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The world this week
Politics
Aug 07, 2025 12:51 PM



America escalated its row with India over purchasing Russian oil, which Donald Trump says is "fuelling the war" in Ukraine. The president will impose an extra 25% tariff on Indian goods on August 27th as a punishment, taking the overall levy to 50% on certain Indian imports (he is also using the threat to press for a trade deal). The Indian government said it was being unfairly singled out, pointing to the EU's still-substantial trade with Russia. The Kremlin said it was up to individual countries to choose their trading partners.

A Swiss delegation flew to Washington for talks on reducing a 39% tariff on Swiss exports to America, but returned seemingly empty-handed. The levy has stunned Switzerland, which sells a lot of watches and chocolate in the United States.

Mr Trump said he would soon hold meetings with Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky, following a trip to Moscow by America's special envoy, Steve Witkoff. Mr Trump has warned Russia that he will impose swingeing sanctions if it does not take a big step towards ending the war with Ukraine. A few days earlier Mr Trump ordered nuclear submarines to be positioned in "appropriate regions" in response to "foolish and inflammatory statements" made by Dmitry Medvedev, the deputy chairman of Russia's Security Council. Mr Medvedev had described Mr Trump's ultimatums to Russia as "a step towards war".

In Lithuania Gintautas Paluckas resigned as prime minister amid a business scandal (he denies any wrongdoing). He had been in the job for only eight months. The new prime minister will probably be Inga Ruginiene, who says she is "guided by left-wing, social democrat values". Earlier, Lithuania asked NATO for more air support, after two drones crossed the border from Belarus last month.

Around 600 former Israeli security officials wrote a letter to Mr Trump urging him to press the Israeli government to end the war in Gaza. The signatories included former heads of the Mossad and Shin Bet intelligence agencies and former generals in the Israel Defence Forces. The letter said that Israel had accomplished its military goals against Hamas and that a deal to release the remaining hostages in Gaza could not take place while the conflict still raged.
He's not listening

The letter came as Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, prepared to expand Israel's offensive to the whole of Gaza, giving it entire control over the strip for the first time since it officially withdrew in 2005. Meanwhile, Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad were widely condemned for releasing videos of emaciated hostages. Hamas denied it was starving its captives. Chaos continued to surround aid distribution in Gaza, resulting in the deaths of dozens of people, according to the Hamas-run authorities.

Ghazi Hamad, a senior member of Hamas, said that the announcements by Britain, Canada and France that they would recognise a Palestinian state were one of "the fruits" of Hamas's attack on Israel on October 7th 2023. A British government spokesman refused to confirm whether Britain's recognition of Palestine would go ahead if Hamas remained in power.

The UN warned that people face starvation in el-Fasher, the capital of Sudan's Darfur region, a focal point in the country's civil war. The rebel Rapid Support Forces surround the city and have blocked aid from reaching it.

A helicopter crash in Ghana killed eight people, including the minsters for defence and the environment and the vice-chairman of the governing National Democratic Congress party.

The Italian government reacted furiously to a ruling by the European Court of Justice that means it must rethink its policy of sending migrants to Albania for processing. The ECJ said that EU states could fast-track migrant returns to safe countries of origin, but that the definition of "safe" must be subject to judicial review, and all citizens of the country must be "safe". The government said the ECJ had further reduced "the already limited scope" of EU countries'   autonomy.



An agreement between Britain and France came into force formalising  the return of illegal migrants crossing to Britain in small boats. Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, labelled the scheme as "one in, one out", and said it would "send a clear message" to those arriving illegally. Some 25,000 small-boat migrants have arrived since January, by far the highest number ever by this time of the year. Small-boat migrants account for barely 5% of all immigration, but their presence has led to protests and violent clashes, often outside hotels that house them. 

More than 100 people were feared to have died in flash floods that swept through a village in the Indian state of Uttarakhand. Meanwhile, Hong Kong recorded the most daily rainfall for August since 1884. And new temperature records were set in Japan, where the thermometer topped 41.80C (107.20F) in the city of Isesaki,  north-east of Tokyo.

Japan won a $6.5bn contract to build navy frigates for Australia, its most important defence deal since ending a ban on exporting military equipment in 2014. The warships will be highly automated and able to operate with a crew of 90, half the number deployed on Australia's current type of frigate.

Jair Bolsonaro, Brazil's president from 2019 to 2023, was placed under house arrest on the order of Alexandre de Moraes, a justice on the Supreme Court. Mr Moraes is overseeing Mr Bolsonaro's trial for allegedly trying to overturn the result of the 2022 election. The arrest worsened Brazil's relations with America; the State Department condemned Mr Moraes's order.

Meanwhile, tariffs of 50% came into force on many Brazilian exports to the United States. The effective rate is significantly lower thanks to exceptions for products like orange juice and aircraft. Most agricultural products, including coffee, have been hit with the full 50%. Brazil is the world's largest coffee producer and the United States its largest market.Mr Trump has linked the tariffs to what he calls a "witch hunt" against Mr Bolsonaro.

In Colombia Alvaro Uribe, a former conservative president, was sentenced to 12 years house arrest, after being found guilty of  attempting to bribe a witness. Mr Uribe is to appeal against his conviction.

More than 50 Democratic state legislators in Texas left the state in order to deny the Republicans a quorum for remapping federal congressional districts. With a wafer-thin majority in the House of Representatives, the Republicans think they can gain five seats in Texas by redrawing the districts' boundaries. 
He'll be back?

In response Gavin Newsom, the governor of California, proposed putting a plan to voters to redraw that state's congressional boundaries so that Democrats could pick up at least another five seats. Arnold Schwarzenegger, who was governor in 2010 when the power to redistrict seats was given to a non-partisan agency, is ready to return to politics and campaign against the proposal, according to his spokesman.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/the-world-this-week/2025/08/07/politics
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The world this week
Business
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



Donald Trump fired Erika McEntarfer as head of the Bureau of Labour Statistics, alleging, without evidence, that her department was manipulating employment figures to make his administration look bad. The BLS's monthly jobs survey is watched closely by investors. Its report for July recorded 73,000 new jobs in the month, but it also revised down the estimate for May and June by a whopping 258,000, making those months the lowest for job creation since the start of the pandemic in early 2020. Economists are still trying to work out why the revision was so large. They also worry that Ms McEntarfer's sacking will undermine the credibility of future federal statistics.
We need to talk about Kevin

Mr Trump suggested that he was considering either Kevin Hassett or Kevin Warsh to replace Jerome Powell as chairman of the Federal Reserve. Mr Hassett is the director of the National Economic Council and Mr Warsh sat on the Fed's board from 2006 to 2011. Mr Powell's term as chairman does not end until May next year, but a vacancy on the Fed's board could offer the president a chance to name his successor.      

The Bank of England reduced its benchmark interest rate from 4.25% to to 4%. The central bank said that although consumer prices are rising, with the 12-month inflation rate hitting 3.5% in the second quarter and expected to reach 4% in September, underlying growth in the economy "remained subdued". The decision was close. The monetary committee was forced to hold two votes to arrive at a 5-4 decision to cut by a quarter of a percentage point.

China's exports increased by 7.2% in July, year on year, helped by a truce in America's trade war with China. August 12th is the next deadline for a trade deal.

BP announced an oil-and-gas discovery at the Bumerangue prospect in Brazilian waters. It is the company's biggest find in 25 years, forming part of its strategy to refocus on fossil fuels and away from renewables. BP also updated investors on its cost-cutting programme and said it would review the sequence of investments in new projects in order to increase shareholder value. It is also cutting 6,200 office jobs. Elliott Management, an activist hedge fund, is pressing BP to do more to increase its stock price.

BP's headline profit in the second quarter fell by 14%, year on year, though it was far from being the only big oil company to have had a damp spring. Chevron and ExxonMobil reported their lowest second-quarter net profits in four years. Shell and Total Energies have also announced sharp drops in profit for the period.

After contemplating a move of its primary share listing to New York, Glencore confirmed that it will keep the stock registered on the London Stock Exchange (Glencore also trades shares in Johannesburg). It is a boost for the British bourse, which has seen a number of companies defect elsewhere of late. 

Tesla awarded shares worth around $30bn to Elon Musk, raising his holding to 16%. Mr Musk has warned he may leave the company or be forced out, but in a securities filing Tesla said "We are confident that this award will incentivise Elon to remain." Mr Musk has been battling a judge's decision to strike down a previous pay package worth $56bn. He must retain a senior executive role for two years to qualify for the new pay out. Meanwhile, Tesla's European car sales plummeted again in July, as those of BYD, a low-cost Chinese competitor, surged.



Palantir reported quarterly sales of $1bn for the first time. The data-analytics company, best known for its work in the defence industry, said revenue from the American government had risen by 53%, year on year, amid the Trump administration's roll-out of new spending on national security. Palantir's share price has surged by 135% this year, outperforming the likes of Meta, Netflix, Nvidia and Oracle.

OpenAI was reported to be considering a sale of stock by current and former staff that would give it a notional value of $500bn, a huge increase from the $300bn it was reckoned to be worth in its previous funding round.

Berkshire Hathaway wrote down its investment in Kraft Heinz for the second time since buying a large stake in the consumer-goods company in 2015. The charge reduced its post-tax profit by $3.8bn. The write-down comes amid investors' skittishness about the looming  departure of Warren Buffett as chief executive. Berkshire's share price is down by almost 15% since early May, when it was announced that he would step down.
No such thing as bad PR?

Jaguar Land Rover is getting a new chief executive. P.B. Balaji, who is head of finance at Tata Motors, JLR's parent company, will sit in the driving seat from November, an appointment that is seen as tightening Tata's grip on its subsidiary as it pivots towards making only electric cars. The leadership change comes as JLR also grapples with a controversial rebranding; an ad last year featured brightly coloured futuristic fashion models, but no cars. Responding to JLR's management change this week, Donald Trump took to social media to decry the rebranding as woke, and asked, "Who wants to buy a Jaguar after looking at that disgraceful ad?"
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Aug 07, 2025 03:43 PM



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

Donald Trump escalates his war on numbers

America's economic data are becoming murkier

Ten indicators of what's going on with America's economy

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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War in Gaza
Why Israel must hold itself to account
And how it can be made to do so 
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



ON MAY 14TH 1948, in its Declaration of Independence, Israel embraced universal human rights "irrespective of religion, race or sex". This belief in individual human dignity is also enshrined in the Geneva Conventions, submitted to governments that same month. Today the founding vision of Israel and the laws of war are under attack in Gaza. In its bombed and barren landscape the fate of both lies in the balance.

From the beginning, the world has struggled to live up to the high ideals of 1948. Israel was born in violence and ever since it has wrestled with the tension between upholding universal rights and being the home of a people in a contested land. The cold war was a stand-off between two systems that too often treated humanitarian law as inconvenient. Even so, the decades after the fall of the Soviet Union gave rise to aspirations that law-breaking leaders could be held to account.

Gaza shows how this vision is failing. The laws of war are being broken and the system for upholding them is not working. However, that failure does not exonerate Israel from having to answer for its actions in Gaza, including war crimes and crimes against humanity. Indeed, its foundations as a liberal democracy demand that it must.

Something has gone very wrong in Gaza. Israel's just war against the terrorists who massacred its people on October 7th 2023 has turned into death and destruction on a biblical scale. Most of Gaza lies in ruins, millions of civilians are displaced and tens of thousands have been killed. And still, Israel's prime minister, Binyamin Netanyahu, cannot stop himself. This week it emerged that he wants to occupy all of Gaza. But Hamas is no longer a military threat, so the war no longer has a strategy and fighting on is no longer just.

Worse, Israel's government, despite its duties as an occupying power, has used the distribution of food to civilians as a weapon against Hamas. It continued even when, as predicted, that led to starvation and the death of desperate people queuing for survival rations. By corralling civilians in pockets as it systematically bulldozes their homes, Israel is also practising ethnic cleansing.

Gaza is not alone. Civilians are being slaughtered and driven from their homes in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Myanmar, Sudan, Ukraine and pretty much every other warzone today. Hamas, don't forget, started the current Gaza conflict 22 months ago with an orgy of hostage-taking and crimes against humanity. Instead of seeking peace, it has gorged on the misery of its own people. It recently described the recognition of a Palestinian state promised by Britain, Canada and France as the "fruits" of October 7th.

Yet Hamas's crimes do not excuse Israel. The Jewish state is a democracy. It should hold itself to higher standards than terrorists, warlords and dictators.

At the same time as the laws of war are being broken, the system that enshrines them is failing. The Geneva Conventions sought to spare civilians. However, they were drawn up for wars between states. Most conflicts today involve at least one militia, which makes separating fighters from civilians hard. Under Geneva's code, the high ratio of civilian to military casualties in Gaza is not proof of crimes. Israel has loosened its rules of engagement, but the strip is crowded; Hamas knowingly shelters among civilians. In such circumstances many civilians die, as America once learned in the Iraqi cities of Mosul and Fallujah.

The International Criminal Court is becoming activist, issuing warrants for the arrest of Mr Netanyahu and his then defence minister before the Israeli system had time to act. The courts have also become tools in ongoing "lawfare". South Africa accused Israel of genocide at the International Court of Justice just 12 weeks after October 7th, allowing activists to bolster their campaigns demanding boycotts of Israel by the West long before a judgment is reached.

Activists dream that the courts will impose their notion of virtue on a world that does not share their values. They are doomed to fail. The big powers, including America and China, do not recognise the courts. International law takes a long time to issue final judgments. It has limited powers of enforcement. A case brought today may one day be a deterrent, but it is a poor tool for stopping war crimes as they unfold.

That sounds like a counsel of despair, but it is not. And the reason goes back to 1948. The laws of war were not just a cudgel with which to beat militarists and Nazis. They were also the latest example in a long history of some belligerents imposing restraints on themselves.  The question therefore is whether Israel, founded as a democratic, universalist state, still cleaves to that tradition.

In the past Israel has managed to investigate wars and hold some political and military leaders responsible. It is comparable to other countries at investigating atrocities by soldiers, albeit slowly and with a focus on the lower ranks--as with a lethal strike on the staff from the World Central Kitchen in 2024. However, as we report, higher-level accountability is lacking. The Supreme Court and the attorney-general are caught up in a domestic power struggle with Mr Netanyahu. When it comes to criticising the government over Gaza they have been missing in action.
Tried and tested

It is not too late. The urgent test is whether Israel floods Gaza with food and medicine in order to stop the incipient famine. It should also agree on a ceasefire, which will enable it to recover its hostages. The second, longer-term test will be whether it sets up a truly independent commission of inquiry after the war ends, probably under a new prime minister.

The outside world and especially the United States have a role in making this happen. No American president in recent times has been less likely to respect international law than Donald Trump. But peace in Gaza would help him stabilise a volatile region and reset relations between Israel and Saudi Arabia. America has repeatedly intervened to stop Israel's wars in the past. This week roughly 600 former Israeli security officials urged Mr Trump to act again today.

Those officials understand that Israel has an interest in the law, too. Some Israelis calculate that they can do what they like now and patch up relations with the West later. But views of Israel are bleak in Europe and are changing in America among Democrats and the MAGA right. If Israel becomes an ethno-nationalist state that annexes the West Bank and crushes its people, the violence will not cease.

You might argue that, after suffering the worst attack in its history, Israel will have no appetite for prosecuting its own leaders. However, the penetrating insight which emerges from the Geneva Conventions is that countries which break the laws of war without shame or recourse do not just harm their victims: they also harm themselves.

Israel has an existential interest in seeing justice done. If instead it glorifies those who orchestrate famine and ethnic cleansing in Gaza, its politics and society will lurch towards demagoguery and authoritarianism. The young, idealistic country that was born in May 1948 will have been eclipsed. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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The new imperial preference 
Donald Trump's awful trade policy will outlast him
He thinks America is winning. It is not
Aug 07, 2025 02:54 PM



WITH EVERY passing day, America's new trading order comes into sharper relief. In place of rules, stability and low tariffs is a system of imperial preference. Duties are not just higher, they are set by presidential whim. Canada and India have irritated Donald Trump, and so they could face tariffs of 35-50%. To ward off threats the EU, Japan and South Korea have all hurriedly made deals with America. Because Mr Trump regards deficits, bizarrely, as theft, he has imposed "reciprocal" tariffs ranging from 10% to 41% on tens of other trading partners, which went into effect on August 7th.

A seductive idea is settling in that because Mr Trump is calling the shots, America is winning. The world has not descended into all-out trade war; only a few countries, including China, have retaliated, while most others have caved, accepting higher duties, opening up their own markets and promising to invest vast sums in America. Even financial markets seem acquiescent; although they took a nasty dive after the president unveiled his "Liberation Day" levies in April, this time they have taken the duties in their stride. All the while, tariff revenues are rolling in. This thinking is deeply misguided, however. Mr Trump has started something from which America will lose, not win.



Consider first the idea that high tariffs punish not America, but its trading partners. According to the Yale Budget Lab, America's effective tariff rate has risen to 18%, nearly eight times higher than it was in January and towards levels last seen in the Depression. The way MAGA paints it, this is a triumph, because America's trading partners are eating higher tariffs, while US Customs rakes in nigh on $30bn a month.

This a fundamental misunderstanding of trade. When Mr Trump raises tariffs he is hurting his own compatriots by depriving them of choice at low prices. Years of experience show that tariffs do not harm the sellers of goods as much as they harm the buyers. Even though foreign suppliers are lowering their prices more steeply than after Mr Trump's first-term duties, analysts at Goldman Sachs reckon that fully four-fifths of the tariffs have so far been borne by American consumers and firms. Just ask Ford or GM: the carmakers reckon they paid $800m and $1.1bn in tariff costs, respectively, in the second quarter of this year alone.

What of the muted market reaction? The S&P 500 remains around 10% higher than it was on Liberation Day; the dollar, though down, has strengthened in recent weeks. But markets are being buoyed by America's extraordinary artificial-intelligence boom, which is pushing up expected earnings for its biggest tech firms. Investors may hope, too, that companies will divert their supply chains so as to reduce tariff costs. Details of the trade deals remain fuzzy. And an uncomfortable dynamic may be at play: markets might expect the president to chicken out as the pain of tariffs becomes clear, but the lack of reaction might be emboldening him to press ahead.

America will pay the price. Its long expansion is already under strain: in the first half of 2025 growth underwhelmed and inflation was disappointingly high. Lately, job creation is slowing, and a survey of bosses suggests service-sector activity may be close to stalling. But the full toll of tariffs will be felt over the long term. Mr Trump is discarding a predictable multilateral system that applied the same tariff rate on most products, regardless of their origin, for a bilateral system where rates vary depending on where goods come from, and are subject to ceaseless bargaining. The president will consider exemptions when he is next flattered, and threaten duties when he is next displeased.

Whereas once American shoppers were spoilt for choice, as domestic and foreign producers competed to sell to them, now firms that succeed will do so not only because they are the most innovative, but also because they are cleverest at playing the system. Fortunes will be spent on lobbying. Companies will face needless uncertainty. Shoppers will lose out on innovation and choice. But because the counterfactual world where trade flowed unchecked cannot be observed, voters may not realise what is hurting them.

That is one reason why the Trumpian system will be hard to dislodge. If future presidents want to cut tariffs, they will be met by furious lobbying from American firms that got used to sheltering behind them and have thereby become globally uncompetitive. Few consumers will clamour for change, if they do not know how much more choice they could have enjoyed. Lawmakers, too, might be reluctant to lower trade barriers if it means giving up tax revenues today for broader prosperity tomorrow. The new system is not just harmful. It could last long after Mr Trump retires to play more golf. #

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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Credit where it's due
Buy now, pay later gets a bad rap. But it could be useful 
Provided lenders open up 
Aug 07, 2025 12:53 PM



NEW FORMS of credit are often met with suspicion. A century ago retailers selling furniture and cars realised they could reach more customers if they accepted payments in instalments. To detractors this was a sign of moral decay: "Beware of the slimy coils of the instalment evil," blared one advert in the Houston Chronicle in 1926. When in 1958 Bank of America started posting credit cards to customers, it did not take long for opponents to worry about the consequences.

Today the reproachful frowns are aimed at "buy now, pay later" (BNPL). This practice, which lets people pay for things they buy online in instalments, is booming; over $300bn in payments were financed in such a manner last year. Borrowers tend to be younger and less creditworthy than average, which is fuelling concern. Many critics--including Tucker Carlson, a MAGA pundit--fret that the industry preys on the young. Analysts worry that the hidden debt makes it hard to monitor credit risks. Yet BNPL could be a valuable innovation.

New financial products often cause worry because they draw in customers with little experience of credit. Some will undoubtedly be fleeced by charlatans who mis-sell their services. But reaching new customers is generally a good thing. Modern finance is not perfect; the poor and the young are underserved, partly because they often have no credit history. It is only rational for upstarts to fill a gap in the market. If they provide a useful service, they can grow rapidly. After an early spate of fraud, Bank of America's credit-card business went on to transform payments. Today it is better known by the name it took when it was spun out in the 1970s: Visa.

For some Americans, credit cards can be a trap. Those with low credit scores are more likely to hold revolving balances, carrying over debt rather than paying it off each month. Their heavy interest bills subsidise those with better credit scores, who amass points and other benefits.

BNPL is different. Its providers earn most of their money from merchant fees, not debt interest. BNPL borrowers are no more likely to get into debt difficulties than cardholders. Despite the lower credit scores of typical users, BNPL loans have a default rate of around 2%--similar to the share of credit-card payments that were more than 120 days delinquent. BNPL purchases are low-value and do not involve revolving balances, which probably helps. 

Critics are right, though, to worry that BNPL loans remain hidden from regulators and other lenders. Providers do not supply comprehensive data to credit-reporting firms on their users' borrowing and repayments. Although they benefit from checking their customers' credit, they deny other lenders the opportunity to do the same. That raises the possibility that banks will lend to people with hefty BNPL debts, not realising they are riskier than they appear.

Some providers say they do not trust credit bureaus to understand this new form of finance; others may see opacity as an advantage, because it attracts borrowers who wish to keep their debts hidden. Despite such concerns, providers should be required to report their data, as Affirm, one of America's largest BNPL lenders, has recently begun to do. Many providers aspire to reach further into mainstream finance. To achieve those dreams, they must open up. #

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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Ripe for transformation 
McKinsey and its peers need a strategic rethink 
AI could make consultancy more effective--or redundant
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



SINCE THE birth of management consultancy at the turn of the 20th century, people have questioned its usefulness. Bosses of firms that hire consultants are paid lavishly to define a vision and corral their teams into achieving it. Why would they ask a bunch of jet-setting know-it-alls who have never run anything but a spreadsheet calculation how to do their job?

Over the decades, however, consultants have proved their worth, and not just because their clients are lazy, incompetent or scared of making difficult decisions. In 1990 McKinsey, BCG and Bain, the three elite strategy advisers, had a few thousand staff between them. Today they employ around 90,000. Over the past decade their combined revenue has more than doubled. And they do seem to offer useful advice. Recent research finds that companies which hire strategy consultants experience a significant and sustained improvement in productivity relative to those that don't. Now, though, the industry is heading for disruption. If consultants are to stay useful, they need to rethink what they do.

The value of consultancies lies chiefly in their experience of similar problems at other clients. Situations a chief executive might encounter only once in a career, such as a big merger or relocating a factory, are rarely unique. Some critics argue that consultants who swan in and out of clients tend to offer elegant but impractical recommendations. But that view is out of date. In recent years the strategy trio have moved deeper into helping clients implement their advice: for example, by helping them digitise their businesses. And they are increasingly tying their fees to the success of their projects, thereby aligning their interests with those of their clients.

For the bright young things these firms hire, the experience seems to pay off. Many of the world's biggest businesses, from Alphabet to Coca-Cola, are run by alumni of the elite three consultancies. And our analysis suggests that these companies outperform their peers.

As the age of artificial intelligence (AI) beckons, however, the corporate world's consiglieri face an uncertain future. Plenty of senior partners quietly scoff at the idea that the technology will be anything but a blessing for an industry that has mastered the art of jumping on every new management craze. Already companies struggling to make use of AI have turned to the strategy advisers for help. For their part, the consultancies have built bots trained on their intellectual property that can perform much of the grunt work behind their projects.

But what happens when AI models also start producing the kinds of alliterative three-part frameworks those senior partners so proudly present? In recent years the firms' core business of strategic advice has grown robustly alongside the push into implementation; soon it may come under strain. Meanwhile, fast-growing technology providers such as Palantir are also helping clients deploy AI systems, which could force the traditional consultants to retreat.

To remain relevant, the industry will have to adapt. Generic ideas recycled from client to client will become of little use. To compete with ever smarter AI models, the approach of training up generalist advisers will have to give way to earlier and deeper specialisation, including in the art of managing change. That, combined with the need for fewer minions to do a senior partner's bidding, will require the firms to rethink whom they hire and how they nurture them.

To a degree, these changes are already under way at the elite trio. To help clients implement their ideas, they have hired thousands of specialists such as coders. BCG's success in using these experts is at least part of the reason why it is on track to overtake McKinsey as the largest of the three firms.
Time to SWOT up

To succeed in the decades ahead, however, a more extensive overhaul will be needed. As the firms expend time and energy reinventing themselves, they will have to accept that there are some problems, particularly those relating to technology, that others are better placed to help their clients solve.

All this will require humility, something that does not come easily to many in the industry. Consultants often speak of the need for transformation. Now they will have to live it. #

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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New ways of looking 
Will an astronomical anomaly challenge the idea of scientific revolutions? 
Not everything is a paradigm shift   
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



BEFORE THE revolution triggered by Nicolaus Copernicus, a 16th-century cleric, the Earth was the unmoving centre of the cosmos. Afterwards, it was one of a family of planets swinging through space. Before the work of Antoine Lavoisier, an 18th-century nobleman, chemists had no notion of "oxygen", "carbon" and the like; afterwards they could not understand the contents of their alembics without them. 

Such examples are at the heart of the idea, put forward in the 1960s by Thomas Kuhn, of the paradigm shift. Such shifts, he argued, did not just involve a new theory explaining the world better than an old one; they required a change in the sort of entities the world was thought to be made up of. In a way that seems almost self-exemplifying, the idea provided a new way of looking at science itself: not as one thing, but two. In the "normal" phase scientists applied their physical and conceptual tools to problems the scope of which was pretty well understood; in revolutionary phases, paradigms shifted.

Normal didn't mean dull or unimportant. When, in the 1980s, American astronomers made the case for the Hubble Space Telescope, then the costliest scientific instrument in history, none of its goals mattered more than what seemed a perfect example of normal science: nailing down the value of the constant (also named after Edwin Hubble, an astronomer) which says how fast the universe is expanding.

The Hubble did this very well. The difficulty, as our Science section reports, is that since its launch it has become possible to estimate the Hubble constant on the basis of background radiation from all over the sky, rather than distances to individual objects. And these new estimates are significantly lower. The seemingly unbridgeable divide between the approaches has become known as the Hubble tension.

To those who know their Kuhn this looks like the sort of anomaly that might precede some new paradigm shift. The possibility is tantalising. The conceptual usefulness of paradigm shifts has been much debated, as indeed has their existence. The concept is horribly overused. (A new paradigm for vegan cosmetics!) Yet the notion of a fresh worldview remains dramatic and beguiling, and the romance only increases when it applies on a cosmic, but reassuringly inconsequential scale. (A paradigm shift in financial markets might be far more practically important.)

The problem is that, as Kuhn noted, you can judge these things only in retrospect. The sort of anomaly that is recast and solved by a paradigm shift is not in principle distinguishable from a "normal" problem which has not yet been solved.

The paradigms in which normal science is done are, like the fabric of the universe, somewhat stretchy; new ideas, sometimes quite big ones, can be incorporated without wholesale change. And some suspect that science's capacity to adapt itself in this way has increased since the days of Kuhn's examples. It is far more institutionalised and regimented today, and that may provide a stability, even a rigidity, to its worldviews.

 This need not be a bad thing. Paradigm shifts are not necessary for technological improvement. But it is hard not to think that, if their age has gone, then so has some of science's thrill--and hard not to want the Hubble tension to demonstrate that paradigms can still be pulled apart. #

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 economic aspect of cancer prevention
Also this week, AI and the web, emissions and cars in Europe, William F. Buckley, the Big Mac index, underpants 
Aug 07, 2025 03:20 PM



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

The costs of cancer

"Winning the war on cancer" (July 19th) was a welcome and thoughtful overview, highlighting the tangible benefits of cancer prevention and even daring to address the frontier science of personalised cancer vaccines. Yet the economic aspect felt conspicuously absent. Cancer care today faces not only molecular complexity, but mounting financial entropy. Newer drugs come at a staggering cost. For instance, pembrolizumab, for early triple-negative breast cancer, can run well into a six-figure sum for each patient. On the development side, launching a clinical trial requires deep investment. Biomarker refinement, manufacturing, pharmacokinetics, regulatory scaffolding, co-ordination of contract research organisations; the list is as long as it is expensive.

Meanwhile, regulators such as the Food and Drug Administration and the European Medicines Agency are increasingly reluctant to approve therapies that do not demonstrate clear survival benefits. Cheaper surrogate endpoints, such as the reduction in tumour size, which were  once acceptable, are now viewed with growing scepticism. The scientific bar is rising, and so is the cost of reaching it.

The cost curve is bending in uncomfortable directions. If progress is to remain sustainable, economic models must evolve to reward true clinical value, de-risk early development and align regulatory standards with measurable outcomes. Biology may drive discovery, but without economic architecture to support it, even the most promising therapies may never leave the bench.

Jesus Fuentes Antras
Medical oncologist
NEXT Oncology
Madrid

Cancer is not only a biomedical challenge, it is a human one. Our forthcoming Lancet oncology commission finds that although cancer biology is increasingly well-understood, the lived experience of people with cancer remains fraught. Around the world patients face late diagnoses or misdiagnoses, fragmented care, emotional neglect and financial catastrophe. Psychosocial and physical distress are common and often profound but routinely overlooked in cancer care.

A review in 2023 found that fewer than half of national cancer-control plans even mentioned psychosocial services, let alone provide them. Palliative and end-of-life care remains unavailable to most people in need of it across global contexts. Even in high-income settings, people with cancer say they feel unseen in systems that tend to be optimised for throughput rather than for holistic care.

We are not arguing against scientific innovation. But framing victory in cancer as a technical accomplishment risks side-lining the fundamental question of what kind of care people actually need. Winning the war on cancer will remain incomplete unless health systems invest in the human dimensions of cancer care and in the relief of suffering and support for the well-being of people with cancer and their families.

Dr Amalya Feldman
Postdoctoral fellow

Dr Gary Rodin
Professor of psychiatry
Princess Margaret Cancer Centre
University of Toronto

Dr Richard Sullivan
Director
Institute of Cancer Policy
King's College London

Make chatbots pay

Can anything save the web, you ask, which is being killed by artificial intelligence ("World wide worries", July 19th). You highlighted the disruptive effect of large language model chatbots on search engines. But the problem runs deeper. It's not just Google that faces an existential challenge. It's the entire commercial ecosystem that has depended on search-driven traffic: retailers, publishers, review platforms and countless others.

When AIs like ChatGPT or Gemini summarise answers rather than link to sources, the click-throughs, ad revenues and potential sales decline. Companies may respond by blocking AI crawlers or placing more content behind paywalls. But that risks creating a new distortion: AI-generated answers will then be drawn only from freely available, and often lower-value, content.

One possible solution is to embed copyright metadata in online content and develop an automated micropayment system. If an AI uses a snippet, the originator gets paid automatically. Until then, we risk losing not just ad dollars, but also the incentive to produce the quality information these models depend on.

Simon Rodan
Professor of business strategy 
Lucal College of Business
San Jose State University

For years the internet has been dominated by content driven by search engines and filled with clickbait titles, repetitive keywords and affiliate links leading to low-quality content and online surveillance that tracks users' behaviour. AI equipped with retrieval augmented generation removes the need to wade through recycled content, fake news and biased reviews. Nor is there any evidence that a decrease in referrals from traditional search engines translates to a drop in online purchases. Some studies suggest users of AI search are more likely to make online purchases and take less time to complete the process.

If some business models are struggling, it's not because the web is dying. It's because AI is bypassing search-engine optimisations that have bogged down the web and frustrated users for decades.

Jo Levy
Chair
Alliance for Responsible Data Collection
Palo Alto, California

Is less web content such a bad thing? Mr Williams, my high-school physics teacher, taught us critical thinking. If a million people say a stupid thing, it's still a stupid thing.

Steve Tarr
Sammamish, Washington

Europe's emission standards

Ola Kallenius, the chief executive of Mercedes-Benz, argued that in order to succeed in the decarbonisation race, Europe should open its clean-car standards to all technologies and move away from its carbon-based rules (By Invitation, July 15th). There have been previous efforts to try to get Europe to adopt this "life-cycle methodology'" before. The European Commission has investigated integrating life-cycle emissions into its car regulations on several occasions, and rejected it as unworkable. The problem is that getting carmakers to report on, let alone be accountable for, the entire process from energy production to mining, to who drives a car and how they do so, is a bureaucratic nightmare.

Instead of today's simple performance-based rule, which is bringing dozens of electric-vehicle models to Europe, Mr Kallenius's confusing scheme would take ages to agree to and cost Europe its final chance to catch up with China.

Europe shouldn't waste any more time rewriting the rules. It is worth noting that America and China do not base their emission rules on a life-cycle method. So why are European car manufacturers dredging up discredited ideas now?

Julia Poliscanova
Senior director
Vehicles and e-mobility supply chains
Transport & Environment
Brussels



A solid conservative

Lexington asserted that William F. Buckley's career augured Donald Trump's rise in Republican politics (July 12th). There is no comparison. Buckley brought American conservatism into the national conversation on the pages of its newspapers, magazines, books and broadcasts for decades. He actively engaged with the establishment while persuading the public that there was an alternative to liberalism. To say that he and Mr Trump are both "fierce culture warriors" is akin to saying they are both TV show hosts. The policies and traits that define Mr Trump--patronage, corrosive dialogue and personal loyalty over constitutional process--are a rejection of Buckley's methods and objectives, not their evolution.

ALEXANDER FRANZ
Grosse Pointe Farms, Michigan

Our syntax gets a grilling

Your update of the Big Mac index contained the sentence, "None of their currencies has become more than marginally less undervalued since January" ("Ground down", July 19th). That really got my beef up. I didn't relish unpicking this tortured syntax so I flipped the page and moved on.

Adrian Fogarty
London

Have you ever considered adopting the true fundamental meaning of PPP in the Big Mac index? Purchasing-patty parity.

Steffen Hoernig
Professor of economics
Nova School of Business and Economics
Carcavelos, Portugal

A boxers tale

"The age of the celebrity brand" (July 5th) reminded me of the story of Calvin Klein's daughter, Marci, being acutely embarrassed when she was a young woman at seeing her father's name emblazoned on her boyfriend's briefs. Talk about a buzzkill.

Thellen Levy
San Francisco




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/letters/2025/08/07/the-economic-aspect-of-cancer-prevention



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Letters
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Briefing
          
        

      

      By Invitation

      
        Ekrem Imamoglu on how Turkey can have peace at home and respect abroad
        Turkey's future :: Not through democratic backsliding, writes the imprisoned opposition candidate for president

      

      
        
          	
            Letters
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Briefing
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Turkey's future
Ekrem Imamoglu on how Turkey can have peace at home and respect abroad
Not through democratic backsliding, writes the imprisoned opposition candidate for president
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



IN JULY SOME 30 members of the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK), an armed group designated as a terrorist organisation by the European Union and America, laid down their weapons in a symbolic ceremony in northern Iraq. The disarmament under way is welcome and marks a historic opportunity to break a cycle of violence that has long burdened the country's political system, slowed economic progress and deepened divisions. It also presents a golden opportunity for Turkey to reframe its regional role.

For decades the Kurdish conflict, which began with a separatist insurgency by the PKK, has been an obstacle to Turkey's greater democratisation. There is irony in the fact that the disarmament process is unfolding even as authoritarianism under President Recep Tayyip Erdogan is growing, and the political opposition is under great pressure. Earlier this year several mayors belonging to the Republican People's Party (CHP)--myself included--were jailed on politically motivated charges. That sent a chilling message to the opposition and further narrowed the space in Turkey for democratic engagement.

A sense of growing repression has a bearing on the peace process. It unfolded without the kind of inclusive political framework needed to deal with the Kurdish population's long-standing political, cultural and economic grievances. Nor has there been a real strategy for engaging with PKK-linked groups operating across Iraq, Syria and Iran--without which key regional dimensions of the conflict remain unaddressed. The government should have begun an open and inclusive national dialogue. Instead, it opted for closed-door negotiations. That squandered a chance to build legitimacy and trust.

For the CHP, which has chosen me for its candidate for president, the Kurdish issue is not solely a matter of national security but also of democracy, justice, development and institutional reform. We advocate a long-term strategy to end violence, promote development and redress deep-seated inequalities. We want equal citizenship, democratic participation, accountability and an inclusive future in the republic for all Turkish nationals.

From the moment the PKK declared its intention to disband, we put forward two key proposals. First, we called for the immediate establishment of a parliamentary commission to ensure that the peace process is guided by legality, civic participation and institutional oversight. A commission has now been set up, convening for the first time on August 5th. It is a step in the right direction. Many fear the government's narrow security agenda will dominate deliberations; we are nonetheless taking part to ensure that broader issues of democratisation and social cohesion are put squarely on the agenda. We need a transparent process, not a body that rubber-stamps decisions by Mr Erdogan's coalition.

Second, disarmament must go hand in hand with a return to democratic norms. Lasting peace cannot happen in a system marked by partisanship and democratic backsliding. The institutions that should confer legitimacy, parliament and civil society, have long been sidelined, and the judiciary has been politicised. Yet peace for our people requires legitimacy, not repression.

My own experience illustrates Turkey's contradictions. In March, serving as mayor of Istanbul and about to be endorsed as my party's presidential candidate, I was jailed on politically motivated charges, among them corruption and aiding terrorists. This latter accusation was based on claims that city-council candidates on our electoral list had links to a platform allegedly affiliated with the PKK, despite their having been vetted and approved by the Supreme Election Council before being elected.

Meanwhile, a government claiming to seek peace has systematically targeted elected Kurdish representatives. Dozens of mayors from the Peoples' Democratic Party (HDP, now the DEM Party), have been dismissed and replaced with state-appointed figures. Rulings from the European Court of Human Rights, including an order to release two former HDP co-chairs, Figen Yuksekdag and Selahattin Demirtas, remain unheeded.

Democracy's erosion under Mr Erdogan is not just a domestic concern. It undermines Turkey's full potential abroad, at a moment when the world needs reliable partners in areas like security, energy and migration. Turkish foreign policy, reactive and driven by internal political calculations, lacks consistency. Dealings with neighbours swing between confrontation and rapprochement.

A shifting regional landscape, not least with the collapse of the Assad regime in Syria, offers a chance for real engagement in support of peace, reconciliation and reconstruction in the Middle East. Turkey can do much--if it pursues a foreign policy rooted in justice and inclusivity for all communities. We can also work more with the EU in the Middle East, but only with a foreign policy grounded, at home, in democratic legitimacy and the rule of law. Upholding fundamental rights could also revive Turkey's stalled EU accession process. Turkey's geographic position, historical richness and democratic legacy equip it as a force for stability and progress. But a policy abroad shaped by Mr Erdogan's personal ambition and polarisation of politics at home frustrates that.

Turkey stands at an inflection point. Its domestic governance will more and more shape its relevance abroad. To be a responsible regional power, Turkey must restore the integrity of its democratic institutions. Only then can it act as a trusted partner in an increasingly unstable world.  As the CHP's candidate for president, I am committed to leading my country's democratic renewal. A new government anchored in legitimacy and the rule of law will responsibly engage with the world with clarity and resolve. #

Ekrem Imamoglu is the imprisoned mayor of Istanbul and presidential candidate for the opposition Republican People's Party .
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Justice in Gaza
Israel on trial: can the country police its own war crimes?
Israel's legal system claims to be fiercely independent. On the Gaza war it is largely silent
Aug 07, 2025 12:59 PM | JERUSALEM



GALI BAHARAV-MIARA, Israel's attorney-general, has been duelling with Binyamin Netanyahu, the prime minister, since Mr Netanyahu's latest stint in office began in 2022. Appointed to a six-year term by the previous government, she loudly and publicly denounced the current one's plans to overhaul the judiciary in 2023. The cabinet set in motion plans for her dismissal, and on August 4th formally voted to sack her (the decision will be challenged in the Supreme Court). She is, in short, neither docile nor reticent.

Yet when the cabinet voted in July to force all 2m people in the Gaza Strip into a tiny "humanitarian city", indefinitely and perhaps permanently--a plan many Israelis and foreigners alike considered a brazen war crime, and which since seems to have been set aside--she uttered not a word of misgiving, at least publicly. She has not formally investigated, nor even chided (beyond a vague warning), any of the members of the cabinet who have called for all Palestinians to be removed from Gaza or to be starved into submission, even though both those steps would be illegal under Israeli law. Indeed, although it is her job to advise the government of the legality of its policies, she is not known to have taken issue with anything it has done in its 22-month war.

Read all our coverage of the war in the Middle East


Israel has been accused of all manner of misdeeds in Gaza. They concern every level of its war machine, from the actions of individual soldiers to high-level directives about how the war should be prosecuted, issued by the cabinet. Israeli government spokesmen deny most of the accusations. To the extent that they admit wrongdoing, they argue that Israel's internal procedures can be relied on to rectify the problems and punish those responsible. Yet Ms Baharav-Miara's silence suggests that the system is not working as intended--and there are many other signs of dysfunction lower down the chain of command.



After militants of Hamas and other Palestinian Islamist groups launched a surprise attack on Israel in October 2023, massacring nearly 1,200 people and taking 250 hostages, they retreated to the Gaza Strip. They hid in a warren of tunnels under Gaza's densely populated cities and refugee camps. Any large-scale Israeli retaliation was bound to present moral and legal quandaries, given Hamas's deliberate intermingling of combatants and innocent bystanders. The likelihood of civilian casualties was high. "There's no way this war could look good," says an Israeli general.

Indeed, it has not. By July 29th at least 60,000 Palestinians had been killed in the war, according to a tally kept by the Gaza health ministry, which says it is unable to count everyone, with thousands still buried under rubble. A study by researchers at Royal Holloway, University of London and others estimated that by January 2025 another 4,500 to 12,500 had died from indirect consequences of the war, such as lack of medical care. This was before supplies of food were largely cut off. Named lists of the dead kept by the ministry of health suggest about half are women and children. Even the most optimistic Israeli intelligence assessment speaks of only around 20,000 being members of Hamas or other militant groups. Satellite data suggest roughly 60% of buildings in Gaza have been damaged or destroyed.

The war crimes of which Israel has been accused fall into three broad categories. The first involves actions allegedly carried out by individual soldiers and commanders on the battlefield, such as the shooting of civilians, the destruction of civilian buildings and infrastructure without military authorisation, and the mistreatment of prisoners. In most of these cases the perpetrators would have been acting against orders. A second category concerns the operations themselves, in particular air strikes and artillery barrages which hit populated areas, targeting civilians or "disproportionately" harming them if aimed at military targets.

Last come the decisions made by Mr Netanyahu's cabinet. Although ministers do not usually dictate military tactics or targets, the cabinet has determined Israel's humanitarian policy in Gaza. It has often prevented supplies of food, medicine and fuel from entering the strip, sometimes for long periods.

These last policies were the main reason the International Criminal Court (ICC) issued arrest warrants last year for Mr Netanyahu and his former defence minister, Yoav Gallant, for the "war crime of starvation as a method of warfare; and the crimes against humanity of murder, persecution, and other inhumane acts". The same humanitarian horrors, and especially the statements made by Israeli politicians in favour of starving and destroying Gaza, were at the centre, too, of a South African complaint to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) at the end of 2023 that Israel was committing genocide.
A system on trial

Although Mr Netanyahu has fulminated against these international proceedings as "motivated by antisemitic hatred of Israel", the Israeli government's lawyers have presented a more technical defence: that under international law countries are allowed to investigate and prosecute war crimes in their own legal systems. Under this "complementarity principle", the ICC is a court of last resort which should act only if sovereign states have failed to do so. In effect, Israel is insisting that it can hold itself to account. Can it? 

Israel's system for policing possible war crimes has several tiers. The IDF has a Fact-Finding and Assessment Mechanism (FFAM), a team of experienced commanders with the authority to examine what the IDF calls "exceptional incidents" or "deviations" on the battlefield. Its role is to make initial assessments of cases, both for operational needs, such as clarification of orders and procedures, and as a prelude to criminal investigation.

Since the war began, the FFAM team has been beefed up and now includes, according to the IDF, "dozens" of investigators, led by a former major general and six former brigadier generals, dealing with "hundreds" of cases. It is supposed to be outside the chain of command, with access to all military records and data, and answerable only to the IDF's chief of staff and the office of the Military Advocate-General (MAG), which is responsible for implementing the rule of law within the IDF.

"The mechanism works to a degree," says an IDF officer who served in Gaza and was involved in one of its investigations into the killing of civilians. "Officers came to our unit, interviewed officers and had all the information. We didn't hear from them again and this was eight months ago. Many other cases didn't get investigated because there were no complaints."

Yesh Din, an Israeli human-rights organisation, has called it the "whitewashing mechanism", pointing out that only 7% of the FFAM's complaints to the IDF in the nine years before the war led to criminal investigations against soldiers. Incidents that took place in Israel's campaign in Gaza in 2014 were still being investigated nine years later. "The mechanism is part of the IDF's own operational debriefing system," says Michael Sfard, an Israeli human-rights lawyer. "Soldiers and commanders talking to the investigators can't be prosecuted on the basis of what they say and the investigations drag on for years. It's not an effective procedure."

IDF officers insist that confidential testimony, allowing soldiers to talk freely, is essential for fact-finding and that investigations may be slow but they get done. A former chief of the Australian defence force, Mark Binskin, dispatched by the Australian government to look into the death of an Australian aid-worker killed in an Israeli drone-strike in Gaza, credited the FFAM's procedures as "timely, appropriate and, with some exceptions, sufficient". But the hundreds of cases that do not attract international attention are a different matter. One general admits that it will take many years to investigate all the allegations, once the war in Gaza is over.

In cases where evidence is deemed sufficient, the military police carry out criminal investigations from scratch. Those that are indicted are then heard before military courts. But, unlike the combat veterans of the FFAM, the military-police investigators whose job it is to build the cases are unpopular within the ranks and suffer intimidation. In July 2024, when they arrived at the Sde Teiman detention centre to question and arrest suspects over the sexual assault of a prisoner, investigators were met with violence from the soldiers and had to wear masks to conceal their identity.

"Ultimately, in a war of this magnitude, the FFAM and [the military police] are overwhelmed," argues one senior military judge. "There are hundreds of allegations and by the time they make it through the pipeline, there is no crime scene, the weapons have been used many times, and the evidentiary basis for a prosecution, much less a conviction, has been chewed over. That doesn't mean that allegations are being ignored, but it does mean we've failed when it comes to establishing norms through indictments."

The IDF has not released up-to-date numbers of investigations or cases. In the first year of the war around 15 soldiers were indicted for conduct on the battlefield, mostly for looting and theft from the army. Five of the suspected assailants from the detention centre were indicted in February and another was convicted and sentenced to seven months in prison for treating inmates brutally. Most of those indicted are low-ranking soldiers. One brigadier general who ordered the destruction of a university building without authorisation was investigated, received a minor reprimand and was appointed commander of the Gaza Division. Another division commander who ordered the destruction of Gaza's only cancer hospital without authorisation remains in his post.

Senior officers in the MAG's unit say they have identified hundreds of incidents that need investigation and have established a set of priorities to deal with them. But amid an ongoing war, which stretches beyond Gaza, it will take years to complete the inquiries, if they are completed at all.

Appealing to a higher authority

"Internal investigations in any organisation are a difficult process," says one former military lawyer. What is more, "You can't detach the weakness of the IDF's internal investigations from the broader context of an Israeli army and society which were traumatised and humiliated on October 7th, where the senior generals had lost credibility and were under fire from politicians. Enforcing the law within such an army, whether among young conscripts or reservists, was always going to be extremely difficult."

The MAG's unit has an additional role: advising on the military-planning process. Its legal officers are involved in authorising operations, air strikes and targets, when these are planned in advance, at division level or higher. Many of the tens of thousands of deaths in Gaza have happened in such strikes. But although some of the strikes have been investigated by the FFAM, no criminal investigations have been launched. A senior IDF officer involved in the investigations claims that every strike has been aimed at a "legitimate military target" and that, at most, investigators have identified "mistakes" or use of the "wrong munition", leading to procedures being tightened up.

The MAG's officers insist that the death toll in Gaza is proof not of war crimes, but of an unprecedented war the IDF had no choice but to fight in a dense urban environment, against an enemy hiding behind and beneath civilians. Yet the international-law department in the MAG's unit, which prescribes the IDF's rules of engagement and targeting, has been stretching the principle of discrimination--which defines who is a legitimate Hamas target--to include civil servants and journalists affiliated with the movement.

It has also adjusted the principle of proportionality, or how many civilian casualties are permissible in striking a legitimate military target. Since the October 7th attack, the IDF's legal parameters of proportionality have been moved to a point where killing dozens of civilians in an attack on a mid-level Hamas commander--a number that would previously have been deemed excessive even for the most senior leaders--is now acceptable. A senior officer in the MAG says that "there is no textbook answer for the dilemmas of proportionality. You can't ask ChatGPT. But the red lines were not redrawn, they were applied differently," owing to the war's circumstances. "It's a total blurring of lines," one combat officer admits.

"There is a philosophical dilemma at the base of international law," says one IDF lawyer. "For human-rights lawyers it's humanitarian law and is focused on how to protect civilians. For military lawyers it's the laws of conflict and they're all about how an army can go about killing people, including innocent civilians, legally."
From the barracks to the cabinet

At the heart of Israel's "complementarity" defence is the claim that its military and civilian legal advisers are independent. Formally this may be true, but the government is undermining the principle. The military advocate-general, Major General Yifat Tomer-Yerushalmi, has become a hate-figure for the government's nationalistic supporters, who accuse her of "tying the hands" of Israel's fighters on the battlefield and decry the arrest and investigation of soldiers in the Sde Teiman case. In May the defence minister instructed the IDF's chief of staff to prevent Ms Tomer-Yerushalmi from speaking at the annual conference of the Israel Bar Association.

It was not the first time government politicians had intervened in the military legal process. In July 2024 coalition parliamentarians led a mob which stormed the Sde Teiman base, trying to impede the investigation there. Such interventions go back at least to 2016, when Mr Netanyahu, who was prime minister at the time, made a supportive phone-call to the family of a soldier who had been accused of killing a wounded Palestinian assailant in the city of Hebron. After the soldier had been convicted of manslaughter, Mr Netanyahu called for his pardon.

The IDF's legal apparatus is not supposed to work on its own. At the civilian level, Ms Baharav-Miara, in her role as the government's chief legal counsel, is supposed to both guide the MAG and ensure that the cabinet's directives to the IDF conform to the standards of Israeli and international law. "Our biggest problem in enforcing legal standards during this war is that the attorney-general has become a rubber-stamp," says a veteran legal officer in the IDF. "On constitutional matters she is a fighter. On security issues she hasn't spoken out once." Human-rights lawyers agree. The attorney-general represents many in the Israeli legal establishment, says Mr Sfard, "who think that we can fight for democracy at home without checking out the torture chamber in our backyard." 

The lack of legal restraint by the attorney-general on the government's war policies has been most evident in the legal petitions against the government's practice of blocking or severely restricting food and medical supplies to Gaza, which in recent months have slowed to a trickle (see chart). These petitions were made at what should be the highest tier of accountability, the Supreme Court, which hears complaints from individuals and organisations against government actions.



Despite being at loggerheads with the Netanyahu government and refusing to represent it in a number of cases over the past two-and-a-half years, in the main petition against the blockade of aid the attorney-general's representatives seemingly had no issue with presenting the government's arguments. The defence ministry was closely monitoring the situation and there was no hunger in Gaza, they claimed. What's more, they added, Israel was not an occupying power and therefore under no legal obligation to supply the needs of the population there.

After the petition dragged on for a year of war, during which the judges granted the government repeated continuances and refused to issue any temporary injunctions, the Supreme Court backed the government's humanitarian policy on Gaza in a 64-page ruling. The court's president, Yitzhak Amit, who has clashed frequently with the Netanyahu government and was appointed against its wishes, wrote that "the state of Israel is not allowed to ignore" the human suffering in Gaza, but put the responsibility for that on Hamas and did not accept that Israel was using starvation as a weapon of war.

Osnat Cohen-Lifshitz, the legal director of Gisha, an Israeli human-rights organisation which advocates for Gazans and which petitioned the court, says the entire proceeding was "a farce in which [the court] collaborated with the state to create the appearance of a legal proceeding. The judges could have saved lives, but they gave the people of Gaza nothing."
A reckoning postponed?

Justice Amit was reviled by the far right for even being prepared to hear the petition and his detailed ruling is far from a summary dismissal. But it is hard to escape the impression that, like the attorney-general, he is choosing his battles with the government and prefers not to challenge it on war-related matters.

There is one more tier of accountability in Israel. National commissions of inquiry have been formed in the past to examine the conduct of its armed forces. The most famous was the one established in 1982 to investigate Israeli complicity in a massacre in the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila in Israeli-controlled Beirut. The killings were carried out by Israel's allies, the Phalangist militia. The commission ruled that, although the IDF was not directly involved, senior Israeli officials had been aware the massacre could take place and had not acted to prevent it. The then defence minister, Ariel Sharon, and the commander of military intelligence were forced to resign.

Such a commission, whose members are appointed by the president of the Supreme Court, could provide the necessary accountability in this war as well.  But the decision to hold a national inquiry is the government's, and Mr Netanyahu has so far adamantly refused to appoint one. The attorney-general has called for a commission of inquiry, though she has specified that its mandate should be to investigate the failures of Israel's political and military leadership which allowed it to be taken by surprise by Hamas in October 2023, rather than the events of the war itself.

This might change if Mr Netanyahu's government were to fall. A new government could appoint a commission, possibly with a mandate to examine the government's actions during the war as well as leading up to it. In the meantime, the apparent humanitarian abuses seem only to be growing more severe.

Perhaps the ultimate test of the government's ability to restrain itself will be its next steps in Gaza. The mooted "humanitarian city" appears to have been set aside, at least for now. In an open letter to the defence minister and the IDF's chief of staff, a group of Israeli experts on international law argued that herding Gazans into the city would involve "a series of war crimes, crimes against humanity and in certain circumstances could be considered the crime of genocide". Some of the IDF's own lawyers privately argue that it would amount to ethnic cleansing.

Until now, Israeli lawyers insist, the displacement of civilians in Gaza, although widespread, has conformed to three important conditions: it has been carried out to protect the civilian population from specific military operations; it has been temporary (although in many cases the homes to which displaced civilians might seek to return have been destroyed); and it has been voluntary, in the sense that civilians could choose to remain in an area being pulverised by air strikes if they wanted to. The plan for the "humanitarian city" would conform to none of those standards.

Mr Netanyahu seems to have shifted, at least temporarily, towards a proposal to wage an all-out campaign to occupy nearly every part of the Gaza Strip not yet under Israeli control. The IDF seems to be no more enthusiastic about this plan than the last. Mr Netanyahu may believe in the hardline approach, as some of his aides suggest. It could equally have been raised as a lever to press Hamas to accept Israeli demands of disarmament and exile of its surviving commanders. Mr Netanyahu is certainly using the proposals to try to convince his far-right coalition partners (several of whom advocate the annexation of all Palestinian territory) to remain part of his embattled government.
The buck stops nowhere

In other words, rather than hastening Mr Netanyahu's political demise, the more radical plans may delay it. The prime minister is also unlikely to be hauled in front of the ICC in The Hague any time soon. For now, he cannot visit countries which are members of the court, but those do not include America, where Donald Trump's administration has proclaimed its own war on the international justice system. The ICC's chief prosecutor and four of its judges have been subjected to American sanctions and America's aid to South Africa, which brought the genocide case to the ICJ, has been cut. Not surprisingly, the procedures in both international courts seem to have slowed down.

Other Western countries which are signed up to the ICC may not be hosting Mr Netanyahu soon but are unlikely to push for sanctions on Israel. As they embark on an expensive process of rearmament against a resurgent Russian threat, many are looking to Israel for battle-tested weapons systems. In 2024 Israel's arms firms signed $14.7bn-worth of export deals, 13% more than in 2023. Over half of these were with European countries.

The cost of the war to Israel's reputation is immense. Israeli companies are battling to avoid divestment from funds with rules against dealing with entities linked to war crimes. Israeli academics and artists are being shunned by colleagues, universities and festivals around the world. But in the short term, unless Mr Trump changes his position, it is hard to see how Mr Netanyahu's government or the IDF will be held accountable, at home or abroad.

"For years we warned the IDF that if they don't abide by international law they would be hauled to The Hague," says Amichai Cohen, a legal expert at the Israel Democracy Institute, a research organisation. Now he is concerned that it was the wrong tactic. "It's looking unlikely any politician or general will be hauled before the ICC and I think that our message should have been different: abide by international law because it's the right thing to do."#
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Big Pharma
AstraZeneca's falling out with Britain
The country's largest listed company is a jewel that may drop out of the crown 
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



IN A COUNTRY struggling to find reasons for cheer, British life sciences offer a ray of hope. The PS108bn ($145bn) industry employs more than 300,000 people, many in high-value jobs, and Britain is a genuine global power. No wonder ministers like to boast about it. Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, has said it could be "the rocket fuel for our stagnant economy".

That fuel tank could now be leaking. The launch of Labour's Life Sciences Sector Plan on July 16th was peppered with optimistic references to this "world-leading" industry unlocking growth. But the last of its "six bold actions" conveyed a fear: the express goal to ensure life-science firms "stay in the UK". This seemed aimed at AstraZeneca, Britain's most valuable listed firm. The pharma giant's increasingly fractured relationship with its home country lays bare Britain's weaknesses and strengths as a home for life-science firms.

Sir Pascal Soriot, the firm's outspoken CEO (a French-born Australian), has not been shy in voicing frustrations with Britain. He has reportedly held private discussions about changing its primary listing to New York, a move that could open doors to a larger, more diverse investor base (Sir Pascal declined to comment for this article). On July 29th, in a press call following the firm's half-year earnings announcements, he called AstraZeneca a "very American company". He said about Britain that the firm needed "to see that there is access and a reason to invest."

This is partly a negotiating tactic to get a better deal from the British government, including on what the NHS pays for its drugs. But the risk of a departure is real. The announcement on July 21st that AstraZeneca would invest $50bn in America by 2030, no doubt in anticipation of tariffs imposed by Donald Trump, and Sir Pascal's statement that this reflected a "belief in America's innovation in biopharmaceuticals", will add to British angst.

The company's original decision to list in Britain in 1999, after a merger of Sweden's Astra and Britain's Zeneca Group, was largely an endorsement of its attractive climate for research and development (R&D). Sir Pascal, who took over in 2012, helped AstraZeneca turn a corner after years of stagnation, eschewing higher shareholder payouts (buy-backs ceased between 2013 and 2021) and channelling cash into scientific discovery instead.

When Pfizer, an American rival, made a takeover bid in 2014, ministers called for AstraZeneca's protection on public-interest grounds. In 2020 the race for a covid-19 vaccine solidified its status as a national asset. Its life-saving jab, developed with Oxford University, became a symbol of British scientific prowess and turned AstraZeneca into a household name. Its share price has risen by nearly half since.

But its relationship with Britain has frayed. In 2021 Sir Pascal picked Ireland over England for a new PS320m factory, later blaming Britain's "discouraging" taxes. In November 2024 NICE, England's drug-approval body, rejected the firm's breast-cancer drug, Enhertu, over its high price, despite its availability in 25 other European countries, including Scotland. Months later AstraZeneca scrapped a PS450m expansion of its vaccine plant in Liverpool after ministers threatened to slash subsidies from PS90m to PS40m on cost-effectiveness grounds, citing a reduction of AstraZeneca's R&D promises. Sir Pascal rejected a final offer of PS78m, calling the project "unviable" just hours after the chancellor, Rachel Reeves, had called the firm one of Britain's "great companies".
Astronomics

In part this is simply haggling. In negotiations over the Liverpool plant, the firm apparently raised several unrelated issues, including complaints about the NHS's drug-pricing mechanism and NICE's rejection of its breast-cancer drug. Clawback taxes are another gripe. Earlier this year the Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry (ABPI), a trade body, complained to Wes Streeting, the health secretary, about having to pay back nearly a quarter of its members' total sales--quadruple the average rate in France.

But the tensions also underscore some of Britain's weaknesses when it comes to attracting and holding onto life-science companies. Its share of global pharmaceutical R&D is in decline. The number of phase III clinical trials (the stage closest to treatment) plunged by two-fifths between 2017 and 2021, making Britain drop from fourth to tenth in the world. It is starting to recover and now stands at eighth place, behind countries like Spain (third) and Italy (seventh). A survey by the ABPI found that in 2022 some 30% of its members deemed Britain among the top three countries for launching new medicines globally; this year only 13% did. Since 2010 Britain has fallen from the  fifth-largest exporter of pharma products to ninth.

Yet the opportunity in Britain is still vast, at least in theory. Its strengths include world-class scientific talent and groundbreaking research. Britain's academics account for more than a tenth of global citations in medical science, surpassed only by America and China. The potential for using the NHS's vast patient database for research is unrivalled. Just this week Sir Pascal praised Britain's "tremendous science" and "talented people".

One way to boost Britain's appeal to drugmakers would be to reform the much-loathed (by pharma) drug-approval process. To be deemed cost-effective, a drug must provide an additional quality-adjusted life year (QALY) for no more than PS30,000, according to thresholds set by NICE. Yet the Treasury pegs the value of a QALY at PS70,000, fuelling accusations that the regulator undervalues new drugs. Lifting regulatory barriers for clinical trials would also help, reckons Huseyin Naci of the London School of Economics. More investment would be better achieved through increasing public R&D and boosting public-private partnerships, he adds.

Meanwhile AstraZeneca is increasingly flirting with America, where it employs more people than anywhere else. The company believes this market will account for half of revenues by 2030 (up from 44% today). In addition to pledging big investments, it recently rejoined the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, the country's biggest drug lobby.



America has long claimed that Europe is freeloading on stateside pharma spending. Mr Trump is putting pressure on drug companies to reduce prices in America. He is also pushing for higher prices across the Atlantic. The terms of America's trade deal with Britain require it to "improve the overall environment for pharmaceutical companies operating in the United Kingdom" in exchange for preferential tariff rates.

Agreeing to higher prices for medicines or reducing rebates would put further strain on the NHS. The alternative is costly, too. The ABPI estimates that keeping the current rebate rates would result in PS11bn of lost R&D by 2033. AstraZeneca has already made big commitments elsewhere: $1.5bn towards a cancer-drug factory in Singapore, $570m for 700 scientific jobs in Canada, $1.5bn for its R&D centre in Spain and $2.5bn towards a new one in Beijing--its second in China. It has earmarked only PS200m for a conference facility in Cambridge. Winning back AstraZeneca will be neither simple nor cheap.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The last lap-dance
British authorities are cracking down on strip clubs
They are misguided to do so
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM | Norwich



SUGAR & SPICE, a strip club in Norwich, counts surgeons and judges among its customers. The business, co-owned by Daz Crawford, an actor and former athlete in the television game-show "Gladiators", is fighting not only for respectability but survival. Like most nightlife spots in Britain, it suffers from declining footfall. It also faces challenges unique to its category. The number of licensed clubs, formally known as sexual entertainment venues (SEVs), in England and Wales has dropped from around 350 in the early 2000s to some 150 today. Although stigma and changing consumer habits, including the rise of online pornography, have not helped, local restrictions have accelerated the retreat.

Norwich City Council--like many other local authorities--has a "nil cap" licensing policy for SEVs. This means no new licences can be issued: when one such business closes (Norwich has three), it cannot be replaced. Norwich also imposes constraints on what performers are allowed to do. Performers and club owners say these have become steadily more disruptive, with limits on "dirty talk" and on dancers touching even their own bodies. By sanitising performances, suggests one Norwich-based dancer, Nina Salome, the council is legislating SEVs out of business.

When strip clubs close, Ms Salome says, the demand doesn't disappear, it goes underground. Far from feeling exploited, Louise, a dancer at Sugar & Spice, says the work is empowering. Tech platforms like OnlyFans are often seen as alternatives to strip clubs. But performers say in-person work has clearer boundaries. Louise notes the advantages of physical clubs' security staff, CCTV and peer friendships.

In Germany and the Netherlands sex-related industries are nationally regulated. In Britain control is given to local councils and unionisation is weaker. The result is a wildly uneven landscape. In some cities, like Manchester, strip clubs are treated as part of the night-time economy, with robust  licensing reviews. Norwich City Council says it updates its policies "to ensure businesses can continue to trade successfully and safely for everyone's benefit". Mr Crawford claims that, despite repeated invitations, "no one" from the council has attended Sugar & Spice. He does not dispute the need for rules, but asks that those with knowledge and experience of strip clubs be the ones to make them.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Green and pleasant
Is Britain's Green Party too nice to emulate Reform UK?
The party's next leader will need to turn vibes into votes
Aug 07, 2025 01:47 PM



FATHER CHRISTMAS probably votes for the Green Party, according to the British public. A poll by More in Common in December 2023 found that 30% of Brits thought so, more than any other party. One might assume that being associated with a jolly, tubby, much-loved character would be a good sign for the Greens, but voters do not seem to value Mr Claus's political nous. The same poll showed the party winning only 6% of the vote.

The woes of the Labour government give the Greens an opportunity to solve this polling quandary. Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, has staked his success on winning back voters from the hard-right Reform UK party. He has adopted tough rhetoric on immigration, crime and welfare and seems to relish rebuking Labour's progressive voters. This creates an opening for the Green Party to transform itself from a well-liked but powerless collection of happy warriors to a serious political force. Due to Britain's volatile voting system, just a small number of voters switching sides could pull the rug out from under Sir Keir, as happened to the previous prime minister. So far progress is slow, but a leadership election this month could change that.



In July pollsters at YouGov found that two in five Britons had a favourable view of the Greens, more than any other major party. Around half of those would consider voting Green in future but only one in ten--half again--say they would go Green if an election were held tomorrow, according to The Economist's tracker of nationwide voting-intention polls. Although the Greens increased their number of seats in May's local elections (for the eighth time in a row), their net gain of 44 councillors pales in comparison to Reform's 677.

Step forward Zack Polanski, the party's energetic deputy leader. Four days after the local elections, he launched his leadership bid. A slick roll-out pitched him as an "eco-populist", whose strategy was to eat into Labour's base. Although Mr Polanski has emphasised his support for the Green Party's left-wing policies, including a wealth tax and rent controls, he represents a dramatic shift in tone. "I think it's a good moment for the party to clarify that the party is challenging an unpopular Labour government," says Mr Polanski. "We are not there to collaborate with them. We're not there to be disappointed or concerned about them. We are there to replace them." No more Mr Nice Green.

If Mr Polanski manages to win over some Labour voters who like the Greens, the results could be devastating for the government. After the last election, in July 2024, the British Election Study found that over half of Labour voters rated the Greens six out of ten or higher (see chart 1). Among young graduates and students, this rises to almost 60%. By comparison, only 5% of Labour voters gave such positive marks to Reform and even fewer (4%) to the Conservatives. Strong Green results in cities such as Bristol, London and Sheffield could be the seedlings to prise cracks in Labour's wall of left-wing, studenty constituencies (see chart 2). Next year the party hopes to score victories over Labour administrations in London's borough councils and the Senedd, Wales's devolved parliament.

But Mr Polanski's combative style is not to everyone's taste. "I think it is neither possible nor desirable to be the Reform of the left," says Ellie Chowns, the Green MP for North Herefordshire. Ms Chowns is running against Mr Polanski on a co-leadership ticket with Adrian Ramsay, one of the party's incumbent leaders. Their candidacy has been endorsed by many of the party's senior figures, including Caroline Lucas, the sole Green MP from 2010 to 2024. These endorsements made the pair early favourites, before the election became hotly contested. Ms Chowns draws a contrast between the "loud-hailer politics" of Reform, characterised by what she describes as "simplistic sloganeering and scapegoating", and Green successes built on local campaigns.



Ms Chowns and Mr Ramsay both represent former Conservative seats which voted to leave the EU in 2016. In both constituencies, fewer than one in ten adults are young graduates or students--the party's most promising voter pool. These seats were won by the party's incremental "Target to Win" strategy, which pours resources into a small number of winnable seats. Ms Chowns emphasises pragmatism. "They might vote out of frustration for a party that promises them the Earth...but fundamentally, people do want politicians that they can trust and that are credible." The announcement of a new left-wing party co-launched by Jeremy Corbyn, a former Labour leader, could be a boost for their campaign over Mr Polanski's--reinforcing the argument that the Greens should focus on being distinctively environmentalist.

There are other barriers to the Greens mimicking Reform's success. According to YouGov, more than nine in ten Brits have an opinion of Reform's leader, Nigel Farage. A recent poll by Stack Data Strategy found that only 15% could name both Green co-leaders. The party has come under criticism for its lack of responsiveness to news and, despite professionalising, has struggled to shake off some of its wackier elements. Mr Polanski himself is dogged by an article in the Sun, published in 2013, claiming he offered breast enlargement by hypnosis while working as a hypnotherapist. (He has apologised and said it was meant to help with bodily self-image.)

Recent polls show Labour losing nearly as many supporters to the Greens as to Reform (its greatest losses are to the Liberal Democrats). Under Britain's first-past-the-post system, this could dash Labour's chances--at the 2024 election the Green vote was larger than Labour's margin of defeat in 42 constituencies. Whether the Greens can turn the opportunity into political power remains to be seen. Their choice of leader will be an indicator of how the eco warriors will approach the battle.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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A novel spy
Stella Rimington battled communists, terrorists and literary critics
The first female head of MI5 died on August 3rd, aged 90
Aug 07, 2025 01:01 PM



WATCH HER closely and--or so the upper echelons of British espionage felt--you could see the signs. There was the cut of her hair, for one thing: that close, severe crop. Something, too, in the way she held herself. And she was a woman. There was, everyone agreed, little doubt. Dame Judi Dench's "M" in the 1995 film "GoldenEye" was based on Dame Stella Rimington, the first female head of MI5, Britain's domestic counter-intelligence and security agency. Dame Stella agreed: she "holds her hands in the same way as me".

There are many ways to judge the importance of the career of Dame Stella, who died on August 3rd, aged 90. She rose through MI5's august alphabet of espionage--from lowly F-Branch, to head of K-Branch, then G-Branch--to "DG" (director general) in 1992. She caused Britons to question tired preconceptions about women's roles at work and in the home. (Or, as one headline put it, was a "Housewife Superspy". ) Perhaps most radically of all, she caused a nice sensible woman with a nice sensible haircut to appear in a James Bond movie, explicitly and implicitly telling him he was "a sexist, misogynist dinosaur".

Housewives were not, in those days, expected to become spies. Certainly not super ones. The criterion that Vernon Kell, the founder of MI5, looked for in his male recruits was "the ability to make notes on their shirtcuff while riding on horseback". For women, his criteria were rather different. "I like my girls", Kell said, "to have good legs." There were indeed, Dame Stella felt, able men in MI5. There were also "a lot of stupid men". On the prevalence of galloping horses, she remained silent.

Her greatest career move was, paradoxically, to abandon her own career (as an archivist) for her husband's. He had been posted to Britain's High Commission in New Delhi and she followed. Her opportunity came when she was walking through the commission compound and someone "tapped me on the shoulder" and asked, with the subtle tradecraft of MI5 legend, "Psst...Do you want to be a spy?"

Plain sight

She was soon immersed in the thrilling world of intelligence. She found it "pretty dull". Her first job was to spy on communists in Sussex. Since the comrades of Sussex seemed peaceable, she passed the time reading novels under her desk. This, by the standards of MI5, was energetic. One colleague arrived at 10am, went for "breakfast" at 11am; returned "smelling strongly of whisky" at noon; went for lunch then fell asleep at four. Eventually he collapsed in a lift and was never seen again.

Her capability (or perhaps sobriety) got her noticed and her work became increasingly interesting. She moved from cold-war work to Irish terrorism before, in 1992, becoming the first female DG--and the first holder of the top job to have her name formally announced. Paparazzi duly descended, to her horror: you could never be quite sure whether someone was trying to shoot a photograph or just "shoot you".

Her lack of anonymity became an asset. When she left, she published an autobiography, then started writing spy novels. Here too she did things her way. The key to a thriller, Ian Fleming had said, was to "write about what people are really interested in: cards, money, gold". In Bond novels, Bond has a housekeeper, lots of sex with characters called things like "Pussy Galore" and spends his time musing on "the sweet tang of rape". In Dame Stella's first novel, her heroine has no housekeeper, very little sex and spends her time musing about whether the washing machine will have finished its run. (Spoiler alert: Chapter One ends with it "stopped mid-cycle".)

Critics sniffed. Her autobiography was "a dull read"; her novels "predictable". But whether or not she changed MI5, she has changed the portrayal of spies. One of the highest rated spy thrillers on Netflix is not about a male spy, but "Black Doves", about a female spy and mother. One of its best moments comes when the heroine, played by Keira Knightley, pauses mid-job, to hiss "Go back to bed!" into her child's baby monitor. Fleming was correct: thrillers should cover what people are interested in. But as Dame Stella showed, they are interested in women and domesticity too. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Innovation nation
What's Britain good at?
Surprisingly, lots
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



NEW KNOWLEDGE drives progress. For centuries Britain often led the way. Thomas Newcomen and James Watt created the steam engine. Edward Jenner pioneered the vaccine. Ada Lovelace wrote the first computer program. Today, claims of Britain being world-beating can sound desperate, as it struggles to convince even its own firms that prospects are anything but gloomy. Rumours of AstraZeneca, a pharma giant, moving its listing to New York don't help.

Yet Britain remains a place where ideas spark--in this lies its potential for revival. It is home to four of the world's top universities. One, Cambridge, sits in the centre of the densest innovation cluster on Earth, according to the World Intellectual Property Organisation's Global Innovation Index. This century Britain has created some 178 unicorns, reckons Dealroom, a data provider--more than France, Germany and Switzerland combined (see chart). Its venture-capital market is Europe's largest. Consider three of Britain's strengths: advanced manufacturing, life sciences and technology.



The country's global share of manufacturing has declined over the years. Yet firms like Rolls-Royce, which has long been a leading producer of jet engines for wide-bodied planes, continue to fly high. Using its "UltraFan" technology, a geared turbofan with carbon-fibre blades, ceramic composites and 3D-printed parts, Rolls-Royce hopes to re-enter the larger market for single-aisle aircraft, aiming to power smaller jets more efficiently. Its alumni are spreading that spirit of innovation. Itxaso Ariza, formerly chief engineer in its aerospace division, is now at Tokamak Energy, a British firm working on nuclear fusion.

Britain also leads in making the materials of the future. In 2010 two scientists at the University of Manchester won the Nobel prize in chemistry for discovering graphene, a form of carbon only one atom thick. The nanomaterial could soon be used in high-altitude balloons to launch satellites. Others are already aiming higher still. Space Forge, a Welsh startup backed by NATO's innovation fund, hopes to become the first company to manufacture semiconductors in orbit (the theory being that low gravity and cold temperatures make space ideal for a chip factory).

Life sciences are another area of strength. Two of the world's top pharma firms are British. GlaxoSmithKline once led in innovation; now AstraZeneca, the UK's largest listed company (at least for now), invests heavily in genomics, oncology and artificial intelligence (AI). Britain is "well ahead of most of the US" in training scientists who understand biology and computation, says Chris Gibson, boss of Recursion Pharmaceuticals, an American drug-discovery firm. He should know: Recursion recently merged with Exscientia, its British rival and the first firm to bring AI-designed molecules into clinical trials.

Perhaps the most significant recent biochemistry breakthrough has been the development of AlphaFold, a program that can predict three-dimensional protein structures. For their work on it, Demis Hassabis and John Jumper of DeepMind, Google's AI company, won half of the Nobel prize for chemistry last year. DeepMind was a British company until the tech giant bought it in 2014.

Hence the third area of strength: technology. Britain will never have the data centres or computing power to compete with America and China. But it does have deep expertise in machine learning, and firms eager to deploy AI. Wayve, a startup that recently raised over $1bn--the largest-ever investment in a European AI firm--worked out that the best approach to autonomous driving is to have an AI learn human driving patterns on its own. Many graduates of Palantir, an American data firm that employs a quarter of its staff in London, go on to found their own startups. One such spin-out is Arondite, which uses AI as the "connective tissue" between disparate defence systems. Both Wayve and Arondite are based near King's Cross--the nascent tech hub in London that DeepMind still calls home.

Britain is also learning to pair technology with its strengths in services. Proximity to the City has already helped fintech firms like Revolut, one of the world's largest challenger banks, to flourish. A new marriage of technology with legal services might do the same. And as a world leader in video games, Britain excels in combining creativity with code.

To fully realise these strengths, however, Britain must improve its track record in scaling and retaining high-growth firms. Being bought by foreign investors is one thing, but seeing firms leave Britain's shores because they feel they cannot continue to grow there is quite another. Too often Britain serves as a launchpad for world-class companies--and in some cases not even that. After being informed that there are no launch slots available at British spaceports in 2025, Skyrora, a Scottish space firm, is now considering launching its rockets from Australia.

Above all, halting the exodus will require a shift in the national mindset. Britain thinks too small. The government talks up growth, but does little to bring down crippling industrial energy costs. Entrepreneurs face what Lady Stowell, who recently led a review on scaling startups, calls "a spaghetti of schemes" to pick through while "drowning in an alphabet soup" of regulators. And for all their flair, many British innovators aim merely to grow large enough to be bought--rather than to build truly world-beating companies. If Britain is to realise its potential, it must first learn to see its own worth. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bagehot
Starmer versus the burrito taxi
If Sir Keir Starmer means what he says about labour rules, Deliveroo is in trouble. Does he? 
Aug 07, 2025 12:52 PM



THE "BURRITO TAXI" was an internet meme that took aim at the perceived entitlement of America's millennial left. They griped about grocery inflation under President Joe Biden, the joke ran; they also tucked into meals from DoorDash, a delivery app. "Inflation is bad," asks the meme's protagonist, "or you ordered a private taxi for your burrito"? Progressive ideals lasted right up until it cost more for someone to bring their dinner round.

The millennials were right; inflation is a thief. But Britain has its own burrito-taxi problem. How much are Labour's voters willing to pay for Sir Keir Starmer's vision of a stricter labour market? Like many of his supporters, the prime minister cherishes a Friday-night takeaway with his teenagers, brought by Deliveroo, Britain's best-known delivery firm (currently being bought by DoorDash for PS2.9bn, or $3.7bn). It's not easy getting those blue bags into Number 10, Sir Keir quips, but he's mastered it. Yet his theory of what ails Britain's economy is inimical to Deliveroo's theory of how to make money. If his project amounts to more than hot air, the burrito taxi as we know it will die.

Deliveroo is hardly the only player in the gig economy. But it has become a symbol of Britain's open and flexible labour market, whose rules on hiring and firing are among the loosest in the OECD. In a triumph for the firm, in 2023 Britain's Supreme Court accepted that the riders are "self-employed suppliers" rather than workers, in part because their contracts contained a "virtually unfettered" substitution clause that let them delegate their deliveries to others. That clause made it attractive to new immigrants--if they could pedal and use a phone, they could earn a living through a friend's account.

For the Labour Party in opposition, such flexibility was a weakness rather than a strength of the British economy. It may have kept unemployment low but it also meant low investment, the corrosion of family life and populism, its leaders argued. As chair of Parliament's business committee, Rachel Reeves, the future chancellor, harangued Deliveroo's boss: just how much tax was saved by not treating its riders as employees? Now in office, a sweeping Employment Rights Bill will put Britain in the middle of the OECD pack. Ministers boast of making British workers more like the French: more regulated and more productive.

For years, French ministers have claimed that Britain's light-touch labour market means it has only itself to blame for illicit migration. The Home Office agrees, observing that migrants expect a job in the app economy; delivery bikes have been spotted outside hotels housing asylum-seekers. Sir Keir has cast immigration in histrionic terms as a Hayekian conspiracy: under the Tories, he claims, Britain was subject to a "one nation experiment in open borders" by the "party of the uncontrolled market".

Follow that rhetoric to its logical conclusion and Deliveroo and its competitors would be in peril at this government's hands. It's not clear what contribution a firm that employs the low-skilled and newly arrived to deliver pizza in the rain can make to Sir Keir's vision of a high-productivity, low-migration Britain. But the evidence so far is that his government prefers labour-market regulation more in theory than in practice.

Ministers promise to squeeze illicit workers from the gig economy. Delivery riders are targeted in immigration raids; the Home Office has cajoled the industry to use facial-recognition technology to ensure riders have the right to work in Britain, particularly those detected near asylum hotels. Under a new law, delivery firms will be responsible for the immigration status of subcontractors.

But many Labour MPs and peers would like ministers to go much further: why, they ask, just clean up Deliveroo, when you can redraw its business model altogether and insist its riders are treated as workers? For as long as riders are self-employed, the raft of new rights created by the employment bill won't touch the firm. That creates the worst of all worlds, making it more onerous for fancy accountants and law firms to hire graduates while doing nothing to tighten up the grimiest jobs.

The crunch will come in the autumn, when a government consultation will review the legal definition of workers. Deliveroo's defenders fear that if the tests of what constitutes "work" are tweaked, the Supreme Court's ruling on which it relies could be unwound in years of litigation.  Turning riders into employees, they argue, would produce a smaller and less flexible network--as happened when the Swiss city of Lausanne deemed Uber, a ride service, to be an employer. Consumers could no longer assume their burrito would reliably arrive piping hot for a modest fee at 8pm on a Friday night.
No eggs were harmed in the making of this omelette

Would Labour's electorate consider that such a tragedy? They might consider a costlier, less reliable takeaway a price worth paying for a more equitable society. Brits tell pollsters they like Labour's workers'-rights agenda. Perhaps some expect to get paid more; or perhaps the urban middle classes feel guilty every time they open the door to a bedraggled courier.

Or perhaps, like their American cousins, they would complain. For Sir Keir ducks the trade-offs that his policy implies: that better conditions for some may mean less consumption for others. A more confident left-winger would tell the delivery firms to suck it up: change or die. Instead he obfuscates. He promotes the immaculate conception of labour reform: workers will be richer and happier, businesses more successful. But a leader so squeamish about the end point of his own logic seems unlikely to follow through. Here's a prediction: Sir Keir will enjoy Friday night Deliveroo with his brood long after he has left Downing Street. The burrito taxi is mightier than the government. #

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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Is it safe?
Europe's top court nixes Italy's plan to expel migrants, for now
Countries must be completely safe before asylum-seekers can be sent back
Aug 07, 2025 12:53 PM | Rome



ITALIAN POLITICIANS rarely agree on much, but they were unanimous in finding a ruling from the European Court of Justice (ECJ) on August 1st hugely important. They differed, however, as to whether it was good or bad. A "watershed", declared an opposition deputy. A judgment that blocked the government from "combating illegal immigration and defending the nation's borders", thundered the office of the prime minister, Giorgia Meloni.

The judgment will indeed have immediate effects, and its implications reach beyond Italy. It concerned a scheme that has stirred the approving interest of other European leaders. Last year Italy began freighting migrants who had been rescued at sea, and were felt to have a shaky case for asylum, to camps in Albania. That was because they were from countries the government had deemed safe. Once in Albania, their applications were put on a fast track on the assumption that most would fail and that the applicants could then be promptly repatriated. Controversially, Italy's safe-countries list includes Bangladesh and Egypt.

Italian judges blocked the scheme on suspicion that it violated European Union law. They ordered the migrants who had been sent to Albania to be returned to Italy. Of the two camps in Albania, one was intended for the reception of migrants and the other for detention. The detention camp has been repurposed to house asylum-seekers whose applications have been definitively rejected and who are awaiting repatriation. But prison-welfare officials who visited the site reported on August 4th that only 37 people had been repatriated and that the camp housed a mere 27 inmates. The scheme has become an embarrassment to the government and a godsend for the opposition, which has branded it a colossal waste of taxpayers' money. Over the five years to the end of 2028, it is expected to cost around EU680m ($790m).

The ECJ ruled that the Italian judges were in the right, and specifically in the case of two asylum-seekers from Bangladesh. For a country to be put on a safe list, it had to offer "adequate protection to its entire population", the court said. That sets the bar high. It freezes the Italian government's already stalled plans for shipping migrants across the Adriatic. And it will no doubt make other European governments think hard before proposing any similar expulsion schemes.

But there is an important caveat. The ECJ's judgment only concerns Italy's compliance with the EU's existing rules--which are being replaced. The EU's Pact on Migration and Asylum, due to come into effect next June, allows member states to designate countries as broadly safe while making an exception for certain areas or sections of the population. The authorities will thus be able to fast-track applications from people who are not from those regions or minorities. That provision could open the way to a flurry of lawsuits of the sort that have repeatedly scotched the efforts of European governments to stem irregular migration. But the pact also empowers governments to speed through requests for asylum from people whose compatriots' applications have a high rejection rate. Denmark, which holds the EU's rotating six-month presidency, wants the bloc to let members apply these looser provisions before the pact comes into force.

The pact will not allow governments to ignore the ECJ's new ruling entirely. The judgment makes several broader points. The designation of a country as safe must be subject to review by the courts. And the information on which the designation is based needs to be available so that objectors can lodge proper challenges. "That will continue to be relevant even once the pact comes into effect," says Susan Fratzke of the Migration Policy Institute, a think-tank in Brussels.

Arguably, though, the most important aspect of the judges' ruling is what it omits. Italy's pioneering scheme has two aspects. One is the fast-tracking of arrivals from ostensibly safe countries. But the other is their deportation to what is, in effect, imprisonment in a third country.

Why Italy is so set on transporting migrants to Albania has never been entirely clear. Since the deal between the two countries designates the camps as Italian territory, nothing can be done there legally that cannot be done back in Italy. Part of the reasoning appears to have been practical. Within Italy, local objections have frustrated authorities' efforts to build the holding camps they need to detain migrants waiting for their asylum requests to be processed. Diverting them to Albania, which is not a member of the EU, also eliminates the risk of their slipping away to live as undocumented residents in Italy or other member states. Just as important are the psychological effects of deportation. Anyone hoping for a better life in Europe is bound to be daunted by the risk of being kicked back outside EU territory.

Many Italians concerned about immigration, including voters who back Ms Meloni's hard-right Brothers of Italy party, believe--mistakenly--that the scheme dumps the problem onto a neighbouring state. Whether involving a non-EU state is compatible with European law has yet to be tested in court. As Adriana Tidona of Amnesty International notes, "the ECJ judgment does not have anything to say about the legality of extraterritorial detention." Even once the new pact comes into force, that is an issue over which lawyers will doubtless seek to wrangle. The battle is far from over. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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