouble.

She is not sure what she will do with her settlement money: Pay off her student loans, perhaps, or invest in the stock market. But she knows she would like to take a vacation. "Somewhere tropical, with a pina colada in my hand," she said. "That's where I see myself in the near future."
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Barry Michael Cooper, 'New Jack City' Screenwriter, Dies at 66

After chronicling the crack boom of the 1980s as an investigative reporter, he had a high-profile but brief second career in Hollywood.

Barry Michael Cooper in 1994 in Baltimore, where he lived. He wrote the screenplay for "New Jack City" (1991), which presaged a wave of films from Black directors and screenwriters that touched on 1990s gang life. Karl Merton Ferron/The Baltimore Sun -- Tribune News Service, via Getty Images



By Alex Williams



Jan 29, 2025 at 12:00 AM

Barry Michael Cooper, who was one of the first journalists to explore the crack epidemic of the 1980s before turning to Hollywood, where he made his mark with screenplays for gritty films like "New Jack City," died on Jan. 21 in Baltimore. He was 66.

His death, in a hospital, was confirmed by his son, Matthew Cooper, who did not cite a cause.

As a screenwriter, Mr. Cooper, who was raised in Harlem, was perhaps best known for the three films often called his Harlem Trilogy. The first, "New Jack City" (1991), about a ruthless uptown drug lord (Wesley Snipes), presaged a wave of films from Black directors and screenwriters that touched on gang life in the 1990s.

The trilogy included two films from 1994: "Sugar Hill," another drug-hustling drama starring Mr. Snipes, and "Above the Rim," a basketball drama starring Tupac Shakur as a dealer; Mr. Cooper wrote it with Benny Medina and the film's director, Jeff Pollack.

Whatever the medium, Mr. Cooper blended a rich literary sensibility with a deep knowledge of the language and status symbols of the ghetto. "He was very aware of everything from Hemingway to Dostoyevsky," the author, critic and filmmaker Nelson George, who worked with Mr. Cooper at The Village Voice, said in an interview. "At the same time, he was very, very connected to the slang of the streets."

Mr. Cooper captured the glitter as well as the bloodshed of a new generation of 1980s and '90s hustlers who flashed thick gold ropes and hockey-puck-size rolls of cash while upending communities in pursuit of overnight fortune.

"I wanted to detail their voices -- the way the hustlers talked," Mr. Cooper said in a 2007 interview with Stop Smiling, an arts and culture magazine. "I wanted to put it in a literary context like 'The Great Gatsby.'"

His goal, he added, was to "take Harlem and the Renaissance and put it in a modern context."

"New Jack City," "Sugar Hill" and "Above the Rim" were known as Mr. Cooper's Harlem Trilogy. Warner Bros, 20th Century Fox and New Line Cinema


In 1986, he published an early in-depth examination of the crack boom for Spin, the music and culture magazine. "Sinewy arms folded across their chests laden with gold medallions," he wrote in the article, "a silent roar creasing their lips in the guise of a sneer, the young lions usher their prey in and out of video parlors and misty hallways."

A year later, he won the award for best magazine feature from the National Association of Black Journalists for his Spin article "In Cold Blood: The Baltimore Teen Murders," about the eruption of gun violence among teenagers.

His 1987 Village Voice cover article "Kids Killing Kids: New Jack City Eats Its Young" chronicled the exploding drug trade in Detroit, including the young street-level dealers who "were making, like, $2,000 a day," Mr. Cooper said in a 1991 interview with Terry Gross of the NPR program "Fresh Air."

"These were new examples of the privileged underclass, so to speak," he said. "The ones who carried beepers and cellular phones and drove Jeeps and went out to the malls in Michigan and spent $10,000 at a drop at Gucci's and Fendi's. I had never seen that before."

The article was a showcase for a street term -- "new jack" -- that Mr. Cooper made his own, albeit with a twist. "My brother used the term a lot," he told Stop Smiling. "He used to say, 'Yeah, that kid is a new jack,'" meaning "someone who's new to the game and frontin.' It's almost a derogatory term -- almost like a rookie."

He added: "Then I heard a song by Grandmaster Caz, and he used a line about this guy who was 'a new jack clown.' I took the phrase and wanted to flip it. It rang strong, new jack."

Mr. Cooper again invoked the term in 1988 with "Teddy Riley's New Jack Swing," an article in The Voice in which he gave a name to the blend of hip-hop, dance-pop and R&B pioneered by Mr. Riley, a prominent record producer and songwriter, as epitomized by artists like Keith Sweat and Bobby Brown.

By that point, "Kids Killing Kids" had already opened the door to Hollywood. Two weeks after the article was published, Mr. Cooper said in a 2007 interview with The Voice, "I was on a first-class flight to Hollywood to meet with Quincy Jones. My head was huge."

He was hired to retool a script by the screenwriter Thomas Lee Wright based on the story of Nicky Barnes, the heroin lord of Harlem in the 1960s and '70s. He updated it for the crack era, focusing on a fictional kingpin, Nino Brown, in what became "New Jack City."

From left, Ice-T, Vanessa P. Williams, Wesley Snipes and Christopher Williams in "New Jack City." Warner Bros.


Directed by Mario Van Peebles, the film featured breakout performances by Chris Rock and the rapper-turned-actor Ice-T. It eventually earned nearly $50 million and was released at "a pivotal time," Sha Be Allah wrote in an appraisal for The Source magazine last year.

In 1991, he wrote, "the blaxploitation film genre had been defunct for over a decade, leaving a gaping hole in 'Black Hollywood.' 'New Jack City' was a harbinger of the resurgence of Black actors, writers and filmmakers in Hollywood, as well as the crystallization of Hip Hop's synergistic capabilities."

Barry Michael Cooper was born on June 12, 1958, in Harlem, the elder of two sons of Lafayette and Josephine Cooper. He spent his formative years in Esplanade Gardens, a cooperative high-rise complex. "You had all levels of society in there," he later said, "from millionaires to people on welfare."

He recalled spending Saturdays at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, reading Harlem Renaissance writers like Langston Hughes and Wallace Thurman. After high school, he spent a year at North Carolina Central University, in Durham, before transferring to Medgar Evers College in Brooklyn. Along the way, he fell in love with the narrative nonfiction of Gay Talese, Joan Didion, Tom Wolfe and others associated with the New Journalism movement.

In 1980, Mr. Cooper embarked on a journalism career of his own with a piece for The Voice, "The Gospel According to Parliament," about the funk titan George Clinton's celebrated ensemble. His career as a reporter thrived in the 1980s, but he largely abandoned print for Hollywood after "New Jack City" became a hit.

Success, he admitted, went to his head. "I got so high on myself that I turned down jobs," he told The Voice in 2007.

He eventually found himself in a tangled relationship with a woman that resulted in his arrest on charges of assault in 1997, according to The Voice. The terms of his plea deal required him to leave Los Angeles for a year; when he returned, he found that opportunities had evaporated.

Mr. Cooper attended a screening of the documentary "Planet Rock: The Story of Hip-Hop and the Crack Generation" at the Paley Center for Media in New York City in 2011. John W. Ferguson/Getty Images


Mr. Cooper tried to jump-start his career in 2005 with a semiautobiographical web series, "Blood on the Wall$," about a television producer who attempts to pull out of a tailspin by working as an investigative reporter. He was a producer of the 2017-19 Netflix series "She's Gotta Have It," based on Spike Lee's 1986 breakout film, and wrote three episodes.

His son is his only immediate survivor. Another son, Timothy Michael Cooper, died in 2020; his wife, Charmaine (Lynn) Cooper, died in 2022. He lived in Baltimore.

Although his run in the film business was brief, Mr. Cooper was proud of his legacy.

"If there was no 'New Jack,' there would be no 'Boyz 'n the Hood,'" he told Stop Smiling. "There would be no 'Menace II Society,' because it let the public know, and more importantly let the suits in the studios know, that these movies make money."
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Jay Mazur, Zealous Advocate for Garment Workers, Dies at 92

A blunt-speaking, Bronx-born labor leader, he successfully pushed to legalize undocumented union members but fought a losing battle against globalization.

Jay Mazur in 1986 at a news conference after being elected president of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union. "He loved the union like a family," said Jo-Ann Mort, who was his communications director. Associated Press



By Trip Gabriel



Jan 28, 2025 at 09:57 PM

Jay Mazur, a blunt-speaking, Bronx-born labor leader who was president of American garment workers' unions in the 1980s and '90s, a tumultuous time when clothing makers led the flight of American factories overseas and garment unions hemorrhaged members, died on Jan. 14 at his home in Manhattan. He was 92.

The cause was congestive heart failure, his son, Marc, said.

The son of a presser in a clothes factory, Mr. Mazur (pronounced MAY-zur) joined the staff of the storied International Ladies Garment Workers Union at 18. He spent his 51-year career militantly championing a largely female immigrant work force -- historically Jewish and Italian, then Chinese and Hispanic -- and fiercely opposing free trade and globalization.

He was loud, effusive and held the room, whether it was a convention hall or a closed-door summit of lawmakers on Capitol Hill.

"He was a Jewish, working-class, colorful character," Jo-Ann Mort, who served as his communications director, said in an interview. "He loved the union like a family."

Mr. Mazur became president of the I.L.G.W.U. in 1986 and then, in 1995, led his members, who made mostly women's clothing, into a merger with the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union, which represented men's wear workers. He was president of the merged Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees, known as Unite, from 1995 to 2001.

Mr. Mazur led a historic 1982 strike in Chinatown and, in 1986, was one of the first labor leaders to endorse legalizing undocumented immigrants, when most unions saw them as an enemy threatening Americans' jobs.

His impassioned warnings that globalization would decimate U.S. blue-collar employment were brushed aside by many of labor's traditional allies in the Democratic Party, who, beginning in the 1990s, under President Bill Clinton, joined Republicans in promoting free trade.

Members of the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees in 1996, at a demonstration at Macy's. Mr. Mazur served as president of the organization from 1995 to 2001. Jack Manning/The New York Times


"The rules of this new global economy have been rigged against workers," Mr. Mazur thundered at a rally in Seattle in 1999 protesting a meeting of the World Trade Organization that Mr. Clinton had envisioned as showcasing American leadership on trade. The city was engulfed by demonstrators, and the National Guard was called in.

In a private meeting in Washington in 2000, at which leading Congressional Democrats informed union leaders that they would vote to grant China permanent normal trade relations -- opening the floodgates to cheaply made imports -- Mr. Mazur grew livid.

He turned to Representative Charles B. Rangel of New York, the influential congressman from Harlem, and told him, "Charlie, our members expect you to have their interests," recalled Mark Levinson, an aide to Mr. Mazur who was present.

"Rangel says angrily, 'You know what your members want? My autograph,'" Mr. Levinson continued, in an interview. "Jay jumped up and was ready to fight." Another union official physically restrained him.

The enormous U.S. job losses that union officials had warned would follow the liberalization of trade with China -- which included permanently lowering tariffs and admitting China to the World Trade Organization in 2001 -- came to pass. Some economists estimate that over the ensuing decade this "China shock" resulted in the loss of nearly a million American factory jobs.

When Mr. Mazur took over as president of the I.L.G.W.U., its membership had already declined to half its 1968 peak, as garment factories -- easy to pick up and move -- relocated to nonunion Southern states or foreign shores. After the merger with its sister union to form Unite, the combined membership continued to fall: to 240,000 in 2001, from 300,000 in 1995.

Mr. Mazur in 1996, at a press event with Hillary Clinton and Suzi L. Freites, a union member. Jose Lopez/The New York Times


Mr. Mazur was thrust into the unhappy position of managing the decline of a renowned union, known familiarly as the I.L.G., that had helped lead the push for a five-day workweek, a minimum wage and employer-financed health insurance, and had established clout in the Democratic Party thanks to decades of growth.

He did, however, play a pivotal role in persuading U.S. industrial unions to adopt a welcoming position toward immigrants. In 1986, the I.L.G. endorsed extending amnesty to millions of undocumented workers through immigration reform signed into law by President Ronald Reagan. The union helped 3,000 of its members gain legal status, escorting them to interviews with the Immigration and Naturalization Service.

"The I.L.G.W.U. was the first major union within the A.F.L.-C.I.O. to endorse amnesty for illegal people," Muzaffar Chishti, a senior fellow at the Migration Policy Institute and former I.L.G.W.U. immigration lawyer, said in an interview.

"It was driven by the Jewish ethos," he added. "Jews who came to the garment industry, many of them were refugees."

Under Mr. Mazur, the union offered legal services to immigrant members, as well as English language classes and day care for children.

It would be another 14 years before the A.F.L.-C.I.O., in 2000, called for a blanket amnesty for undocumented immigrants. By then, there was no longer a consensus in Washington that undocumented workers should be legalized.

In 2004, three years after Mr. Mazur's retirement, Unite merged with the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees Union (Here) to form Unite Here. Garment workers later left the union to form a new group, Workers United, but garment jobs continued to disappear. According to government data, U.S. apparel and textile jobs fell to 334,000 in 2019, from 1.7 million in 1990.

Although Mr. Mazur had set his sights on increasing membership by organizing nonunion workers in garment manufacturing and other industries, his efforts were largely futile. Labor experts said the trend was inevitable: The global economy was moving in the opposite direction.

Mr. Mazur in 2000, flanked by Jon S. Corzine, left, then a Democratic Senate candidate from New Jersey, and Edgar Romney, a union official. Dith Pran/The New York Times


"There was no way he or anybody else could have stopped it," Ruth Milkman, who teaches labor studies at the City University of New York, said in an interview. "All the industrial unions were in the same position. Garments was sort of a preview of capital flight."

Jay Mazur was born on May 21, 1932, in the East Bronx to Simon Mazur, who immigrated from Poland in 1922, and Molly Mazur, his father's second cousin, who died when Jay was 11. Left to raise four children, his father encouraged them to take odd jobs selling newspapers and shopping bags and running errands for neighbors.

"My father's attitude was we had to earn our way," Mr. Mazur told The New York Times in 1986.

Although he went to work for the union just out of Theodore Roosevelt High School, he later earned a bachelor's degree from CUNY and a master's from Rutgers University.

Besides his son, Marc, he is survived by his wife, Connie (Moak) Mazur; his daughter, Ilana Mazur; four grandchildren; three great-grandchildren; a sister, Bobbie Krolick; and a brother, Bernard Mazur.

An earlier marriage to Barbara Vogel, the mother of his children, ended in divorce.

Before he became president of the I.L.G.W.U., Mr. Mazur was the manager of its largest branch, Local 23-25, whose members included thousands of immigrant Chinese women working in small factories in Lower Manhattan.

In 1982, when contractors in Chinatown tried to break their contracts and oust the I.L.G., the conventional wisdom was that the workers would not fight because ethnic loyalty to their employers would outweigh any allegiance to the union. But Mr. Mazur disregarded those expectations and called a strike.

Some 20,000 workers rallied at Columbus Park in Chinatown, and the employers backed down.

"People would say there's never been a more pro-union activity by Chinese workers anywhere in the world," Mr. Chishti, the immigration scholar, said.
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William E. Leuchtenburg, Scholar of F.D.R. and the Presidency, Dies at 102

His writings, which stretched across eight decades, helped Americans understand a president who transformed the office and shaped the postwar years.

William E. Leuchtenburg in 2009 at his home in Chapel Hill, N.C. He helped shape America's conception of its past during the prosperous 1950s and '60s. Dan Sears/U.N.C.-Chapel Hill



By Sewell Chan



Jan 29, 2025 at 03:43 PM

William E. Leuchtenburg, a historian whose books cemented the place of Franklin D. Roosevelt among the greatest American presidents, died on Tuesday at his home in Chapel Hill, N.C. He was 102.

His death was confirmed by Miguel La Serna, chairman of the history department at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where Mr. Leuchtenburg was a professor emeritus.

A prolific scholar whose writings stretched across eight decades -- his first book, on the politics of flood control, appeared in 1953, and his final one, on the first six presidents of the United States, was published last year -- Mr. Leuchtenburg helped Americans make sense of the head-spinning changes that had transformed their nation and the world within living memory.

Like his contemporaries Richard Hofstadter, Edmund S. Morgan, John M. Blum and Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. -- a lifelong friend -- Mr. Leuchtenburg shaped America's conception of its past during the prosperous 1950s and '60s. His orientation was broadly liberal and internationalist, though he anticipated and responded to criticisms of Roosevelt from the New Left and from the ascendant conservative movement.

The work generally regarded as his masterpiece is "Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, 1932-1940," published in 1963, which was awarded the Bancroft Prize by Columbia University and the Francis Parkman Prize by the Society of American Historians.

Mr. Leuchtenburg's prize-winning 1963 book about Roosevelt is generally regarded as his masterpiece. Harper Perennial


"He took an office which had lost much of its prestige and power in the previous 12 years and gave it an importance which went well beyond what even Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson had done," Mr. Leuchtenburg wrote, chronicling the enormous growth of the federal government under Franklin Roosevelt, his innovative use of radio and newspaper reporters to communicate his message, and his ability to make Americans feel "the kind of trust they would normally express for a warm and understanding father who comforted them in their grief or safeguarded them from harm."

Mr. Leuchtenburg did not brush aside the many problems of the New Deal: It failed to crush unemployment -- only America's entry into World War II in 1941 would do that -- and it favored farmers, industrial workers and technocrats while excluding powerless groups like sharecroppers, urban slum dwellers and most African Americans. But he found that the New Deal -- with its spirit of experimentation and pragmatism, and its orientation away from 19th-century individualism and toward collective action -- helped save capitalism, and perhaps democracy itself.

Central to that achievement was Roosevelt.

"Roosevelt's importance lay not in his talents as a campaigner or a manipulator," Mr. Leuchtenburg wrote. "It lay rather in his ability to arouse the country and, more specifically, the men who served under him, by his breezy encouragement of experimentation, by his hopefulness, and -- a word that would have embarrassed some of his lieutenants -- by his idealism."

His other major books include "The Perils of Prosperity, 1914-1932" (1958), which traces the United States' transformation from an agrarian, moralistic, isolationist nation into an industrial, liberal and engaged power involved in foreign affairs in spite of itself; and "The Supreme Court Reborn: The Constitutional Revolution in the Age of Roosevelt" (1995), about the events surrounding the 1937 constitutional crisis set off by Roosevelt's effort to expand the court to as many as 15 justices. That plan was ultimately defeated, but only after the court shifted its jurisprudence to be more open to legislation regulating business activities.

William Edward Leuchtenburg was born in New York City -- in Ridgewood, which straddles the Brooklyn-Queens border -- on Sept. 28, 1922. His father, William, was a German American post office worker; his mother, Lauretta C. (McNamara) Leuchtenburg, had immigrated from Ireland as an infant. The younger William's fascination with Washington came early: At age 12, he rode a Greyhound bus for nine hours to visit the White House, the Capitol and the recently built Supreme Court building.

Mr. Leuchtenburg grew up in several Queens neighborhoods -- Woodhaven, Astoria, Woodside and Elmhurst -- and graduated from Newtown High School, in Elmhurst, in 1939. He attended Cornell University, partly on scholarships he had won.

At Cornell, he got a job cleaning test tubes for 30 cents an hour (a little under $7 today), via the National Youth Administration, part of the alphabet soup of agencies established under the New Deal. After graduating in 1943, he enrolled in Columbia, where he received his Ph.D. in 1951.

He taught for three decades at Columbia and then for two more at the University of North Carolina before he was given emeritus status there.

Mr. Leuchtenburg in 1995. He was active in political news coverage and the civil rights movement and contributed to Ken Burns's documentaries on the Civil War and baseball.  Oxford University Press


Mr. Leuchtenburg was never confined to the ivory tower. He was a New England field representative from 1945 to 1946 for a national council seeking to permanently ban racial discrimination in federal employment; served as a delegate to the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in 1952; and joined other historians in marching to Montgomery, Ala., with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in 1965. He was active in Americans for Democratic Action, the liberal and anti-communist group that Eleanor Roosevelt helped found.

He also found time to serve as an election analyst for NBC News, first with the anchors Chet Huntley and David Brinkley, then with John Chancellor. And he joined lawsuits to stop President Richard M. Nixon from destroying the Watergate tapes and to keep Secretary of State Henry A. Kissinger from sequestering transcripts of official phone conversations.

In 1987, Mr. Leuchtenburg testified against Robert H. Bork's nomination to the Supreme Court. He contributed to Ken Burns's documentaries on the Civil War and baseball, and he selected the quotations carved into the granite of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial in Washington, which opened in 1997.

Mr. Leuchtenburg's first marriage, to Jean McIntire, ended in divorce. He married Jean Anne Williams in the mid-1980s. She survives him, as do three sons from his first marriage, Christopher, Joshua and Thomas; a stepson, Christopher K. Williams; six grandchildren; two step-grandchildren; and three great-grandchildren.

Over his career, Mr. Leuchtenburg served as president of the Organization of American Historians, the Society of American Historians and the American Historical Association.

In his 1991 presidential address to the American Historical Association, he urged historians to engage with the public, but to do so carefully. "When we do speak out, and we should choose those times wisely, we must take care to distinguish between doing so as historians and doing so simply as politically active citizens," he said.

"Above all," he added, "we should take care not to create an atmosphere in the classroom in which views that diverge from our own cannot freely be voiced, and we should respect the rights of others in the profession to express beliefs contrary to our own or to remain silent."

Mr. Leuchtenburg published "In the Shadow of F.D.R.," about Roosevelt's legacy for future presidents, in 1983, and he updated the book several times, taking it up to the administration of President Barack Obama. His last book, "Patriot Presidents: From George Washington to John Quincy Adams," came out in July.

Mr. Leuchtenburg updated "In the Shadow of F.D.R." (1983) several times, taking it up to the administration of President Barack Obama. Cornell University Press


"No one before Roosevelt had so dominated the political culture of his day, if for no other reason than that no one before him had been in the White House for so long," Mr. Leuchtenburg wrote, "and in the process he created the expectation that the chief executive would be a primary shaper of his times -- an expectation with which each of his successors has had to deal."

He found that those successors did not quite match up.

"A millworker in South Carolina once said, 'Franklin Roosevelt is the only president we've ever had who understands that my boss is a son of a gun,'" Mr. Leuchtenburg said in an interview with C-SPAN in 2010, during the Obama administration. "Obama has for some reason not been able to convey that same sense, that he knows what it is to be down and out, to be unemployed month after month after month with no prospect in sight. Why he's not able to make that connection isn't clear to me."

He was also critical of President Trump in early 2017, only weeks after Mr. Trump's inauguration.

"We really have no precedent for a chief executive with this sort of temperament -- so careless about his statements, so quick to take offense," Mr. Leuchtenburg told the North Carolina website NC Newsline. "There is concern not just here at home but abroad, as I know from letters I'm getting from historians, particularly in Europe. There is great alarm about how irresponsible the man seems."

He compared Mr. Trump to President Nixon, who was forced to resign in the wake of the Watergate crisis.

"Among other things," he said, "Nixon would sometimes espouse the 'madman theory.' That if he convinced his foes overseas that there's almost anything this man might do, they might be willing to make concessions."

Sewell Chan, a former reporter for The Times, is executive editor of The Columbia Journalism Review. Ash Wu contributed reporting.
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'Dean of American Historians': Ken Burns on William E. Leuchtenburg

One was a filmmaker, the other a scholarly adviser (who sometimes appeared on camera), and the two became close friends, working together for more than 40 years.

The historian William E. Leuchtenburg with the filmmaker Ken Burns. Mr. Leuchtenburg advised him on many his historical documentary films and appeared in three of them. via Joe DePlasco



By Michael S. Rosenwald



Jan 29, 2025 at 08:03 PM

Ken Burns was in his studio working on the final edits of a forthcoming documentary film series on the American Revolution when he learned on Tuesday that the historian William E. Leuchtenburg had died at 102.

"I had to get up and go be by myself for a while," Mr. Burns said in an interview. "Everything just crashed to a halt."

In his view, Mr. Leuchtenburg was "one of the great historians, if not the dean of American historians in the United States, for his work on the presidency."

For more than 40 years, Mr. Leuchtenburg was a close adviser and friend to Mr. Burns, appearing in three of his documentaries -- "Prohibition" (2011), "The Roosevelts: An Intimate History" (2014) and "Benjamin Franklin" (2022) -- and consulting on many more.

The Times spoke to Mr. Burns on Wednesday about Mr. Leuchtenburg's career. His observations, lightly edited and condensed for clarity, are below.

A Friendly Correspondent

He would send me notes all the time. My files are filled with these notes with little schoolboy handwriting. It reminded me of the way I wrote cursive when I was in the eighth grade. I just want to imagine that he had a filing system that looked like the cavernous place at the end of "Citizen Kane" or "Raiders of the Lost Ark," because he could not have had so many references at his hand. He would just bring them up. It might be baseball, which he and I both passionately loved. It might be jazz. It might be World War II. Obviously the presidency. Vietnam. Really all of the kinds of things that we've done. He had an interest in what we were doing and how we were doing it that made him an extraordinarily helpful contributor.

Baseball and Booze

He made particularly important contributions to our history of baseball, to the Second World War, to our Prohibition film -- in which we learned personally from him the very, very complicated internal dynamics, not just about what took place in Prohibition, but his own personal family life in which both his parents were alcoholics. And so the repeal for him was not a good thing. He also understood, hilariously and intimately, the sexual revolution that was going on in the 1920s among women, and just flat-out said that people discovered the clitoris. And that was, like, whoa!

Video: Historian William Leuchtenburg

Mr. Leuchtenburg in Ken Burns's "The Roosevelts: An Intimate History."

Picturing the Depression

He was a storyteller. All you need to do is go into the fifth episode of the Roosevelt series and look at his concise way of explaining what it was. He first talks about filling up a stadium with people and then emptying it and then filling it up again. And if you did this over and over again, you would get the number of people who had gone out of work. It was just such a vivid description.

Working Without Him

I'm going to cry talking about it, but it's just this gigantic and unfillable hole. He taught us well, though. He's imparted not just facts, but attitudes and relationships and methodologies that we'll save. We'll be poorer for not having Bill to come and look at a rough cut of something that he shouldn't know anything about but then inevitably knows a ton. We'll muddle through.
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Times Insider


At Quinceaneros, a Changing Culture Emerges

For centuries, only young Latinas had quinceaneras. A reporter set out to learn why more boys are having coming-of-age celebrations, called quinceaneros.

More teenage boys are having the parties, a take on the traditionally female quinceanera. Christopher Lee for The New York Times



By Christina Morales
Christina Morales is a New York Times reporter based in New York, covering Latino communities and breaking news throughout the country.


Jan 30, 2025 at 08:00 AM

Long before I reached 15, my Cuban American relatives were asking if I had set a date for my quinceanera, a coming-of-age celebration for girls in many Latino cultures. I disappointed some of my aunts when, instead of having a party, I decided to take a trip to New York City.

At the time, I didn't understand how important the quinceanera was to many families. Then I attended my cousin's celebration.

She wore a fluffy white dress and a sparkling tiara. Her friends and I wore hot pink dresses for a choreographed dance, which we had practiced beforehand. I also danced with my grandparents, parents, aunts, uncles and cousins. I realized that occasions like this, which bring families together, are foundational to our culture.

Since I became a journalist, I've wanted to write about the meaning of quinceaneras, and how the celebrations have changed over the years.

I got my chance in the fall, after I was assigned to The New York Times's National desk to report on Latino communities in the United States. And yet instead of writing about the traditional quinceanera (from the Spanish word quince, which means 15), I decided to cover a modern twist on the festivities: the quinceanero, a version of the party for boys.

Quinceaneros are a surprising development in a centuries-old tradition that started as a way of presenting a young woman who was "ready for marriage" to the world. In the modern United States, the parties became akin to a sweet 16.

Growing up, I knew that most Latino families generally maintained strict gender roles. Quinceaneras were viewed as girlie and dainty, characteristics boys and men were taught to avoid. My cousin's party in Miami more than a decade ago had been exactly that: It was a Paris-themed party, with Eiffel Tower decorations and hot pink table cloths.

So when I saw all the TikTok videos and Facebook posts from mothers showing off the parties they were hosting for their teenage boys, I knew that there was an interesting change happening.

I contacted mothers who had posted questions about quinceaneros in Facebook groups. I called dance halls, D.J.s and photographers throughout Texas, where the trend appeared to be strongest, and asked if they were handling any upcoming parties for boys. My editor and I decided to focus on four teenagers whose families would be hosting celebrations in the fall.

Javier Calderon, from Corpus Christi, Texas, decided to have a quinceanero. Christopher Lee for The New York Times


That's how the photographer Christopher Lee and I ended up in a ballroom in Corpus Christi, Texas, as guests at Javier Calderon's ornate 15th birthday party. Javier is Mexican American, and his party included some traditions that were similar to those I've seen at Cuban American celebrations. I watched as he danced with his mother to classical music, played by a string quartet. I saw his stepfather get emotional during a video dedication. I interviewed guests by the bar as relatives and friends with balloons danced nearby, beneath a towering robot.

I spoke with all of the boys and their mothers. I wanted to understand why they were hosting these parties, and why some families were spending more than $70,000 to do so. I also talked to fathers, stepfathers and grandfathers about their ideas of masculinity. (Most family members who attended the parties were supportive, though some of the friends of the families we met did not approve of the celebration for teenage boys.)

Through my reporting, it became clear to me that some Latino teenagers were adopting more open views of gender, much like other young people in America. Quinceaneros seemed to exemplify how traditions can change as more and more Latinos settle into the United States, the essence of what I'm assigned to cover for the National desk.

Searching for subjects, I often look inward at the dynamics that have influenced my life as a second-generation Cuban American. But I also try to tap into what new immigrants are experiencing by putting myself in the shoes of my parents and grandparents when they were first living in the United States. I speak Spanish, which has opened up my coverage to include more sources and stories.

The work is not all parties. I've written about recent immigrants targeted in armed robberies in Montgomery, Ala., and reported on Latino hurricane recovery workers bracing for Hurricane Milton in Florida while helping residents recover from Hurricane Helene. I have explored how the deported spouses of American citizens try to keep their families together, and years ago, I called many of the Latino families whose children died in a school shooting in Uvalde, Texas.

But it's articles like the one about quinceaneros that are among my favorites to write. With these stories, I know I'm telling a fuller story of my culture. 
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Quote of the Day: Migration Is Muddling the Rules of Citizenship

Jan 30, 2025 at 05:01 AM

"Precariousness becomes the basis of your life. You create a sense of non-belonging."

SONNY OLUMATI, 38, a dancer and choreographer who was born in Rome to Nigerian parents but is still not an Italian citizen, as migration has muddled the rules of citizenship perhaps more than ever.
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How to Rethink Your Drinking This Year

Dry January is nearly over, but it could be just the start of a more mindful relationship with alcohol.

 Kate Dehler



By Catherine Pearson



Jan 24, 2025 at 02:59 PM

Laura Van Antwerp tried Dry January for the first time 11 years ago. Like many who participate in this monthlong sobriety challenge, she reveled in the immediate benefits: She slept better, went to the gym more often and saved money.

But as February approached, Ms. Van Antwerp felt excited -- "maybe overly excited," she admitted -- to drink again. She would be traveling to Southeast Asia for a six-week trip, and she imagined sipping a glass of wine in Bangkok when she got off the plane.

"I couldn't even wait that long," Ms. Van Antwerp, 40, said. "I ended up drinking at the airport and getting too drunk right out of the gate."

While people like Ms. Van Antwerp tend to put thought and effort into planning for a month of sobriety (and slogging through it), they don't necessarily consider the off-ramp -- and what they want to take away from the experience. "That's one of the most important parts of the month," said Gillian Tietz, host of the "Sober Powered" podcast, "and something a lot of people don't think too much about."

But research suggests that people who participate in Dry January tend to be more concerned about their drinking habits during the rest of the year than those who don't. So we spoke to several addiction specialists and sober influencers about how to wind down the month and embrace mindful drinking in the future.

Reflect on your experience.

At its core, Dry January is all about gathering information about your relationship with alcohol, said Joseph Schacht, an associate professor of psychology at the University of Colorado School of Medicine who studies treatment for alcohol and addictive disorders.

"I always encourage people to really check in with their bodies after any period of abstinence or reduced drinking," Dr. Schacht said. "Does your body feel better when you don't do this? If it does, that's a really important signal you should listen to."

Ms. Van Antwerp, who runs the social media account Your Sober Pal, echoed the recommendation. Sober now for seven years, she recognizes that her first break from alcohol over a decade ago was a steppingstone on her path to a new relationship with alcohol.

"I wish I had written about how I was feeling, what I was thinking, my mood, you know, how I was navigating certain situations without alcohol," she said. "I wish I would have jotted down more about why I was reaching for a drink, so that I could better understand myself."

Experts are very clear that Dry January is not a replacement for treating alcohol use disorder. But it can offer participants a physical and mental reset, and there is also evidence that most participants want to change their drinking habits beyond those 30 days. A study in 2016 found that subjects continued to drink less six months after the challenge than they did before.

Even if you are a moderate or sporadic drinker, you might ask yourself questions like "Was I able to engage in the month in the way I envisioned?" suggested Noah Emery, an assistant professor of psychology at Colorado State University with a specialization in substance use. Also: "What did I learn about myself along the way?"

Reflect on your accomplishments, even if you slipped up, Dr. Emery said. Research suggests Dry January participants tend to feel more confident about their ability to make intentional drinking choices moving forward -- whether or not they abstained the whole time.

Shake things up.

Alcohol is so embedded in our social fabric and in many of our routines that drinking can become "reflexive," Dr. Emery said.

"Dry January is an opportunity to step out of autopilot," he added.

Think about the situations you tend to associate with drinking and consider how you might switch them up, said Ms. Tietz, who stopped drinking in 2019.

If you're someone who usually pours a glass of wine right after work, might you instead reach for a nonalcoholic drink, or try to find a different relaxing habit? Add that to your post-Dry January plan and stock up on nonalcoholic supplies ahead of time.

If you usually meet friends for dinner or happy hour, Ms. Tietz said, maybe go to a movie or have a coffee date instead. (Bonus: Mixing up how you socialize can also help bring you closer together.)

You might also want to re-evaluate how much you drink after Dry January, as your tolerance may have become lower, Dr. Emery warned. "Drinking the same amount you're used to is probably going to produce a different intoxication profile than you're used to," he said.

So if you start drinking again in February, think ahead about how you'll change your drinking habits. Dr. Emery said to sip water between drinks, check in with yourself, make sure you have a designated driver and so forth.

Set specific goals for your drinking.

Making a plan is an important part of drinking more mindfully. Ask yourself: "What do I want to do for the rest of the year?" Dr. Schacht said. He added that if your goal is to moderate your drinking, it is important to name that goal and track your consumption to hold yourself accountable.

You might consider abstaining for another 30 or 60 days, Ms. Tietz recommended. "No one wants to hear that!" she added with a laugh. But in her experience, it can take more time to really experience the changes that can accompany abstinence.

At 60 days without alcohol, "I actually felt like I was waking up from a dream," Ms. Tietz said. "It was very noticeable when I could think clearly again. And that is when I could really understand what drinking was doing in my life."
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Corrections: Jan. 30, 2025

Corrections that appeared in print on Thursday, Jan. 30, 2025.

Jan 30, 2025 at 02:30 AM

NATIONAL

An article on Jan. 21 about an executive order signed by President Trump that withdrew the United States from the Paris Agreement climate agreement misstated the time frame for emissions cuts planned under President Biden. The goal was to cut greenhouse gases 61 percent below 2005 levels by 2035, not by 2030.

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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Even Jimmy Fallon Gets the Jitters When Making His Broadway Debut

The "Tonight Show" host is performing in the new comedy "All In," which features a starry cast. "It's a dream," he said.

"It's exhilarating, it's exciting and it's exhausting," Jimmy Fallon said after performing in "All In" at the Hudson Theater in Manhattan. Graham Dickie/The New York Times



By Robin Pogrebin



Jan 29, 2025 at 04:36 PM

Four days a week, Jimmy Fallon performs for a TV audience of millions of people as the host of NBC's "The Tonight Show." But stepping onto the stage of the Hudson Theater in front of about 1,000 theatergoers made him nervous in a whole new way.

"When you have too much time to think about it, you overthink it," Fallon said after making his Broadway debut in "All In: Comedy About Love" on Tuesday night. 

"It's exhilarating, it's exciting and it's exhausting," he added, in a post-performance interview in his dressing room. "Even though I don't really even do much."

Fallon, backstage with one of his co-stars, Lin-Manuel Miranda. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


"All In," short comedic segments based on stories written by Simon Rich and directed by Alex Timbers, features a rotating cast of brand-name actors who tend to hold scripts since they don't have much time to rehearse.

Fallon, 50, who on Tuesday night shared the stage with Lin-Manuel Miranda, Aidy Bryant and Nick Kroll (plus a band led by the married couple the Bengsons), will only appear for eight performances. But it still amounts to his Broadway debut. Which is a big deal for a kid from Saugerties, N.Y., who grew up captivated by the Tony Awards on television -- and the Milford Plaza Hotel's "Lulla-BUY of Broadway" commercials.

In the comedy, Fallon portrays a series of characters: a pirate, a young mother, the Elephant Man. For someone with only two days of rehearsal, his delivery was noticeably deft -- showcasing his comedic skill, his ability to convey character through voice or posture, and his comfort with seat-of-the-pants performing.

The audience cheered Fallon's efforts, though admittedly some of them were already devoted acolytes. He's moonlighting on Broadway after taping "The Tonight Show" in the afternoon, and at least one fan who had traveled from California attended both, bringing him a bouquet of flowers she bestowed at the stage door.

Yet Fallon said theater requires different muscles and is its own kind of challenge.

Curtain call with Aidy Bryant, left, and Nick Kroll, right. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


"Whereas my show is -- we write it the day before, and then you do it, and then there's another one tomorrow. With this, I have to do it again," he said. "So I'm going, 'Oh, I could have done that better. Oh, I rushed that one, I talked too fast.' But then when you get a laugh and it lands, you go, 'All right, I'm back. Yeah. OK, OK. Head above water. Good."

There are also some tender moments in the play -- like when he and his fellow pirate soften toward a little girl in their care -- which Fallon said was "an interesting stretch for me."

But he also said he felt at home in the world of theater, partly because stage performers often appear as guests on "Late Night," which he hosted from 2009 to 2014, remembering in particular Patti LuPone who belted a song from "Gypsy."

"She almost didn't need a microphone, she was so powerful," Fallon recalled. "I saw people crying in the audience from her performance.

"I'm friends with so much of the Broadway community," he continued. "They're the bartenders and servers and people who are working three jobs just to stay in the city. That's kind of what Broadway is to me. It's a dream."

The show's cast is rotating throughout the run, which is slated to end on Feb. 16. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


Fallon said he identified with that kind of singularly focused aspiration, having wanted since childhood "to be on 'Saturday Night Live.'" A cast member from 1998 to 2004, he said that experience gave him a facility with sketch comedy that he continues to draw on as a late-night host.

Still, despite all of Fallon's success and fame, theater proved to be its own Everest. "I never got more texts and emails in my lifetime than this," he said. "'I'll see you on Wednesday,' 'I'm coming on Thursday,' 'I can't come this week, but I wish I could.'

"Why would you tell me you can't come?" he quipped. "Just say good luck. Or break a leg, actually."

Fans had lined up in the cold waiting for Fallon to sign autographs and pose with them for selfies. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


Fallon's wife, Nancy Juvonen, was in the audience. "She knows how nervous I've been," he said. "I've been reading my lines for the past month over and over again. I actually put my lines on a voice memo, and I've been listening to myself on Audible walking into work every day.

"How sad would that be, if someone saw me laughing at my own Audible," he added. "'What are you listening to?' 'Ack, it's embarrassing: Myself.'"

The show, which runs through Feb. 16, will feature over the remaining weeks Annaleigh Ashford, David Cross, Tim Meadows and Hank Azaria.

Video: 


After Tuesday's curtain call, Fallon changed out of his sleek suit and went outside the stage door where fans had lined up in the cold ("We love you, Jimmy!"). He greeted them enthusiastically, showing patience in signing autographs and smiling for selfies.

It was only after committing to do the show that Fallon said he learned that the "Tonight Show" was originally recorded at the Hudson Theater, which was owned for a time by NBC. "Steve Allen, 1954, started 'The Tonight Show' here," he said. "You can't even make that up."

This full-circle poignancy hit home on Tuesday evening, as he walked from his TV job at 30 Rockefeller Plaza to the Hudson Theater on West 44th Street for his first performance -- narrating on his phone along the way.

"Hey, I'm doing this," Fallon said, reassuring himself as he walked to the theater for the night's performance. Graham Dickie/The New York Times


"I just recorded myself walking to say, 'Hey, I'm doing this. I don't know if there are ghosts out there or angels are real, but I just wanted it to be recorded, that I'm going from 'The Tonight Show' to where 'The Tonight Show' started," he said. "And I got here in eight minutes."

Miranda was the first person he saw upon arriving at the theater. He was standing next to a bunch of congratulatory balloons, which had been sent by Fallon's family (and his dog Gary). "'Here we go. We're on Broadway,'" Fallon recalled Miranda saying. "'Let's do it.'"
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How Directors Mine the Gold at the Heart of Wagner's 'Ring'

Productions take very different approaches to the central symbol of this epic cycle, treating Wagner with daring freedom.

Brian Mulligan as Alberich in Calixto Bieito's staging of Wagner's "Das Rheingold," opening this week in Paris. The gold in the production is depicted, in part, as cryptocurrency. Herwig Prammer/Opera National de Paris



By Zachary Woolfe



Jan 29, 2025 at 10:01 AM

Is it oil? Is it youth? Is it tactile? Invisible?

For Wagner, the magic gold that is stolen from the bottom of the Rhine at the start of his four-opera "Ring" cycle, setting the plot in motion, was a tangible, shiny nugget.

It is embedded in the riverbed, his libretto says, and its gleam fills the water until the dwarf Alberich, mesmerized by the powers it can unleash, rips it from the rock, to the despair of its guardians, the three Rhine Daughters. Shaped into a ring that circulates among different characters over the rest of the 15-hour cycle, the gold confers authority but also wreaks havoc, inspiring envy, betrayal and death.

Over the past 50 years, directors -- including Calixto Bieito, whose staging of "Das Rheingold," the first "Ring" installment, opens at the Paris Opera today -- have interpreted the gold not as an actual piece of metal, but as an embodiment of whatever is the most precious (and corrosive) resource in the world of a given production. In a free-associative 2013 staging at the Bayreuth Festival in Germany, where Wagner first presented the "Ring" in 1876, Frank Castorf suggested that the gold was the fossil fuels that flow through and degrade virtually every aspect of contemporary society.

This is part of a decades-old trend toward treating Wagner with audacious freedom -- viewing his librettos as allegorical starting points, and updating and transmuting his plots and props to highlight certain themes and steer well clear of the old horned-helmet-and-breastplate cliches.

"Lohengrin" might take place in a laboratory rather than medieval Antwerp; the title character of "Parsifal" might be dressed like a Latter-day Saints missionary. Bieito said in an email that in his production, the gold is depicted, in part, as cryptocurrency, a component of his staging's allegory of the ever-continuing rise of Big Tech.

Bieito's Paris "Ring" takes its place among a burst of major productions of the cycle around Europe, some still unfolding. I spoke to the directors of cycles in London, Munich, Brussels and Bayreuth about their approaches to the almighty gold, illuminating some of the vast range of possibilities when it comes to staging the most influential epic in opera history. These are edited excerpts from the conversations.

Barrie Kosky

Royal Opera, London

Katharina Konradi as a Rhine Daughter in Barrie Kosky's production, in which, at the beginning, the gold pours out of a burned tree. Monika Rittershaus


The gold comes from the earth, and it's a part of nature. But Wagner also makes it a bit outside nature: It's glistening in the water, it's not of the water. We chose to present it in the beginning as a kind of fluid that comes out of an old, burned-out tree. I wanted to give this sense that the gold is like fat from the tree, like the blood from the veins of the earth. I wanted it to have a very organic feel, a sort of gold goo, like gold blood.

And we make very clear that this tree also reflects part of the body of Erda -- Mother Earth -- who guides us through our "Ring." In our production, Mother Earth is dreaming her dream, which is also our dream, so the gold comes from her body and flows out of her body and is stolen from her body.

It's a metaphor of what we've done with precious metals for thousands of years. To extract metals from stones, pan gold from water, find diamonds, we've literally ripped these elements out of the earth's body. And of course they're beautiful, but they've also been instruments of greed and evil. Whether that evil is the gold mines or diamond mines in Africa, or whether it's what people have done for gold, what has happened to them -- that's the brilliance of Wagner's metaphor, it's timeless. Especially with the "Ring," you have to find something that is both archaic and contemporary. That is the challenge of Wagner.

Romeo Castellucci

La Monnaie, Brussels

In Romeo Castellucci's staging, the gold "takes the place of sexual energy, sexual attraction, the sex drive." Monika Rittershaus


As a symbol, the gold means many, many things. But in my opinion, the main meaning is about desire. The gold, at least at the beginning of the "Ring," takes the place of sexual energy, sexual attraction, the sex drive. The first image in our production is the female body covered in gold: the Rhine Daughters, who are naked and painted in gold. There is a lot of water falling from the ceiling, and the water washes away the gold, which melts off the bodies and goes all over the floor. Alberich tries to hug the body of one of the women; he tries to embrace them, and makes himself dirty with the gold but can't really embrace it.

You cannot touch this gold. It's everywhere, in a way -- like desire. It's an idea, it's not an object. It drives you in a direction, but it's not an object. It comes from the water and it's still a kind of water, completely liquid. It changes shape; it's constantly in transition. The shape of the gold is the shape of yourself. It's kind of an energy -- a dangerous one, because everyone who touches the gold dies, in a way; you cannot truly realize desire. I don't think it has anything to do with capitalism. It's much more profound, more symbolic. It's not so simple, in my opinion.

Tobias Kratzer

Bavarian State Opera, Munich

For Tobias Kratzer, the gold is "almost a source of magic." Wilfried Hosl


For me, the gold is not just a symbol for money, which is probably the most likely interpretation. I wanted to give it a more magical touch. For me, it's almost a source of magic that can't be controlled, not by the gods or the mortals. And everyone has to deal with it somehow.

In the first scene of my "Rheingold" -- it's all set in an old church that's being renovated -- the Rhine Daughters are teenagers, dressed kind of like in the Netflix series "Stranger Things," who have found something underneath the floor. A universal power, one might say. It gives them magic abilities; they can change into different shapes. One turns into an old woman, one turns into a goat, one turns into a young girl.

I never show it as gold. It's more of a golden fog, but it can materialize as gold water, or an object. But it's more of an element -- not the element of gold, exactly, but something that can be used. And it's a little tongue-in-cheek, how Alberich is catching this fog in kind of a plastic bag. It is then in a glass tube in the second scene, acting like something of a secret power. It's more of an ingredient: If you bring it into contact with other objects, it transforms them or gives them other qualities. But by the end, it can also be used to do the only thing that neither gods nor men can do: to change time, to reverse time, to fast-forward time.

Valentin Schwarz

Bayreuth Festival

Olafur Sigurdarson as Alberich and Erik Scheele as the boy in Valentin Schwarz's production at Bayreuth. Enrico Nawrath


The "Ring" is not so much about a given prop, an object, but about the carrying of the thoughts and emotions of the characters who own these objects and who put their wishful projections onto them. The "Ring" is about generational conflict, about putting trauma onto the next generation, and unresolved conflicts and questions. And it's about dominance and power and influence. So it was a kind of epiphany: We thought of the innocence of a child. After all, the ring itself is quite useless in "Rheingold," like a child.

So we came up with this idea of the gold being a child, who is stolen in "Das Rheingold" and over the course of the cycle gradually ages into the character of Hagen, who enters the plot in "Gotterdammerung." And at the end of that opera, our Hagen realizes that the child of Brunnhilde and Siegfried, who is not in Wagner's libretto but who we invented, is threatened with the same fate, the same abuse, that he experienced.

A child can't speak at first, but develops feelings and grows. At a certain point, it was important that this child becomes a part of the cycle, develops consciousness, and becomes a character in his own right. But Hagen is not the end. With the child of Siegfried and Brunnhilde, these ideas and traumas perpetuate; they go on and on. There is no end to a "Ring."
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Theater Review


Practicing for When the Bombs Fall in 'A Knock on the Roof'

In a new solo play about ordinary people under bombardment in Gaza, a woman rehearses how she would escape her building if Israeli forces were to strike.

Khawla Ibraheem, playwright and star of this solo play, "A Knock on the Roof." Hiroko Masuike/The New York Times



By Laura Collins-Hughes



Jan 29, 2025 at 02:19 AM

There comes a point late in "A Knock on the Roof," a new solo play about ordinary people under bombardment in Gaza, when the boundary blurs unsettlingly and the audience can no longer tell: Is Mariam, the central character, awake or asleep? Are we watching a horrifying reality or a fear that's taking shape in her dreams?

Her everyday existence is fraught enough. Portrayed with easy approachability by Khawla Ibraheem, who is also the playwright, Mariam spends her days wrangling Nour, her 6-year-old son, and meticulously planning how she would escape her apartment building if the Israel Defense Forces attacked it.

"You see," she tells us in narrator mode, "two wars ago, they started using a technique called 'a knock on the roof.' It's a small bomb they drop to alert us that we have five to 15 minutes to evacuate before the actual rocket destroys the building."

So Mariam trains to run as far as possible in five minutes, weighed down by whatever necessities she can put in a backpack -- plus Nour, a heavy sleeper who will need to be carried if the bombs come at night. She puts him through practice-run paces alongside her mother, who moves in when the unnamed war begins, not because it's safer but just to be with them.

Directed by Oliver Butler at New York Theater Workshop, "A Knock on the Roof" long predates the current war between Israel and Hamas. As a program note explains, the play began as a 10-minute monologue that Ibraheem, who lives in the Golan Heights, wrote in 2014. Much of its further development came in the year before the conflict erupted in October 2023.

The immediacy of the current war is what makes this production, which moves to London in February, so timely. Surprisingly, that does not necessarily give it a dramatic advantage.

Part of the show's tonal challenge comes from trying to balance comic absurdity with undeniable darkness. Part stems from the banality of ordinary life, still to a great extent unremarkable even when wrenched and mangled by war. The destruction that looms and threatens is as yet, for Mariam and her family, at bay.

To the audience, Mariam is friendly and relatable, addressing us directly, nudging us to imagine ourselves in her shoes. How many pairs of underwear would we pack if we had to flee? How far can we run in five minutes? (A voice from the crowd at the performance I saw: "I can't run at all.")

Even as Mariam's anxiety escalates, she maintains her facade.

"I act normal," she says. This is a motif.

But the play, which seems to waver between fleshing Mariam out and letting her remain an Everywoman, doesn't allow us to know her very well. An eventual cluster of details about her relationship with her husband, who is abroad studying for a master's degree, feels inorganic.

For the most part, Ibraheem keeps the play's focus tight on Mariam, her mother and sweet, mischievous Nour; when it opens wider to take in the city around them, it gains a welcome heft.

Butler, returning to the theater where he had such great success with "What the Constitution Means to Me," tries to encourage a connection between actor and spectators by seating some of the crowd onstage and leaving the lights up on the audience for a good chunk of the show. Both elements feel like obstacles to our immersion in Mariam's life. (The minimal set is by Frank J Oliva, lighting by Oona Curley.)

"A Knock on the Roof" wants to draw us close and deepen our understanding. I'm not sure it succeeds at that. But we do leave knowing that Mariam, whether awake or asleep, has been trapped inside a nightmare all along.

A Knock on the Roof
Through Feb. 16 at New York Theater Workshop; nytw.org. Running time: 1 hour 25 minutes.
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On Comedy


Forget the Punchline. It's the Setup to These Jokes That's Tricky.

Ronny Chieng, Gary Gulman and other comics are experimenting with long buildups that can be audacious ... when they work.

Gary Gulman in his show "Grandiloquent," at the Lucille Lortel Theater. Michaelah Reynolds



By Jason Zinoman



Jan 30, 2025 at 08:00 AM

A joke can be broken down into two sections: The setup, which isn't necessarily funny, and the punchline, which better be.

Facing a crowd that's looking to laugh, comics tend to want to get to the payoff as quickly as possible. But there is a rich tradition of jokes that move in the opposite direction, where part of what's funny is that the setup keeps going and going, long past what you expect.

The most famous example might be the Aristocrats, the rare joke that inspired its own documentary. An old bit, it begins with a setup about family members trying to get an agent to book their act and its humor tends to be fundamentally dirty and gratuitous. But in the last year, some of the most ambitious new hours have used the long setup to develop more rarefied kinds of jokes, formally inventive, experimental and very funny.

Witness the magnificently unusual joke midway through Ronny Chieng's recent special, "Love to Hate It" (Netflix), which begins with him trying to find common ground with the MAGA movement, saying its supporters have a point that the country has problems. Slowing his aggressive rat-a-tat delivery, he lists evidence of decline -- bad health-care outcomes, wealth inequality -- and just when you expect a punchline to lighten the mood, he gets even more serious.

Ronny Chieng kills with the long form in "Love to Hate It." Netflix


Adopting the tone of a politician, he says that we did not fulfill the implicit promise that if you worked hard and played by the rules, you could make it. At this point, the comedy seems to have ground to a halt. It's also when Chieng's pace shifts, from slow and deliberate to pointedly sped up as he rapidly unspools a grand unified theory. The tempo of his hard-to-follow chatter, which covers tax and trade policy, among other economic minutiae, indicates a departure from logical argument and a venture into the ridiculous. It recalls how everyone from Stanley Kubrick to Benny Hill has used fast forward to create comedy.

What's impressive is not the insight of the analysis, though it is coherent if you follow with subtitles, but how Chieng controls the crowd response with the pace instead of the subject. Even if they can't keep up with what he's saying, everyone laughs at the same moments because of when he shifts gears. The comic moves here are all in the form. It all builds to a satirical point about the difference in messaging between left and right when Chieng stops speechifying, takes a breath and utters the punchline: "But if you don't read enough, it comes out: Let's go, Brandon."

Most stand-ups wouldn't try this joke because going for such a long stretch without anything resembling a punchline could be greeted by silence, the worst fate for a comic. Gary Gulman's new show, "Grandiloquent," at the Lucille Lortel Theater, is about, among other things, this anxiety: how an insecure need for approval emerged from childhood, what distorting effects it had on his personality and how, as he puts it, it contributes to the subtext of his entire career: "I'm smart, right?"

Gulman's long-form joke plays off his skill at brainy word-drunk art. Michaelah Reynolds


It's why Gulman, a masterly joke technician, has always favored words like "grandiloquent" (which means the use of extravagant language in an attempt to impress). This show-offy instinct has long benefited him. In a culture more terrified of elitism than philistinism, Gulman creates brainy, word-drunk art that aims high. This show covers familiar ground for Gulman but also ventures deeper into the therapist's office.

He's mocking and celebrating his try-hard personality while also delivering his most emotional comedy. It's a lot. And it becomes unbalanced in an epic long joke that is, in its audaciousness, impressive.

It begins as he and his wife are listening to a song in the car by the band Audioslave and she asks an innocent question: "Who sings this?"

This poor woman has no idea what is about to hit her: A monologue covering among other things, the history of grunge, the basketball player Mookie Blaylock, the author Mary Shelley and the Old English poem "Beowulf." This apotheosis of mansplaining goes on for many minutes, a 10th of the script. The one-sided scene ends with his wife saying dryly: "Oh, we're here."

With a coat, tie and Van Dyke beard, Gulman looks like the head of a very important money-strapped literary publishing house. His onstage magnetism is considerable. And the fact that he holds your attention, even getting laughs at his own expense, through this pointedly tedious lecture is a testament to his gifts. It's a laudable effort. But it distorts the show, proving an awkward lead-in to a more heartfelt coda. The thing about these long jokes is they are high risk, high reward.

Hannah Einbinder's special last year, "Everything Must Go" (Max), had many eccentric jokes but the most memorable was an extreme vibe shift when she described a miraculous epiphany at her grandmother's funeral. She starting singing a Hebrew prayer that interrupted the jokes and went on for nearly two minutes. After she finished, she asked how she sang this prayer despite not knowing Hebrew. In that moment a comedy had become something like a religious mystery. Then it hit her. It's the song at the end of "Schindler's List."

Hannah Einbinder in "Everything Must Go," which features an extended setup that seems like a religious mystery. Max


In each of these long jokes from Chieng, Gulman and Einbinder, there comes a moment where the comedy stems from disbelief that the setup is going on this long. You expect it to end but it doesn't, and that makes it only more ridiculous. What each bit also shares is the comedy of not just subverting expectations but also unsettling the entire enterprise.

The jokes change genres, moods and the sense of what's possible, juxtaposing punchlines with wildly incongruous elements from politics and religion. At their core, these long jokes are attempts to destabilize the audience and make us wonder how much longer will this go on and what could possibly happen next.

The biggest laughs erupt when comics take the conventions we know and blow them up or just distort them. Tig Notaro regularly does this with long patient jokes that use repetition to surprise and ramp up absurdity. There are potent laughs in such formal trickery, ones that stick with you. Andy Kaufman read "The Great Gatsby" onstage to audiences who were expecting a joke that never came, and people are still talking about it. He was trying an even more radical stunt: A setup with no punchline.

Norm Macdonald -- whose moth joke is one of the great examples of the long form -- actually did something similar on "Saturday Night Live." In a bit he wrote for Weekend Update (cut after dress rehearsal), Chris Farley tells a story about meeting a guy and starting to say something to him, then Farley sputters and repeats himself until he admits he forgot what he was going to say. It's all setup, then a fizzle of a punchline. And yet, it remains hilarious and oddly relatable. Who has not excitedly begun a story then forgotten what they were going to say?

A punchline is by its nature artificial, contrived, a pat resolution. Replacing that with a simple bit of recognizable human behavior can sometimes be the funniest twist.
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It's been 150 years since the Palais Garnier opera house in Paris opened.

Its opulent interior is famous throughout the world.

In 2025, it is still a working theater -- with 172 performances scheduled for this season.

And while opera is still performed here, nowadays it is more a bastion of ballet.


150 Years of See and Be Seen at Paris's Grandest Opera House


Photographs by Elliott Verdier
Text by Catherine Porter
Reporting from Paris


Jan 23, 2025 at 04:19 PM

The Palais Garnier in Paris is among the world's oldest theaters that still functions more or less in its original state. And long before the appearance of the selfie-stick, the Garnier was a place not just to see art, but to be seen.

At a 150th anniversary gala on Friday, before guests reach the marble staircase, the baroque sculptures, the inlaid golden mosaics and the elaborately painted ceiling, they will pass two giant mirrors set on the ground floor.

These were the architect Charles Garnier's gift to season ticket holders, for a quick once-over before they stepped onto a marble catwalk beneath four levels of viewing galleries.

"They were there to give them some psychological reassurance. To look at themselves and say, 'Everything is good. You are ready,'" said Sandrine Lamiable, a Palais Garnier tour guide leading a group of tourists up the marble steps earlier this month. "Then, they were plunged into a veritable palace, as princesses and princes."

The point of the Garnier Opera building was never just the show onstage. It was the show of being on display, particularly for the rising bourgeoisie that had profited off France's booming industrial revolution.

"The point of the opera was to parade, for the elites of the time to offer a spectacle: themselves," said Lamiable.

The wood-paneled "central costumes" area, where costumes are brought out of storage, carefully inspected, then repaired and refit.


Adjusting a dancer's costume in the atelier.

Dresses in the one of the costume ateliers.


The grand opera house is home to the Paris Opera, but since the opening of the much larger Opera Bastille theater across town in 1989, the Palais Garnier has become a bastion of ballet. This is where the Paris Opera Ballet performs, though the opera company still presents some smaller works on the Garnier stage. Around 400 permanent employees work in the building, from musicians to stage hands.

Up on the sixth floor on a recent afternoon, Xavier Ronze was rushing between five costume ateliers where dozens of seamstresses work on tutus, tailored coats, feathered headdresses. Over the years, Ronze, the head of the building's dress making and sewing department, has worked with star designers including Karl Lagerfeld and Christian Lacroix.

"This building has a soul," Ronze said, stepping into a wood-paneled room where costumes are brought out of storage for repair. White and yellow tutus hung from overhead metal rails for the dancers in the upcoming production of "The Sleeping Beauty." His current staff of 62 were working on 300 costumes for the show, Ronze said.

The opera house was born, in part, from an assassination attempt in 1858. Emperor Napoleon III of France ordered a new more spacious and secure building after he and his wife, Eugenie, survived a bomb attack on their carriage outside the Salle Le Peletier, an earlier Paris opera house.

Charles Garnier, the building's architect, wanted to create a palace for 19th-century Paris's burgeoning middle class. Universal Images Group, via Getty Images


His government held a competition. More than 170 proposals were submitted, including by famous architects like Eugene Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, who was in the midst of restoring Notre Dame cathedral.

Garnier's win was a surprise. He was relatively unknown and had extremely modest roots. The son of a blacksmith and a lace maker, he had risen to study at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and then won the prestigious Grand Prix de Rome.

Garnier represented the esprit of his time's burgeoning middle class, when artists, writers and businessmen could get ahead through merit and skill, not birth, said Christopher Mead, a retired art history professor who wrote a book about the Palais Garnier.

His idea was to build a palace for that growing class, Mead said by phone from Albuquerque, where he lives.

The golden grand foyer, open to anyone with a ticket.


The ceiling of the salon du soleil, which incorporates the image of a salamander into the design.

Garnier picked wine red and gold colors, because he believed they better flattered women.


Instead of being the reserve of the emperor and his entourage, the grand escalier and the golden grand foyer were for anyone who had a ticket -- whether a very expensive season pass or a cheaper evening seat.

"Everyone performed there, everyone got a star turn," said Mead. "It was quite radical in that way."

Garnier set up his atelier on the site, chosen by the Emperor's prefect Georges-Eugene Haussman, who had been charged with modernizing Paris. For the next 14 years -- with a pause during the Prussian invasion of the city and the civil uprising known as the Commune -- Garnier oversaw the construction closely.

He mixed elements of neoclassical, romantic and baroque architecture and introduced mosaics and gilding for the first time to Paris, according to Gerard Fontaine's book "Charles Garnier's Opera."

The Palais Garner was built from 1861 to 1875 -- with a break in the middle for a war and an uprising. George Eastman House/Delmaet & Durandelle, via Getty Images

The building stands on the Place de l'Opera in Paris's 9th Arrondissement. Print Collector, via Getty Images


In the 1870s and '80s, it was a place for the rising bourgeoisie that had profited off France's industrial revolution to be seen. Universal Images Group, via Getty Images

The building remains largely as it was on the day it opened -- though the painter Marc Chagall reworked the auditorium ceiling in 1964. Keystone-France/Gamma-Rapho, via Getty Images


Garnier designed the bronze grills of the balconies and ticketing counters, as well as the vases on display, and personally traveled to quarries as far away as Algeria and Sweden to pick out red, green, yellow and white marble for the building -- a riot of color in a city whose palette tends toward cream and gray.

Still today, workers in the building speak about Garnier, who died in 1898, as though he was a treasured colleague.

"He chose everything. He designed the curtains in the grand foyer, he picked all the artists," said Benjamin Beytout, a marketing director at the Paris Opera, who has worked at the Palais Garnier for two decades. "It was his masterpiece."

Garnier had the audacity to write his name on the building -- something few architects dared to do 150 years ago. Like many of his touches, it's subtle -- almost an inside joke between Garnier and those who love him. Guides regularly use laser pointers to trace the curly, overlapping letters on the ceiling of the first floor rotunda: "Jean Louis Charles Garnier, architect 1861-1875."

The stage was built with a slight incline, so viewers in the back of the auditorium could see better.


Untangle the curly script on the ceiling of the first floor rotunda and it reads, "Jean Louis Charles Garnier, architect 1861-1875."

Marc Chagall painted the ceiling of the auditorium in 1964 -- one of the few additions to the Palais Garnier since it opened in 1875.


He tucked sculptures and paintings of salamanders throughout the building, mostly near wiring and gas outlets. They were to symbolically ward off fire, since European myth held salamanders could survive flames. In 1873, the Salle Le Peletier theater was destroyed by a blaze. By then, Napoleon III had died in exile, and it was unclear whether the Palais Garnier would ever be completed. But, with the Salle Le Peletier gone, there was renewed motivation to finish: The city needed an opera house.

Philippe Moyal, a bartender at the Garnier who has served champagne to the likes of Bruce Willis and Catherine Deneuve, said he had considered the salamanders a symbol of regeneration. "Even when we are tired, given how magnificent it is, we find momentum again," he said, adding that he often pops into the show before intermission champagne service, to catch a snippet of inspiration.

Anissa Bouchlaghmi, a bartender, who recently started working at the Palais Garnier.

Rubens Simon, who has been a dancer in the corps de ballet of the Paris Opera Ballet since 2021.


Laurent Dybski, a wig-maker and make-up artist, has worked at the Paris Opera for 29 years.

Isabelle Jandeau greets guests on their arrival at the Palais Garnier. She first started working at the theater in 1995.


On the building's top floor, dancers including the star ballerina Roxane Stojanov were rehearsing on a floor that is tilted just slightly at a 5 percent incline. That's to allow the dancers to get used to one of the building's many quirks: The stage was built that way, so viewers in the back of the auditorium could see better. It took some getting used to, when she first joined the Paris Opera Ballet 11 years ago, Stojanov said.

"Especially when it comes to pirouettes, it can be destabilizing," Stojanov, 29, said in an interview between rehearsals.

Before and during performances, dancers warm up in the foyer de la danse, a gilded room with dripping chandeliers at the back of the stage, where season ticket holders would court ballerinas a century ago. Stojanov said she had heard of a secret corridor to get to a hidden viewing balcony in the room, but she has never found it.

A few years ago, while repairing the empress' box, workers uncovered another secret: a door hidden behind the crimson fabric wall covering. It led to a closet, containing a commode and a water pitcher.

"I don't know if it was ever used," said Beytout, the marketing director. "We are always discovering -- and rediscovering -- new things here."

Young spectators arriving for a special preview of "Castor et Pollux." For new productions, the Paris Opera offers seats for just 10 euros to people under 28.


Maxime Ayrault attending the "Castor et Pollux" preview for young people. It was his first time at the Palais Garnier.

It was also the first time at the Palais Garnier for Sidonie Duvivier and Pierre-Antoine Richet.


The shows at the Palais Garnier are regularly sold out. Between the Paris Opera's two theaters, the company played to full houses for 93 percent of the last season, according to its 2023 annual report. But still, company administrators work to bring in a younger clientele -- offering choice seats for just 10 euros to people under 28 during special previews of new productions.

Young fiances Pierre-Antoine Richet, 22, and Sidonie Duvivier, 21, both chemistry students, got dressed up recently to see the American director Peter Sellars' take on Jean Rameau's opera "Castor et Pollux." For both, it was their first time in the building.

They were awed by "the explosion of gilding, chandeliers with crystals," Richet said, and got lost in the building's myriad halls and rooms. They were bewitched, both said, to be sitting beneath the auditorium ceiling that the artist Marc Chagall painted in 1964 -- one of the few additions to the building since it opened in 1875.

"When Chagall's ceiling was installed, there were strong reactions. Some said it didn't go at all with the architecture of the place," said Richet. "But I find it fits perfectly well."

The view from the Palais Garnier's rooftop.
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California Historical Society to Dissolve and Transfer Collections to Stanford

The society faced financial challenges that were exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic. Its nearly 600,000 items stretch back before the Gold Rush.

A 1906 map from the collection of the California Historical Society, showing fire damage following the earthquake that destroyed much of the city. California Historical Society



By Jennifer Schuessler



Jan 28, 2025 at 08:02 PM

The California Historical Society, facing longstanding financial challenges exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic, has decided to dissolve and transfer its collections to Stanford University.

The society, a private nonprofit organization established in 1871 and designated the state's official historical society in 1979, is one of California's oldest historical organizations. But unusually among state historical societies, its leadership said, it received no regular state funding, which left it vulnerable to the vagaries of private donations.

The California Historical Society has material chronicling the Gold Rush, like this photograph dating from between 1849 and 1860. California Historical Society


Tony Gonzalez, the organization's board chair, said the decision to dissolve the organization, which is headquartered in San Francisco, was "bittersweet." But he emphasized that the arrangement with Stanford ensured that the society's collections, which include more than 600,000 items stretching back a century before the Gold Rush, would remain intact and accessible to the public.

"We think of it as a rebirth," Gonzalez said. "Stanford will not be a state historical society, but the collection will be in better hands with them than it could be with us."

The historical society owns one of the largest troves of printed material from the American West, which includes books, pamphlets, catalogs and product labels, like this liquor bottle label from the 1930s. California Historical Society


The society's treasures include the Kemble Collections on Western Printing and Publishing, which features books, pamphlets, product labels, trade catalogs and other items produced in the American West between 1802 and 2001. The society also holds the archives of many organizations, like the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern California and the California Flower Market, Inc., founded by Japanese American flower merchants in 1912.

It is also the official repository for records relating to the People's Temple, whose members, led by Jim Jones, drank poison in Guyana in 1978, leading to the death of more than 900 people, a third of them children.

A group portrait of members of the People's Temple, a religious group founded by Jim Jones. More than 900 members died in Guyana in 1978 after ingesting poison in a mass suicide. California Historical Society


Anh Ly, Stanford's assistant university librarian for external relations, called the historical society's collection a "huge addition" to its own holdings of more than 15 million items, which would help fill in some gaps, particularly relating to California's early history.

The board's decision to dissolve the society and transfer its collection follows a decade of failed attempts at a turnaround.

In 2016, it was tapped by the city of San Francisco as its lead partner for a potential restoration of the Old United States Mint in downtown San Francisco, one of the few structures to survive the 1906 earthquake and fire. But restoration of the building, which had been largely unused for decades, was deemed prohibitively expensive.

In early 2020, the group announced a new strategic plan that involved selling its 20,000-square-foot building near Union Square and using the proceeds to support traveling shows and partnerships with smaller organizations around the state. But that effort was thwarted by the pandemic and downturn in San Francisco's real estate market, as well as the unexpected death in 2022 of Alicia L. Goehring, the executive director and chief executive who helped formulate the plan.

The headquarters of the California Historical Society, near Union Square in San Francisco, was sold in August 2024 as part of the group's dissolution. California Historical Society


Gonzalez, a Sacramento lawyer who joined the board in 2012, said that private philanthropic support had become unreliable over the past two decades, as many foundations and donors pivoted away from the humanities toward efforts more directly aimed at solving social problems. And unlike in other states with robust historical societies, he said, California's legislature had never provided any regular appropriation for operational support.

In 2022, Gonzalez said, the group requested a one-time grant of $12 million to support a partnership with the University of California, Riverside, which would have involved collaborating with Native American tribes to bring historical projects to underserved parts of the state.

The collection includes the archives of the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern California. Here, a newsletter reporting on a case brought by Fred Korematsu, a Japanese American who resisted World War II-era internment. California Historical Society


The request was rejected. "The legislature gave us the same answer we heard from philanthropic organizations: This sounds like something a university should be doing," Gonzalez said.

The group took out a $5 million loan against its building, to help cover its budget, which Jen Whitley, the group's interim executive director, said was about $3.5 million.

But finances remained unworkable, and last summer the board voted to begin the process of dissolution. Four years after it was first listed, its building -- a former hardware store painted the same shade of red as the Golden Gate Bridge -- was sold for nearly $6.7 million, according to The San Francisco Chronicle.

A handwritten account by Charlotte Brown, a Black woman in San Francisco who protested being forced off a streetcar in 1863. California Historical Society


Under terms of dissolution, which had to be approved by the state attorney general, Stanford will also receive the society's endowment of roughly $3.2 million. While most of the staff of roughly two dozen have been let go over the past several years, Whitley said, three people will move to Stanford with the collection.

Gonzalez said it was "painful" to see history lose a footprint in San Francisco, at a moment when many of the city's history and preservation groups are struggling to stay afloat. But Stanford's stewardship of the collection, he said, would allow the continual discovery of new stories about the past.

The California Historical Society's recent acquisitions include the archives of the California Flower Market, Inc., founded in 1912 by Japanese American flower merchants. Here, a shareholder meeting in 1933. California Historical Society


He cited the example of Juana Briones, a businesswoman and healer born in 1802 in Santa Cruz who lived in California "under three flags": Spanish, Mexican and American. In 2011, local preservationists helped save a portion of adobe wall from her home in Palo Alto, which became the centerpiece of a bilingual exhibition at the historical society.

"We all know about the Gold Rush," Gonzalez said. "But there are also all these unsung heroes."
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On Site Opera Shuts Down, Citing Financial Woes

This innovative company, which won acclaim for staging operas in unconventional spaces and ways, said it could no longer keep up with rising costs.

On Site Opera's productions over its history included "Das Barbecu," inspired by Wagner's "Ring" and performed at Hill Country Barbecue Market. Jonno Rattman for The New York Times



By Javier C. Hernandez



Jan 28, 2025 at 09:02 PM

For more than a decade, On Site Opera, a small but nimble performing arts group, brought opera to unexpected places: the Bronx Zoo, Madame Tussauds, cafes and soup kitchens. The company won acclaim for its innovative approach, including a Beethoven song cycle performed by phone during the pandemic.

But on Tuesday, On Site Opera announced that it was shutting down, saying it could no longer keep up with rising costs. The company's three full-time employees will lose their jobs; no further performances are planned.

"It's a very sad decision, and it's very heartbreaking," said Corey Kinger, president of the company's board. "The overall fund-raising environment is tightening, while the cost for us of producing opera is significantly increasing."

Kinger described the decision as a "pre-emptive, responsible closure," saying that On Site Opera had no outstanding debts or commitments.

The company had a budget of about $1 million. But, it said, opera is about 50 percent more expensive to produce than it was three years ago. Government contributions and gifts from foundations have also dwindled over the past year, it said. Ticket sales make up less than 5 percent of the money coming in.

Across the country, opera companies of all sizes are struggling as they work to rebuild after the pandemic. The costs of shipping, costumes and materials have risen. And funding from foundations and governments has grown more scarce.

In recent years, companies have made cuts, including Opera Philadelphia, Seattle Opera, Portland Opera, Tulsa Opera and Syracuse Opera. In New York, the Metropolitan Opera has withdrawn tens of millions from its endowment to keep up with costs.

On Site Opera, founded in 2012 by the stage director Eric Einhorn and the producer Jessica Kiger, was a bright spot in the world of opera and provided some hope that the genre could thrive in the 21st century. The company staged 30 works, including five world premieres.

The inaugural production was Shostakovich's "The Tale of the Silly Baby Mouse," a Russian fairy tale, which the company brought to the Bronx Zoo in 2012. During the pandemic, when cultural institutions were closed, the company offered live and interactive one-on-one performances by phone of Beethoven's "An die ferne Geliebte." And it presented its first production by mail, "The Beauty That Still Remains: Diaries in Song," sending out a series of envelopes filled with texts and objects, along with links to recordings of song cycles.

Einhorn, who stepped down as artistic director in 2023, said in a statement on Tuesday that On Site Opera "set out to push artistic boundaries by reimagining what opera could be."

"I am incredibly proud of how we brought that vision to life over the past 12 years," he said. "I will be forever grateful to the hundreds of incredible artists, staff, board, supporters and audiences who have been part of the On Site Opera journey."
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Melania Trump's New Portrait Breaks With the Past

The official FLOTUS photograph has arrived, and it sends a different message from any that have come before.

Melania Trump's official White House portrait, complete with power pose. Regine Mahaux/The White House



By Vanessa Friedman
The author has covered political image-making and its influences since Bush v. Gore, including Volodymyr Zelensky and his olive green T-shirt and the appearance (and reappearance) of the white pantsuit.


Jan 28, 2025 at 07:06 PM

After the inaugural hat, the official portrait. Once again, Melania Trump is telegraphing to the world that we should not expect first lady business as usual. But perhaps we should expect business?

The picture, which will top Mrs. Trump's official web page and make its way to the National Archives, was taken by Regine Mahaux, a Belgian photographer and Trump insider who also took Mrs. Trump's first official portrait in 2017 and whose photographs of the president and Mrs. Trump have appeared on the covers of Us Weekly, French Vanity Fair, Paris Match and Russian Tatler.

It resembles nothing so much as a promo image for the next season of a show that, if it existed, might be called "The Boardroom."

The portrait, featuring Mrs. Trump in a slick Dolce & Gabbana tuxedo complete with cummerbund and white shirt, two buttons undone, shows her silhouetted against a large window, the Washington Monument jutting up behind her right shoulder. Her hands are tented atop a broad desk polished to a mirrored shine. She is gazing directly into the camera, mouth set in a straight line with just a hint of amusement at the edges. Her hips are tilted slightly to one side, hair in carefully controlled waves. She looks ready to school the country.

If there was a tagline to accompany the photo, it might read, "It's my turn now." The energy is less first lady than boss lady.

Arguably, the first lady is always effectively a boss lady. But that aspect of the job has traditionally remained hidden from public view, with everyone involved conspiring to perpetuate the illusion of the presidential spouse as representative of all things domestic and familial. Apparently not any more.

Mrs. Trump's portrait differs notably from first lady portraits that came before and not just because it was taken in stark black and white. As a rule, a first lady's official portrait shows her smiling in a welcoming, albeit polished way and is usually snapped in a setting that emphasizes the femininity of the official helpmeet. Which is to say, it almost always involves flowers. And pearls.

Jill Biden photographed in the White House Rose Garden, in 2023.  Erin Scott/The White House


First ladies Michelle Obama, in 2009 ... Joyce N. Boghosian/The White House

... and Laura Bush, in 2001. Krisanna Johnson/The White House


There were flowers and pearls, for example, in Michelle Obama's photographs in 2009 and 2013. Flowers and pearls in the shot of Jill Biden in 2021 and Laura Bush in 2001. They were all gamely playing the decorous part.

Even Mrs. Trump seemed to be making an effort to get in character for her 2017 picture, which showed her posed in front of the famous West Hall sitting room window of the residence, where Nancy Reagan also posed for her official photograph. (Like Mrs. Reagan, Mrs. Trump had a bow at her neck in the 2017 portrait, though hers was black rather than red and, again, part of a Dolce & Gabbana suit.) Mrs. Trump's arms may have been crossed protectively over her chest, the better to show off her enormous diamond ring, but the shot was in color, she was smiling, and the whole thing was bathed in a companionable, soft-focus glow.

Melania Trump in her 2017 official portrait, making an effort to play the part. via The White House


This time the image owes little to the way things used to be done. The portrait was taken in the Yellow Oval Room of the residence, but you'd never know it. The environment has nothing hostessy about it. The reference seems more Claire Underwood as president in the last season of "House of Cards" as opposed to any real historical continuum.


Which is on-brand for the Trump administration in pretty much every way. The president has long been taking his cues from television. He has staffed the executive branch with TV news personalities. And he has gleefully upended the conventions of Washington. Why should the first lady be any different?

At the same time, however, the portrait also acts as a statement of intent. The first lady introduced her $Melania meme coin shortly after her husband unveiled his $Trump coin. She is a producer of a documentary on her second stint in the White House, for which Amazon paid a $40 million licensing fee. She still has an online store that sells $600 Vote Freedom necklaces, Christmas ornaments and her memoir.

This simply makes it clear she's at the head of her table. And she's ready to make a deal.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/28/style/melania-trump-portrait-first-lady.html
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Out & about


Sundance Kicks Off With Cynthia Erivo, Jon Hamm and Abby Wambach

Filmmakers and celebrities reflected on the festival's lineup and future beyond the mountains of Park City.

Olivia Colman presenting the Visionary Award to fellow actress Cynthia Erivo during a gala put on by the Sundance Institute in Park City, Utah on Friday.



By Alyson Krueger
Photographs by Kim Raff
Alyson Krueger reported from Park City, Utah for Out & About, a column that covers the events where notable, powerful and influential figures gather -- and their outfits.


Jan 25, 2025 at 04:35 PM

"Our family, we have a word we say when we are in the middle of being scared and excited -- it's scited," said Abby Wambach, the two-time Olympic gold medal winning soccer player. "That's me right now: scited."

It was Friday night, the first full day of the 2025 Sundance Film Festival, and celebrities and filmmakers were packed into a luxury hotel ballroom in sweaters and snow boots for a gala, which raised $1.5 million for the Sundance Institute, the nonprofit founded by the actor Robert Redford that supports independent artists.

Kimberle Crenshaw, the legal scholar.

The filmmaker Boots Riley with the musician Gabby La La.


The 450-person event took place in the vast ballroom of the Grand Hyatt Deer Valley, a new hotel at one of the bases of the Deer Valley ski resort, where lift tickets cost about $300 a day and snowboarding is still prohibited.

Guests at the party on Friday.


The Sundance Institute proceeded with the festival amid wildfires in Southern California, which have affected many in the entertainment industry and beyond, to bring its community together, organizers said.

"What gets us through, and moving forward, is the art form and the ability to tell these stories," said Ebs Burnough, the chair of the board of trustees for the Sundance Institute, when asked if he felt uncomfortable about holding the festival this year.

"Not every story is light and easy, but we have to tell them," he said. "This is what storytellers do."

The Sundance Film Festival, held nearby in Park City for more than 40 years, is credited with catapulting the careers of once-unknown talent, including Quentin Tarantino, Kristen Stewart and Christopher Nolan, and is now full of recognizable faces presenting big new projects while clomping in the snow and networking on Main Street.

Ms. Wambach was in Utah for the premiere of "Come See Me in the Good Light," a documentary directed by Ryan White about two lovers who explore love and morality after receiving an incurable diagnosis. Ms. Wambach and her wife, the author Glennon Doyle, are executive producers on the film.

"It's my first Sundance, and it's my first time being part of a film," Ms. Wambach said. "This is so exciting to be a rookie."

The Olympic gold medalist Abby Wambach, right, and her wife, the author Glennon Doyle, greeted fellow attendees during the gala on Friday.


The actor Jon Hamm, who was starring in "The Big Fix" a new audio drama from Audible about corruption in 1950s Los Angeles, was surrounded by gala attendees shaking his hand and asking for photos.

He said he had difficulty recognizing people covered in winter gear.

"Everybody isn't in tuxedos here," he said. "It's like, 'Do I know you?' They have hats on, so I can't tell."

The actor Jon Hamm.


Cynthia Erivo, who was wearing a wrap dress and big, clunky silver earrings, arrived encircled by an entourage. She had just been nominated for an Oscar for best actress for her role in "Wicked," and was coming off a whirlwind day of media appointments and events.

"We all love coming to Sundance because there are more indie, more off-the-wall ideas," she said. "There is no pretense. You don't have to dress up too much if you don't want to. You just get to be cozy and see really good films."

The festival, which opened just days after Donald J. Trump was inaugurated for a second term, has a slate this year infused with politics.

The actress Glenn Close was on the Sundance board for nearly 20 years and was thinking about current events. (She also played JD Vance's mother in "Hillbilly Elegy," the 2020 film based on the vice president's memoirs.)

"There is so much discord and darkness in the world," she said. "We have to be reminded of what it means to be human beings. Art has the ability to inspire, and we need that."

She was at the gala to give a tribute to her friend Michelle Satter, the founding senior director of artist programs at Sundance Institute.

The actress Glenn Close.

The costume designer and producer Chester Algernal Gordon.


Around 8 p.m., guests sat down for a dinner of bronzed salmon and speeches reflecting on the impact of the Sundance Institute.

The actress Olivia Colman, whose film "Jimpa," about a mother taking a nonbinary teen to visit their gay grandfather, premiered Thursday at a packed Eccles Theatre, took the stage to give Ms. Erivo the Visionary Award.

Ms. Colman, wearing face glitter and a costume tiara, lauded Ms. Erivo, "as a human, and as an actor, or as a singer, or activist, and ally, and a fashion icon, and as a frankly mind-bending practitioner of a whole load of gym exercises I can't even name."

"We all love coming to Sundance because there are more indie, more off-the-wall ideas," Ms. Erivo said.


Ms. Erivo walked on stage to a round of applause before putting the tiara on her own head. "It can't be left here," she said. "It must be worn."

Throughout the program, audience members speculated on the festival's future following the announcement by organizers about plans to move to a new location in 2027, which could include Cincinnati, Boulder, Colo., or Salt Lake City, with ancillary screenings in Park City.

Red Spirit Singers performed during the gala on Friday.


"There is tons of traffic, it's really hard to get around, it's really hard to get housing, it's expensive," explained Amanda Kelso, the chief executive of the Sundance Institute.

"We love Park City, we love the community, but we also acknowledge that we need to think, 'How are we going to be sustainable for the next 40 years?" Ms. Kelso said.

Mr. Hamm said if the festival moved it should adopt a new name: "I think that's the only fair way to honor this and honor what the new thing will be."

But if Cincinnati is selected, he joked, "we can water ski on the river."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/25/style/sundance-film-festival-2025-utah.html
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Did This Real Wedding Toast Inspire 'S.N.L.' to Create Domingo?

A bridesmaid celebrated her sister's wedding with a lengthy parody of "Satisfied" from "Hamilton." The rest, it seems, is sketch-show history.

In a "Saturday Night Live" sketch that became an instant sensation, Ariana Grande and multiple of the show's cast members sang a wedding toast about a man named Domingo, who was played by Marcello Hernandez. Will Heath/NBC



By Madison Malone Kircher



Jan 24, 2025 at 08:00 PM

To tell this story, you first need to understand three cultural touchstones.

First, the Broadway juggernaut "Hamilton," which, at 10 years old, remains a force. Second, the inescapable song of the summer, "Espresso," by Sabrina Carpenter. And third, a "Saturday Night Live" sketch riffing on "Espresso" about a guy named Domingo. (Ariana Grande plays a maid of honor who reveals that the bride had an affair with a man named Domingo on her bachelorette trip.)

What do all these things have in common? Great question. The answer is, quite possibly, the Jornsay-Silverberg sisters.

In a recently released behind-the-scenes video, the "Saturday Night Live" writers Jimmy Fowlie and Ceara O'Sullivan discussed their inspiration for the beloved Domingo sketch.

"There is a video of a girl at her sister's wedding doing a speech and she does a 'Hamilton' rap," Mr. Fowlie said. "If you're that girl and you're seeing this, I can't even tell you how much joy the video's brought me. I'm so glad you did it, because it inspired this."

On TikTok, Julia Jornsay-Silverberg, a 35-year-old social media marketer who lives in Buffalo, wondered if Mr. Fowlie might be talking about her wedding last August.

During the reception, her older sister, Sarah Jornsay-Silverberg, 40, had given a toast that would be hard to forget. In what eventually became a widely-shared video of its own, she performed a parody of the song "Satisfied" from "Hamilton," swapping out the lyrics about the founding father to lines about her younger sister and her husband and their lives.


In a phone interview with both sisters on Friday, Julia Jornsay-Silverberg said she was thoroughly surprised by the toast. She had been warned that her sister would need more than five minutes, and that her speech involved music, but she had no idea what was about to happen when her sister cranked up the music and began to rap.

The sisters first heard the original song, which in the stage show is performed as a wedding toast from an older to younger sister, back in 2018. They said they burst into tears at the line "I know my sister like I know my own mind." It was a perfect tribute.

Sarah Jornsay-Silverberg, who lives in Lisbon and owns a graphic design business, said writing parody songs is a longtime passion of hers, and she often pens tunes to honor friends and family for big life events. Among her greatest hits is "My Dad Lee" to the tune of "Let It Be," which she performed for Father's Day, complete with ukulele accompaniment.

To be sure, they are not the only set of sisters to use the "Hamilton" song at a real life wedding. On YouTube, you'll find several other women who have performed their own renditions about their beloved brides. (There's a video entitled "Satisfied (The Greatest Maid of Honor Speech of All Time)" with 19,000 views and another called "Maid of Honor Speech: Hamilton Style!" with 28,000 views.)

"I'd seen one video and then I was like: 'These are all going to influence me. I just need to go from the heart.' And I did," Sarah Jornsay-Silverberg said.

But few of the other videos had the reach of the one from the Jornsay-Silverberg sisters, which has been viewed more than 1.5 million times on TikTok. The online reaction to the post, which has been liked more than 283,000 times, was surprisingly warm, given the cultural penchant for dunking on grown-up theater kids. (The sisters describe themselves as being from a "Broadway family.") Even the actress Renee Elise Goldsberry, the original vocalist of "Satisfied" who won a Tony Award for "Hamilton," left a complimentary comment.

The sisters, who said they are also regular "Saturday Night Live" watchers, didn't think anything of the Domingo sketch when they first saw it toward the end of 2024, and representatives from NBC did not respond to a message seeking to confirm if the video from the Jornsay-Silverbergs was the one referenced by Mr. Fowlie and Ms. O'Sullivan.

"Never in a million years did I think it was inspired by something that Jimmy saw in a viral TikTok video that my sister posted from her wedding," Sarah Jornsay-Silverberg said.

Still, they were delighted to learn they might have inspired the sketch.

"We need a confirmation," the sisters said, laughing.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/24/style/snl-domingo-sketch-toast.html
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Flocking To


A Guide to the Austrian Alps, Where Skiing Is a Way of Life

Insiders share their favorite apres-ski spots, springtime hikes and typically Tyrolean souvenirs.

Kitzbuhel, about halfway between Innsbruck and Salzburg, hosts the Hahnenkamm ski race every winter.



By Jenny Comita



Jan 24, 2025 at 05:05 PM

T's monthly travel series, Flocking To, highlights places you might already have on your wish list, sharing tips from frequent visitors and locals alike. Sign up here to find us in your inbox once a month, along with our weekly roundup of cultural recommendations, monthly beauty guides and the latest stories from our print issues. Have a question? You can always reach us at tmagazine@nytimes.com.



Compared to the designer-swathed slopes and luxury boutique-lined streets of more widely known Alpine destinations like Gstaad and St. Moritz, Austria's mountain towns are refreshingly low-key. "There are very luxurious places here," says Alice Liechtenstein, an Italian-born design curator who relocated to the east Austrian hills two decades ago, taking up residence in her husband's ancestral castle, "but it's not ritzy glitzy." Instead, Austrian resorts center on serious skiing and deeply traditional culture -- which, for Austrians, are practically one and the same. "Skiing is our version of football or baseball," says New York-based sommelier, restaurateur and winemaker Aldo Sohm, who grew up outside of Innsbruck. "It's who we are."

Stretching from the border with Liechtenstein (the country) in the west to the Vienna basin in the east, Austria's Alpine region covers over 20,000 square miles. Depending on which peaks they're targeting, visitors often fly into Zurich or Munich and then rent a car or take a train into the mountains (Munich to Salzburg is about a two-hour train trip). Sohm prefers to connect through Frankfurt to the Innsbruck airport, which is "small but very efficient," he says. For a ski vacation here, there's not much need for a car, notes Liechtenstein. "You walk out of your hotel and you're at the lifts," she says.

From November through March, winter sports are the main draw. Many vacationers also come to soak in the area's natural springs, which are clustered in historic spa towns like Bad Aussee. "Checking into a hotel with thermal baths, soaking and eating and going for walks is the Austrian ideal of a perfect weekend," says Liechtenstein. There are also several notable places to see art and design and explore local crafts like glassmaking and woodworking. And once the snow melts, the region is "basically paradise" for hikers and bikers, says Sohm.

With so many opportunities to build up an appetite, it makes sense that food here tends toward the hearty. ("You can at least find fish now," says Liechtenstein. "That wasn't the case 20 years ago.") There are several ambitious restaurants and a local custom of notably lavish hotel breakfasts, but for Sohm as well as for the stylist Robert Rabensteiner, who grew up in an Austrian family in the South Tyrol region of Italy and considers knoedel -- bread dumplings -- far and away his favorite dish, it's "homey food" that appeals. "I like a restaurant that looks the same as it has forever, where it's like stepping into another time," Rabensteiner says.

Perhaps the most popular places to fill up -- at least during snow season -- are the "huts" at the top of the slopes, where apres-ski crowds wash down dumplings and kaiserschmarrn (caramelized, chopped-up pancakes served with rum-soaked raisins and sugar) with copious amounts of alcohol. "There's this very Austrian thing about having one too many drinks on the mountain and then skiing down," says Liechtenstein. "Coming from Italy, where after a ski day we go home and shower and put on makeup and high heels -- even if it's snowing -- I thought it was insane that everyone was dancing and flirting in their ski boots. But now I get it. You can take the last lift up, dance, have drinks and then ski down again: You just ski a little slower."




The Insiders




Alice Liechtenstein is an Italian-born, Austria-based design curator who founded Schloss Hollenegg for Design, a residency program and exhibition space for emerging designers.




Robert Rabensteiner is a fashion consultant who hails from the Austria-adjacent South Tyrol region of Italy and now splits his time between Milan and the Dolomites.




Aldo Sohm is a sommelier, winemaker and author and the proprietor of Aldo Sohm Wine Bar in Manhattan. Based in Brooklyn, he was born and raised near Innsbruck, Austria.




Bettina Steindl is the curator and C.E.O. of CampusVare, a contemporary art and design center in Vorarlberg, Austria. She grew up in her family's hotel, Der Unterwirt -- now run by her two sisters -- in the Alpine village of Ebbs.

Illustrations by Richard Pedaline



Sleep

A junior suite at the Rote Wand hotel. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"The Wiesergut, in Saalbach Hinterglemm, is a family-run place, so it's down to earth but also very luxurious, with the most delicious food. At breakfast, they come around with trolleys of different kinds of cereal, porridge and muesli. They have a cheese tray with a different jam every day and then eggs, ham, bacon, salami -- you name it. Almost everything is grown locally, some of it on their own farm. (Rooms from about $400 a night)

"In Lech, we love to stay at the Rote Wand hotel. There's quirky decor in the rooms, with a lot of really fun visual details. They also have a very good restaurant. (Rooms from about $450 a night)

"G'sund & Natur Hotel Die Wasnerin in Bad Aussee is an adults-only hotel where you can relax, do your yoga and admire the amazing views. It's not really a ski town, but there's a lot of cross-country skiing nearby." (Rooms from about $185 a night) -- Alice Liechtenstein

"Burg Vital is up by the slopes in Oberlech -- you can almost ski right to your bed. It has an incredible restaurant and an award-winning wine list that's deep but not crazy expensive." (Rooms from about $790 a night) -- Aldo Sohm

The Berg Suite at the Wiesergut. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"Those of us who live and grew up in the Alps adore nature and feel that it's very important to live in harmony with it. If a place is too loud and crazy, the connection to nature is lost. Hotel Alpenstern, in the Damuls Mellau ski area, is beautiful and serene, designed by a local architect and built mainly from local ash. The restaurant is my favorite place to eat in the area, with a big, sunny terrace and traditional Austrian food that has a modern touch. (Rooms from about $440 a night)

"Biohotel Schwanen, near the ski area in Bregenzerwald, is run by a local family whose son spent 10 years working in the States, for Daniel Boulud in New York and at Benu in San Francisco. He's made this hotel into a really great place. The restaurant is all organic, with an excellent wine cellar." (Rooms from about $160 a night) -- Bettina Steindl

"The Kristiania Lech hotel is a mix of old and new, with bright colors, cool furniture and design pieces in the rooms and old-fashioned Austrian service. (Rooms from about $625 a night)

"Schloss Munichau, in Kitzbuhel, is a 15th-century castle full of antique furniture and historical decor. You can stay the night and live like Austrian royalty." (Rooms from about $130 a night) -- Robert Rabensteiner



Eat and Drink

Der Wolf in Lech. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"Dahoam, in the Saalbach ski area, has a tasting menu, which is not something I normally go for, but the food is so absolutely delicious that I unexpectedly managed to finish every course. You can trace everything you eat back to a local producer, and there's a spectacular view of the mountains.

"Der Wolf, in Lech, is what we call a Skihutte: a casual place at the top of the mountain for lunch [the menu includes burgers, steaks and Thai curry] and apres ski. This one is very different from most: The interiors are all done in pale wood and it's filled with light." -- A.L.

"Hus Nr. 8 is in Oberlech -- the area up at the top of the mountain in Lech -- and it's right in the middle of the slopes. It smells amazing from the moment you walk in. After a meal [of fondue or blood sausage, for example], you can ski all the way down.

"Hallewirt, in Kitzbuhel, offers traditional food with a twist. With your knodel, you might get a special sausage, or the spaetzle might be served with a less typical sauce. It's next to a small church, which is quite nice to visit afterward." -- R.R.

At Hallerwirt, a Johanner sausage with fried potato, cabbage, mustard and horseradish. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"Das Schindler, in Innsbruck, is a small place with a bit of a scene. The food is more international than at most places. Chinese dumplings and ravioli are on the menu along with the usual schnitzel and steaks but it's casual, like almost everything in Innsbruck.

"At the Weisses Rossl, in the center of Innsbruck, the schnitzel is particularly excellent, served the conventional way, with potato salad and a lemon and lingonberry jam.

"Zum Wilden Mann, a little bit outside Innsbruck, has an old Tyrolean stube [a wood-clad room with a tiled stove] with dark, cedar-lined walls. Often Austrian food can be a little heavy, but that isn't the case here.

"Up at 10,000 feet in Solden, attached to the James Bond museum 007 Elements, the Ice Q is at the top of the mountain and very sleek and modern. The view is something else: You're literally above the clouds." -- A.S.



Shop

Left: a glassblower working in the Riedel factory in Kufstein. Right: glassware for sale at Riedel. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"Bad Aussee is a spa town where people come to relax, bathe in the mineral spring and hike around the beautiful lakes, but it's also known for its traditional stores -- I like Ausseer Handdrucke and Susanne Spatt -- that sell dirndls and lederhosen. You can also buy silks and floral-print cottons by the meter. In Austria, we use them only for dirndls, but outside of the country you could get away with making pillows or other pieces for the home." -- A.L.

"Riedel was founded in the 18th century but the current CEO, Max Riedel, is in his 40s and is the one who came up with the famous O series of stemless wineglasses. You can visit their factory and museum in Kufstein to see the glasses being handblown and also buy one-of-a-kind pieces made there." -- B.S.



Take Home

Left: a spruce stool at Werkraum Bregenzerwald. Right: the Gute Nacht! crib, made out of stone pine and cork leather, at Werkraum Bregenzerwald. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"Werkraum Bregenzerwald is a huge handcrafts atelier where you can see exhibits, meet the craftspeople and buy some of their work. I especially like the wooden homewares, like the beautiful slotted breadboards made from local maple." -- B.S.

"Rochelt, in Fritzens, is the top maker of eau de vie [brandy]. You have to make an appointment to visit the distillery. They're most famous for their apricot variety, but I love the quince because it's more typically Tyrolean." -- A.S.



Explore

The village of Bad Gastein. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"Saalbach Hinterglemm is my favorite ski area, with slopes for all levels and lots of apres-ski fun. The vibe is young and sporty. In Italy, I was used to taking the lift up, skiing down, taking another lift up, skiing down again. Here, you can take the lift up and then ski for kilometers and kilometers until you're begging for a break. There's also a lot of off-piste skiing." -- A.L.

"The town of Bad Gastein is a great place. Walk through the village to the waterfall, which splashes right past the houses. The town is also interesting in terms of architecture. Gerhard Gastenauer designed the Congress Center, a striking example of 1970s Brutalism, topped by four geodesic domes. Unfortunately, you won't be able to go inside until it is restored.

"The Damuls Mellau ski area, in Vorarlberg, typically has fantastic snow conditions. There are some easier areas for beginners, but in general the people who ski there are excellent skiers." -- B.S.

"Swarovski Crystal Worlds, in Wattens, about 10 miles east of Innsbruck, is one of the most popular tourist attractions in Austria now. The exhibitions are very sparkly, over-the-top and fun." -- A.S.

Left: a historic gondola on display in Kitzbuhel. Right: skis and sun loungers on the terrace of a ski hut in Saalbach. Daniel Gebhart de Koekkoek


"Kitzbuhel, in the Wilder Kaiser, has since the '80s and the '90s been the ski destination for upper-crust Germans and Austrians. The Hahnenkamm, the most prestigious professional ski races, are held there every year." -- R.R.

"In warmer months, when I'm with my wife, who isn't an experienced hiker, we go to the village of Axamer Lizum, take the Hoadlbahn cable car up to the Hoadl plateau and hike around there, where the views of the valley are beautiful. If I'm on my own, I do the sunrise hike to Serles, which is more advanced. You have to leave Innsbruck at 3 a.m. to catch the sunrise in the summer and it's very steep and challenging but worth it. Afterward, you can take off your boots and cool off at the Kneipp, a river recreation area set up by the town.

"The James Bond museum, 007 Elements, is super fascinating. It's on the summit of the Gaislachkogl Mountain in Solden, where they filmed "Spectre" a decade ago, and the exhibits show you a lot of the secret behind-the-scenes stuff." -- A.S.

These interviews have been edited and condensed.
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A Unisex Designer Making Undergarments His Way

Willy Chavarria is following a familiar playbook in fashion, but putting his own stamp on it.

The men's wear designer Willy Chavarria, who calls his clothes unisex, released new undergarments this month that were made in collaboration with Latino Fan Club, a now-defunct gay pornography studio. Keith Montero



By Guy Trebay



Jan 23, 2025 at 10:00 AM

One of the first things designers aim for when they achieve a bit of commercial success is to get into underwear. As long as there are M.B.A.s, the Calvin Klein business model will be a subject of study, and it is the rare designer who does not, at some point, figure out that while dressing stars and making glamorous runway clothes are great for one's image, the margins are in skivvies.

Consider Willy Chavarria. Almost a decade after starting his namesake label in 2015, Mr. Chavarria, a former senior vice president of design at Calvin Klein, became a freshly anointed fashion star in his mid-50s by winning back-to-back men's wear Designer of the Year awards from the Council of Fashion Designers of America in 2023 and 2024.

Late last year, he introduced the first line of men's undergarments for his brand. (Although he is considered a men's wear designer, Mr. Chavarria, a red-carpet go-to for rule-bending celebrities like Colman Domingo, Billie Eilish and Kendrick Lamar, terms his clothes unisex.) Being an inveterate provocateur, he called the line Big Willy.

Mr. Chavarria at last year's Council of Fashion Designers of America awards, where he was named men's wear designer of the year for the second consecutive year. Dimitrios Kambouris/Getty Images


Not content with that, Mr. Chavarria, 57, tested consumer tolerance this month by releasing a new capsule collection that includes tank tops, boxer briefs and jockstraps (along with sweatshirts, shorts and socks) that were manipulated to look sweat-stained, torn and otherwise distressed.

The collection is meant to both engage and provoke, said Mr. Chavarria, who produced it in collaboration with Latino Fan Club, a pornography studio with a specialized target market and what may be politely called a D.I.Y. aesthetic. Founded in 1985 by Dana Bryan, a photographer who went by the pseudonym Brian Brennan, the studio, now defunct, offered a visual alternative to the glossy, sanitized iconography then dominating gay pornography.

With amateur styling and models almost certainly cast from the streets of New York, Latino Fan Club existed to celebrate raw sexuality at a time when AIDS had largely sent Eros underground. To whatever extent possible via an exploitative medium, it exalted gay Latinx sexuality, said Vince Aletti, a former photography critic for The New Yorker and The Village Voice, who has written about Latino Fan Club.

"It was a relief from all the white boy porn we'd been seeing for years," Mr. Aletti said.

Mr. Chavarria, who called Latino Fan Club "iconic," described the studio's disruptive approach to pornography as mirroring the way he thought about his fashion label.

"In our line of work, there's got to be more meaning behind the pretty pictures," said the designer, who is making his debut at men's fashion week in Paris on Friday. "Everything we do has to have some sort of force behind it, to break through the oppressive aspects of the world. Otherwise, why do it?"

For Jess Cuevas, an art director in Los Angeles who serves as Mr. Chavarria's muse and right-hand man, flouting the norms of the luxury goods trade is part of the label's aesthetic mission.

"I love the idea that luxury can also be so gritty and gross," Mr. Cuevas said. And, indeed, the installations that the art director Alex Kenneke designed for the Dover Street Market stores where the collection is sold meticulously replicate the raunchy atmospherics of the XXX bookstores that inspired them.

Underwear and other items in the capsule collection were treated to appear sweat-stained. Willy Chavarria

The pre-distressed pieces were mean to subvert traditional notions of luxury. Willy Chavarria


"To me, so much luxury is vulgar," said Mr. Cuevas, who was a creative force behind Madonna's last tour. "What I love is taking luxury and deliberately bringing it to this vulgar place."

In that sense, Mr. Chavarria's latest foray into undergarments deviates from the Calvin Klein formula, even as that brand has also toyed with the visual conventions of pornography sites like OnlyFans in its recent underwear ads starring the actor Jeremy Allen White. That is not to suggest Mr. Chavarria's collaboration with Latino Fan Club lacks commercial appeal, said James Gilchrist, the vice president of Dover Street Market USA and its parent company, Comme des Garcons USA.

"From a wider business perspective, it's getting harder and harder for creatives like Willy," he said. "Sure, at the luxury end of the market, there is definitely a lack of creativity, but a big part of what we do is give designers creative freedom."

If that includes selling expensive underwear that looks as if it has already been worn hard and tossed in the laundry hamper, so much the better.

"We love edgy things," Mr. Gilchrist said. "It's who we are."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/23/style/willy-chavarria-unisex-underwear-latino-fan-club.html
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The Secrets Under Stephen Jones's Hat

An exhibition in Paris spotlights the witty work of one of the most innovative designers of the 20th and 21st centuries.




By Dana Thomas
Reporting from Paris


Jan 26, 2025 at 08:00 AM

Palais Galliera, Paris's museum for fashion, is best known for its exhibitions celebrating the industry's most influential designers: Martin Margiela, Rei Kawakubo of Comme des Garcons, Jeanne Lanvin. Now it is spotlighting the man who, for more than four decades, has made hats for those houses and more. "Stephen Jones: Chapeaux d'Artiste," a retrospective of the British milliner's work, runs through March 16.

More than 400 items, including 170 hats and 40 fashion looks, are on display in the show, which is the museum's first exhibition dedicated to accessories in 40 years. The last one was a retrospective of the work of Madame Paulette, a French hat maker who was "the queen of turbans in the 1940s and a legendary figure in Paris fashion," said Miren Arzalluz, the museum's director.

Coincidentally, while doing background research for Mr. Jones's exhibition, the curatorial team found an article from 1986 that referred to Mr. Jones as "the new Madame Paulette." "We're circling the circle," Ms. Arzalluz said.

With the exhibition, Ms. Arzalluz wanted "to show Stephen's British wit and his French chic and savoir-faire -- and how he joins these two worlds through the art of hat making."

"Stephen Jones is a big name in fashion," she said, "but not in the big public. This is a way to change that."

Fancy hats like pillboxes and fedoras have largely been out of fashion since the 1960s, but head coverings of one sort or another are always in style, be it baseball caps, knit beanies or, thanks to "Emily in Paris," berets.

Hat Little Fishes, S/S 2011 Simon Procter

Spirit Drafting, PE 2011 Peter Ashworth

Rose Royce, A/H 1996-97 Peter Ashworth

Charles James, AH 2017-2018 Ben Toms

At the Palais Galliera, 170 hats created by the famous milliner are on display. The show is the museum's first dedicated to accessories in 40 years. Top, from left: Simon Proctor, Peter Ashworth; Bottom, from left: Peter Ashworth, Ben Toms

"I love berets!" the 67-year-old Mr. Jones exclaimed during a tour of the show. He was not kidding. There are several iterations on display, including a royal blue fur mini-beret with a faux-lit cigarette sprouting from the center, a pale pink organza one in the form of an English rose with a diamante center, and a jaunty scarlet wool one Mr. Jones made for Princess Diana in 1982.

"Everyone looks good in a beret," he said.

Hat making was not on Mr. Jones's list of dream careers when he was growing up in Liverpool, England, in the 1960s -- the setting of the exhibition's opening room. But hats were all around him throughout his youth -- his mother's elegant chapeaux, his father's handsome bowler or the snappy little tasseled caps his father wore while playing cricket, which are in the first vitrine.

In the late 1970s, Mr. Jones moved to London to study women's wear design at St. Martin's School of Art. While interning in the tailoring department at Lachasse, a British couture house, he heard raucous laughter coming from the hat department. He went to investigate, stayed and quickly found he was much happier constructing 3-D objects for heads than sewing slithery fabric for the body.

He soon opened a studio in London and made hats for friends like Boy George and Kim Bowen, members of the New Romantics, a youth movement that dressed up extravagantly for outings at dance clubs. The exhibition does its best to conjure the scene, piping in Culture Club's "Do You Really Want to Hurt Me?" as disco-ball lights flicker around the darkened gallery space.

On show are vintage photographs of Jones-behatted club kids, as well as several of the headpieces, including Britannia, a large silver centurion-like helmet with flowing ostrich plumes that he made for Boy George in honor of Lady Diana's marriage to King Charles, then the Prince of Wales, in 1981.

"He wore it out a lot," Mr. Jones said.

The model Pat Cleveland as the Madonna in a Thierry Mugler fashion show in l984. Guy Marineau/WWD, via Penske Media, via Getty Images


As wild and witty as that all was, Mr. Jones found his true creative voice when he arrived in Paris in the early 1980s -- and that, too, is when the exhibition takes form.

"There is Stephen Jones before Paris and after Paris," said Marie-Laure Gutton, the Galliera's accessories expert, who curated the exhibition. "We wanted to show how his work for houses is different from what he does for his own brand -- how he responds to the creativity of others. And how their creativity informs his designs."

Mr. Jones traveled to Paris with his stylish French assistant, Sibylle de Saint Phalle, the niece of the artist Niki de Saint Phalle and a favorite muse. Many of the hats he made for Sibylle or that were inspired by her are in the show, the most bewitching is a red and gold swirl in tulle and jewels that looks like meteorites shooting straight up from her crown.

When they arrived in Paris, Mr. Jones was bowled over by what he saw. "Everybody smoking Gauloises on the Metro, the buildings, the elegance, the grandeur, the chic," he recalled. "Paris was so different to what I knew. They had silk-covered walls! No silk on the walls in Presbyterian Liverpool."

Ms. de Saint Phalle took Mr. Jones to meet her designer friends. They began with Azzedine Alaia, who had recently opened a studio on the Left Bank. Mr. Alaia told Mr. Jones that he did not do runway shows, but he offered to call his former employer, Thierry Mugler, the star of Paris's avant-garde fashion scene at the time.

Charmed by Mr. Jones, Mr. Mugler asked him to make something for the model Pat Cleveland, who was then eight months pregnant, to wear as the Virgin Mary in an upcoming show. The hat Mr. Jones designed, which is in the exhibition, was a platter-size gold halo that encircled Ms. Cleveland's head like Saturn's rings.

Next stop was the studio of Jean Paul Gaultier, who had clocked Mr. Jones in Culture Club's 1982 video for "Do You Really Want to Hurt Me?" In it, Mr. Jones was wearing a red fez of his own design.

Gemini, A/H 1990-91 Peter Ashworth

Rococo Futura, AH 1994-95 Peter Ashworth

Hat Bang! AH 2010-2011 Ben Toms

Cathedral, A/H 1995-96 Peter Ashworth

With this exhibition, Miren Arzalluz, the Palais Galliera's director, wanted to show Mr. Jones's "British wit and his French chic and savoir-faire -- and how he joins these two worlds through the art of hat making." Top: Peter Ashworth; Bottom, from left: Ben Toms, Peter Ashworth

As Mr. Jones recalled: "Jean Paul said to me: 'I love your look. Would you like to create some hats for my next show?'" Mr. Jones sat down and drew a clutch of bright felt fezzes with swishy tassels. Mr. Gaultier hired him on the spot.

"That's how I started in Paris," Mr. Jones said.

Soon Mr. Jones was making hats for Claude Montana, who was the head of couture for Lanvin, and for Ms. Kawakubo at Comme des Garcons, which had recently started showing in Paris. He had met Ms. Kawakubo when she approached him in an airport in Alaska during a refueling stop on the way to Tokyo and said, "Stephen Jones, I like your hats." He made many for her, like the black wool felt toque, designed for a pink jersey pantsuit with matching gloved hands hugging the torso, which is one of the ensembles on display.

Mr. Jones's longest association has been with the British designer John Galliano. They met in the early 1990s in Paris, and they found such harmony together that they carried on their partnership for decades -- at Givenchy, Christian Dior and Maison Margiela and at Mr. Galliano's namesake label. Among their joint looks in the show: a couture opera coat in gold and blue striped taffeta, for which Mr. Jones crafted enormous daisies to envelop the head, and a gown awash in copper sequins, worn with a copper wire crown by Mr. Jones that was decorated with amber sea horses and scallop shells and framed with a long fringe of copper resin beads.

In the center room, a film is projected of Mr. Jones making a fascinator with a sculpted 3-D Eiffel Tower in black silk taffeta ribbon. Mr. Jones takes a cardboard model of the Eiffel Tower and wraps it with the ribbon in a crisscross manner. Then, with a thimble on his forefinger, he pins the ribbon in place, sews it, adds a shimmery pink tuff of tulle on the top, slides it off the cardboard and onto a black wire Eiffel Tower frame, and affixes it to a wire headband. In a matter of minutes, a hat is born.

Today Mr. Jones is the creative director of hats at Dior -- "28 years," he said proudly -- while still freelancing for other houses and running his Covent Garden studio and shop. For while Mr. Jones has carried on his love affair with Paris for decades, he still lives in London.

"When I'm in Paris, I stay in a little hotel around the corner from Dior," he said. It has silk on the walls.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/26/style/stephen-jones-hats-retrospective-paris.html
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Style outside


Cheery Clothes for Dreary Weather

A sense of play has characterized some of the most exciting outfits in the streets of New York this winter.

A burst of bright tulle made a wintry scene more whimsical.



Photographs and Text by Simbarashe Cha



Jan 22, 2025 at 10:00 AM

Snow hasn't been the only noticeable element filling New York City streets this winter. Cheerful colors -- the kinds often associated with spring or summer palettes -- have been a component of many outfits that caught my eye over the past few weeks, a refreshing surprise in a season known for blacks and grays.

Other ensembles stood out for their symmetry: People wearing complementary diamond-quilt jackets, for example, or twin earmuffs. The most notable outfits looked nearly identical and reminded me of the various matching ensembles I encountered on the streets of Japan not long ago. While friends or family members' buying similar things may not be a new concept, dressing in sync -- particularly now, when so much focus is paid to personal style -- seems more novel.

These puffer coats brought to mind a cloudy blue sky ...

... and these a couple of marshmallows.


Blending in with one another made the members of this group stand out in a crowd.


Gusts of wind did not keep these two from looking put together.


Scarves gave distinct flavors to their similar ensembles.

These snow-dusted umbrellas evoked powdered confections.


Diamond quilted jackets distinguished this pair.


In a season known for being bleak, wearing color from head to toe reliably draws attention.

Their assortment of knits and prints was eye-catching.


An outfit full of texture, from fuzzy to puffy to velvety.

This coat was elegant, and the shoes electric.


Sleek gloves and a furry stole were among these outfits' sophisticated touches.


A puffer jacket with an interesting geometry.


They seemed to have the same taste in earmuffs. 


Each of their overcoats moved beguilingly as they walked.


The palette of this ensemble blended nicely with the vegetation in the background.

A sapphire coat that screamed "sumptuous."


Attire that showcased an edgier approach to bundling up.

All wrapped up with someplace to go.


Seeing them side by side helped certain styling details -- upturned collars, cuffed sleeves -- to stand out.


Another wintertime styling trick: keeping hands inside long sleeves. 


How many layers do you see?

A punchy pairing of plaid pants and platform shoes.


Every dog has its jacket.


Sometimes little things make a look, like the matching of a tote bag's straps with a pair of boots.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/22/style/nyc-winter-fashion-snow.html
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