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The world this week
Politics
Jul 31, 2025 01:04 PM



Israel suspended military operations for several hours a day in parts of Gaza and opened a humanitarian corridor to allow aid into the strip. The Israel Defence Forces dropped flour, sugar and tinned food by plane into Gaza for distribution by the UN, but reiterated that there was "no starvation". Jordan, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates also carried out air-drops. The UN said the aid was not nearly enough. The WHO warned that malnutrition was at "alarming levels". Donald Trump acknowledged there was now "real starvation" in Gaza. Meanwhile, hopes for a ceasefire evaporated.
An idle threat?

Sir Keir Starmer, Britain's prime minister, said his government would recognise a Palestinian state in September unless Israel agreed to a ceasefire in Gaza and a two-state solution, among other things. Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, warned that this would reward Hamas and that "Appeasement towards jihadist terrorists always fails." 

After France also said it would recognise a Palestinian state, it joined  Saudi Arabia to host a high-level conference at the UN in order to discuss a two-state solution. The resulting seven-page declaration set out "irreversible steps" towards that goal, including a "transitional administrative committee" in Gaza under the auspices of the Palestinian Authority. The statement, which was signed by Egypt, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, also called on Hamas to disarm and give up power in Gaza. It also condemned Hamas's attack on Israel on October 7th 2023. Canada, which will also recognise a Palestinian state in September, also endorsed the declaration. America and Israel did not attend the conference.

Dozens of civilians have been killed in northern Togo by jihadists this year, according to its foreign minister. The west African state borders the Sahel region, where Islamic militants have fought government forces in several countries for a decade. May and June saw a big increase in violence in the Sahel and there are fears that the fighting will spread.

Sudan's rebel Rapid Support Forces unveiled the leadership for a parallel government in the parts of the country it controls. Muhammad Hamdan Dagalo, the RSF's leader, will head a 15-person "presidential council". A meeting in Washington with Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates that was meant to advance the peace process was called off over disagreements about the text of a planned declaration.

Alassane Ouattara, the president of Ivory Coast, said he would run for a fourth term in elections in October, reversing a previous promise to step down. Mr Ouattara justified his decision with the need to "preserve stability". With his main rivals disqualified from running, his chances of winning are good. The country's constitution limits presidents to two terms in office.

Mr Trump shortened his deadline for Russia to take a genuine step towards a peace deal with Ukraine to August 8th. The president had given Russia a 50-day deadline, but said as no progress was being made there was no reason for him to wait to impose what he promises will be crippling sanctions on Russia. The Kremlin said it had taken note. In Ukraine a Russian strike on a prison in the front-line region of Zaporizhia killed 16 people. 

An earthquake of magnitude 8.8 was registered off Russia's Pacific coast, triggering tsunami alerts or advisories in Japan, Pacific islands and across the ocean in the United States and Latin American countries. No casualties were reported. The quake could be one of the largest ever recorded if the 8.8 reading is confirmed.

A judge in Colombia convicted Alvaro Uribe, a former right-wing  president, on charges of attempting to bribe a witness and "procedural fraud".  The controversial court case has dragged on for years. Mr Uribe is a towering figure in Colombian politics. As president, his hard-line security measures improved life for many after decades of conflict. Yet critics point to his government's stained human-rights record. The ruling is already dividing the nation and has irked Marco Rubio, America's secretary of state. Mr Uribe still maintains his innocence.

Donald Trump stepped up his fight with Brazil over what he describes as a "witch-hunt" against Jair Bolsonaro, a former right-wing president charged with trying to stop the democratic transfer of power. Mr Trump imposed sanctions on Alexandre de Moraes, the Supreme Court judge overseeing the trial of Mr Bolsonaro, and signed an order imposing a 50% tariff on Brazilian goods, though it excludes many Brazilian exports to the US.

Gunmen attacked a bar in the Guayas province of Ecuador, killing 17 people. A week earlier nine people were shot dead at another bar in the coastal region. There was a marked decrease in gang-related deaths across Ecuador last year amid the government's crackdown on criminality, but gang violence has surged again this year, especially in Guayas.

Paul Dans, the chief mastermind behind Project 2025, which has reshaped the federal government under the Trump administration, launched a Republican primary challenge for Lindsey Graham's South Carolina Senate seat. Mr Graham, one of America's most prominent senators, has held the seat since 2003. The race promises to be one of the most interesting in next year's primary elections.

In next door North Carolina Roy Cooper, a Democrat, launched his bid for a Senate seat that will be left open by the retirement of Thom Tillis, a Republican. Mr Cooper is a former governor. The Democrats hope his will be one of a handful of races that will help them win control of the Senate in 2026.

Cambodia and Thailand agreed to cease hostilities along their border following the worst fighting between the two countries in three decades, which killed at least 40 people and displaced hundreds of thousands on both sides. Thailand accused Cambodia of breaking the ceasefire, which Cambodia denied.

Amit Shah, India's powerful minister for home affairs, said that the security forces had "eliminated" the three men behind the terrorist attack in Indian-controlled Kashmir in April that killed 26 people. The attack sparked the most serious military conflict between India and Pakistan in five decades. According to Mr Shah the three men belonged to Lashkar-e-Taiba, a militant group based in Pakistan.

The Supreme Court of the Philippines dismissed the impeachment in February of Sara Duterte, the vice-president, by the lower house of Congress because the process was unconstitutional, though it did not clear her of the charges. Her trial in the Senate, which had been held up by the political and legal wrangling, cannot now proceed. The court's decision revives Ms Duterte's ambition of running for president in 2028.
No entry

Taiwan's president, Lai Ching-te, will postpone a trip to Paraguay after America refused to give him permission for his flight to transit through New York, according to reports. America is negotiating a trade deal with China and the Chinese government was hopping mad at the prospect of Mr Lai setting foot on American soil, which it somehow sees as violating its claim to rule Taiwan. Taiwan's foreign ministry denied the reports and said Mr Lai had no travel plans "in the near future".



At least 30 people died during flooding in Beijing and another 80,000 were evacuated. The city's suburbs, especially Miyun and Huairou, were hardest hit by the deluge.

In Britain downloads of virtual private networks soared, after new internet age-verification rules came into force. VPNs, which can make users appear to be from a different country from the one they live in, are one way to dodge the effects of the Online Safety Act, which aims to limit children's ability to see "harmful content", a category that includes porn, self-harm, suicide, depictions of violence, "dangerous stunts" and more. Some firms seem to be erring on the side of over-blocking, with social networks restricting access to footage from political demonstrations and even some speeches in Parliament. Critics argue that such nannying is hard to square with the government's ambitions to lower the voting age to 16.
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The world this week
Business
Jul 31, 2025 01:02 PM



The European Union reached a preliminary trade deal with America, which gave Donald Trump most of what he wanted. EU exports to America will be subject to a 15% tariff. Mr Trump had threatened 30%. The 15% duty applies to cars made in the EU, a lower rate than Mr Trump's sectoral levy. Meanwhile, the bloc will eliminate tariffs on American-made vehicles and a range of other goods, including aircraft and chipmaking equipment. The EU also committed to buying more American energy and investing more in the United States. Ursula von der Leyen, the president of the European Commission, insisted the deal was "the best we could get".

Other countries scrambled to reach trade deals with America before an August 1st deadline. An agreement with South Korea leaves it with a 15% tariff on its goods. It had faced a 25% duty.
Caught in the trade winds

More companies reported the impacts from tariffs. Mercedes-Benz blamed the duties for a decline in sales in North America and Asia in the first half of 2025, year on year. Taking the EU trade deal into account, it now expects sales for the full year to be "significantly below" last year's. Ford ran up $800m in tariff costs in the second quarter and swung to a net loss.  And Procter & Gamble said trade levies would cost it $1bn, and that it would have to raise prices across a range of consumer goods.

The Federal Reserve kept its benchmark interest rate on hold, at a range of between 4.25% and 4.5%. The central bank said that inflation remained "somewhat elevated", but recognised that growth had "moderated", possibly signalling a future rate cut. For the first time since 1993, two governors dissented from their colleagues and voted for a cut.

The Bank of Japan left its key interest rate unchanged, at 0.5%, but raised its forecast for inflation.

Microsoft's net profit soared by 24% in the second quarter, year on year, to $27.2bn, as revenue from its data centres surged. The company announced even more investments in AI. And Meta's stock shot up after it reported solid earnings. "Superintelligence" is going to improve every aspect of the business, said Mark Zuckerberg.

Tesla signed a $16.5bn deal with Samsung for the South Korean company to supply it with chips from its factory in Texas. Samsung will make Tesla's next-generation A16 chips for use in autonomous cars and robots, though production is still years away.



America's economy grew by 3% in annualised terms during the second quarter, a better showing than most economists had expected. A drop in investment was offset by an increase in consumer spending, among other things, said the Bureau of Economic Analysis. Separate data showed the trade deficit in goods narrowing to its lowest level in two years in June, as imports fell sharply.

The IMF raised its forecast of GDP growth for the world economy this year to 3%, from the 2.8% it projected in April. That is partly because America's tariff increases have not been as big as threatened on Mr Trump's "Liberation Day". A weaker dollar has also cushioned the blow for many countries. America's economy is now forecast to grow by 1.9%, up slightly from April's estimate, and China's by 4.8%, up from 4% in April.
Riding the train

America could get its first-ever rail operator to transport goods seamlessly from coast to coast. Union Pacific, which carries freight in the west of the US, agreed to buy Norfolk Southern, which operates in the east, creating a transcontinental company worth $250bn. The deal will attract intense scrutiny from regulators, and could be blown off track by objections from unions and other interested parties.

Novo Nordisk, which makes the Ozempic and Wegovy weight-loss treatments, issued a profit warning for the year amid increasing competition in the American market from compounded versions of the drugs and from Eli Lilly's rival remedies. Its share price sank by almost 30%. The company appointed a new chief executive, Maziar Mike Doustdar, though that did little to allay investors' concerns about its growth prospects. Parvus Asset Management, an activist hedge fund, is reported to be building a stake in the Danish firm.

Renault also got a new chief executive. Francois Provost was the surprise choice to succeed Luca de Meo, who has left to run Kering, a luxury-goods company.

There was some evidence that the efforts by Boeing's chief executive, Kelly Ortberg, to turn round the business were gaining traction. The company's cash burn, the rate at which it spends cash reserves or capital to fund operations, slowed to almost nothing in the second quarter and it recorded a smaller net loss than Wall Street had expected.  Boeing's delivery of 280 aircraft in the first six months of 2025 was the most in a first half since 2018.

America's Federal Communications Commission approved Skydance Media's acquisition of Paramount Global, ending the takeover's lengthy legal saga. The transaction is expected to close within weeks.
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Jul 31, 2025 02:43 PM



Dig deeper into the subject of this week's cartoon:

What opponents of the EU-US trade deal get wrong

The trade deal with America shows the limits of the EU's power

Who's feeling the pain of Trump's tariffs?

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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Transatlantic trade truths
What opponents of the EU-US trade deal get wrong 
Internal reform matters more than external trade
Jul 31, 2025 04:13 PM



THE CRITICS were quick to jump in. Soon after the European Commission struck its trade deal with President Donald Trump on July 27th, it was being savaged in European capitals. Francois Bayrou, the French prime minister, called it a "dark day when an alliance of free peoples, united to affirm their values and defend their interests, resolves to submit". Friedrich Merz, Germany's chancellor, worried about "severe damage" to the German economy. Viktor Orban, Hungary's populist leader, twisted the knife, saying that Mr Trump "ate Ursula von der Leyen for breakfast".

The deal is certainly unlike any other the EU has struck before. Exports to America will face a tariff of 15%, lower than the 30% that had been threatened had no deal been struck, but nearly ten times as high as the rate that prevailed before Mr Trump returned to the White House. In turn, the EU will eliminate its own tariffs on imports of American industrial goods, and provide easier access for some farm produce. The bloc is also expected to buy more energy from America, and invest hundreds of billions across the Atlantic. For those who see trade as a zero-sum game in which deficits are for losers and exporters are winners, the EU got fleeced.

The naysayers are misguided, however. Unfortunately, Mr Trump's love of tariffs means the old days of low duties are not coming back while he is in power. And the deal is not as catastrophic as its critics claim. The EU has secured similar terms to Japan's, so its relative trading position remains the same. Cars made in Europe will no longer face higher, sectoral duties. And the EU has not had to surrender its plans to regulate digital services, which mainly hit America's tech giants.

Some bemoan the asymmetry of the deal; that European manufacturers face tariffs, while Americans gain market access. But trade is not a zero-sum game. European consumers will benefit from greater choice and lower prices, whereas the bulk of the tariff cost will be borne by American businesses and shoppers, even if some foreign firms do cut their prices.

Last, the broader geopolitical context meant that escalation was never an attractive option for the EU. If trade were the only thing on the agenda, the bloc could have better afforded to hit back, in the hope of forcing America to relent. But "it is [also] about security, it is about Ukraine," Maros Sefcovic, the EU's trade commissioner, has said about the negotiations. Because Europe has for decades outsourced its security to America, it needed to offer trade terms that would keep a mercurial president happy and willing to stay engaged in Europe.

The EU's critics ignore the fact that its problems run deeper than a single trade deal. The economy badly needs reform, innovation and investment, as Mario Draghi, a former head of the European Central Bank, laid out in a colossal report in 2024. Mr Trump's 15% transatlantic tariff pales in comparison with the cost of internal trade frictions; the IMF reckons barriers within the EU amount to a staggering 44% tariff on goods and 110% on services. Europe's capital markets are too shallow and fragmented to fund risky, innovative ideas. And the continent is far from adding the extra investments needed to close the productivity gap.

Rather than focusing on what America is doing wrong, the EU should look closer to home. Member states are stymieing reform. Germany is loth to boost its own capital markets, let alone integrate capital markets across Europe. France is the biggest obstacle to making more trade deals that would help diversify exporters' markets. Almost a year since the Draghi report, barely any of its recommendations have been acted on. Damaging as a trade war would have been, it might at least have shaken politicians out of their torpor. Instead of pointing fingers, the critics should roll up their sleeves. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Block off the old chips 
America is easing chip-export controls at exactly the wrong time 
The ban on sales to China was working, and should be kept in place
Jul 31, 2025 04:13 PM



IN THE SIX months since China stunned the world with DeepSeek, its progress in artificial intelligence (AI) has continued to impress. In July alone three labs unveiled top-flight AI models, matching and in some cases even beating America's best. The bosses of America's leading modelmakers say that advanced AI, able to outperform the average human at all cognitive tasks, could be just a few years away. The race is not just commercial, but geopolitical: the country that gets to superintelligence first would enjoy mighty military advantages, too.

This is the backdrop against which the Trump administration has abruptly changed its mind on the export of America's world-beating AI chips to China. In April it blocked the sales of Nvidia's H20 chips to the People's Republic. On July 14th the firm said it had been given permission to resume them. The U-turn came shortly after a meeting at the White House between President Donald Trump and the boss of Nvidia, Jensen Huang. Nvidia is the world's most valuable company, and its fortunes move markets. To a president who views the S&P 500 as a personal approval tracker, that may give it sway that other firms lack. But even without the grubby optics, the decision is a grave mistake at the worst possible time.

That is because as impressive as Chinese models have been, America's chip controls were clearly working. When Nvidia devised the H20 to comply with an earlier set of rules, it inadvertently created a chip that was hobbled for training new AI models, but perfect for running them--a process called inference. Since exports of the H20 were banned in April, even the Chinese labs that had overcome the shortage of training chips to produce world-class AI models have been unable to access enough computing capacity to offer those models to paying customers. They have had to resort to relying on outsourced hosting, and making the most of the limited quantity of AI chips produced by Huawei and other Chinese hardware firms. But the trend seems clear: without H20s, Chinese companies cannot keep up with demand.

And as AI adoption increases, having enough capacity for inference will become ever more important, making export controls even more potent. America's ban on the export of H20s, in short, has impeded China's progress in AI. It seems perverse for America, engaged in an arms race with China, to give up this advantage.

Moreover, rapid progress in AI argues for restricting chip sales now, even if that ends up boosting China's hardware industry in the longer term. There is no question that blocking Chinese firms' access to foreign inputs has stimulated demand for Chinese alternatives. It has turbo-charged innovation and the development of an alternative ecosystem in a way that even President Xi Jinping and his deep pockets could not manage. China's domestic chipmakers remain years behind the industry's cutting edge, but export controls have strengthened their commercial incentive to catch up. America thus faces a trade-off: it can limit China's AI software industry today at the expense of emboldening its AI hardware industry in the longer term, or vice versa.

Mr Trump's AI adviser, David Sacks, says allowing chip exports will make China dependent on America's technology ecosystem, and discourage it from developing its own. The more Chinese firms use Nvidia's chips, goes the argument, the harder it will be for Huawei and other local firms to develop a commercially viable alternative. America's commerce secretary says he wants China to be "addicted" to American chips.

Yet given the stakes of the AI race, the risk that China's hardware supply chain will be strengthened in the long run is worth taking. The fiendish complexity of chipmaking means catching up will take many years. And if there is even a small chance that the time-frame for AI development suggested by America's AI leaders is correct, the race for superintelligence may have been won by 2030. Accordingly, America should do everything it can to win that race in the short term, even if that means it fails to hamper the development of China's hardware industry in the longer term.
Nvidia's comparison

When it comes to many of the ingredients of artificial intelligence, China measures up well against America. It has deep reservoirs of talent, data and capital, and plenty of power-generating capacity. Chips, however, are its Achilles heel. As artificial-intelligence models wow the world, and even bigger advances loom on the horizon, it is foolish for America to give its main geopolitical rival any assistance. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Just passing time
Spain's scandal-plagued prime minister should step down
Pedro Sanchez needs to let his country's democracy renew itself
Jul 31, 2025 01:04 PM



SPANIARDS SEEM to be doing well these days, especially compared with some of their neighbours. Since 2022 growth in their economy has far outpaced that of the euro area as a whole. Unemployment, though still over 10%, is at its lowest since 2008. And this is despite a sharp rise in the minimum wage since Pedro Sanchez, a Socialist, became prime minister in 2018. Mr Sanchez has passed a useful labour reform, strengthened the welfare state, welcomed immigrants and taken the European lead in recognising a Palestinian state. His supporters see him as a last bastion of social democracy against the hard right. Despite leading a minority government, Mr Sanchez has kept the country ticking over pretty well.

Until now. The prime minister emerged weaker from a snap election he called two years ago, at which the mainstream conservative People's Party (PP) won the most votes. He clung on in the Moncloa Palace because his motley crew of allies--the hard left, as well as Catalan and Basque nationalists--preferred him to voting with Vox, a hard-right outfit. But he has paid a price for their increasingly unreliable support.

In the past few weeks Mr Sanchez has also been badly hurt by a corruption scandal. The two men he picked to run the Socialist Party for him since 2018 both now face trial for taking bribes on public contracts (which they deny). Recordings indicate that one of them hired prostitutes together with an associate--hypocritical in a party that proposes to ban prostitution. On Mr Sanchez's orders, the two party leaders ruthlessly sidelined internal critics. That means he has no one else to blame.

Polls show that Spaniards are more disillusioned with their politicians than any other Europeans, apart from Bulgarians, Greeks and Slovenes. Mr Sanchez has repeatedly apologised for his aides' transgressions. But that is not enough. To restore faith in Spanish democracy, the prime minister should take responsibility and step down. There is no good reason for him to stay on. Spain's economic growth predates him and owes rather less to his reforms than to those of his conservative predecessor, Mariano Rajoy. It would continue after him. He has placed political lackeys in supposedly independent institutions. He has not managed to pass a budget since 2023.

It is now Mr Sanchez's allies, not his party, who set the agenda. He is ever more vulnerable to their policy blackmail. The only weighty legislation passed in the current parliament was an amnesty for those involved with an illegal attempt by Catalan separatists to secede from Spain. This has damaged the credibility of democratic politics: Mr Sanchez opposed it as unconstitutional until he needed Catalan nationalist votes to stay in office. Spain's NATO partners reluctantly agreed to let the country raise defence spending to just 2.1% of GDP rather than 3.5% like the rest, but Mr Sanchez has not dared seek parliamentary approval even for this, since the hard left would vote against it. A bill that would give the government-appointed public prosecutor, instead of judges, control over the judicial police looks to critics like an attempt to shut down investigations into his circle. Another ill-advised bill seeks to impose a 37.5-hour week, with no loss of pay, on all businesses.

Mr Sanchez came to office thanks to a censure motion against Mr Rajoy after courts condemned PP politicians for corruption. That he has not yet fallen in the same way owes everything to Vox: other parties fear that voting the PP into office would mean a government backed by the xenophobic populists of the hard right. Yet that need not be the case.

There are two other ways Spain's paralysis could end. One would be for Mr Sanchez to call a party congress and hand over leadership to a party elder. The prime minister has made confrontation with the PP, as well as Vox, his method of government; a different leader could seek a constructive relationship with the moderate opposition. The second route would be an early election. Mr Sanchez would probably lose it. But two more years of ineffectual gamesmanship will only further tarnish the positive aspects of his legacy. The prime minister should use his summer holiday to ponder the interests of his party and his country, and act accordingly. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Bad protocol 
The world needs a better way to share genetic information
That will involve a wholesale rethink of the Nagoya protocol  
Jul 31, 2025 01:03 PM



BIOLOGY IS IN the middle of a transformation. Over the past five years new sequencing techniques have made it much easier and cheaper to read long strands of DNA, allowing scientists to record gapless genomes with much less uncertainty than before. Scientists are keen to put these capabilities to good use. One ambitious proposal is the Earth Biogenome Project, a moonshot idea to sequence all the planet's eukaryotic life--that is, all plants, animals, fungi and so forth . This would help scientists uncover the hidden handiwork of evolution, monitor how endangered species respond to global warming, and mine genomes for useful biological compounds, such as new antibiotics.

Unfortunately, the project faces big obstacles. One is the Nagoya protocol, which was supposed to make the biosciences fairer and more efficient. In force since 2014, the protocol asserts countries' sovereign right to negotiate access to genetic resources on their land. Although well-intentioned, it has made sharing biological samples across borders harder, and has not generated benefits for biodiverse countries, many of them poor. It should be scrapped, and replaced with something better.

Sequencing is not the only work being hampered by the protocol's red tape. Microbiological research, especially on pathogenic bacteria and viral strains, has often been obstructed, too. Brazilian researchers working under Nagoya-like rules were prevented from sharing samples of the Zika virus during an outbreak in 2016. Likewise with the MERS virus in Saudi Arabia in 2013 (when some Nagoya principles were already in place, under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), of which the protocol is an offshoot). This has slowed vital research, including on vaccines.

The idea behind the protocol is a noble one. It sought to enable countries to share in the benefits generated from their genetic resources, and to ensure that stewards of biodiversity would not be relied upon for their work and knowledge without proper compensation. The intent was to protect poor countries, in particular, from being exploited by researchers and businesses from the rich world. But the protocol has not only failed to achieve its aims, it has been counterproductive.

Rather than helping biodiverse countries get their due, it is more often imposing a burden on them. As of 2023, more than 80% of countries that have ratified the protocol had yet to issue a single permit, meaning that those countries have received no benefit, monetary or otherwise. Many have no adequate processes in place to facilitate permits; in other places, local scientists seeking permits describe needing to know people if they are to find their way around countries' systems.

As a consequence, foreign researchers have at times pulled back from collaborating with colleagues in poor countries. After years of delay, the Wellcome Sanger Institute in Britain has had to reallocate funds from some projects with scientists in countries that have ratified the protocol to projects in countries that have not.

Countries are entitled to make their own laws, but the current framework is complex and unworkable. That is not just a bad deal for countries providing samples. The world at large is forgoing the benefits of research when biodiversity is under huge pressure, the threat of pandemics looms large and biology at last has the tools to make important progress.

That is why the protocol needs to make way for a better system. One might draw inspiration from another offshoot of the CBD, called the Cali Fund. This will create a financial mechanism for companies to pay for genomic sequences (rather than samples). Like copyright collection societies, it will allow data to be shared easily through online databases, in exchange for payment into a central fund responsible for compensating sequence-providing countries.

A similar system for sharing physical samples could lessen the administrative burden on the poorest countries by removing the need for permits and enabling collaboration. If some of the money that was generated went towards building technical capacity in poor countries, they could more easily take part in international research on an equal footing. That would create value not just for the planet's myriad creatures, but for fledgling scientific communities everywhere. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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The What For declaration
In recognising Palestine, Britain and France won't advance peace
They could even set it back
Jul 31, 2025 04:13 PM



GAZA IS IN the grip of an incipient famine, amid a futile war that neither Hamas nor Israel appears ready to end. In an attempt to highlight the suffering of the Palestinians, stop the fighting and save the idea of two countries for two peoples, Britain and France have in recent days both taken decisive steps towards the recognition of a Palestinian state. The Economist wholeheartedly shares those aims, but we doubt that recognition will further them--indeed, we worry that recognition on the terms set out by Britain and France could get in the way.

France moved first on July 24th when its president, Emmanuel Macron, announced that he will recognise Palestine at the UN General Assembly in September. Five days later Britain's prime minister, Sir Keir Starmer, said that Britain would follow suit, but added that he would hold back if Israel stopped the war, clearly committed itself to a two-state solution and pledged not to annex Palestinian territory in Gaza or the West Bank. Those demands are unlikely to be met, meaning that Britain, too, is likely to go ahead.

It is easy to depict this as virtue-signalling by unpopular leaders keen to curry favour at home. Mr Macron has lost much of his domestic authority. Sir Keir is losing control over his own party, which is strongly pro-Palestinian, with grave implications for the rest of his term in office. Despite this, France's president and Britain's prime minister deserve to be taken at face value. The chief test of their announcements, in other words, is whether recognition is likely to advance their aims in the Middle East.

One answer, put forward by President Donald Trump, is that recognition is simply irrelevant. He scoffed that Mr Macron's pledge "doesn't carry any weight". You can see what he means. Given that 147 of the 193 members of the UN already recognise a Palestinian state, two more are unlikely to make much difference.

However, although Britain and France no longer matter as they used to, they still count for something--which is one reason Israel's government has reacted angrily to their change in policy. As permanent members of the UN Security Council and members of the G7, they are keen to sway other countries that are considering recognition. And sure enough on July 30th, Canada said it would also recognise Palestine in September, subject to some conditions. Britain has an added historical role because, in the Balfour declaration issued in 1917, it acknowledged the need for a Jewish homeland and promised to help to bring one into being. To the extent that either country has any influence even at the margin, they should surely use it--or what is influence for?

The argument for acting now is that the Israeli government, under its prime minister, Binyamin Netanyahu, will be shocked into realising that his country is losing the support of even long-term allies. Britain and France cannot compel Israel to change course, but in order to avoid becoming a pariah, Mr Netanyahu may sue for peace. Because America is not pressing Israel forcefully enough, Europe's two main diplomatic powers must step in.

It is a weak foundation on which to rest Middle East policy. For one thing, Mr Netanyahu and his ministers are more likely to dig in their heels than suddenly give ground. Many of them assess, correctly, that European governments will condemn them whatever they do. Yielding to demands today will only lead to more tomorrow. Some in Israel have concluded that they should do whatever they want now, despite criticism from abroad, and try to rebuild relations later. If Israel has already paid the--albeit small--price of recognition, Mr Netanyahu and his government may if anything become more extreme.

The other problem is that, if talks about two states begin again under a new Israeli prime minister, both sides will need to make concessions to bring them to a successful conclusion. Yet using recognition as leverage over Israel today means that Britain and France have deprived themselves of leverage over the Palestinian side tomorrow.

That is not a trivial thing to surrender, because the two-state deal will face many obstacles, including the details over territory and security. Unfortunately, Mahmoud Abbas, the president of the Palestinian Authority, looks unlikely to give ground willingly. He only recently denounced Hamas's murderous attacks of October 7th 2023 for the first time. He has repeatedly failed to hold elections and lacks the legitimacy to speak for Palestinians as a whole.

In the immediate future, that same logic confounds Sir Keir's wheeze to make recognition of Palestine a threat rather than a promise. The prime minister says that he is acting now because he is determined to end the fighting in Gaza and, at the margin, he may be able to exert some influence over Israel. But he has not threatened to withhold support for recognition if Hamas refuses to release hostages or to end the war. That potential reward gives Hamas an incentive to block a ceasefire until after the UN General Assembly in September. Yet once Hamas has pocketed Britain's prize, Sir Keir will have lost his leverage over Israel. It is a self-defeating policy that fails on its own terms, even supposing Israel is susceptible to pressure.

The truth is that Britain and France have most influence over Israel indirectly, through Mr Trump. He is the only leader who can press Mr Netanyahu into the ceasefire he says he wants; America is essential for keeping alive the prospect of lasting peace. Alas, by moving to recognise a Palestinian state, Britain and France have lost influence with him, too. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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A selection of correspondence
The consequences of age-related testosterone decline in men
Also this week, Chris Wright, academic pay, UAE foreign policy, cameras, ice cream, brand manipulation
Jul 31, 2025 01:03 PM



Letters are welcome via email to letters@economist.com
Find out more about how we process your letter

Keeping fit prevents decline

You thoughtfully highlighted the consequences of age-related testosterone decline in men ("Hormonal men", July 12th). Important aspects to consider are why this decrease happens and whether it is inevitable. In contrast to menopause in women, in which the reduction of oestrogens occurs regardless of lifestyle, we found that diminishing testosterone is not necessarily a biological fate (our study was published in Maturitas in 2018).

We analysed 2,994 men aged 50-80 undergoing preventive health exams, including a maximal treadmill test to measure cardiorespiratory fitness objectively. The results showed that men who remained physically fit and maintained a healthy weight did not experience the typical age-related drop in testosterone. In other words, lifestyle, particularly fitness and weight control, plays a critical role.

Testosterone decline is preventable, and this fact deserves attention in discussions of male ageing and hormones. The hormonal trajectory of ageing men is not fixed.

Dr Ugis Gruntmanis
Professor of endocrinology
Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Centre
Lebanon, New Hampshire

Your article on hormone-linked depression may send melancholy male readers racing for a testosterone test ("When hormones hijack the mind", July 12th). They can keep their sleeves rolled down. The best evidence available, a randomised, placebo-controlled trial in 2024 of more than 5,000 men with low testosterone, found that testosterone replacement lifted mood only marginally and left sleep and cognitive function unchanged. In our own eight-year cohort of more than 4,000 Australian men, baseline testosterone levels, whether high, low or middling, predicted nothing about who later became depressed.

Whatever sparkle some men report after testosterone replacement is largely the placebo effect. Chasing yet another biochemical quick fix may enrich laboratories and prescribers but will help few patients. Trimmer waists, fewer drinks and brisk walks remain cheaper, safer tonics for low mood.

Dr Malcolm Forbes
Consultant psychiatrist
Geelong, Australia

Why Wright is wrong

The By Invitation (July 14th) from Chris Wright, America's energy secretary and a former oil and gas chief executive, was dismissive of climate change and the enormous progress made by renewable energy. His own department's Energy Information Administration reports that in 2024 solar, wind and batteries provided 94% of new electric capacity in America, 61% from solar alone, not because they are clean but because they are now the lowest cost electricity generators. Unlike oil and gas, which are finite resources that fluctuate wildly in price, solar and wind are free fuels that will never cause future price shocks.

Mr Wright argued that electricity accounts for only one-fifth of primary energy consumption. But the energy transition involves not only replacing fossil-fuel electricity with renewables but also electrifying buildings, transport and industry. Instead of burning methane gas in homes, which incurs an energy loss, modern heat pumps convert one kilowatt-hour of electricity to as much as five kWh of heat. And as the Department of Energy explains, electric vehicles are about three times as efficient as gasoline ones.

Secretary Wright's reversal of the national energy programme may benefit the fossil-fuel industry, but it will put America much further behind China. According to the EIA, last year alone China installed more than twice the total American capacity of utility-scale solar electricity. What should be a Sputnik moment is being met with a futile attempt to save a declining industry, which will subject us all to worsening climate-change disasters.

Charles Kutscher
Fellow
Renewable and Sustainable Energy Institute 
Boulder, Colorado

Mr Wright promotes a fantasy of "bettering lives through unleashing a golden age of energy dominance" while the North Rim of the Grand Canyon burns and dozens of families in Texas still mourn the loss of their loved ones in flash floods. Climate change has exacerbated the frequency and intensity of these types of weather events.

Yes, cheap and abundant energy drove, and continues to drive, economic progress, but so did science, and the science on climate change is clear. Its impact on human lives and the economy cannot be ignored. The World Health Organisation estimates that approximately 250,000 additional lives will be lost because of climate change every year between 2030 and 2050.

The world may stand at an "energy crossroads", but we also stand at one that is existential. We should hope our leaders have the courage to recognise that before it truly is too late.

Tyler Dooling
New York

The UAE responds

The foreign policy of the United Arab Emirates is guided by a clear vision, which is to foster stability, economic opportunity and long-term partnerships across the Middle East and Africa. We believe this is the only sustainable path to building a region in which people can truly thrive. This approach is often misunderstood and misrepresented, including in your recent coverage (economist.com/video).

Your reporting echoes outdated stereotypes that reduce Gulf foreign policy to simplistic rivalries. In reality, the UAE has pursued a deliberate strategy of regional de-escalation and economic integration, grounded in the belief that the region needs more co-operation, not confrontation. This vision has been reflected in restored diplomatic ties, deepening economic partnerships, and a growing emphasis on connectivity, trade, and shared development across the Middle East.

The same principles underpin the UAE's partnerships across Africa. As one of the largest investors on the continent, the UAE has made significant contributions in renewable energy, infrastructure and digital innovation,  from solar plants in Togo to data centres in Kenya. We are also one of the major aid providers to Africa, having provided approximately $20.9bn in development and humanitarian aid to the continent over the past ten years. To portray such engagement as destabilising is not only inaccurate, but dismisses the UAE's development-driven strategy and its commitment to building mutually beneficial, long-term relationships with African nations.

This approach has also guided our engagement in Sudan, where the UAE built strong ties with the civilian government before its overthrow in 2021. Today, the military factions that removed that government are fighting each other and committing terrible atrocities. We do not support either of them. We believe Sudan's future must be a civilian-led government independent of military control. The most recent reporting of the UN Panel of Experts tasked with monitoring the arms embargo on Darfur makes no findings against the UAE, and the International Court of Justice dismissed related accusations brought by the Sudanese Armed Forces, one of the warring parties.

Our objective is clear: to support a peaceful, stable, and prosperous region in which the aspirations of its people, whether in Sudan or elsewhere, can be realised. This is the vision the UAE embodies and is committed to.

Afra Alhameli
Director of communications
UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Abu Dhabi

Professors on a pittance

Visa costs are not the main reason why Britain may not benefit from an exodus of researchers from America ("Brain gain?", July 19th). With a few exceptions, the vast majority of British and European universities pay pre-tax salaries to academics that are well below international standards (the deviation is even larger after tax). The differences are often measured in multiples, not percentage points. The only beneficiary from this will be China, where institutions increasingly pay internationally benchmarked, market-based salaries that are much larger than those offered by European universities.

Aris Stouraitis
Director
Centre for Corporate Governance and Financial Policy
Hong Kong Baptist University

Japan's political future?

Your otherwise excellent coverage of Japan's upper house election ("Japan's political kaleidoscope", July 26th) missed, like almost all media coverage, perhaps the most interesting development in the election: the emergence of Anno Takahiro's Team Mirai. Mr Anno is a 34-year-old science-fiction writer. Team Mirai did a number of unprecedented things when it crossed the 2% threshold to become a national party and elect its first member to the House of Councillors. These include becoming the first party in the world that harnesses AI for public participation to receive national representation and the first party in Japan led by the under 40s to win representation. Amid the handwringing about the decline of democracy, perhaps we should celebrate the hopeful possibilities that technology and youth are opening.

E. Glen Weyl
Arlington, Massachusetts

Cameras for an analogue life

In addition to the resurgence of old analogue media mentioned in your article, "Rage against the machine" (July 19th), instant photography is also making a return. Polaroid is back from near extinction and sells over 1m film packs a year (that's 80m photos). It recently introduced two entirely new cameras. Fuji sells 97m packs of Instax film a year. The enthusiasts' market for Polaroid cameras has developed entirely new printed circuit boards that permit granular control of vintage SX-70 cameras through apps on smartphones. A nice mix of old and new.

Jim McCartney
Calgary, Canada



Life's a rocky road

I couldn't help notice that John Robbins, a campaigner for healthier living, died at the age of 77 (Obituary, July 5th). Robbins spurned the family's Baskin-Robbins ice-cream business, which was co-founded by his father, Irv, in 1945. After a difficult doctor's appointment in his 70s Irv was forced to read a copy of his son's "Diet for a New America", which was "dense with charts and tables of the shocking levels of fat Americans ate". But I'm not sure Irv didn't have the last laugh.

John lived a healthy vegan lifestyle and died at 77. But his father lived to 90, despite his ice-cream empire and accompanying health issues. It recalls a piece of advice passed down in my ice-cream loving family: "Life's uncertain, eat dessert first." 

PETER DARCH
Chicago

Emotional manipulation

Bartleby's column about the emotional attachment to brands (July 12th) reminded me of the psychology behind Apple's packaging. Apple designs its boxes to open with some resistance, building a sense of anticipation and excitement for the person opening them. To the consumer, the boxes can stir positive emotions and memories about Apple. It took Apple hundreds of attempts to come up with the patent for the iPod box.

Robert Clarke
Auckland, New Zealand

Thom Yorke, the main songwriter for Radiohead, has long warned about this kind of emotional engineering, where systems subtly shape our thoughts and feelings, leaving us with only the illusion of control. Through clever branding, genuine memories are often replaced by manufactured sentiments.

What is at stake is not just consumer choice, but emotional autonomy. These brands don't simply sell products, they sell emotionally tailored narratives.

Denis Golovenko
Basingstoke, Hampshire

As an AFOL (Adult Fan of Lego) I take exception to Bartleby's claim that most adults do not continue to have frequent interactions with the toy. This implies that AFOLs are an aberration among grown-ups, and unhelpfully supports the claims that our spouses have been making for years. The fact that Lego's extensive line of tastefully packaged sets for years 18-plus (with very adult price tags) make up around 15-20% of its sales should demonstrate that we are a culture to be taken seriously.

On behalf of the AFOL community I expect a retraction that I can show my wife.

Trygve Kalland
Oslo
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Trashing climate science
Donald Trump's war on climate science has staggering implications
Even a policy of "drill, baby, drill" would imply more climate research, not its evisceration, says Ralph Keeling
Jul 31, 2025 08:47 PM



IF YOU HAVE seen one graph on the subject of climate change, the chances are that it is the one that bears my family name. The Keeling curve, named after my father Charles (who went informally by "Dave"), shows the increase and variation of carbon dioxide in the Earth's atmosphere over the past seven decades. This iconic graph has, however, fallen victim to budget plans released recently by President Donald Trump's White House. Those plans call for a wholesale gutting of climate science in America. Among the long list of programmes to be cut is the Mauna Loa Observatory in Hawaii, run by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), where for 67 years key measurements of carbon dioxide have been taken almost continuously. This swing of the axe would certainly be a personal blow. More crucially, it has important scientific as well as symbolic implications.

In the 1950s Roger Revelle, director of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography at UC San Diego, came to believe that carbon dioxide was building up in the Earth's atmosphere. He hired my father, an ambitious young scientist, to see if this was the case. My father set up his monitoring station on a mountain in the middle of the Pacific Ocean because he thought the well-mixed air over the Pacific would provide samples that reflected planetary, not local, trends. He was right--and so was Revelle.



The Mauna Loa measurements, begun in 1958, showed a clear annual cycle. The growth of plants in the northern spring and summer reduces the level of carbon dioxide; the decay in autumn and winter increases it. But there was also a clear rising trend year on year. By the 1960s the measurements provided the first unequivocal evidence that excess carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels was building up in the atmosphere. In 1965 a report headed up by Revelle outlined for President Lyndon Johnson the threat of rising carbon dioxide and its potential climate impacts.

As the curve grew in length, it inspired a cadre of researchers who grasped the broader implications of the rise. Groundbreaking studies in the late 1970s by luminaries at labs and institutes across America made clear that rising carbon dioxide would cause significant global warming. By the early 1990s it was evident that the warming wave was already upon us. I too was drawn to this field, eventually working closely with my NOAA colleagues to continue the measurements at Mauna Loa and around the world.

The curve has risen from a time when the level of atmospheric carbon dioxide was a bit under 320 parts per million to one where it is pushing 430 parts per million. The Keeling curve is the world's longest continuous measurement of the single biggest factor driving anthropogenic climate change. And it is rising at a record rate.

The Trump administration's broad threats to science--climate science especially--go far beyond the potential closure of the Mauna Loa Observatory. Budget proposals for 2026 call for the elimination of the office within NOAA that supports scientific research of the atmosphere and ocean. Also planned are major cuts to climate research at NASA, the Department of Energy and the National Science Foundation. Some in Congress are pushing back. But it's early days, and the threat remains.

What would be lost is staggering. Robust weather forecasts require measurements of today's weather as well as powerful computer models that can account for evolving atmospheric patterns. An ability to forecast climate months or even years ahead requires measurements not just of recent weather, but also of more persistent variables such as ocean temperatures, ocean currents, forest status, snow and ice cover, and the level of the greenhouse gases accumulating in the atmosphere. High-quality long-term observations accurately resolve trends and also validate the models.  All these capabilities are now in the crosshairs.

To what end? For decades we have known that our burning of fossil fuels is the chief driver of the current global warming. Gutting today's climate research won't change that. Even if you believed--against the evidence--that the cost of curtailing emissions outweighs the benefits, it does not justify a head-in-the sand approach. Government and the private sector need information to manage risks from floods, fires, heatwaves, droughts, sea-level rise and more. Tough choices will need to be made. How seriously should a coastal city prepare for the probability of ever higher ocean surges? How should we harden military assets to cope with extreme weather events? What crops should we plant in response to more droughts and floods? Industry and others are unlikely to foot the bill for information needed by society at large. Climate research is international and won't stop. But America's contribution has been so great that the world's capacity to continue will be diminished--and America will become more dependent on the work of others.

Already the world has warmed by nearly 1.5degC from pre-industrial levels, and the consequences are upon us. Global economic losses from weather-related extreme events are estimated at over $220bn a year, while declines in labour productivity due to exposure to extreme heat are reckoned to cost over $830bn a year. The consequences will grow only more severe. The less we invest in cutting emissions, the costlier the outcomes will be. A "drill, baby, drill" policy calls for more capacity for climate tracking and assessment, not less. We need investment in modelling, support for ongoing measurements of Earth's systems and sufficient R&D to rally the next generation to this urgent cause. Instead, the Trump administration intends to send the climate scientists packing and to shutter research and data-gathering activities. The whole world will pay a price for this recalcitrance, not least America. #

Ralph Keeling is a distinguished professor at Scripps Institution of Oceanography at UC San Diego and president of the Keeling Curve Foundation
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Big, beautiful, bonkers (cont.)
Donald Trump's war on renewables
A not-quite-total eclipse of the solar
Jul 31, 2025 08:50 PM | SAN JOSE



TAG ALONG with Mary Powell on a field visit to San Jose, California, and you might think you are looking at the bright future of clean energy in America. Sunrun, the residential solar firm she heads, helps consumers manage energy services in 22 states. One of her California customers, a hard-nosed engineer in Silicon Valley, shows off solar panels and batteries leased from Sunrun. A greater attraction for him than greenery, he says, is that the kit keeps his lights on during outages: and it works out cheaper than getting power from the local utility.

Sunrun's "solar as a service" customers get cheap electricity in return for letting the company install solar panels and batteries on their property. By networking those systems together into "virtual powerplants" the company can also sell power to local grids at times when they need it most; it says it has helped forestall blackouts in states and territories including California, New York and Puerto Rico. 

The company exemplifies the potential of solar energy. Solar panels have become cheap--very cheap, when the tax credits offered by the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) of 2022 are included--and easily installed. That is why they accounted for over three-fifths of new-electricity-capacity installation in America in 2024. But they offer more than that. Coupled with ever cheaper batteries, they are also spurring the development of new business models which could help bring wholesale change to the energy system.



The One Big Beautiful Bill (OBBB) signed into law on July 4th is an attempt to stop all that. It is not as bad for the solar sector as it might have been. A tax specifically aimed at solar and wind introduced by Senate Republicans did not make it into the final bill, and the IRA's tax credits for solar, wind, "green" hydrogen and associated manufacturing investments are being phased out by 2027-28, not killed immediately. Its shortest-term effects are now the removal of tax credits for buying and using electric vehicles (EVs). These will end in September--bad news for, among others, the companies that took advantage of the IRA's tax credits to invest in the EV supply chain.
	The climate needs a politics of the possible
	America is slashing its climate research
	The humbling of green Europe
	The remarkable rise of "greenhushing"


On top of this the OBBB provides new largesse to fossil-fuel firms, making it easier and cheaper to drill on federal land and expanding the area of such land available--though the question of how much, if at all, they make use of these options will be decided by prices in the global oil and gas markets. Car makers that were buying credits from EV makers to improve their fleet-efficiency figures will no longer need to do so, because the relevant regulations will no longer be enforced.
Get your gigawatts out

Researchers at Princeton University reckon that under the OBBB America's greenhouse-gas emissions in 2035 will be 470m tonnes of carbon-dioxide equivalent above what they might otherwise have been under President Donald Trump's policies (see chart 1). The Rhodium Group, a research company, has a similar number for the excess: 315m-574m tonnes. At the low end that is a bit larger than Britain's carbon-dioxide emissions in 2023; at the top end, a tad less than Germany's. When the Princeton researchers add in the effect of policies Mr Trump can enact without legislation--such as ending greenhouse-gas regulation by the EPA and scrapping both fuel-economy standards for motor vehicles and energy-efficiency rules for industry--the excess emissions in 2035 compared with those that could have been expected under the IRA reach 1bn tonnes or more.
Waiting for the killshot

Does the OBBB sound the death knell for the transition away from fossil fuels? No. Enthusiasts for green energy whose horizons are broader than just wind and solar can see grounds for optimism: nuclear and geothermal energy keep their IRA benefits. More controversially, so do schemes to remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Some such "direct-air capture" is necessary for any net-zero endgame; it provides the negative emissions with which to net out the hardest real emissions to abate. At the same time it is tellingly popular with the fossil-fuel industry, which wants to use the carbon dioxide some such schemes produce to squeeze more oil out of ageing wells.

What is more, America needs electricity. Demand is rising quickly, and the titanic amounts of power some AI boosters see as crucial to their transformation of the world could see the rise increase sharply. That suggests investments in already cheap and well established renewables, especially solar, will return. By the end of the decade they may be rising at rates not unlike those of the past few years years--if from a lowered base.

Counterintuitively, the very near term prospects for wind and solar may also be good. Jeh Vevaina of Brookfield, a Canadian investment goliath with over $50bn invested in America's clean-energy sector, says he expects a brief boom. The new rules mean that developers who start wind and solar projects before next July and complete them rapidly will still earn the IRA tax credits, so companies with the wherewithal are accelerating investments.



This is one of the reasons why BloombergNEF (BNEF), another research firm, expects more than 50GW of solar installation in both 2026 and 2027. After that, in the words of another big developer, things fall off a cliff (see chart 2). Rhodium expects clean-energy generation additions between 2025 and 2035 to be 57% to 62% compared with what would have happened under IRA policies. 

Kevin Smith of Arevon Energy, a renewables developer, reckons $100bn or more in planned American solar and battery manufacturing investment "will not happen". The researchers at Princeton reckon that $500bn which might have been invested in renewables will go elsewhere.

Mr Vevaina insists the shake-out will see good projects still getting built, but smaller developers and those with long construction periods may not survive. Abigail Hopper of the Solar Energy Industries Association, a trade group, sees firms quickly adapting supply chains, investment strategies and business models. Because the OBBB maintains IRA tax credits for batteries, she reckons solar firms will "reorient product lines along storage". Sunrun is one of those already doing so. Emphasising storage and other less "political" options is a way of realising what Nat Eng of Apricus Generation, a solar  and storage developer, says is the industry's new mantra: "Stayin' alive till '29."

After the crash, though, BNEF sees new annual additions of solar and onshore wind starting to climb again, with 94GW of additional renewable generation and storage added in 2035--more than any year to date. And the revival would be more sustainable, supported purely by cost advantages and sharper business models.

Unfortunately, there is no evidence that a more sustainable and efficient industry is what Mr Trump wants;  he would like the strictures tightened. Three days after he signed the OBBB, Mr Trump issued an executive order directing the Treasury to issue guidance within 45 days on implementing the OBBB with the express intent of ending "the massive cost of taxpayer handouts to unreliable energy sources". The next day he was fulminating on the subject: "Wind is a very expensive form of energy, it's very bad...the other one is solar...very, very inefficient and very ugly too." He returns to the subject obsessively. On July 25th, after seeing the wind farms now visible from his golf courses in Scotland, Mr Trump said their spread was, alongside immigration, Europe's biggest problem: "You're ruining your countries. I really mean it, it's so sad. You fly over and you see these windmills all over the place, ruining your beautiful fields and valleys and killing your birds. And, and they're stuck in the ocean, ruining your oceans."

Despite the presidential animus, Jason Grumet of the American Clean Power Association, a trade group, says he is "optimistic that the executive order will be interpreted in a way that does not create price shocks." Perhaps. But many in the industry are quietly panicking. The worry, they say, is that the Treasury guidance becomes a "killshot" much more lethal than the OBBB's staged phase-out.

Ways to make things worse for wind and solar could include increasing the amount of capital spent, or the number of parts ordered, or the level of development at the site by a certain date needed for a project to qualify for credits. The idea that new limits might conceivably be applied retrospectively adds to the uncertainty.

Because large parts of the supply chains for solar, batteries and EVs still rely on Chinese inputs, another avenue for mischief is the "foreign entity of concern" (FEOC) provision which limits the access to supply chains of countries seen as adversaries. These issues are always tricky. Keith Martin of Norton Rose Fulbright, a law firm, argues that, at present, the "FEOC maze is manageable enough, based on the statute". The question is whether officials will limit their actions to the statute's expressed intent.

The Treasury's guidance is not the only way to turn the screws. On July 10th Mr Trump appears to have told his energy secretary to cancel a $5bn federal loan guarantee for the Grain Belt Express, a transmission line designed mainly to benefit midwestern wind farms. On July 17th an extraordinary memo informed staff at the Interior Department that almost 70 different types of normally routine paperwork for wind and solar projects would now need a personal sign off by the secretary. This will impose new delays on projects desperate to scrape under the wire. Even the sober Mr Martin thinks "The jury is out on whether projects can move forward."
Nutter zero

If the only victims of such shenanigans were renewable-energy investors and the global temperature, such trickery would seem bound to continue. But it also raises problems closer to home. Analysts broadly agree that the OBBB will raise American energy prices and household bills. Bureaucratic jiggery pokery designed to nobble renewable projects under way, or almost so, will exacerbate that effect, and bring it forward. Mr Grumet takes comfort in the idea that the administration will not want to fuel even higher prices; it may be the most compelling reason to think the ugliest scenarios will not come to pass.

Energy Innovation, a think tank, reckons that even without added vindictiveness wholesale electricity prices will rise by 25% by 2030 and 74% by 2035. This comes as energy markets are already seeing rising demand and constraints on supply. In the first half of this year, utilities requested $29bn in rate increases, a big rise on last year's level. On July 22nd a power auction held by PJM Interconnection, an east-coast regional grid, indicated electricity prices are headed even higher.

Mr Trump's supporters may hope that old-fashioned types of power plant will replace the hundreds of gigawatts of new renewable capacity that the OBBB has nixed. They do so in vain. Existing nuclear plants take far too long to build; new smaller and more advanced designs, including those using fusion rather than fission, are only just making it into the prototype stage. The manufacturers of the turbines that new gas plants need have backlogs of four years or more. 

Industry insiders report that the hostile White House stance is leading big investors, especially climate-focused European groups, to start shifting resources to greener pastures, such as Europe and the Middle East. If the Treasury guidance is fair, some of the investment may be saved. But the OBBB still looks like an obstacle to the president's oft-trumpeted goals of "energy abundance" and "AI dominance".
Some rocks are still hot

In the longer term, it is possible to see some silverish linings. If you look beyond wind and solar, "The law is favourable," says Mr Vevaina of Brookfield, which invests across almost all energy technologies all around the world. Zachary Bogue of California's DCVC, a leading "deep tech" venture fund, goes further. The new law "is fantastic for the long-overdue nuclear renaissance and for advanced geothermal...we are bullish on this space." Such technologies have the advantage that they can provide power day and night, winter and summer in a way renewables never can. A largely wind and solar future with no room for carbon emissions is going to need such power.

Jigar Shah is a pioneering solar-energy entrepreneur who ran the Biden administration's gargantuan energy-loan programme. He spent four years lending over $54bn to schemes involving everything from hydrogen and sustainable aviation fuels to carbon capture and lithium extraction. He takes a certain provocative pleasure in suggesting that the OBBB's support for its protected subset of low-carbon technologies may in time see it remembered as "America's second-most-important climate law". Jeremy Harrell of ClearPath, a clean-energy advocacy group influential among Republicans, goes further. After years of politicised, stop-start policies, he believes the OBBB represents a valuable and durable bipartisan endorsement. "Investors can now have confidence out to the mid-2030s."

An OBBB which gives confidence to investors taking the long view on the energy transition and pushes up prices in a way which will eventually reincentivise investment in wind and solar is not what its backers want. But that is what they look likely to get. That, and a world where China's dominance in EV markets and many other renewable technologies is unassailable. And, on top of it all, an atmosphere containing a few billion more tonnes of carbon dioxide. #
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Nothing to see here
America is slashing its climate research
Hear no science, see no science, speak no science
Jul 31, 2025 02:02 PM



THE GLOBAL Change Research Act of 1990 requires the American government to regularly produce "National Climate Assessments"--weighty scientific tomes that detail the impacts of climate change and the ways in which people and businesses throughout the nation might best adapt to them. John Holdren, who was Barack Obama's science and technology adviser, recalls that, when he visited the offices of "mayors and city planners and governors [they would] ask me to sign their copies of the document, because they found it so useful".

Unsurprisingly, President Donald Trump's administration has stopped all work on the current (sixth) assessment. It has fired some of the federal employees who would work on it and terminated its contract with the consultancy which would have produced it. But this is not enough. The past assessments are being disappeared. In July the government website hosting the reports was taken down. A spokesperson for NASA promised that they would be put up on the agency's site instead; NASA now says that is not going to happen.

"Project 2025", a blueprint for the second Trump administration published by the Heritage Foundation, a hard-right think-tank, called for a "whole-of-government unwinding" of previous "climate fanaticism". The unwinding is being undertaken with both zeal and an impressively petty attention to detail.

The White House's proposed budget for 2026 would reduce funding for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), a federal agency which oversees atmospheric science and a lot of environmental monitoring, by $2.2bn (27%), functionally dissolving its research arm. Hefty cuts to staff and programmes at other agencies--including the National Science Foundation, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and NASA--would do away with the bulk of federally funded climate science, including one effort as iconic as it is vital.
	The climate needs a politics of the possible
	Donald Trump's war on renewables
	The humbling of green Europe
	The remarkable rise of "greenhushing"


The EPA is also disavowing its past research.  On July 29th Lee Zeldin, its boss, said the agency was going to rescind the "endangerment finding" which underpins its powers as a greenhouse-gas regulator because the science behind it  had been "warped".

Congress is resisting some of this; its members are particularly opposed to cutting the budget of the National Weather Service, which NOAA runs. The warnings it issues ahead of disasters like hurricanes or the deadly floods that recently hit Texas are not the sort of thing you want to have defunded if climate change turns round and bites your constituents. But let it not be said that the administration lacks a rationale for its actions. Recent cuts to a climate-modelling programme at Princeton were justified on the basis that it increased young people's "climate anxiety". #
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It was all going so well...
The humbling of green Europe
Europe's hard right is pushing the continent's climate consensus hard. The response so far is tepid
Jul 31, 2025 02:05 PM



"GERMANY MAKES up 2% of global emissions," a legislator recently informed his Bundestag colleagues. "So even if we became climate-neutral overnight, it would not prevent a single extreme weather event." Such statements are commonly used as justifications for inaction by Europe's hard right, opposed as it now is to almost all forms of climate action. Nigel Farage, leader of Reform UK, was singing from the same hymnal when he recently accused the government of "[defrauding] British taxpayers of billions of pounds every year [by] subsidising wind energy and solar energy for literally zero effect on global CO2 emissions." But the German MP was not one of the similarly aligned climate sceptics from the Alternative for Germany. He was Friedrich Merz, the country's chancellor.

Europe's hard right, like America's, has come to loathe renewable energy. It is unreliable, they say, jumping on any grid mishap to prove their point regardless of whether it actually does. It imposes energy bills on consumers they cannot afford, and costs on businesses that make them uncompetitive. Heat pumps and home insulation cause expensive domestic hassle; electric-vehicle mandates mean you cannot get the sort of car you are used to. Being morally well intended, science-led, metropolitan in its vibe and global in its concerns makes the whole idea of fixing the climate "woke". And even if carbon-dioxide emissions matter (the opponents are not unanimous on the matter) those from Europe are so small that its unilateral actions count for nought.
	The climate needs a politics of the possible
	America is slashing its climate research
	Is Britain's net-zero push to blame for its high energy prices?
	The remarkable rise of "greenhushing"


Now parties on the centre-right are saying things that sound increasingly similar. For some this is a hardening of a long-held lack of enthusiasm for green measures. For others it is a more dramatic about face. Under Boris Johnson, its leader from 2019 to 2022, Britain's Tory party professed itself convinced of the need to reach net-zero emissions by 2050. Today that support has been ditched .

Few centrists openly question the fundamental importance of fighting climate change, as many on the hard right do. But they are trimming their sails regardless--quite dramatically so, in Mr Merz's case. 
Down the agenda

European voters still care about climate change. But they rank it less high than they used to (see chart). Increases in the cost of living, driven by post-covid inflation, have become the paramount issue. The robust growth which might reduce the pressure by raising wages is nowhere to be seen; the IMF projects a meagre 1% growth for the eurozone in 2025, and only 1.2% in 2026. The new tariff deal with America will do nothing to improve matters.



The voters, and the politicians, are also worried about security. Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, coupled with Donald Trump's transactional approach to foreign affairs, means that most of Europe has committed itself to greatly increased defence spending. The need is felt by Greens as well as by most of the rest of the political spectrum "We need money for defence," says Lena Schilling, an Austrian MEP who sits with the Greens/European Free Alliance block. "We need to defend Europe and get ready for the worst-case scenario."

It is a very different world from that of December 2019, when European political ambitions on climate change, already strong, reached their high-water mark. Inflation and interest rates were low; growth, though not great, was an almost-respectable 1.6%. Pandemics were the stuff of history books; so were wars of conquest on European soil. The Paris agreement of 2015 had finally provided an internationally agreed basis for action on climate change. Plunging prices in the renewables sector suggested that meeting the promises made in Paris would be getting easier.

In Brussels it looked like a perfect time to double down on the climate. The incoming president of the commission, Ursula von der Leyen, said that "keeping our planet healthy" was the EU's greatest challenge. On December 12th the European Council decided to increase the ambition of the bloc's emissions-cutting plans. At Paris it had promised a reduction in emissions of 40%, compared with those of 1990, by 2030. In 2019, as part of an overarching commitment to climate neutrality by 2050, the council increased that to 55%. It was to be achieved through a set of policies known as the Green Deal.

Climate Action Tracker, an independent monitor, reckons that if the EU sticks to its currently announced policies the cut achieved in 2030 will be 52%: less than the target, but still impressive. The problem is that the currently announced, but not yet implemented, policies are at the heart of what has become politically and fiscally challenging. Cuts to date have been made in large part through decarbonising electricity generation, something achieved in part through the EU's flagship emissions trading scheme (ETS), which covers electricity generation and heavy industry. The decarbonisation being counted on in the years ahead will fall more directly on households and everyday businesses.

Existing subsidies and climate-associated costs definitely add to electricity bills in the EU, though not as much as they do in Britain. European energy subsidies, which were around EU200bn ($230bn) a year from 2019 to 2021, shot up to EU400bn in 2022 thanks to the war in Ukraine, outages in the French nuclear fleet and droughts which reduced the capacity of hydroelectric dams. But the share of the subsidy going to renewables actually fell over that period; high wholesale prices meant that renewable electricity attracted the prices that had been guaranteed to its suppliers without any need for topping up from the public purse. A significant amount of subsidy still goes to fossil fuels, though that goes ignored in right-wing rhetoric.

If green subsidies have not risen unduly, though, competition for public spending has. Supporting Ukraine without American dollars is costly; a convincing defensive posture built up under the same conditions will be extremely expensive. For a while the increase in spending can be funded through debt, rather than cuts elsewhere. But that cannot go on for long, especially in those European countries with high public debt (Italy, Belgium) or already-unsustainable deficits (France), or a large budget hole to fill (Germany). And the effect on interest rates of more government deficits has a direct impact on green investment; whether it is on home insulation or offshore wind, green spending tends to be very capital intensive, making investors more sensitive to interest rates than fossil-fuel people are.
Softening the blow

When it comes to policies still in the pipeline, one way to cut costs and buy a little popularity is to cut red tape. Member states want rules about standardised climate plans and risk accounting to apply to large firms only. The EU's carbon border adjustment mechanism has been simplified, too.  The commission says that excluding all shipments under 50 tonnes from the adjustments means that 90% of firms originally obliged to participate will no longer have to do so, a change which leaves 99% of the emissions the scheme is aimed at covered. If this is indeed the case the process was badly over-specified.

Reducing red tape can provide benefits and goodwill without much adverse impact on emissions. Nevertheless, some worry. "Of course you can simplify regulations, but the problem is: the climate does not have any buffer left," says Luisa Neubauer, Germany's most prominent climate activist. She fears a larger dismantling of climate regulations could follow, and that binding policies will become mere requests. Some firms would prefer predictability to haphazard, opportunistic deregulation. Time and money spent meeting standards is lost if they are then relaxed; investments in lobbying start to look wiser than investments in compliance.

Bolshy firms are something Brussels wants to avoid; it wants businesses and investors to see its policies in a positive light. The continent is already a large exporter of some types of low-carbon kit, according to IMF data. The "clean industrial deal" which the commission tabled in February is designed to spur investment into such industries. It tweaks state-aid and public-procurement rules to allow member states to favour European producers in their policies. It also has provisions for helping workers get useful skills and speeding up permitting for industrial projects.

There are new sources of funds for innovation, too. A report produced last year by Mario Draghi, a former head of the European Central Bank, called for the EU to boost its innovation and the scale of its markets; it also saw a need for public and private sources to invest an additional EU800bn a year. In her first proposal for the EU's next seven-year budget, starting in 2028, Ms von der Leyen proposed a "Draghi fund".  Though it is less than a tenth of the size its namesake suggested, its EU451bn, available over seven years, could be helpful to green technology not yet ready for the market.

There is also the problem that some of the things which European industry would see as encouraging would drive up costs to consumers. Companies like government investment and R&D handouts, but many of them want protection from China as much or even more. China completely dominates the solar market; it is the world leader in the battery market; and it is the biggest exporter of electric vehicles. The market for wind turbines and trains is next. European policymakers have imposed a tariff of 8-35% on Chinese-made EVs, on top of existing tariffs on all cars, arguing that Chinese producers have received unjustified subsidies to beat competitors. Further protectionism may well be on the way.
ETS tu, Brute

On top of this the EU is trying to become more flexible. Trade-offs between mandated emission cuts in one sector and in others are in the works--for example, faster decarbonisation of the transport sector to give domestic heating more time. Flexibility can also be applied to the ETS. There are plans for permanent forms of carbon removal to be integrated in the scheme over the 2030s. The new emissions-reduction target for 2040 which the commission proposed on July 2nd was, at 90%, eye-wateringly ambitious: but it was pragmatic in stipulating that three percentage points could be achieved by paying for carbon-dioxide removals and reduced emissions beyond the bloc's borders. This would entail emitters buying "high-quality international carbon credits" of the sort envisioned by the Paris agreement, markets for which are still in their infancy.

Political resistance to these targets is certain. The hard-right parties in the European Parliament have successfully claimed the right to lead negotiations with the commission and member-states over them, as well as about changes to the ETS. "We are not in favour of declining growth levels. We're not in favour of abandoning our industrial base and leaving them in the lurch," said Jordan Bardella, head of the National Rally, France's hard-right party, when explaining the approach they envisioned. Such sentiments will be echoed by politicians of every stripe.

A nearer-term source of potential political risk is a new trading scheme called ETS2. From 2027 onwards it will cover emissions from fuels used in building and transport. To begin with the price per tonne will be considerably lower than that in the present ETS--the plan is for the two to converge later on. Fear of the reactions this new system may provoke mean that ways of softening it are already being talked about: exceptions for some classes of emitter, or the issuance of additional emission permits if the market drives prices too high, are among the options.

Optimists about climate action see a tendency for hard-right antipathy to climate measures to weaken as parties get close to, or into, government. Giorgia Meloni, Italy's right-wing prime minister, has been sceptical about some climate policies, but has not made them a central concern. Others think that centrists taking on some of the hard-right's scepticism is a price worth paying if they take some of the hard right's votes, too. Either way, though, the portents point to  less appetite for spending on the climate or inconveniencing voters in its name.

Reversing the trend will take both courage and care. Europe's elites have sought to make action on climate change a part of what it is to be European. If they want that identity to take root, they urgently need to find ways to convince their fellow citizens that it is worth the candle. And they must rebuild support in a way that makes steady progress hard to reverse, even if that progress is not as fast as would be ideal. #
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Bills, bills, bills
Is Britain's net-zero push to blame for its high energy prices?
A mighty rise in electricity costs has complicated the drive for clean power
Aug 01, 2025 10:49 AM



FOR A WHILE, Britain's green consensus looked ironclad. Through the 2010s and into the early 2020s, the Conservatives and Labour fought over who was keener to decarbonise the country. The public seemed eager too, so long as wind turbines wouldn't spoil their view. Among the few decisive acts of Labour's scattershot first year in government was an ambitious plan to turn the electricity grid green by 2030, half a decade ahead of the Tory target and speedier than any other big country.

That harmony has shattered. The Tories now call the climate targets they came up with "impossible". Reform UK, which wants to scrap green subsidies, is ahead in the polls. Sir Tony Blair, a former Labour prime minister, has warned that Britain's climate strategy is "doomed to fail".



Behind the angst is a brutal fact: British electricity prices have become expensive. For decades, those prices rarely strayed far from the rest of Europe's. Now household bills are 20% above the average for the major European economies, and industrial bills 90% higher (see chart 1). The gap with America is starker yet.

Britain's woes began when natural-gas prices spiked after Russia invaded Ukraine. That put up electricity costs across Europe, but Britain was hit hard. Since it pushed coal off the grid in the 2010s, gas (as the marginal producer) has almost always set the electricity price (see chart 2). In France, nuclear is usually the price-setter; in Germany it is often coal; in some countries hydroelectric dominates. Wind and solar seldom do: their output varies too much with the weather and grids usually need at least some baseload power from elsewhere.



Meanwhile, Britain's clean-power push has started to land on bills. Paying for the new pylons and wires that will stitch together a more complex grid where power is generated in pockets all over the country is driving up network costs. So are "balancing costs", whereby generators are paid to smooth out the volatility of renewables. The Renewables Obligation, a subsidy scheme scrapped in the mid-2010s but with payments running into the late 2030s, makes up over a tenth of the average bill.

Since 2019 green subsidies and network costs (including some new expenses unrelated to the clean-power push) have contributed about two-thirds as much to the real-terms rise in bills as the wholesale price of electricity has (see chart 3). Both are set to keep rising. And carbon prices paid by gas generators account for a quarter of that wholesale cost, a share which may increase once Britain links its emissions-trading scheme with Europe's more expensive one.



Unfortunately, Britain has also been forced--by geographical misfortune and regulatory folly--to lean on offshore wind, a costlier sort of zero-carbon power, as the backbone of its revamped grid. Solar panels are getting spectacularly cheap, transforming the economics of energy in hotter parts of the world. But Britain gets less sun and uses most energy in winter, when sunlight is scarcest. Overzealous regulation means that costs and timelines for nuclear power plants have spiralled. Onshore wind often means a fierce battle with development-resisting NIMBYs.

The trouble is that offshore wind has stopped getting cheaper. Solar cells, which are modular and built in factories, seem still to be falling in price with mass production. But offshore turbines, as tall as skyscrapers, are more like civil-engineering projects. Bigger turbines are more efficient, but tougher to transport and install.

Britain procures offshore wind, like other renewables, through "contracts for difference" (CfDs). Under this scheme, the government promises electricity suppliers a fixed price, rising with inflation, for 15 years (soon 20). If prevailing prices are lower, the government pays the difference; if higher, generators pay the government.



The cheapest CfD auction round for offshore wind came in 2022. The round after that, in 2023, had no bidders; the government set its price ceiling too low. Prices rose in the 2024 auction. The 2025 round comes in August, and the price ceiling is higher still (see chart 4). One hope for the CfD scheme was that creating a reliable pipeline of projects would push costs down before the bulk of the buildout came. That worked at first, but progress has stalled and now Britain needs to buy a lot of offshore wind, fast, to meet its clean-power goals.

A perk of CfDs is that they lock in prices, so future gas spikes will hurt less. But those locked-in prices are not low. One megawatt-hour of offshore wind from the last round costs a few percent more than one from Britain's existing gas fleet, even at today's still-high gas prices. August's round will fix prices into the late-2040s.
Net zero growth?

All this makes the politics of grid-greening perilous. Ed Miliband, the energy secretary, says average annual electricity bills should fall by PS300 ($400) by 2030. Without a drop in gas prices, they seem more likely to rise. For now, decarbonisation is popular, and blaming Vladimir Putin for high prices still works. But that backing looks fragile. Polling by More in Common for The Economist suggests that energy bills are the single most important measure voters will use when deciding whether to re-elect Labour. Enthusiasm for climate action in surveys tapers off quickly if it costs even tens of pounds extra per month.

High bills have squeezed Britons' finances. Are they crimping growth? Output of energy-guzzling goods like chemicals, plastics and metals has fallen by more than 20% since gas prices first spiked. The government wants to subsidise power for those sectors, but that just moves the cost elsewhere. Energy flows into everything, even the services that dominate Britain's economy. References to energy costs in corporate reports and earnings calls have more than tripled since 2019, driven by the consumer, tech and financial sectors.

No big country is as rich as Britain while using so little energy per head. Revving up GDP growth without more power--a challenging prospect until more fresh baseload like extra nuclear or battery storage lands in the late 2030s--may be possible, but is uncharted terrain.

These days, Britain's carbon emissions are not far off a global rounding error. By phasing out coal so quickly, Britain has also already cut emissions by more than just about any rich country. The bet behind today's clean-power push is that Britain can be a trailblazer, and show how to painlessly decarbonise the grid even without much cheap solar power. But taking that prospect seriously also means entertaining the opposite risk. A botched transition would be not a model but a warning. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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If you can't build them, extend them
Lessons from the last nuclear power plant in Scotland
Torness is closing in on its 40th birthday
Aug 01, 2025 10:54 AM | East Lothian



THE BOXY metal shell surrounding Torness nuclear power station is painted to blend in with the surrounding sky. Bowing to the dour weather of Scotland's coast, the designers picked a tepid grey-blue. Construction began in the early Thatcher years and power started flowing in 1988. That still makes it the second-newest (after Sizewell B in Suffolk) of Britain's working nuclear sites.

Torness is also a parable for the failings and folly of Britain's approach to energy. When the plant was built, the plan was to run it for 25 years; it has now been going for 37 years. The power that Torness generates--enough to supply over 2% of Britain's electricity--proved too vital, in a grid hungry for stable baseload power and in a country that had forgotten how to build nuclear reactors at a reasonable cost.

So Torness pushes on. EDF, the French utility that now runs it, plans to keep it going until at least 2030. Paul Forrest, the station's day-to-day boss, reckons a few years past that might be manageable. In the meantime, a green refuelling machine inserts steel rods full of uranium pellets into the two reactors and extracts spent ones--which are then sent on a dedicated train across the border to Sellafield, in Cumbria.

Thousands of graphite bricks make up those reactors. This graphite moderator slows down the neutrons the uranium fuel spits out, raising the odds that atoms are split and energy produced. But it is slowly cracking under the burden of radiation and cannot be replaced.

Too many fractures and the plant could become vulnerable to an earthquake. Torness will keep running only so long as its operators, and the regulators, are persuaded that it will withstand a one-in-10,000-year quake. Making that call means computer simulations, cameras to monitor the cracks and, occasionally, putting a scale model on a "shaker table" in Bristol.

Usually, the site of a decommissioned nuclear reactor would be an ideal place to build a new one. Locals are used to the industry, and often employed by it. The geography is favourable: near a ready supply of cooling water in the ocean and with links to the electricity grid. Recent British governments have been a smidge keener on nuclear power. Two new plants are planned in England, Hinkley Point C and Sizewell C, both next door to 1960s-era reactors.

Most Scots, and even a majority of Scottish National Party (SNP) voters, support new nuclear power, according to polling by Britain Remade, an advocacy group. But the SNP has used its sway over Scotland's planning system to, in effect, ban new nuclear projects.

Unless the SNP has a change of heart, or blows its polling lead and loses next year's Scottish elections, no new nuclear power will come to Torness. The site's owners are still mulling how to use the surrounding land once the station itself gets passed to the state for decommissioning. Maybe a data centre, speculates Mr Forrest. Whatever gets built, the power will have to come from elsewhere.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Salvadorean solutions
Does Nigel Farage's plan for halving crime in Britain add up? 
No. But that might not be the point
Jul 31, 2025 01:42 PM

Tough on crime, soft on the details

NIGEL FARAGE hopes to turn Reform UK into a "serious party of government". His anti-immigration party enjoys a comfortable lead over Labour and the Tories in the polls. But the next election is a long way off and, among other things, Mr Farage needs some more policies. On July 21st he turned his attention to crime, launching a six-week blitz to promote an approach that he calls the "toughest...this country has ever seen".

Reform does not make policy the traditional way. No analysis accompanied the announcement. Nor did the party publish the policies on its website. At a launch in Westminster, lackeys instead passed around a crude five-page printout. It included lots of short sentences, such as: "Fast Track Courts. 24/7 justice if necessary." Some of these lines ("Cut the Cost of Prison by 20%") would seem to require more explanation. Still, a party that aspires to seriousness should be taken seriously. So how does the plan stack up?

Start with Mr Farage's claim that crime has "rocketed since the 1990s". Crime has risen in the past two years, driven by spikes in shoplifting and phone theft. Yet overall it is still down by 75% since 1995, when car theft and burglary were common. Mr Farage says official data are "completely false", without elaboration. That may be because, if crime is indeed lower, his claim that Britain faces "nothing short of societal collapse" would sound ridiculous.

Setting aside quibbles about the level of crime, Mr Farage plans to halve it within five years. Step one is recruiting 30,000 more police officers, at a cost of PS2.1bn ($2.8bn) a year. Sarah Pochin, Reform's justice spokeswoman, says the party's preference is "great big strapping male" officers, who could impose curfews on youths, and stop and search one in five people in high-crime areas. "Society needs that tiny little bit of fear," suggests Mr Farage.

He is right that Britain's police are not very good at catching criminals. Yet it is not obvious that the answer is more muscle. The police recently completed a huge recruitment drive. Labour will hire another 13,000 officers by 2029. Police chiefs are hardly calling for more beyond that. "It would have diminishing returns and wouldn't cut crime much at all," reckons Graham Farrell of Leeds University. The bigger challenge is attracting officers of high quality who can respond to crime smartly. Belittling half of your potential workforce is unlikely to help.

Mr Farage's next ideas are tougher sentences and more prisons. He would introduce life sentences for those who commit three serious offences and prevent early release for violent and sexual offenders, or those caught with a knife. Five "Nightingale prisons" with space for 12,400 inmates would be built in 18 months on Ministry of Defence (MoD) land. Reform says this could be done for PS200,000 per prisoner.

Successive governments have been desperate to build prisons, and struggled for reasons Mr Farage does not appear to have grappled with. The easy sites have been exhausted (even suitable MoD land is not abundant), and new ones take years to get past local opposition. Mr Farage's costs seem to be based on an outdated quote for "rapid deployment cells", prefabricated units which have been craned into existing prisons in small batches. Five new sites would cost much more and take longer. Meanwhile, tougher sentences would push existing prisons past breaking point.

That leads to the third part of the plan: deporting prisoners. Mr Farage says he would repatriate the 10,400 or so foreign nationals now locked up and deport another 10,000 high-risk prisoners to countries like El Salvador. Britain already has 112 prisoner-transfer agreements, notes Catherine Heard of Birkbeck University. In the year to March it returned more than 5,000 prisoners. The constraint is that some countries try to extract outsize payments or allow those returned to walk free, reducing justice for victims.

The idea of outsourcing high-risk prisoners is more novel. Based on Mr Farage's back-of-a-fag-packet sums, it could be done for PS25,000 per prisoner per year. Under the last government, discussions with Estonia ended because the costs were roughly ten times that. British law requires that a prisoner serving a sentence overseas has equivalent conditions. Even if Mr Farage repealed that and persuaded the public to let him send British murderers to a Salvadorean pit, the cost of getting them there would be prohibitive. (The enforced removal of a migrant who has not murdered anyone costs around PS14,000.)

Will such practicalities matter? Rachel Wolf, a former Tory adviser, thinks not: "On crime and culture Reform are sending the message 'We are really serious about this and we might just be mad enough to do it'." On the other hand, these policies add yet more dubious numbers to tax and spending plans that already look primed to cause a Liz Truss-style panic in the markets. If and when voters start to think seriously about life under a Reform government, it might just be the glint of madness that puts them off. #
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Doubling down, down under
Britain presses on with its tilt to the Indo-Pacific
Despite signs of American misgivings
Aug 01, 2025 10:55 AM



NOT SINCE 1997 had a British aircraft-carrier berthed at an Australian navy base. As HMS Prince of Wales pulled into port at Darwin harbour in the country's Northern Territory on July 23rd, the old sight of a white ensign and union flag fluttering above a British carrier returned to Australian shores.

The flagship of Britain's Royal Navy is on a months-long deployment to the Indo-Pacific region as part of a carrier strike group. Her visit to Darwin marked the end of the strike group's participation in this year's iteration of "Talisman Sabre", which was the largest military exercise Australia has ever hosted. In all, Talisman Sabre 2025 involved around 35,000 personnel from 19 countries--including, first and foremost, America, the co-host of the exercise.

For Britain, it was the latest showcase of its much-touted "tilt" to the Indo-Pacific. First mooted in 2021 under the previous Conservative government, its animating ambition has been to deepen Britain's defence, trade and foreign-policy partnerships in Australasia, not least in response to China's assertiveness in the region. In opposition, the Labour Party at first dismissed these aspirations as boosterish folly: Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine highlighted the ongoing threat in Europe. The party has nonetheless stayed the course since taking office last year.

That is partly because the policy looks more substantial than it once did. Britain is building a next-generation warplane with Japan and it is co-designing a nuclear submarine with Australia as part of the AUKUS pact, a weighty three-way deal announced by America, Australia and Britain four years ago.

The docking of the Prince of Wales coincided with the visit of Britain's foreign secretary, David Lammy, and its defence secretary, John Healey, to sign a 50-year bilateral treaty with Australia cementing their leg of AUKUS. The treaty sets the parameters for co-operation on the design and build of the future nuclear-powered submarines, as well as the industry and workforce requirements. It will create a "seamless defence industrial base" between the two countries, enthused Richard Marles, Australia's defence minister.

British officials have been especially keen to stress the economic benefits of all this defence co-operation. They estimate that the latest treaty will contribute some PS20bn ($27bn) in exports over the next 25 years and support around 21,000 British jobs. "There are people not yet born who will benefit from the jobs secured through this defence deal," boasted Mr Healey.

This enthusiasm stands in contrast to recent murmurs of American tergiversation. A review of the AUKUS agreement by the Pentagon has some defence analysts concerned that the deal could be in trouble. Officials in the Trump administration have also expressed misgivings over the choice to deploy Britain's thinly stretched military resources to Asia. Elbridge Colby, the Pentagon's policy chief, recently pooh-poohed Britain's decision to send an aircraft-carrier to the Indo-Pacific, and suggested that America's close ally should focus on the Russian threat in its own back yard instead.

For now Britain seems undeterred. In a statement after his visit, Mr Lammy and his Australian counterpart, Penny Wong, stressed the "interconnected" nature of the threats facing Europe and the Indo-Pacific area. On the flight deck of the Prince of Wales in Darwin, Mr Healey raised eyebrows by telling journalists that Britain would be "ready to fight" in a potential conflict over Taiwan. But such bravado, and even a visiting aircraft-carrier, do not mean Britain will really be there when it counts in this part of the world.#
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Twelve years on
In Britain, same-sex marriages are more common for women than men
But the men seem to benefit more
Jul 31, 2025 01:03 PM

The new-ish normal

TWELVE SUMMERS ago, a bill allowing same-sex marriages in England and Wales became law. If the institution seems to have been around for longer, that could be because it has rapidly become uncontroversial. Three-quarters of Britons now support gay marriage. Its enemies, which in the early 2010s included the Church of England, have mostly gone quiet. But how are the actual marriages going?

They are certainly popular. Fully 7,800 same-sex weddings were held in England and Wales in 2022, a record. In that year one in every 31 weddings was between people of the same sex. Kate Hamilton of the Gay Wedding Guide, which lists gay-friendly venues and suppliers, says that many wedding outfits now depict same-sex couples in their marketing materials and train staff to deal with gay and lesbian clients. They would be foolish to do otherwise, especially considering that heterosexual couples are not exactly rushing down the aisles.

In London and Manchester, most same-sex weddings join men. Those cities have large gay communities and established gay districts, which makes them obvious venues. The London borough of Westminster hosts more gay men's weddings than any other local authority in England or Wales. But outside big cities the great majority of confetti lands on women's shoulders. In Devon, for example, 137 marriages of women took place in 2022, compared with 46 marriages of men.

In the Netherlands, which legalised same-sex marriage in 2001, men's unions have proved to be more resilient than women's. The Office for National Statistics has not released the data that would allow a precise comparison of gay and lesbian marriages in England and Wales, but it seems likely that the same is true. Women accounted for 58% of same-sex marriages between 2014 and 2022. Between 2015 and 2023 they accounted for 68% of same-sex divorces.

Gay men do not rush into marriage. Civil partnership, a precursor to same-sex marriage that has become available to everyone, is more popular among male couples than female ones, though it is rare for all. When gay men marry they tend to do so late, which suggests that they want to be absolutely sure of their partners and their relationships. The average opposite-sex wedding unites a 35-year-old man and a 33-year-old woman. Women marry women at an average age of 34. But men marry men at an average age of 38. With a few more years' experience of life, and possibly with more money and more secure jobs, it would not be surprising if their marriages are particularly strong.

Moreover, marriage seems to benefit them especially. Fernanda Fortes de Lena and Diederik Boertien of the Centre for Demographic Studies in Barcelona have analysed a British social survey that tracks people over time. They estimate that marriage boosts earnings for gay men more than it does for lesbians, bisexual people or straight men (straight women's earnings fall). The authors suggest that marriage might make gay men, but not women, seem more acceptable to employers. Whatever the reason, the increase is welcome. Those expensive Westminster weddings do not pay for themselves.#
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Slowly does it
What the World Snail Racing Championships says about rural England
Summer fetes show there is still hope for the English village
Jul 31, 2025 01:02 PM | Congham

A good slime had by all

ARRIVING AT THE  "Big Summer Bash" in Congham, in East Anglia, one cannot help but notice the peculiar containers carried by many visitors: oddly shaped tupperwares and terrariums, stuffed with foliage. Inside are small, slimy athletes. For this is the World Snail Racing Championships. And trainers from as far afield as South Korea, America and France have come to test their molluscs' mettle.

Their racetrack is a small table covered by a damp cloth stitched with two concentric circles, 13 inches (33cm) apart. Fifteen snails set off from the centre; the winner is the first to extend its antennae over the outer rim. That gets it into the final, where it competes to become world champion--and to break the world record, held by a snail named Archie. In 1995 he crossed the course in two minutes flat (equating to around 0.006mph).

Until recently the competition took place as part of Congham's church fete, an English summertime tradition where people pay a few pennies to throw coconuts at other coconuts, or guess the weight of a cake, to raise money for the local parish. The pandemic killed many village fetes, however, including Congham's. Organising the licences, volunteers and produce became too daunting, particularly for committee members growing somewhat long in the tooth. Rural populations are ageing, and many of the schools, pubs and shops that served them have closed.

But summer fetes are enjoying an unexpected revival. Organisers around the country report record fundraising totals (the closest proxy that free-to-attend events have for attendance numbers). One reason is the increasing presence of middle-class urbanites. Such people are often blamed for the decline of village life, pricing out locals without really integrating into the community. Yet in many places they have shown themselves to have the skills, resources, energy and time to organise a fete with the requisite enthusiasm.

The Lurgashall village fete in West Sussex, for example, is run by a retired private-equity ace. Otford's, in Kent, is chaired by a JPMorgan alum who moved from London. Eleanor Herring, co-chair of the World Peashoot Championships in Witcham, Cambridgeshire, moved to the area in 2021. The "vast majority" of those on the Compton village fete organising committee in Surrey "have moved here in relatively recent years", says Miranda Wells, the chair.

In Congham the snail contest is now run by Nicholas Dickinson and Ian Haynes, both newcomers. The two businessmen have built a rejuvenated version of the village fete around the mollusc match. This year's edition, on July 19th, was marked by violent rain; last year's by hail. Such is the British summertime. But snails thrive in the damp. As Alyssa, a passionate ten-year-old armed with several of her own racers, puts it: "Snails are amazing creatures. They've got that attitude about them that just makes you believe in them."

Sadly, no amount of belief could propel your correspondent's snail, rented from the snail master's stable for PS1 ($1.35), to victory. Michael Shellmacher was pipped to the mark by Bilbo Sluggins, who, as it happens, went on to be champion. The final was a tense affair. Some spectators whispered that the French were cheating. Others bragged that their oversize Roman snails would outmuscle the rest. And as a hundred strangers sheltered from the rain under a testudo of umbrellas, you could not help but feel a creeping sense of hope for the English countryside. #
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The lionesses' roar
England's women's soccer team bring it home
Victory in the European Championship is a rare moment of national joy
Aug 01, 2025 10:53 AM



MOMENTS OF pure national joy are rare. England's footballers provided one in Switzerland on July 27th by beating Spain to retain the UEFA European Women's Championship. It was a come-from-behind, "proper England" win: the Lionesses lost their first group-stage match and trailed in all three knockout games, clinching the title in a penalty shoot-out. Celebrations included a parade to Buckingham Palace. It was another boost for women's sports, and a contrast with England's men, who have not had a tournament triumph since 1966. #
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Bagehot 
Starmer's Palestine problem
Sir Keir Starmer defined himself against Labour's preoccupation with Palestine. It now defines him 
Jul 31, 2025 01:03 PM



THE ATTACKS on Israel of October 7th 2023 fell on the first day of the Labour Party's conference, and the scale of the slaughter was still emerging when it was taken as a proxy for a more trivial conflict: the battle between Labour's factions for control of the party. Acolytes of Sir Keir Starmer, then its leader and now prime minister, wanted delegates to stand for a moment's silence. Could it pass, live on television, without a heckle?

It did. In the zero-sum struggle with followers of Jeremy Corbyn, Labour's leftist former leader, it was a symbolic victory. For the Starmerites, how the conference responded to the massacre was a test of their boss's project to change the party. It would reveal whether Labour could be a home again for British Jews after antisemitism had flourished in its ranks, and whether a Labour government would be able to tell Britain's allies from its enemies. Above all, they saw a test of whether Labour could elevate the priorities of its working-class electorate over the passions of its middle-class activists, and talk about Nuneaton more than Nablus.

But that declaration of victory now looks like hubris. Palestine is, again, the animating force within Labour's internal politics. Sir Keir, a leader who defined himself against his members' concern with the Middle East, will now be defined by it.

On July 29th he announced that Britain would recognise the state of Palestine at the UN General Assembly in September, unless Israel acted to end Gaza's humanitarian crisis, implement a ceasefire, repudiate settlement-building in the West Bank and commit to a two-state solution. It was a shift from Labour's position, tucked away on page 124 of the manifesto, to recognise Palestine as part of a peace process (currently conspicuous for its absence). The prime minister had let himself be pushed. More than a third of MPs, half of them Labour, had signed a letter demanding recognition. A third of the cabinet agreed, some publicly.

If pleasing his colleagues was the aim, it is unlikely to work. The government's supporters describe a systematic shift in policy on Israel. It restored funding to UNRWA (an aid body accused of harbouring Hamas), stopped many arms exports to Israel, ended trade talks, indicated it would uphold an International Court of Justice arrest warrant for Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, and imposed sanctions on his most extreme ministers. Yet Labour's pro-Palestine supporters regard these shifts as wholly inadequate given the enormity of the crisis now unfolding.

Sir Keir may have given his MPs most of what they wanted, but he looks slow, moving after rejecting the declaration days before by France's Emmanuel Macron (the Elysee is now thrilled). Making the recognition dependent on Mr Netanyahu sticking to his course was intended to maximise Britain's leverage, but in practice may waste it. Action over words is Sir Keir's mantra: judge him by his plodding results rather than bold rhetoric. Yet words are what his critics want above all, and Sir Keir struggles to find them. Nine in ten Labour members want him to criticise Israel more harshly. For activists, Palestine is a moral crisis more than a strategic one, and for those who characterise the war in Gaza as a genocide, his low-volume approach is not a sign of statecraft but complicity.

What Sir Keir cannot admit is that what he says on Palestine does not matter all that much. His members think him indifferent; in truth he is impotent. Mr Netanyahu angrily accused the British government of "appeasement towards jihadist terrorists", but in reality it is not Britain or France but America that can make Israel change course. The British-made arms exports to Israel that really matter--spare parts for F-35 jets--could be stopped only by pulling out of a global components pool, which ministers will not do. In a letter to the Guardian Andy Burnham, Emily Thornberry and other Labour bigwigs declared it would be "fitting" for Britain and France to take the lead in recognising Palestine because together they "conspired together to carve up the Ottoman Levant" in the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916. This is the sort of appeal to imperial grandeur last seen on the Brexit right.
A migraine without a cure

Sir Keir's election landslide last year masked how much Gaza had gouged his electoral coalition. Across the electorate Labour gained six percentage points in support compared with 2019. Among those voters who said they sympathised "much more" with Palestinians than Israelis, it fell by 18 points.

Gaza was to many Muslims what Brexit was to the white working class, argues More in Common, a polling firm. It was the moment a poor, patronised, socially conservative underclass asked what the Labour Party had ever done for them. In the 21 seats where more than 30% of the population is Muslim, Labour's share dropped by 29 points, to 36%. Five pro-Gaza independents were elected, among them Mr Corbyn. One in three Muslims say they would vote for the new left-wing party Mr Corbyn has launched with Zarah Sultana, another ex-Labour MP, according to Stack Data Strategy, a consultancy. Nigel Farage, the leader of Reform UK, speaks with glee of how Gaza has fractured Labour's coalition in northern English towns, bringing them closer to his grasp. Expect the Labour Party to repeat that logic ad nauseam in the next three years: its best hope of retaining power lies in a terror of Mr Farage gluing its coalition of progressives back together.

But Gaza breaks the old rules of politics. Labour officials admit they struggle with a new media, in which TikTok is flooded with horror that would be cut from the television news. For such voters, Gaza is much bigger than Mr Farage; bigger than Westminster itself. "We have to vote for them or it's Farage? We're saying screw your false choice," declares Ms Sultana, who terms her former colleagues the "genocide party". The Starmerites thought they had defeated the politics of Palestine. It may defeat them. #
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Waiting for the end
Pedro Sanchez is fighting for his political life
Shaken by a corruption scandal, Spain's prime minister is at the mercy of events and of his fickle allies
Jul 31, 2025 01:03 PM | MADRID



AS SPANIARDS DEPART for their summer holidays, Pedro Sanchez must be breathing a huge sigh of relief. In June the shaken prime minister offered profuse apologies after Santos Cerdan, his right-hand man in the ruling Socialist Party, was remanded in prison to face charges of taking at least EU620,000 ($730,000) in bribes on public-works contracts. Worse, Mr Cerdan's predecessor in the role, Jose Luis Abalos, also faces trial before the Supreme Court for corruption (both men proclaim their innocence). Mr Sanchez told parliament this month that he considered resigning, but "throwing in the towel is not an option". Neither his party nor his parliamentary allies (he leads a minority coalition government) have yet forced him to. But he is now on borrowed time, at the mercy of events. With two years to go before the next election must be called, "the government is a lame duck", admits a senior Socialist politician.

Spain's political fragmentation since the great recession means that Mr Sanchez has governed in a minority since he came to office in 2018. Until 2023 his coalition was fairly stable. He steered the country through the pandemic and strengthened the welfare state. Since 2022 Spain's economic growth has far outpaced the European average, while unemployment has fallen to its lowest level since 2008. The first Spanish prime minister of the current democratic period to speak fluent English, he has been an active player abroad.

But things have got much rockier since Mr Sanchez called and lost a snap election in July 2023. He remained in office only because Alberto Nunez Feijoo, the leader of the conservative People's Party (PP), fell four votes short of a parliamentary majority. Catalan and Basque nationalists, as well as the hard left, preferred to stick with Mr Sanchez rather than vote with Vox, a hard-right party. But they extracted a price. This included an amnesty for those involved in an illegal drive for independence for Catalonia--something Mr Sanchez had previously opposed as unconstitutional.

The amnesty has helped to calm Catalonia. But the opposition sees it as an opportunistic move that has undermined the rule of law. In a stinging criticism delivered to the European Court of Justice this month, a lawyer for the European Commission stated that the measure was not "compatible with European values".

The controversial amnesty is the only substantial law that Mr Sanchez has managed to approve in the 20 months of the current parliament. His allies are increasingly fractious. The government has postponed flagship measures, including one to cut the working week to 37.5 hours and others to "democratise" the judiciary. The latter prompted an unprecedented three-day strike by half of Spain's judges, who see in them (with a degree of justification) a government attempt to control the courts.

Mr Sanchez has not got a budget through parliament since 2023, and last year he simply ignored the constitutional requirement to present one. Even foreign policy is now hostage to his parlous political circumstances. His refusal at June's NATO summit to contemplate raising defence spending to 5% of GDP placated his hard-left parliamentary allies, and is popular with Spaniards. But it has infuriated his partners in Europe. To please Catalan nationalists, he defied European policy to block the merger of BBVA and Sabadell, two banks. His foreign minister has irritated other Europeans by repeatedly pushing for Catalan, Basque and Gallego to be accepted as official languages in the EU.

In the past, prime ministers who failed to pass a budget called a general election, as Mr Sanchez himself did in 2019. He now seems bent on survival at all costs. His aides put forward three main justifications.

The first is that he is the victim of "lawfare" and a conspiracy by right-wingers in the judiciary and the media. Legal cases against his wife, Begona Gomez, for lobbying on behalf of companies that funded a project of hers, and against the public prosecutor appointed by the prime minister for allegedly leaking confidential information, do indeed look thin. But the police reports on the alleged corruption of Mr Cerdan and Mr Abalos, and their bag-man, Koldo Garcia, have undermined this argument. So has the charging last month of Cristobal Montoro, the finance minister in PP governments over a decade ago, for allegedly taking bribes (which he denies).

Mr Sanchez's second argument is that his "progressive" policies are improving Spain. But impressive though the economic-growth numbers are, they depend heavily on adding labour through immigration. Real incomes have increased by much less. And the government has largely failed to deal with an acute housing shortage. So there is not much of a feel-good factor.

Finally, Mr Sanchez was able to avoid a heavier defeat in 2023 by whipping up fears of Vox. His supporters say he is the last bastion of European social democracy against the extreme right. "If Vox didn't exist, this government would probably have fallen," says Pablo Simon, a political scientist at Carlos III University in Madrid. Despite, or because of, Mr Sanchez, however, Vox is rising in the opinion polls.



Although Mr Cerdan and Mr Abalos were Mr Sanchez's hand-picked political fixers, his party continues to back him. Determined to prevent any repeat of a rebellion which briefly ousted him as the Socialist leader in 2016, the prime minister has sidelined all internal critics. "The government is him, the party is him and Spain is him," says Fernando Vallespin, a sociologist who worked for a previous Socialist prime minister. "The problem for Sanchez is that if he is everything, he becomes the target for everything."

Officials have tried to limit the scandal to what they call a "toxic trio". But Madrid's political world expects further police reports on corruption in the autumn. "His survival depends on what else comes out," says Mercedes Cabrera, a historian and former Socialist minister. The scandals, and recordings in which Mr Abalos and Mr Garcia discussed the merits of several prostitutes, are hurting the Socialists in the opinion polls. "The question is at what point [his parliamentary allies] withdraw support because they think the corruption is too much," says Mr Simon.

Some believe that Mr Sanchez will propose a crowd-pleasing budget in the autumn, and call a snap election if it fails to pass. Such is his political resilience that many others think he will manage to hang on until 2027. But two more years of paralysis would frustrate Spaniards. And the main beneficiary might well be Vox. #
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Better out than in?
The German politicians who want to bar the AfD from government jobs
If the party cannot be banned, perhaps its civil servants can be
Aug 01, 2025 01:58 PM | BERLIN

Some of those that work forces

GERMANY'S DEAD-EYED bureaucrats are rarely the object of citizens' affections. But could some be seeking to subvert democracy? Such was the concern of Michael Ebling, the interior minister of Rhineland-Palatinate, when he declared that members of the hard-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) would be barred from public-sector jobs in his state. "Anyone who places themselves in the service of this state must remain loyal to the constitution," he thundered. What ensued was, as the Germans call it, ein Shitstorm. Mr Ebling wavered, clarifying that AfD members would be individually assessed rather than collectively banned. But the case encapsulates the struggle of Germany's centrists to lock out an extremist party that is becoming part of the mainstream.

Germany's "defensive democracy", a concept forged in the postwar republic's early years with the memory of the turbulent Weimar period still fresh, demands eternal vigilance against enemies who seek to turn its own freedoms against it. Its most potent expression is a constitutional provision to ban extremist parties outright. That power, vested in the mighty Bundesverfassungsgericht (constitutional court), has not been exercised since the 1950s. But many MPs, and over a quarter of Germans, wish to apply it to the AfD, now Germany's second-most popular party.

Any AfD ban would be years away. A more pressing question concerns the millions of Germans who work for the state: its civil servants, judges, teachers and police. Public employees, who enjoy strong legal protections, take oaths to uphold Germany's state and federal constitutions. What if their behaviour violates that? Some civil servants have received warnings or pay cuts for, say, participation in right-wing extremist group chats, but most courts have frowned on attempts to fire them for activities unrelated to their jobs. A handful of AfD politicians have been stripped of their jobs or pensions, but only after especially inflammatory statements.

German law is clear, says Josef Franz Lindner, a law professor at the University of Augsburg: membership in a legal party cannot itself suffice to block or dismiss someone from a public-sector job. But state bodies may treat membership of the AfD as grounds for especially strict vetting. That case has been bolstered by a recent ruling from the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (BfV), a domestic intelligence agency, that the entire AfD should be labelled a "right-wing extremist group", in part owing to its derogatory views about non-white Germans. Several states have added the AfD to lists of extremist organisations that raise red flags, putting the party in the company of revolutionary Leninists and al-Qaeda.

The BfV's ruling is suspended while the AfD appeals. But if it is confirmed, for many the logic will look irrefutable: if spooks and courts have determined that the AfD is actively undermining Germany's legal order, how can members of the party be trusted to uphold it in office? "If you choose to join the AfD, you have joined a party that at least in parts is opposed to our constitution," says Nicolas Fink, a Social Democrat member of the Baden-Wurttemberg state parliament. He wants individual AfD members in the civil service screened now, and a consistent set of rules applied across Germany's 16 states. Eventually he hopes to see the AfD banned outright. That would force civil servants to choose between the party and their job.

Yet worried detractors are put in mind of the "Radical Decree", a measure approved in 1972 that saw millions of public servants screened and thousands--mainly communists and other leftists--barred from jobs as mundane as delivering letters. (One of them, Winfried Kretschmann, is now the Green premier of Baden-Wurttemberg, having shed the Maoism of his youth.) Acknowledging its excesses, the decree's proponents scrapped it years later. Some of its victims still seek redress.

As for the AfD itself, "we won't let ourselves be driven crazy," says Sebastian Munzenmaier, one of its MPs. In May the party urged its members in public-sector jobs to avoid intemperate language and personal attacks. Informal "patriotic networks" have sprung up to connect job-seeking members with friendly employers. More broadly, the party's MPs recently agreed to moderate their behaviour in parliament. Days later Alice Weidel, the AfD's co-leader, took the floor in the Bundestag to hurl insults at Friedrich Merz, the conservative chancellor, earning herself a reprimand. Old habits die hard. #
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Robot shield
Can interceptor drones stop Russia's terror bombing?
Vast waves of drones are overwhelming Ukraine's air defences
Jul 31, 2025 01:45 PM



RUSSIA'S GROUND offensive in Ukraine's east is making slow progress this summer, at huge cost. But its mounting drone campaign against the country's cities is arguably a more serious threat. Day after day, strikes against Ukraine's civil and military infrastructure, not to mention people's homes, are battering the country's economy and eating away at its morale. Finding ways to block more of them is an urgent priority.

On July 9th over 700 drones, 60% of them carrying warheads and the rest cheap decoys, attacked Kyiv and other targets. That week alone, said Volodymyr Zelensky, Ukraine's president, Russia launched more than 1,800 drones and 83 missiles in a campaign of "intensifying terror against our cities and communities".

Read more of our recent coverage of the Ukraine war




Swarms of Geran-2s, Russia's version of the Iranian Shahed kamikaze drone, are starting to overwhelm Ukraine's defences. Until March this year, only about 3-5% of the Gerans were getting through. Last month that rose to some 15% of a significantly higher number. In addition to killing people and destroying infrastructure, the attacks exert relentless psychological pressure. They often last through much of the night. The aim is "to deepen the feeling that there is no safety and no confidence in the state or in the defence forces", Serhii Bratchuk, spokesperson for the Ukrainian Army's Southern Division, told the Kyiv Independent.

Russia has improved both the quantity and quality of its drones. Since last summer it has raised monthly production of Gerans five-fold, according to Ukraine's military intelligence service. Increasing supplies of Chinese dual-use components have helped. In May about 2,700 Gerans and 2,500 Gerberas (a smaller drone usually used as a decoy) were produced at two factories, both nearly 1,500km east of the front line. The factories have been hit by Ukrainian drone strikes, but output has not been severely dented and is expected to rise further.

Since June Russia has been using an upgraded Geran-2 equipped with video guidance systems, artificial intelligence and improved electronics to thwart jamming, according to Olena Kryzhanivska, a defence analyst. It can fly at altitudes of up to 4,000 metres, allowing it to increase its speed from 185kph to 400kph as it descends on the target. Earlier versions carried a 40kg warhead, but the payload on new variants can be as heavy as 90kg. A Geran-3 with a turbojet engine that can fly at up to 600kph has also entered service, but it has an estimated cost of $1.4m, compared with about $200,000 for the upgraded Geran-2.

That poses a dilemma for Ukrainian defenders. Using million-dollar missiles such as the IRIS-T to shoot down drones that cost $200,000 or less can quickly exhaust high-end air defences, which are needed to stop ballistic and cruise missiles. Until recently a combination of electronic warfare (EW) and mobile firing groups with heavy machine guns and anti-aircraft artillery, such as the German Gepard, managed to destroy the vast majority of drones. But they are struggling against improved Gerans flying at high altitude on unpredictable flight paths.

The most promising solution is cheap interceptor drones. At least four Ukrainian firms, including Wild Hornets and Besomar, are producing different models. So are Tytan, a Germany company, and Frankenberg, an Estonian one. General Oleksandr Syrskyi, Ukraine's commander-in-chief, says that interceptor drones have a success rate of 70% against Gerans. Last week Mr Zelensky ordered his defence ministry to rapidly sign large-scale contracts for the proven interceptors. On July 25th he urged drone companies to boost production to at least 1,000 interceptors per day. Doing so, the president said, entailed an "urgent funding requirement" of $6bn. Unless Russia manages to raise its production of kamikaze drones significantly above the current 200 or so a day, that could tilt the advantage back to the defenders.

Charitable organisations such as the Sternenko Community Foundation and Come Back Alive have helped finance the drones' development. Taras Tymochko, a drone expert at Come Back Alive, says each interceptor must cost no more than $5,000. They require a speed of around 300kph and must fly and loiter at altitudes of up to 5,000m. (That means fixed-wing drones, not quadcopters.) They must hit the Geran and explode on impact; getting close is not enough.



The challenge now, says Mr Tymochko, is to award contracts, increase production and train operators--this last potentially a major bottleneck. Matching Russian production of Shaheds and Gerans is ambitious, but "we are really close."

There are still technological hurdles, says Max Enders of Tytan Technologies. Drones need to be integrated with existing radar networks. They need advanced artificial intelligence to make them autonomous and resistant to jamming. He foresees an adaptation race, with each side constantly upgrading software in 15-to-20-day innovation cycles. At some point the Russians may be able to send swarms of drones that communicate with each other to get around defences.

Interceptor drones are no silver bullet, says Ms Kryzhanivska. Short-range defence will still require gun systems such as Ukraine's Sky Sentinel, an autonomous turret equipped with a heavy machine gun, and Rheinmetall's Skynex, designed to combat swarm attacks. Neither is yet available in significant numbers. Ukraine is also developing Tryzub, a laser system that can supposedly down aerial targets at altitudes of 3,000m or above. For now interceptor drones are the best hope. But in the meantime, the Gerans keep coming. #

Stay on top of our defence and international security coverage with The War Room, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/europe/2025/07/29/can-interceptor-drones-stop-russias-terror-bombing
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Time to transubstantiate!
Tom Lehrer found matter worth roasting everywhere he looked
America's best modern satirist died on July 26th, aged 97
Jul 31, 2025 04:15 PM



WHEN HE suddenly stopped, and the output dropped, he was presumed dead. No, Tom Lehrer replied. Just having fun commuting between the coasts, teaching maths for a quarter of the year, ie the winter, at the University of California in sunny Santa Cruz, and spending the rest of the time in Cambridge, Massachusetts, being lazy. Never having to shovel snow; never having to see snow. And, being said to be dead, avoiding junk mail.

Yet how famous he had been in the 1950s and most of the 1960s! He had sold his entire first song collection, recorded and mailed out by himself, and about half a million of those that came afterwards. The word spread like herpes. One album reached No.18 on the Billboard chart. Oh fame! Oh accolades! He had toured the world and packed out Carnegie Hall. Yes, they really panted to see a clean-cut Harvard graduate in horn-rimmed glasses pounding at a piano and singing: sometimes stern, sometimes morose, but often joyose, as he twisted in the knife.

Anything could be his victim; nothing was sacred. In his love songs lovers told the truth,  begging for agility while they still had facility, and admitting "I will hate you, when you are old and gray". Nostalgia for "My  Home Town" was shredded when the son of the mayor was an arsonist and the lovely girl next door now charged a fee "for what she used to give for free". "National Brotherhood Week" was a fine idea; everyone should love their neighbour, even him, though he was Jewish ("and everybody hates the Jews"):
Be nice to people who 
Are inferior to you
It's only for a week, so have no fear
Be grateful that it doesn't last all year!

As for spring, everyone loved it; he did himself, dearly. Skittles and beer, sunshine, all right with the world, and he and his sweetheart walking out each Sunday, "Poisoning Pigeons in The Park".

Yet shadows fell across this pretty landscape. One was pollution, with "the halibuts and the sturgeons being wiped out by detergeons". The other was war. World War III was as vivid in the 1950s as the world war just past. He had spent a brief time at Los Alamos, "where the scenery's attractive and the air is radioactive", doing not much. In 1955-57 he was at the National Security Agency, aka No Such Agency, to do his army service, having waited til the world was calm first. It could not stay calm for long. A soldier told his mom he was off to drop the Bomb, "so don't wait up for me", but reassured her he would return "when the war is over, an hour and a half from now". The blessing of a nuclear war, however, was that everyone would burn, fry or bake together, so there would be no more grieving: "We Will All Go Together When We Go!"

And go where? Any institution that thought it knew ought to market itself in a modern way. Hence his most controversial song, "The Vatican Rag", set indeed to ragtime:
Get in line in that processional,
step into that small confessional;
there the guy who's got religion 'll
tell you if your sin's original.

He liked it when he touched a nerve; more so when he severed a limb. His audiences did not have to applaud or agree with him, just laugh at his songs. Though he campaigned for George McGovern, he was more universalist than of the political left. But as the left splintered in the early 1960s, and as Vietnam got too serious for his songs, it was harder to write. He disliked the grammatical sloppiness of the counter-culture, and even more their air of moral superiority.  "We are the folksong army, every one of us cares. We all hate poverty, war and injustice, unlike the rest of you squares." Rather than anger, his deepest emotion was chagrin.

So he stopped, though with a flurry in the mid-1960s when he wrote songs for various TV shows. And he went back to being what he truly was, a studious mathematician let dangerously loose on a keyboard.

His childhood had been a breeze of maths and music, with a preference for Broadway shows. He entered Harvard at 15 and graduated at 18, the sort of student who brought books of logical puzzles to dinner in hall, and, on the piano in his room, liked to play Rachmaninov with his left hand in one key and his right a semitone lower, making his friends grimace. He seemed bound for a glittering mathematical career, but then the songs erupted, written for friends but spreading by word of mouth, until he was famous. He wrote each one in a trice and performed, increasingly, in night clubs.  By contrast his PhD, on the concept of the mode, vaguely occupied him for 15 years before he abandoned it.

Maths still infiltrated his songs. In "New Math" he pilloried a modernised teaching system, "so very simple, that only a child can do it!" Another favourite skewered Nikolai Lobachevsky, the "inventor" of hyperbolic geometry, whose secret was "Plagiarise! Let no one else's work evade your eyes!" Maths influenced the songs in subtler ways, too, appealing to his love of pattern, rhyming and making things fit. These too were puzzles to solve.

Did he ever have hopes of extending the frontier of scientific knowledge? Noooooo, unless you counted his Gilbert & Sullivan setting of the entire periodic table. He would rather retract it, if anything. He still taught maths, along with musical theatre, and that was his career. He had never wanted attention from people applauding his singing in the dark. His solitary, strictly private life made him happy; to fame he was indifferent. In 2020 he told everyone they could help themselves to his song rights. As for him, he returned to his puzzle books, as if he had never strayed. #




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/obituary/2025/07/31/tom-lehrer-found-matter-worth-roasting-everywhere-he-looked
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