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The world this week
Politics
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM



Donald Trump deployed the National Guard to the streets of Washington, DC, taking federal control of its policing operations. The order lasts for 30 days. Mr Trump evoked his authority under the 1973 District of Columbia Home Rule Act, the first time a president has used it to federalise the police, claiming that the city was awash in crime and homelessness. Violent crime surged in 2023 but fell by 35% last year to a 30-year low.
Extra-territorial claims

Mr Trump was reported to have signed an order allowing America's armed forces to pursue drug cartels, possibly at sea or on foreign soil. Responding to the reports, Claudia Sheinbaum, Mexico's president, "absolutely ruled out" allowing American troops into her country. "We co-operate, we collaborate, but there is not going to be an invasion", she said. Such collaboration includes the transfer this week of 26 suspected senior drug-gang members to the United States.

Miguel Uribe, a conservative senator who was a leading contender in the presidential election due next year in Colombia, died in a clinic two months after being shot by an assailant at a campaign rally. In 1991 his mother, a campaigning journalist and daughter of a former president, was killed when Mr Uribe was four years old. Many Colombians fear a return to political violence.

Ecuador's president, Daniel Noboa, led a march to protest against the recent decision of the constitutional court to suspend parts of the country's new security laws. The parts that are suspended include allowing intelligence officers to use fake identities, the use of surveillance technology and a presidential power to pardon security personnel convicted of criminal behaviour in their crackdown on gangs. The opposition supports the court's decision and claims that Mr Noboa's march threatened the judiciary's independence. At the demonstration the president said he had "the mandate of the people".

Israel launched intense air strikes on Gaza City. The war cabinet voted in favour of seizing control of the city but has not said when it plans to do so. Israel killed six journalists in one of the strikes. It claimed that one of them, Anas al-Sharif, who worked for Al Jazeera, was a Hamas operative but provided no convincing evidence for the allegation. Last year Israel banned Al Jazeera, a popular Arab satellite channel, from reporting from Israel, alleging that it was a mouthpiece for Hamas.

Hamas representatives arrived in Cairo for preliminary talks with Egyptian officials about a deal to end the war in Gaza. Binyamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister, suggested that he hoped any agreement would secure the release of all the hostages.

Fighting continued in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo between government troops and M23, a rebel group backed by Rwanda. Both sides accused the other of violating an agreement, signed in July, to work towards a permanent ceasefire. Congo and Rwanda also signed a peace deal in Washington in June.

At least 40 civilians were killed in an attack on el-Fasher, the capital of Sudan's North Darfur province, and a nearby refugee camp. The city has been under siege by the Rapid Support Forces, one of the main parties in the civil war, since April 2024. The group has been accused of carrying out multiple atrocities there.

The White House played down expectations of Donald Trump's summit with Vladimir Putin in Alaska on August 15th, describing it as a "listening exercise". Volodymyr Zelensky called Mr Trump two days before the meeting and described their conversation as positive. Meanwhile, Russia was reported to have made its most significant military advance in Ukraine for at least a year. Russian troops gained 15km (nine miles) of ground in their drive to take a road leading to Kramatorsk, a city in the eastern Donbas region. 

Azerbaijan and Armenia signed a peace deal brokered by Mr Trump. The two countries have been in an intermittent conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh since the fall of the Soviet empire. The agreement creates a transit corridor near the Iranian border for energy exports that America will have development rights to. Iran wasn't happy with that, and neither was Russia. 

Finland became the first NATO country to lay criminal charges against a captain and  crew of a ship in Russia's "shadow fleet" for alleged sabotage in the Baltic Sea. The captain and two officers of the Eagle S were charged with cutting underwater cables last December. 



Rahul Gandhi, the official leader of the opposition in India's lower house of Parliament, and dozens of other senior opposition members were  briefly detained by police during a march on the country's Election Commission. Mr Gandhi and others say that voter lists in some states have been corrupted in order to rig elections in favour of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party. The BJP and the commission reject the claims.

The Philippines criticised China for carrying out "dangerous manoeuvres"  in the South China Sea's disputed Scarborough Shoal. A Chinese coastguard ship collided with a Chinese naval vessel close to a Philippine coastguard ship that was delivering supplies to fishermen in the area. The Philippines claims that the Chinese vessels ran into each other as they tried to block its ship. China said later that it "drove away" a US destroyer that came close to the Shoal. 

The Independent Investigative Mechanism for Myanmar, a UN body, reported evidence of widespread "systematic torture" in Myanmar's detention facilities. This includes beatings, electric shocks, strangulations, gang rape and burning sexual body parts. 

Donald Trump picked E.J. Antoni to lead the Bureau of Labour Statistics, having sacked the former head of the agency for what he claimed was its unfavourable manipulation of job-creation data (he has offered no evidence of this). Mr Antoni is the chief economist at the Heritage Foundation, one of America's foremost conservative organisations.
Not a Long time at the IRS

Billy Long was defenestrated as commissioner of the Internal Revenue Service, less than two months into the job. Mr Long, a former Republican congressman, reportedly refused to hand over tax records on certain illegal immigrants and had clashed with Scott Bessent, the Treasury secretary. Mr Bessent is now the IRS's interim commissioner, the seventh person to head the agency this year.
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The world this week
Business
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM



America and China suspended the imposition of retaliatory tariffs for another 90 days as they continue to work towards a trade deal. November 10th is the new deadline. Meanwhile, the White House confirmed that Nvidia and AMD have agreed to hand over 15% of the revenues they receive from selling chips in China to the American government. It is thought to be the first time that any company has come to such an arrangement to obtain export licences. Separately, the Chinese government has  urged domestic firms not to use Nvidia's H20 chips, according to reports, but has stopped short of an outright ban.
Wham, bam, thank you Tan

Mr Trump backed off from his call for Lip-Bu Tan to resign as chief executive of Intel. Mr Trump's attack came after Tom Cotton, the chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, questioned Mr Tan's links to Chinese companies, as well as "security and integrity" at Intel. Mr Tan, who dismissed the concerns, recently suggested that Intel may quit the higher end of chipmaking if its next-generation semiconductors do not gain enough business. But after a hastily arranged meeting, Mr Trump praised Mr Tan's "success".

Mr Tan was not the only corporate boss to take heat from Mr Trump this week. The president suggested that David Solomon should stand down as the boss of Goldman Sachs because of the bank's "bad prediction" on the impact of tariffs. Mr Solomon should "focus on being a DJ", he said, a reference to the bank executive's erstwhile pastime.

The British government breathed a sigh of relief as new data showed that Britain's economy grew by 0.3% in the second quarter compared with the first quarter (or by 1.2% on an annual basis). The figure was better than expected; weak output was recorded in April and May, but GDP rebounded in June. Higher employer taxes came into effect during the quarter, which was also marked by uncertainty over trade.

Australia's central bank reduced its benchmark interest rate by a quarter of a percentage point, to 3.6%, as inflation eases in the country.  The cut was widely expected. The bank stunned markets in July by holding the rate steady.

Consumer prices in America rose by 2.7% in July on a 12-month basis, the same as June. The headline inflation rate was subdued by a dip in energy and food prices. Excluding those items, core inflation accelerated to 3.1%, mostly because of increases in the cost of services. Airline fares rose by 4%, for example, month on month.



Stockmarkets cheered the inflation data, which raises the probability of the Federal Reserve cutting interest rates in September. The S&P 500 and the Nasdaq Composite both hit new all-time highs. In Japan the Nikkei 225 and Topix broke records amid optimism about trade and speculation that the government will expand fiscal stimulus. SoftBank's share price surged to new peaks after its quarterly profit beat expectations amid its big bets on AI.

Following billions of dollars in losses at its electric-vehicle division, Ford announced a big shake-up of the business, which includes a $5bn investment in factories in Louisville and Michigan. Ford will switch to a new "universal EV platform" production system that will build a "breakthrough" low-cost electric pickup truck starting at $30,000. It expects to start selling the pickup in 2027. Some analysts think this could be a make-or-break moment for the carmaker.

Perplexity, one of the best-known AI-driven search tools on the web, made a surprise offer to buy Google's Chrome web browser for $34.5bn. In a letter to Alphabet, Google's parent company, Perplexity said it was positioning itself as a potential buyer if Google is eventually ordered to sell Chrome in an antitrust case.

Orsted, the world's biggest developer of offshore wind farms, lost a third of its stockmarket value after announcing that it would have to raise 60bn Danish kroner ($9bn) in a rights issue to boost its finances. The Danish company blamed "material adverse developments" in the American market, where the Trump administration is hostile towards renewable energy.

The long-awaited roll-out of GPT-5, OpenAI's latest model, didn't quite go according to plan. After social media were flooded with complaints from users, Sam Altman, the startup's boss, admitted that its autoswitcher, which guides queries to the most suitable model, had broken for a large part of the launch day, so that GPT-5 "seemed way dumber". With the fixes now in place, GPT-5 could be the world's best model in areas such as software engineering.
Web crawler

AOL, an internet pioneer from the 1990s, quietly announced that it would  stop offering its dial-up service to customers. Around 160,000 Americans still use dial-up rather than broadband. AOL's decision was seen as a historic moment by some; others scratched their heads in disbelief that its dial-up service still existed.
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Aug 14, 2025 01:30 PM



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

How to win at foreign policy
What Putin wants from Trump in Alaska
The real collusion between Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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President Unpredictable
How to win at foreign policy
Donald Trump's capricious dealmaking destabilises the world
Aug 14, 2025 03:20 PM



WHEN DONALD TRUMP meets Vladimir Putin in Alaska it will be the seventh time the two have talked in person. This time is different, though. Since their last sit-down, Mr Putin has launched an unprovoked war, lost perhaps a million Russian soldiers (dead and wounded) and inflicted ceaseless misery on Ukrainians in pursuit of an imperial dream.

Undaunted, Mr Trump hopes to get in a room with a wily dictator, feel him out and forge a deal. It is the biggest test yet of his uniquely personal style of diplomacy. It is also a reminder of how unpredictable American foreign policy has become. Will Mr Trump be firm, making clear that America and its allies will do what it takes to guarantee Ukraine's sovereignty? Or will he be in such a rush to reopen business with Russia that he rewards its aggression and leaves Ukraine vulnerable to future attacks? As everyone clamours for the president's ear, no one knows what he will do.

At the beginning of Mr Trump's second term his supporters had a theory about how he would wield American power. Rather than relying on deep relationships and expertise, he would rely on his gut. As a master negotiator with a knack for sensing what others want and fear, he would cut through the waffle and apply pressure ruthlessly. Everyone wants access to American markets. By threatening to shut them out, he would force recalcitrant foreigners to end wars and reset the terms of trade to America's advantage. Career diplomats and experts would be replaced by rainmakers. Yes, his transactional approach might foster a bit of corruption. But if it brought peace in Ukraine or Gaza, who cared?

Alas, there are drawbacks to this approach. Using tariffs as a weapon hurts America, too. More fundamentally, junking universal principles for might-makes-right repels friends without necessarily cowing foes. And the substitution of presidential whim for any coherent theory of international relations makes geopolitics less predictable and more dangerous. Mr Trump is not a globalist, obviously. Nor is he an isolationist, or a believer in regional spheres of influence. He simply does what he wants, which changes frequently.

One way to make sense of Trumpism is that he divides his efforts at dealmaking into three categories: high, medium and low stakes. In the first category are America's relations with unfriendly great powers, principally China and Russia. Israel is here, too, because of its importance in American domestic politics. Iran makes an appearance, because of the way it threatens its neighbours. All these relationships are complex, difficult and matter a lot to Mr Trump. If he scores a win here--if he ends the war in Ukraine, or brings peace between Israel and the Palestinians, or finds a formula for co-operating with China without endangering national security--then the pay-off is potentially staggering.

In the medium-stakes category Mr Trump puts Brazil, South Africa and, oddly, giant India. These are important countries that both America and China want in their camp. In most cases, their values are far closer to America's than to China's. Ties with them ought to be win-win. But they are unwilling to be bossed around, and take offence when Mr Trump insults or tries to bully them.

The small stakes, for Mr Trump, are in small or poor countries. A superpower can wield great influence over such places, sometimes to good ends. Mr Trump helped cement a peace deal between Azerbaijan and Armenia, for example, and brokered a truce between the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda. These are welcome achievements. Azerbaijan and Armenia had been fighting for 35 years. Mr Trump mediated a reopening of trade and transport links. The fruits may include a weakening of Russian influence in the area. The Congo-Rwanda deal is much shakier--Rwandan-backed rebels have violated it repeatedly--but not nothing. And there may be an upside for America, in the form of mineral deals.

When it comes to medium-size stakes, Mr Trump's method works less well. He has started needless feuds with the leaders of Brazil (because it is prosecuting a Trumpy ex-president for allegedly attempting a coup), with South Africa (because he believes, wrongly, that it is persecuting whites) and with India (infuriating its prime minister with painful tariffs and undiplomatic boasting). The result? India will draw closer to Russia again, and be less inclined to act as a counterweight against China. Brazil and South Africa see China as a more reliable partner than America. Mr Trump has won headlines that play well with his most ardent supporters. But America has lost out.

And when it comes to the highest stakes, the president is floundering. He has tried to coerce China with tariffs, but it is fighting back. This week Mr Trump blinked and extended another deadline. He also undermined his own national-security policy by lifting a ban on exports of Nvidia chips to China, while insisting that Uncle Sam gets a 15% cut. 

On Ukraine, he has been wildly inconsistent, one day blaming it for having been invaded and threatening to cut military aid, then accusing Mr Putin of bad faith and threatening stiffer sanctions on Russia. On Israel, he has consistently given Binyamin Netanyahu everything he wants and extracted nothing in return. If Mr Trump's bombing of Iran's nuclear sites made Israel safer, well and good. But he has failed to use his leverage to restrain Israel's unending war in Gaza.
The world is flattery

Other countries are learning how to play Mr Trump. A crypto deal and a nomination for a Nobel peace prize worked for Pakistan. A plane helped Qatar. The corruption is turning out to be as bad as almost anyone feared; the great deals have yet to materialise. Those who say Mr Trump is looking out for his own interests, not America's, have plenty of ammunition.

All this is only a preliminary judgment. If Mr Trump stands up to Mr Putin this week, perhaps he can make his greatest-ever deal, ending Europe's worst war since 1945.  Sadly, the odds are against it. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Trade restrictions v ingenuity
Xi Jinping's weaponisation of rare-earth elements will ultimately backfire 
How the West can break China's grip on these vital minerals
Aug 14, 2025 01:49 PM



SOON AFTER the blockade started, the panic began. When China choked off the export of rare-earth elements in April, producers and politicians around the world were quick to sound the alarm. China provides over 90% of the world's supply of refined rare earths, which are used to make the strong magnets inside almost anything with an electric motor, from vacuum cleaners to cars, and which also appear in high-tech products from smartphones to fighter jets. Some carmakers curtailed production; the industry is in "panic mode", said one boss. Ursula von der Leyen, head of the European Commission, thundered against China's "dominance" and "blackmail".

At first glance the use of rare earths as a weapon is working--and Xi Jinping, China's president, is getting what he wants. After the flow of rare earths resumed, America's president lifted controls on the sale of some Nvidia chips, and delayed a hefty increase in import duties; on August 11th America and China further extended their trade truce. In July Mrs von der Leyen went cap-in-hand to Beijing, seeking looser restrictions. But in the long term, China's rare-earths weapon will backfire.

The new controls are a sign of just how sophisticated China's economic arsenal has become. After a political spat in 2010 it briefly blocked the exports of rare earths to Japan; in a fit of pique in 2020, it increased duties on Australian Shiraz and grass-fed beef. Now, however, Mr Xi has put in place a system of export controls that seek to exploit China's heft in global supply chains. A licensing scheme covering more than 700 goods, including manufacturing equipment and critical minerals, began operating in December. Officials keep careful track of the ultimate consumer of the products, and can revoke licences. Even though rare-earths exports have resumed in recent weeks, sales to Western armsmakers, for instance, are still choked off.

The aim is clear. Mr Xi wants to indigenise supply chains, so that China is not at the mercy of its enemies for critical inputs--an effort that was turbocharged after America banned the export of advanced chips to China. He also hopes to use China's control of supply chains as a source of power over others. As long ago as April 2020 he told officials that dependency on China could be a "deterrent" against foreigners who would "artificially cut off supply".

The difficulty for Mr Xi, though, is that export controls have unintended consequences. Confronted with a ban, companies and entrepreneurs find ways around the shortage. China's dominance in rare earths stems not from exclusive control of the world's deposits, nor from the technological sophistication of the refining process, but instead from efficiency and scale. And the more it uses rare earths (or indeed other commodities) as a weapon, the more it will encourage others to find alternatives--weakening its future firepower.

Start with the nature of China's chokehold. Despite their name, rare earths are relatively abundant; less than half of all known reserves are found in China. Refining is a painstaking and polluting business, but is not as technologically complex as advanced chipmaking. China's grip on rare earths is therefore not as strong as the West's on cutting-edge chips, and easier to work around. Indeed, until the 1980s, America was the biggest supplier of the minerals. The dominance of China came about because it was more willing to accept the environmental consequences, and has since been cemented by its gargantuan size, which allows rare earths to be mined cheaply. 

Efforts by China to restrict the flow of rare earths have already spurred efforts to find alternatives. After the spat in 2010, Japan invested in rare-earths mines and began building stockpiles; although it still imports rare earths from China, its dependence has fallen from 90% to  60%. Earlier this year the Pentagon took a stake in MP Materials, a miner in California, with which Apple has signed a deal. All told, 22 new mining projects are expected to be up and running by 2030. 

Trendy "geoeconomic" theory points out that even a small erosion of China's dominance in rare earths could weaken its power disproportionately. Reducing its share from 90% to 80% may not sound like much, but it would imply a doubling in size of alternative sources of supply, giving China's customers far more room for manoeuvre.

Even so, this diversification could still take years. What could Western governments do to speed it up? They have a responsibility, of course, to secure their military supply chains. They could also streamline the process of approving mining permits (which in America can take up to a decade), and could revisit environmental rules. Lowering trade barriers would also help the rest of the world mimic China's scale.

It would be a mistake, though, for governments to seek to protect the entire economy from the impact of shortages. That is because a far more powerful--and underappreciated--response to shortages is innovation. Just think of how America's chip controls have prompted Chinese firms such as Huawei and DeepSeek to develop new techniques, or how a cobalt crunch in 2022 quickly eased, partly as makers of electric vehicles found ways to do without the metal.

Similarly, startups across the West are now working on the recycling of rare earths, and on the development of alternative ways to make magnets and motors that do not rely on them. BMW and Renault, two European carmakers, already sell electric vehicles that do not use rare earths in their motors. Other companies could follow suit. China's restrictions will cause disruption as producers rejig their processes, but long-term alternatives do exist.
From rare to overcooked

The more China uses its rare-earths weapon, therefore, the weaker it will become. Time and again, enterprise and ingenuity have prevailed over attempts to control the flow of goods. China itself learned that lesson as its technology firms responded to America's export controls on chips. It may have to learn it again. #

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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Defence in the Pacific
America and its Asian allies need to spend more to deter China
It should be a two-way street
Aug 14, 2025 03:23 PM



UNLIKE IN EUROPE or the Middle East, there are no big interstate wars taking place in Asia right now. But the threat from China's military build-up is obvious. Across the Pacific, American airmen are busy restoring and upgrading second-world-war airbases so that they can be used by their forces today. This is part of a policy to deter China that began under President Joe Biden. Now President Donald Trump is demanding that America's Asian friends contribute far more to this task.

The administration wants them to spend more on defence and do more to deter an attack on Taiwan. Yet Mr Trump has sown doubts about America's commitment to its friends, most spectacularly with Ukraine and NATO, but also with India. What should America's Asian partners do?

Europe could plausibly defend itself without copious American help against Russia, but America's Asian friends would have little chance of deterring China if they were abandoned by Uncle Sam, unless they resorted to nuclear weapons. China's relative advantage is larger, the geography is daunting and there is no Asian alliance comparable to  NATO. Yet fortunately the Trump administration's commitment to the Pacific is deeper than to Europe. Its Asian partners should build on that.

A lack of cash is a problem. Mr Trump's "Big Beautiful Bill", passed last month, will provide an injection of funds for America's armed forces. But his budget request for the next fiscal year is flat, implying a cut after inflation. Congress needs to spend more if the Pentagon is to keep up with technological change and have enough ships, airfields, troops and munitions to counter China. Among America's five main security partners in the region--Australia, Japan, the Philippines, South Korea and Taiwan--average annual defence spending is a threadbare 1.8% of GDP.

Mr Trump is right to ask them to spend 3.5% on defence. Australia, South Korea and Taiwan have low public debt compared with other rich countries, and could afford to do more. Australia's Labor government, for example, has no excuse. Its own white papers warn of the seriousness of the threat from China, but its defence budget, at just under 2% of GDP, tells a different story. It should put off planned tax cuts and new social programmes or use debt financing to commit to meeting the new target.

In Japan, tough decisions loom. A minority Liberal Democratic Party government is under pressure to offer tax cuts, not a jump in defence spending. With high debt, borrowing to pay for defence is harder. Across the region the Pentagon should be careful about these conversations, however. Pushing too hard for unpopular policies could create a backlash among voters.

Even as they raise spending, America's Asian partners should do more together, not least by investing more in the region's defence-industrial base. This would helpfully place arms factories closer to where weapons might be needed. It would also create a modest hedge against American abandonment. Australia's recent announcement that it would buy frigates from Japan is a start. By lifting their own spending and beefing up their industrial bases, they can protect themselves, show America that they are not freeloading and build confidence that China can be deterred in the Pacific.#

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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Climate tipping-points
The shutdown of ocean currents could freeze Europe
When climate change poses a strategic threat, it needs a strategic response
Aug 14, 2025 03:46 PM



THOSE WHO think about national security love to bandy acronyms such as ATACMS (Army Tactical Missile System) and WOMBAT (Weapon of Magnesium, Battalion, Anti-Tank). They need to add AMOC to the list. The Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation is not a weapons system. But it could lay waste a continent--specifically, Europe--to an extent that only a nuclear war could outmatch.

AMOC is part of a system of currents which move heat around the oceans of the world. It delivers a stupendous flow of that heat--more than 1,000 terawatts--to the North Atlantic. That sounds like the sort of planetary juggernaut it would be incredibly hard for humans (whose global civilisation runs at a mere 20 terawatts) to do anything about. Alas, no. AMOC is a curiously delicate thing. Changes in sea-surface temperature and salinity caused by global warming could conceivably make it stall; such abrupt shutdowns are clearly visible in the geological record. For Europe that could mean a sudden, severe cooling--even as the rest of the world keeps warming.

Europeans sweltering through yet another summer heatwave might think such cooling would be just the ticket. Again, alas, no. A complete AMOC shutdown could see Brussels hitting -20degC (-4degF) in a bad winter. In Oslo the figure would be almost -50degC (-58degF); not quite Yakutsk, but not far off. February sea ice in the North Sea could come as far south as the Humber estuary and the Frisian Islands north of Holland. Average rainfall in parts of northern Europe would drop precipitously; according to one estimate as much as 80% of England's arable land would no longer be farmable without irrigation. Storms would get worse; so, in some models, might summer heatwaves. This would be the worst of all worlds.

And it's not just Europe. By cooling the northern hemisphere as a whole, an AMOC collapse would push the band of rain which girdles the tropics towards the south. That would be very bad for the African countries on the south edge of the Sahara; it could also be devastating to the Amazon.
Cold, dry and sudden

These ghastly prospects are one of the reasons that AMOC takes a starring role in worries about climate "tipping points"--effects of warming that might be dramatic, damaging and irreversible. Another reason is the strong suggestion, in both theory and models, that after a (currently unknown) temperature threshold is passed, the collapse could take just a few decades. A third is that AMOC, or at least parts of it, may already be in slow decline.

This is well known to people who think about climate change--as is the level of uncertainty about how far away the threshold actually is and the spirited debate over how complete a collapse might ensue. But there is no evidence that such possibilities are feeding into government planning processes.

You might argue that they shouldn't: that the response to the risk should be to redouble all efforts which might keep the temperature low enough to avoid a tipping point. But preparedness makes sense. The Advanced Research and Invention Agency in Britain is funding prototype monitoring schemes that might make possible early warnings of accelerating collapse. If it could be made robust enough, such a system could make possible years of preparation.

If this were a military threat, such risk-reduction would be second nature, as would table-top analysis of vulnerabilities and contingency plans for softening impacts.  Larger outlays are not, as yet, necessary. But larger imaginations are. #

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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Racial justice
Why South Africa should scrap Black Economic Empowerment
The ruling party's flagship policy is a cause of the country's problems, not a solution
Aug 14, 2025 03:35 PM



SOME MONTHS after Nelson Mandela was released from prison in February 1990, he told businesses that South Africa must "deracialise the exercise of economic power". Such words unnerved the conglomerates that had prospered under apartheid. Mandela's African National Congress (ANC) then thought that nationalising industries was the best way to uplift black South Africans. To help convince the ANC of the merits of capitalism--before it won power in South Africa's first all-race election in 1994--the firms proposed "empowerment deals" instead. Discounted assets were sold to members of the new elite, including Cyril Ramaphosa, today one of South Africa's richest men--and its president.

What began as ad hoc inducements has become the most far-reaching state-sponsored attempt at racial redress in the world. Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) requires firms, in effect, to have a minimum share of black investors, to hire and train black staff and to buy from black-owned suppliers. Despite criticism of BEE from President Donald Trump, who cites it to justify 30% tariffs on South Africa, Mr Ramaphosa has called it "not just a policy choice but a constitutional imperative". He says there is no trade-off between racial "transformation" and economic growth.

Mr Ramaphosa is wrong. A policy that made him rich is making his country poorer. It should be scrapped.

BEE is meant to reduce South Africa's stratospheric levels of inequality. But the main beneficiaries have been a tiny group of new Randlords. By one conservative estimate around 1trn rand (more than $50bn at today's exchange rates) has been transferred to fewer than 100 people, many of them returning again and again to strike BEE deals. This is oligopoly, not equality. Under the ANC, inequality between black South Africans has exploded. The top 10% of black earners have seen incomes more than triple. Those of the bottom 50% have fallen slightly. This is mostly because of high joblessness, which reflects persistently low growth.

One reason is BEE. Meeting ownership requirements and paying extortionate transaction costs is an inefficient use of capital. De facto quotas reduce productivity. Forcing firms to buy from black suppliers, even if they are more expensive, squeezes profits. A recent estimate puts the costs of complying with BEE at 145-290bn rand per year, or 2-4% of GDP. This helps explain why South Africa is last for "ease of doing business" on a list of 49 countries compiled by the World Bank.

Larger firms can more easily pay for consultants that advise on BEE, shielding them from competition. The policy repels foreign investment. It also discourages genuine black entrepreneurship. Why start a firm when you could get a piece of someone else's? All this helps explain why the rate at which firms enter and exit the market is a third of that of other middle-income states. Worse, BEE begets graft: when the state must procure based on race, not cost, it makes deals with cronies easier.

Supporters of BEE say that scrapping it is impractical. Even if that were true, the government could stop it from getting worse, for instance by ditching plans for a 100bn-rand state-run "transformation fund" paid for by a tax on firms.

They also argue that abolishing BEE would prevent dealing with the sins of the past. But to improve the lot of poor South Africans it would be better to focus specifically on poverty, not on race. Since the vast majority of the poor are black people, they would be the main beneficiaries of pro-poor policies.

There is an argument that the elite bargain of the 1990s helped keep the peace in a fractious country. But today it aggravates social tensions by fostering inequality and keeping the salience of race high. In a large poll this year pluralities of South Africans, including black South Africans, said that BEE reduces economic growth and is "outdated and divisive".

Mr Ramaphosa should take these views seriously. It is becoming ever clearer that BEE is not the solution to South Africa's problems, but a cause of them. #

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/leaders/2025/08/14/why-south-africa-should-scrap-black-economic-empowerment



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Leaders
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            By Invitation
          
        

      

      Letters

      
        Is the legislation of the GENIUS Act deeply flawed?
        A selection of correspondence :: Also this week, the Onion, the spread of electricity, religion and video games, Superman

      

      
        
          	
            Leaders
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            By Invitation
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A selection of correspondence
Is the legislation of the GENIUS Act deeply flawed?
Also this week, the Onion, the spread of electricity, religion and video games, Superman
Aug 14, 2025 01:05 PM



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

Regulate stablecoins

I support responsible innovation in finance, and quite agree that for stablecoins to succeed appropriate governance and regulation are needed to make them trustworthy ("GENIUS inspiration", July 26th). But although the Guiding and Establishing National Innovation for US Stablecoins Act has features that merit consideration globally, such as requiring issuers to be registered and setting out clear rules on reserve requirements and disclosures, the legislation is deeply flawed and serves as a template to reward the issuers of stablecoins rather than the users.

As an innovation, stablecoins promise lower cost and speedy transactions. That promise may not always be kept, once one factors in fees and the vagaries of blockchain settlement. More important, they are exposed to scams, illicit activity, and operational and cyber-security  risks, and although they are supposed to be backed by high-quality collateral that is not a guarantee of safety. Financial shocks have recently affected even the US Treasury market.

The GENIUS Act doesn't address many of these vulnerabilities. Although Donald Trump believes that dollar stablecoins will create new demand for Treasury bills, they may simply reduce or eliminate demand for government-only money funds. As Simon Johnson and Brooksley Born remind us, we've seen this movie before in the Commodity Futures Modernisation Act, which weakened oversight and amplified vulnerabilities in derivatives.

Excessive regulation can hobble innovation in finance and deny the benefits of it to consumers and businesses. But in this case the rush to innovate may create a race to the bottom if global regulators are to use the GENIUS Act as a template.

Richard Berner
Co-director
Volatility and Risk Institute
NYU Stern School of Business
New York

Stablecoin issuance hinges on Treasury supply. If stablecoins take off, it hands control of the money supply to politicians. So much for monetary-policy independence. Similar to profligate monarchs, except this time the person at the helm isn't even trying to sustain a dynasty.

Amy Huber
Assistant professor of finance
Wharton School
University of Pennsylvania
Philadelphia



Waiting time for AI

It is true that the adoption of artificial intelligence is proceeding at a snail's pace (Free exchange, July 19th). However, the history of the spread of other ground-breaking technologies is instructive. Electricity, for instance, became a commodity shortly after improvements in the light bulb in the 1870s and early 1880s. The world's first power station was established by 1882. Yet it was only in the 1920s that electricity was fully integrated into manufacturing. This delay wasn't simply due to friction between various interests or public-choice arguments. A deeper reason lay in business models that were ill-suited for electric power. Factories designed around a central shaft for steam power required a substantial overhaul to adopt electricity. Similarly, the structural changes needed for AI's full adoption require time for new business models to emerge.

Isaac Alfon
London

Our dumb decade

Regarding your piece on satire in the age of Donald Trump ("Sting like the Bee", July 26th), I've been an avid reader of the Onion for decades. This includes through normal times ("It Only Tuesday"), dark times ("A Shattered Nation Longs to Care about Stupid Bullshit Again") and bizarre times ("Kitten Thinks of Nothing But Murder All Day"). I've recently wondered if my belief that it has got less funny is a function of my getting older and grumpier or something else, and your article made something click for me. It's not that the Babylon Bee's sense of humour is sharper or funnier, but rather that the Onion has become more like the Bee, whose writers seem to think that comedy consists of restating one's beliefs in the format of a joke.

The Onion's writers are, as you say, "outraged and exhausted by the administration". And the internet has changed how humour is received (the understanding of irony is virtually non-existent). One senses that the loss of a certain satirical edge stems from both.

Unlike an earlier era not so long ago, it's hard to imagine the Onion today, or indeed most writers working in the broadly left-leaning world of mainstream comedy,  poking fun at socialism ("Marxists' Apartment a Microcosm of Why Marxism Doesn't Work"). Or feminism ("Women Now Empowered by Everything a Woman Does"). Or any other viewpoint with which the writers sympathise.

Michael Lueger
Wakefield, Massachusetts

The fire inside

Video games are another perhaps surprising media format where Generation Z is finding religious inspiration (Letters, July 5th). Sandy Petersen, a designer on the blockbuster "Doom" franchise, saw its shotguns and chainsaws as one form of worship, blasting demons back to Hell.

Joshua Graham, a character who was first introduced in "Fallout: New Vegas" in 2010, is a missionary bringing the Good News back to a world ravaged by nuclear war, and struggling to defend the community he has adopted from marauding bandit tribes.

Recordings of his actions and dialogue in "Fallout" are on YouTube, and it is instructive to read the viewers' comments below them. You'll invariably find hundreds of remarks from young men saying how Joshua Graham opened them up to appreciating a Christian perspective that their secular upbringings had ignored, and more from revived Christians who thought that they had lapsed from religion only to find Joshua Graham helping to inspire them.

It was perhaps unintentional on the developers' part; Joshua Graham is only a small part of a much larger game-world after all.  But "Fallout" has probably done more to prompt a Christian revival than 100,000 happy-clappy guitar jams.

Robert Fraze
Salford

Papers please, Mr Kent

I read your piece on what Superman can tell us about American foreign policy ("A man of steel for all seasons", July 12th). One can only wonder how the superhero would be treated as an undocumented alien in America today.

Jim Harrison
Rensselaer, New York
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Arctic geopolitics
The far north has become NATO's soft underbelly, writes John Bolton
The foreign-policy expert makes the argument for keeping the Chinese out and the Russians down
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM



This guest essay is one of three we have published to mark the centenary of the Svalbard Treaty coming into force on August 14th 1925. The others are by Mikhail Komin and Kieran Mulvaney.

ALTHOUGH LONG a factor in American strategic thinking, the Arctic now receives far more attention in Washington than in decades. Several forces are at play: increased use of Arctic maritime passages for military and commercial purposes; Russia's historical focus on its northern territories, now magnified by its aggression against Ukraine; and, most salient geopolitically, China's undisguised aim to be an Arctic power. America and its allies have yet to cope adequately with these challenges.

In the second world war, Greenland was critical to North Atlantic convoy routes. The Pentagon clearly understood the Arctic's cold-war role, building the "DEW [distant-early-warning] Line" across Alaska, Canada and Greenland to detect nuclear-equipped Soviet bombers or ballistic missiles heading to the United States. Responding to the Sputnik satellite, in 1958 Dwight Eisenhower sent the USS Nautilus, the world's first nuclear-powered submarine, under the Arctic ice cap from the Bering Strait to the Atlantic, in the first submerged transit of the North Pole.

Unfortunately, cold-war victory led to geostrategic complacency, not just in Washington, but across NATO and bilateral American alliances. This complacency is disappearing as the race for Arctic hegemony picks up, but the West has much to do, and quickly, to counter the rising threats from China and Russia.

The prize is potentially vast. Opportunities to exploit the fabled Northwest Passage across Canada, or its counterpart across Russia's northern coast, are enormous. Greater access to Far North natural-resource deposits, both at sea and ashore, are also generating a lot of attention.

Updating the jocular insight of General Hastings Ismay, NATO's first secretary-general, is a good starting-point for the West's Arctic grand strategy: "Keep the Chinese out, the Americans in, and the Russians down." The alliance's soft underbelly is now probably the Far North, not the Mediterranean.

President Donald Trump remains sceptical of NATO and, indeed, the very concept of collective-defence alliances. Nonetheless, America is a front-line Arctic power, as Alaska's congressional delegation relentlessly reminds Mr Trump, and the region's importance to his presidency's legacy should be obvious.

American military resources are, however, currently wholly inadequate to the task, with insufficient Navy and Coast Guard vessels worldwide, let alone those required for Arctic (and Antarctic) operations, such as specialised icebreakers. NATO's admission of Finland in 2023 and Sweden in 2024 helped plug some of the gaps in the alliance's Arctic naval capabilities.

William Seward, Abraham Lincoln's secretary of state, looks ever more prescient. Had he not led the United States to buy Alaska from Russia in 1867, Russia might have remained a North American power, and the cold war might never have ended. He also tried to buy Greenland from Denmark in 1868. Had he succeeded, today's circumstances might have been easier.

Mr Trump did not discover Greenland in 2019--when he first mooted buying it--but he has greatly complicated addressing how the huge island and its tiny population can once again be fully integrated into NATO defences. The 1951 US-Danish Defence of Greenland treaty is a workable basis for guarding against the Chinese and Russians, while allowing Greenland's political status to evolve. America had as many as 17 military facilities there during the cold war, and today's focus hopefully precludes China and Russia from acting covertly against NATO's security interests.

Norway's Svalbard islands graphically embody the alliance's dilemmas. John Longyear, an American businessman, initially exploited their coal deposits in the early 20th century (more evidence of how ahistorical today's American isolationists are). However, allowable under the 1925 treaty confirming Norwegian sovereignty, Svalbard also features Russian mining operations 30 miles from its major habitation, appropriately named Longyearbyen.

A European intelligence official said recently that "Svalbard has to be near the top of a list of where Russia might try something." This is not fantasy. China poses an analogous threat to Taiwanese islands like Kinmen and Matsu, just off the mainland, which it could readily seize without invading Taiwan outright. These are inviting targets, testing allied resolve in the Far East and the Far North. Can Svalbard's treaty-based demilitarisation be preserved? As I found during a visit there in April, the islands provide NATO's adversaries excellent locations for naval or air bases.

Among NATO's Arctic Ocean members, Canada is the hole in the doughnut. Persistent Canadian underspending on defence during Justin Trudeau's governments remains uncorrected. Helpfully, however, relations between America's and Canada's armed forces are otherwise quite good, including through long-term development of national missile defences for both countries. It is Canada's politicians who have failed.

Moreover, spats between Canada and America over whether various aspects of the Northwest Passage are international waterways or Canadian territorial waters must also be resolved. One approach would be to agree that passage by NATO-member warships would be freely permitted in fulfilling their alliance obligations.

These are merely preliminary considerations. Formidable issues remain, including the need for a massive increase in NATO defence expenditures, not just for the Arctic but worldwide. Cold-war victory didn't "end history" in the Arctic any more than anywhere else. And, critically, isolationism can play no part in strategising about a region so close and vital to American nationalsecurity interests. Time to pick up the pace. #

John Bolton was America's ambassador to the UN from 2005 to 2006 and its national security adviser from 2018 to 2019.
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A weighty challenge
The world needs more than drugs to fight obesity, writes Novo Nordisk's ex-boss
Lars Fruergaard Jorgensen on how society can pull together to avoid a health and economic catastrophe
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM



OVER THE next decade, obesity and associated chronic diseases will have a profound impact on economies and global health. Yet for all the publicity around weight-loss treatments, it is clear that pharmaceuticals alone cannot solve a crisis that already affects over a billion people worldwide. The challenge lies not just in developing medicines and other interventions, but also in finding ways to prevent obesity and other chronic diseases before they start.

As chief executive of Novo Nordisk from 2017 until earlier this month, I had a front-row seat to the promise and limitations of pharmaceutical interventions. These interventions have shown potential in weight management, but they cannot on their own address the economic and environmental factors that contributed to the obesity epidemic in the first place.

The latest forecasts in the Lancet are stark: more than half of adults and one in three children and adolescents are set to be obese or overweight by 2050. This represents not just a health catastrophe but an economic one. The annual global cost of obesity alone is forecast to reach $4.3trn by 2035. The economic burden posed by other chronic conditions linked to obesity, including diabetes and cardiovascular disease, will be measured in the trillions too. Such eye-popping numbers underline the futility of any notion that treatment alone can be a silver bullet.

If we are to reverse a curve trending in the wrong direction since the 1990s, a radical rethink is needed. The next five years are crucial: in parts of the population, notably children and adolescents, the number of people living with obesity is set to overtake the number who are overweight but not obese. Shirking from the urgent policy intervention that's needed would be a monumental societal failing.

A shift in focus is needed on many fronts. Obesity must be universally recognised and addressed as a multi-faceted societal responsibility rather than an individual one. This means restrictions on junk-food marketing to children and continued work to reduce the stigma associated with the disease. It also calls for urban planning that supports people's health, for instance by emphasising physical exercise over travelling by car. In short, the world must prioritise prevention.

This may sound counterintuitive coming from a pharmaceutical executive. But the reality is that even if every person living with obesity took medicines, we couldn't treat our way out of this crisis.

Obesity science has come a long way. It is now widely accepted that socioeconomic, genetic and environmental factors play an important role in the development of the disease. Appetite regulation and the body's resistance to weight loss are also much better understood. We know it is not just a matter of calories in and calories out.

Moreover, our improved understanding of the hormones regulating glucose levels and appetite reinforces the argument for a holistic approach to interconnected cardiometabolic diseases. The evidence is clear: obesity is associated with numerous comorbidities. Cancer, type-2 diabetes, sleep apnoea, liver disease, chronic kidney disease, Alzheimer's and cardiovascular disease--the biggest cause of death globally--often overlap in people living with obesity. Earlier interventions to prevent obesity are not simply about limiting weight gain; they are about enabling good long-term health.

This emerging area of science also offers clues as to how health care might be redesigned to be more patient-centred. The norm is for cardiologists to focus solely on cardiovascular disease while endocrine consultants treat patients with diabetes. A holistic approach built around the patient, rather than clinical specialisms, is the way forward.

As data collection and analysis methods improve, so does the ability to gain new insights into why people develop obesity and which interventions work. This is an area in which the private sector can step up to help governments with limited resources, competing demands and a burning need to effect change now to invest in the most effective measures.

Novo Nordisk is working with policymakers and academics as part of the Childhood Obesity Prevention Initiative: a controlled study across six cities in Brazil, Canada, France, Japan, South Africa and Spain, which is evaluating interventions to improve diets and boost physical activity among 6,000 children from disadvantaged communities. At the end of the programme, the plan is to produce a framework to guide regional and global policy decisions. More public-private action in this area must follow with pooled investment and, where appropriate, data-sharing.

Obesity interventions of this kind could mark a milestone in human health care. However, if managing a single disease in isolation remains the sole legacy of this era of scientific progress, the world will have missed an opportunity to fundamentally change how society views and deals with chronic disease.

Having recently stepped down after eight years at the top of Novo Nordisk, I am filled with hope rather than despair. Yes, the obesity epidemic is a huge challenge. But I have witnessed what is possible when science, policy and human determination align. I have seen patients improve their health and confidence. I have watched governments begin to act, from health-care reforms to urban-planning reforms. Most importantly, I have observed a fundamental shift in the understanding of obesity: from an issue of individual responsibility to a condition requiring comprehensive and holistic care.

The tools exist. The science is clear. Now we need to act on our knowledge. My generation may have created this crisis, but the next generation, armed with a deeper understanding and hopefully wiser policies, can solve it. #

Lars Fruergaard Jorgensen was chief executive of Novo Nordisk from January 2017 to August 2025.

Novo Nordisk has a commercial relationship with Economist Impact, a division of The Economist Group. The Economist operates independently of Economist Impact.
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Game changing
Britain is a global gaming superpower
Can it remain one?
Aug 14, 2025 03:23 PM | BRIGHTON



THE ARRIVAL of "Grand Theft Auto VI" in 2026 will be less a video-game release than a cultural moment. The game, which has players stealing cars, selling drugs and killing cops, will have cost upwards of $2bn to build. Yet it will almost certainly turn a profit within its first week. With its glitzy cityscapes, radio soundtrack and trademark swagger, the series looks, sounds and feels like a warped parody of America. Yet this blockbuster began its life in the small Scottish city of Dundee and is still made by a team of tartan nerds in Edinburgh--a feat celebrated in the British government's strategy for the creative industries, released in June.

Such recognition is overdue: gaming has long been a British superpower. The industry generates annual revenues of some $200bn globally. Strip out the Cayman Islands (a British overseas territory) and Britain is the third-largest exporter of video games, behind only America and Japan. Understated and quirky, it often plays the role of incubator. "Tomb Raider", a billion-dollar franchise with its own Netflix series, began as a sketch in Derby. Recent successes include "Fall Guys", a battle-royale obstacle course, "LittleBigPlanet", a pioneer in user-generated content, and "Total War: Warhammer", based on the tabletop series. In Britain video games generate more revenue (PS4.3bn, or $5.8bn) than the film (excluding streaming) and music industries combined (PS3.4bn).

Not everyone is convinced that Britain should be as supportive of its gaming industry as of, say, its life sciences. Outdated stereotypes that gaming turns youth into obese oddballs or school shooters still prevail in parts of Westminster. Others fret about the future: with investment slowing and artificial intelligence (AI) looming, the global gaming industry is in turmoil. Such pessimism is misguided. As in other creative industries--from film to fashion--British ingenuity makes it well-placed to thrive in an age of (sameish) AI.

To understand Britain's unique role in the global gaming industry, go back to its origins. In the early 1980s cheap, programmable home computers gave rise to a generation of bedroom coders. This grassroots mix of creativity and code stood in contrast with America and Japan, where console-driven markets, not PC games, took off first. Britain's offbeat scene spawned hits with cultish fan bases, such as "Broken Sword", a mystery adventure starring an American puzzle-solver. This soon attracted the attention of industry giants. In 1997 Dundee's Abertay University launched the world's first computer-game degree.

Britain is also good at making mobile games, which are more accessible and cheaper to create than console blockbusters. Golf Clash, the top-grossing sports-mobile game in America in 2021, was made in less than a year by around 20 people in a leafy town in Cheshire. Tripledot Studios, popular for its Solitaire game, is based in London. In June it bought the mobile-games arm of AppLovin, a Nasdaq-listed American tech firm, for $800m.

As the industry has grown, with exports increasing from $3.4bn in 2016 to $8.8bn in 2021, its benefits have become more evident. It employs 30,000 or so developers, artists and composers and is unusually productive. The gross value-added per video-games worker is almost double the British average, according to government data.

It is also a sector where Britain really is levelling up. Almost four-fifths of video-game developers work outside London (clusters tended to form around successful early studios and to reflect the sector's bedroom origins). Katie Goode, a burgundy-haired rocket scientist turned games designer, runs her virtual-reality (VR) studio from north Cornwall--one of the country's remotest corners. Hubs have emerged in places like Dundee, Leamington Spa, Slough and Teesside.

Britain has also begun to recognise gaming's wider benefits. In the right hands, gaming encourages learning, not laziness. Take Demis Hassabis, known for starting DeepMind, an AI company bought by Google for $600m in 2014. He attributes much of his success to making a theme-park game as a teen in north London, and later founding a games studio. VR is changing how doctors rehearse surgery and how pilots train for take-off. The National Health Service now prescribes games to treat anxiety and depression.

Yet the belated recognition comes at a tough time. Some issues are specific to Britain. Gaming suffers from the same woes as British tech more broadly: mainly a shortage of venture-capital funding. Smaller studios that struggle to attract investment are unable to scale up. Instead they are often snapped up by foreign buyers, such as Tencent, a Chinese tech conglomerate, which bought Sumo Group, a developer based in Sheffield, in 2022. "We're incredibly good at creating games," says Sir Ian Livingstone, the first Briton knighted for services to the industry. "We're not so good at hanging onto them."

The second challenge is a global slowdown. The pandemic helped gaming boom. Investors piled in, hoping to profit from millions of housebound players. British exports grew by 259% between 2016 and 2021. But the surge led to overproduction. In July Microsoft, maker of the Xbox, announced mass lay-offs in its gaming division, leading to the cancellation of projects in Britain. Sony, a Japanese publisher, closed its London studio in 2024.

At the industry's biggest annual conference in Britain, held in July in Brighton, the mood is subdued. Jobseekers wander the halls with lanyards reading "seeking new opportunities" or "looking for work".

Technological disruption adds to the unease. Gaming has long been at the bleeding edge of tech--Nvidia made its GPUs for gamers long before they were used on AI models. Alan Turing, a British computer pioneer, created the world's first algorithm capable of playing chess. But many developers are wary of being displaced by machines. "A lot of us feel like Luddites...we just want to start burning the textile mills," says one attendee in Brighton. One game on show lets players explore the abandoned server of a failed studio, its fictional founders' ideas drowned in a tide of generic content, or "AI slop".
Creative destruction

Yet as artists and disrupters have shown through the ages, in turmoil lies opportunity. And Britain is uniquely well-placed to reap the benefits. Some of the laid-off are starting their own studios, such as Yasmina Fadel, who co-founded a games company after being made redundant last year.

There are also signs that Britain is beginning to better value its ideas. Licensing its distinctive IP to gaming developers helped turn Games Workshop, the creator of "Warhammer", into a FTSE 100 company in 2024 (it has focused on mid-size games). The government's new strategy includes a promise of funding through the British Business Bank to help plug the venture-capital gap, and a promise of a copyright scheme to protect firms' IP from AI.

AI may end up increasing the value of British developers rather than depleting it. It can boost productivity. At one studio in Brighton, a level that once took 90 days to build now takes just ten, notes Nick Poole of UK Interactive Entertainment, an industry body. "In a world of synthetic material and AI-generated content," the government's creative-industry strategy correctly identifies that "human endeavour and creativity will be more important than ever." The only way to mitigate the threat of AI is to "tell great stories that haven't been told before", notes Charles Cecil, the creator of "Broken Sword". What is exciting, he says, is that it is "playing to [British] strengths".

In Brighton that is clearly on display. One arcade-style game, made in Cornwall, stars a cat wielding a revolver and a samurai sword. In "Atomfall", players explore a post-apocalyptic Lake District, complete with distinctive red British telephone boxes. "Thank Goodness You're Here", a surreal indie hit, follows a travelling salesman through a Yorkshire village as he helps residents free themselves from drains, and bake oversize meat pies. "It captures a bit of the British soul," purred Le Monde. Only a human, arguably only a British human, could dream up ideas like this. Eccentricity may well be Britain's greatest asset. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Soccer stats
The Fantasy Premier League is changing Britain's favourite sport
Football is becoming nerdier
Aug 14, 2025 03:23 PM

Data with destiny

LIVERPOOL AGAINST Bournemouth on August 15th is the first Premier League game since May 25th. Some dread the first whistle as the end of 12 weeks of premier-football-free peace. For others those three months have felt like a lifetime.

Among them are not just traditional fans but a new generation of nerds--data obsessives who pore over metrics like PPDA (pressures per defensive action), and compare players' statistical profiles. Outlets like the Athletic cater to them with reporting that highlights, say, players in the 98th percentile for dribbling success. Freelance analysts, or "tacticos", make a career on social media using data to explain how players fit different tactical systems.



Nowhere is this hunger for data keener than among participants in the Fantasy Premier League (FPL). The game, with more than 11m players worldwide, is simple. Each week you pick a team of 11 players. If they do well in real life, you get points. Some rely on intuition for team selection. They are not the ones who win. The game is dominated by analytical types who obsess over the "expected goals" (xG) created, conceded, and converted.

xG is the poster boy of football's data obsession. It uses data on hundreds of thousands of shots to estimate a player's chance of scoring from various points on the pitch. Such metrics took off in the mid-2000s, propelled by numerate hobbyists. It took years for the football mainstream to recognise their value.

Football managers were insulted by the notion that speccy whizzkids might know the game better than them. European football experts resented the American investors, inspired by the stat-heavy strategies of the most successful baseball teams, pushing this data revolution. Some saw analytics as but another stage in the gentrification of the working man's game.

But football is about results. Liverpool's embrace of data in the 2010s is often credited for enabling them to compete with petrostate-owned Manchester City. "Yo-yo" clubs like Brighton and Brentford, owned by gambling experts who were among the first to enact a data-led strategy, have become established Premier League outfits.

Over the past decade scouting departments have been overhauled, and specialist coaches using analytics to perfect corner and throw-in routines brought in. And fans are warming to data. Nathan Clark, an analyst for the "Extra Inch", a Tottenham Hotspur podcast, explains: "Fans want to know why their club is losing games when they're losing them, and...why they're winning them when they're winning them."

Data are invaluable for an aspiring FPL player. By ascribing numerical values to specific footballing actions, FPL turns a subjective game into something more formulaic. Specialised FPL websites charge players to access data tables. Influencers add context. Last season, when asked if Nottingham Forest's Chris Wood might be a good choice for an upcoming week, one FPL expert replied: "Not when his wife is eight and a half months pregnant."

Some are still reluctant to accept data's growing role. On social media "proper football blokes" lament the "complete bollocks" of metrics like "expected assists" (which measures the xG value created by a pass). There will always be some holdouts, but the rise of data is inexorable. "We've won the culture war," proclaims Mr Clark, "for better or worse."#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Foreign visitors
Asian tourists are returning to Britain. But they look different
No more coach parties
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM | YORK

Expanded horizons

"YORK IS VERY famous. It's a must-go place!" insists Yuxia, a tourist from Beijing, who is growing frustrated with questions about why she chose to visit a small city in northern England. She learned about York by watching videos on TikTok, Xiaohongshu and other social media. With impressive vigour, she has popped over from Cumbria, some 120km away, for the day.

In 2019 fully 1.7m people visited Britain from China (excluding Hong Kong) and India, according to the Office for National Statistics. Although much less numerous than American or French visitors, the Chinese in particular were loved for their free-spending ways and because they visited from spring to autumn, not just in the summer. The tourism industry was bereft when covid-19 drove the number of Asian visitors almost to zero.

Now they are returning. Just over 1.1m visitors arrived from China and India last year; the Grand Hotel in York says that Asian customers are booking almost twice as many nights as they did in 2019. But the recovery in numbers is less striking than other changes. Today's Asian tourists seem to be younger than those who came before the pandemic, and they behave differently.

North Yorkshire lies between London and Edinburgh, two obvious destinations. Will Zhuang, who works with the York tourism agency, says Chinese visitors also find it more unfamiliar and exotic than London: "They come to Yorkshire and they say, 'This is England.'" That is important, because Chinese tourists now want to experience something of British life, he says. No longer do they stream out of a coach, take a few pictures and move on. These days they tend to visit in small groups, and linger.

The change is also evident at Castle Howard, near York. The 18th-century stately home has been famous in East Asia since Jay Chou, a Taiwanese singer, held his wedding reception there in 2015. Ammie Jones, head of sales at the house, says that Chinese visitors have taken to buying tickets individually, rather than in big groups as they did before the pandemic. They seem more patient and curious. Castle Howard offers audio guides in nine languages. Chinese is the third-most-popular, after English and German.

The most intrepid tourists from China, India and other Asian countries make it across the North York Moors to Whitby, a seaside town. Some are drawn by Bram Stoker's novel "Dracula", which mentions the town and its ruined medieval abbey, says Michelle Brown of English Heritage, a charity. An added attraction in summer is the chance to observe British holidaymakers as they engage in traditional native customs such as fishing for barely edible crabs, swimming in the frigid North Sea and working on their sunburns.

Elsewhere, Asian tourists are drawn to film locations. Polling for VisitBritain, the national tourism promoter, found that 84% of tourists from China and 79% of those from India (but only 47% of those from France) visited somewhere they had seen in a film or TV series. The Scottish Highlands still benefit from appearing in the "Harry Potter" films of 2001 to 2011. A particularly popular spot, Glen Nevis, appears in those films and in a Bollywood production, "Bade Miyan Chote Miyan", where it doubles as a Himalayan valley.

One reason why Asian tourists have become more independent is that solo travellers and families can negotiate visa and other bureaucratic restrictions more easily than big groups. The Chinese government lifted many of its covid-era restrictions only in 2023. Organised coach tours of Britain often take more than a year to put together, so a recovery has been delayed. The whirlwind itineraries of the past might yet return.

But the number of independent visitors could keep growing, too. To judge by the accounts of Asian tourists in the Shambles, a picturesque street in York, the habit of researching destinations by watching videos on social media has become ingrained. The videos could make tourists feel comfortable tackling stranger places. Besides, some are visiting Britain for the second or third time. They have seen London.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Falling off a cliff
Vaccinations to prevent cervical cancer have plummeted in Britain
Blame declining confidence, a lack of convenience and rising complacency
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM



HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS (HPV) is an unwelcome consequence of a joyful pursuit. Skin-to-skin contact during sex allows the virus to spread, which can lead to genital warts and cancers of the reproductive system. In Britain HPV causes about 3,500 cases of cervical cancer each year and 900 deaths. A vaccination programme that inoculates against the virus--once a runaway success--is floundering.



The HPV vaccine is given to children aged between 12 and 15 before they are typically sexually active. Take-up in girls was around 90% in the years up to 2017. Today the rate for year-nine girls is 74%, on a par with Sierra Leone. In boys, who have been offered the jab for five years, it has fallen by nine percentage points to 69%. In some areas, such as Luton and Leicester, fewer than half of children are vaccinated.

Vaccination rates have fallen in all of Britain's child-immunisation programmes, but the drop is sharpest for HPV. The evidence of the vaccine's efficacy is unequivocal: a study from Scotland in 2024 found no cases of cancer-causing HPV virus among women who received it a decade earlier. The National Health Service (NHS) wants to eliminate cervical cancer by 2040, but says it needs to achieve a 90% vaccination rate by 2030. To do so means tackling the three Cs of vaccine hesitancy: confidence, convenience and complacency.

Confidence in vaccines was dented during the coronavirus pandemic. Surveys conducted by the Vaccine Confidence Project (VCP), a research group, find that the share of respondents who agreed that vaccines are "safe" and "important for children" declined sharply during the pandemic in many countries, but the drop was especially pronounced in Britain.



New survey data from the VCP on vaccine attitudes in Britain, shared exclusively with The Economist, show that confidence in vaccines in general has since improved. Among a representative sample of adults, 85% agree that "in general, vaccines are safe", 15 percentage points up on 2023. But when asked specifically about the safety of the HPV vaccine, that figure drops to 74%.

Blame disinformation. Anti-vax parents allege that it causes ovarian failure and other issues. In 2019 Robert F. Kennedy junior, now America's health secretary, called it "the most dangerous vaccine ever invented". Numerous studies have found that its adverse effects are similar to, and no more frequent than, other common vaccines. The UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA) says that the rates of ovarian failure and other illnesses are no greater than would occur naturally in adolescent girls.

Are today's children affected by anti-vax views? Surveys of teenagers show that they know where to seek information they trust about vaccines: from their parents. Worryingly, the latest VCP survey shows that middle-aged people (ie, the parents of teenagers) are among the least likely to say the HPV vaccine is safe (see chart).

The HPV vaccine is administered in schools, but parents must sign a form to consent to their child being inoculated. The UKHSA says that many go unsigned, not because a parent actively objects but because of a lack of convenience. It wants to tackle this by allowing children to self-consent if the nurse giving the vaccine believes that they are mature enough--though only one in five teenagers say they alone should decide whether to get vaccinated, rising to one in three by age 16.

Some parents worry that vaccination might affect their child's behaviour. Dr Tehseen Khan, a GP in the London borough of Hackney, says Orthodox Jews he works with believe the vaccine is unnecessary because their children will have only one lifelong partner. Although there is no evidence that having the vaccine changes sexual behaviour, some parents fear that it promotes promiscuity. In Scotland, which (unlike England) publishes data by ethnicity, Pakistani and Polish children have the lowest HPV vaccination rates; white British and Chinese the highest. 

Complacency may also lead children and parents to wonder why the vaccine is necessary. Helen Bedford of University College London says parents often ask: "Why do I need to get my child who is not yet sexually active vaccinated against something which may or may not happen to them in 20 or 30 years' time?" Vaccination programmes are often victims of their own success, making cervical cancer less common and parents less worried about it.

The NHS recently launched a catch-up campaign, targeting some 400,000 women aged under 25 who did not get inoculated in school. Whether they will get a jab may not be down to the facts. Margaret Stanley at the University of Cambridge, whose research helped develop the HPV vaccine, says at this stage you should "forget the science, it's all about the marketing."#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The Knowledge
Still want to be a London cabbie?
Surprisingly, many do, and are prepared to study for the gruelling test to become one 
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM | Camden



ASIF TUGS at his right cheek as he ponders how to navigate from Holloway Road Station to the Quality Chop House, two miles away on Farringdon Road. A dozen fellow students of the Knowledge of London, the gruelling qualification required to drive one of the capital's famous black taxis, watch him squirm under the instructor's classroom interrogation, with another dozen listening in via a video call. Eventually he concedes defeat and rejoins the onlooking semicircle.

London's cabbies have had a hard few years. Ride-hailing platforms such as Uber upended the market, with satnav-equipped drivers who no longer needed to memorise routes. Tighter environmental standards pushed up the cost of vehicles. Councils blocked favourite cut-throughs. Over half of London's roads now have 20mph (32kph) speed limits. Since 2017 the number of black-cab drivers has fallen from about 25,000 to barely 16,500, according to Transport for London (TfL).



Before picking up their first passengers, all black-cab drivers must pass the Knowledge, a 160-year-old test that involves memorising more than 6,000 streets and points of interest within a six-mile radius of Charing Cross. They also need to navigate between them by the most direct route, as mileage helps determine fares. Examiners can make things even harder by insisting on being set down on a specific side of the road or impersonating customers with heavy regional accents.





Surely satnav, augmented with live traffic insights, has made the Knowledge an anachronism? Up to a point. Expert navigation is only part of the purpose of the exam. It also serves to protect access to what is in effect a 371-year-old guild.

Students are discouraged from using satnav. "Google Maps is full of errors and often calculates routes which are the quickest," says Gert Kretov, an instructor at the Knowledge Point School. "We must learn the shortest route." He estimates that passing the Knowledge costs PS10,000 ($13,300) over two to three years, including classes and renting a scooter, the favoured means of sussing out routes.



Another threat to cabbies now looms in the rear-view mirror: taxis that don't require a driver at all. From next spring the government will allow pilot schemes for autonomous taxis to roam England's roads without human oversight. This brings the country into line with China and American states including California and Texas, where Tesla and Alphabet's Waymo division are operating robotaxis.

A fleet of 15 autonomous Ford Mustangs (overseen by safety drivers for now) is already venturing onto London's roads from the King's Cross headquarters of Wayve, a British tech company that last year raised over $1bn from Japan's SoftBank and others. On a recent 15-minute demo ride, it drove with a mix of calm and authority, like the best taxi drivers. Wearing a crown of seven cameras, the car was unfazed by pedestrians dawdling near zebra crossings, impatient cyclists jumping red lights or road works blocking its path.





For all these challenges, a new generation of drivers is in training: 1,166 are currently studying the Knowledge, an increase from the low of 759 students in 2022, according to TfL data. Unlike existing drivers, who tend to be white, this new cohort is more ethnically mixed. Many are Uber drivers seeking higher wages and freedom from the ride-hailing apps. Students complain that the apps can pay as little as PS1 a mile; a typical black-cab fare might be five or six times that. "We're seeing more and more communities realising what the earning potential is," says Steve McNamara, general secretary of the Licensed Taxi Drivers' Association.

At the Knowledge Point School on a Tuesday evening in July, Robleh Salah takes a break from studying the large laminated maps that line the walls to explain that his main motivation is independence. A former mechanic, he has been studying the Knowledge for three years and is close to finally passing. His schedule is 11am to midnight at the school, four days a week. He drives an Uber on the other three days.





London's transport authorities seem unsure how to treat taxi drivers. The mayor has set a target that 80% of journeys should be made on foot, by bike or with public transport by 2041 (though that figure has never breached 64% since he announced the goal in 2018). Are taxis to be nurtured as essential public infrastructure or punished like private cars? "Anything on four wheels that isn't a bus falls into the 20%," says Elly Baker, chair of the London Assembly's transport committee. "Taxis, as shared transport (because I think that's how they should be categorised), I think they've got the crappy end of the stick."
Where to, guv?

The future of London's cabbies isn't entirely black. In a recent simplification of the Knowledge, TfL limited the list of locations to be memorised. Ride-hailing apps have allowed their fares to rise--and they have also introduced new clients to the convenience of taxis. "There's a whole generation of people, young people, who have never got a bus," notes Mr McNamara. "Uber did us a favour." Nowadays passengers can even book a black-cab ride through Uber.

Drivers are also sceptical that robotaxis will ever be able to navigate central London's roads, or that passengers will want them. "It will take quite a while for your average Londoner to be comfortable with not having somebody actually there," reckons Ms Baker. For now, however, the number of licensed cabbies keeps ticking lower. #
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Bagehot
Aux barricades, boomers!
The rise of the revolutionary retiree 
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM



ONE BY ONE, the police plucked supporters of Palestine Action, a banned terrorist organisation, from the crowd outside the Houses of Parliament on August 9th. At 75 years old, Sir Jonathon Porritt, an environmentalist, was fairly typical. About one in five of those arrested was in their 70s. A frail 81-year-old was gingerly shepherded away by three policewomen ("She's got a stick!" shouted one protester). She was not the only octogenarian. Fifteen 80-somethings were carted away by the Metropolitan Police, compared with only six teenagers. By day's end 532 people had been arrested, half of whom were over 60 years old.

An army of pensioners had gathered to protest against a silly law. The government placed Palestine Action on a terror list in July after its members vandalised two aeroplanes on a British air base. Most were arrested for holding a placard reading "I oppose genocide" (which is legal to say) and "I support Palestine Action" (which contravenes section 13 of the Terrorism Act 2000). Yet it revealed an overlooked facet of British politics. At street protests, it is often the boomers who are on the barricades.

Britain is an outlier when it comes to the politics of its elderly. In other European countries, boomers are a bulwark against radicalism. In France, for instance, Marine Le Pen struggles among pensioners. In Britain, boomers are often ballast for radical parties or movements. It was older voters who dragged Britain out of the European Union. Pensioners provide the bedrock of Reform UK's support. It is the same on the radical left, where octogenarians outnumber teens in standing up against Britain's, at times, deranged anti-terror laws.

Politics is always more of an older person's game than people think. When Jeremy Corbyn took over the Labour Party, the image was of young lefties flooding the party. In fact, the average age of new joiners was 51. For all that Reform likes to boast about its TikTok presence, it is the elderly who flock to its rallies when the Nigel Farage Show rolls into town. When liberal England rebelled against Britain's departure from the EU, it was pensioners who led marches through Whitehall, wearing blue berets covered in yellow stars. Naturally, the designer of the "bEUret" was an OAP.

Now the radical fringes of politics are dominated by aged agitators. After all, the retired have the means to be there. Protest may be a right. Being able to turn up is still a privilege. Who has the time and money to travel to London, sit in the sun, be arrested, spend two hours in a police tent and then spend the next few months worrying whether the police will press charges?

And boomers are able to live with the consequences. For younger people, a terror charge, however overblown, is not something one wants on a CV. It is a heavy burden for someone in their 20s, but it is a smaller deal for someone in their 80s. Those who turned up at the weekend knew they would probably be arrested. Age, however, brings a certain invincibility. "I'm retired so I'm not scared," one pensioner told a camera. "I won't lose a job over it."

If the young were radical in the 1960s, it was because they could afford to be. Jenny Diski, who wrote a memoir about her activism in the period, summed up the quid pro quo: "The underlying promise was that after we had dropped out, we would be able to drop back in." Education, work and stability would follow. In more precarious eras, such gay abandon is impossible for many. Only the old can afford to rebel. The spirit of '68 is held by those who are now 68.

Boomer impunity can result in more extreme actions. Older folk made up a surprisingly large share of last summer's riots, when mobs gathered outside hotels full of asylum-seekers. Some of those charged were well past 50; others were pensioners. "Get off me, I'm fucking 70, you pricks," shouted one rioter. The officer replied: "Then why are you here? Why are you at a fucking riot?"

Yet the radicalisation of the old attracts little notice compared with the panics about the young. "Adolescence", a Netflix drama about a 13-year-old boy who stabs a girl to death after falling under the spell of "toxic masculinity", triggered weeks of political discourse. Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, demanded it be shown in schools. Few panic about the potential for a similar dynamic among the elderly, even when memes rip through boomer WhatsApp chats, like smallpox through an Inca village. Grannies on Parliament Square have seen the same horrifying images from Gaza on social media as their grandchildren.

Elderly extremists can be just as deadly as the more sprightly. Actual terrorism is increasingly an older man's game. Thomas Mair was 53 when he shot Jo Cox, a Labour MP, just before the Brexit referendum, after devouring racist memes online. In 2022 Andrew Leak firebombed a migrant centre in Dover after a similar spiral. At 66, he had just qualified for his state pension.
Old, wild and free

The fiscal problems of an ageing population are well-covered; its strange political consequences less so. A group of voters are able to live an insulated, consequence-free existence, with the mortgage repaid, pension guaranteed and children off the books. Radicalisation can affect all voters, but Britain's boomers have the time and the money to act on it.

Rebellion while young can be cut short. Prosaic life admin--bills, children, work--sometimes makes it impossible. But once such burdens have disappeared, it can flower again. There is no reason for it not to stay in bloom. The 60-, 70- and 80-year-olds on Parliament Square are too old to grow up. And why should they when righteous rebellion is such fun? Photographers caught the moment one of the eldest activists was arrested. An 89-year-old woman in a beige bucket hat was carried away by the police, surrounded by paparazzi. In at least one picture she was beaming. #
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The US-Russia summit
What Putin wants from Trump in Alaska
As the leaders prepare to meet, Russian forces break Ukraine's defensive line
Aug 14, 2025 03:23 PM | Kramatorsk region



THE TIMING could not have been worse. Days before a crucial summit in Alaska between Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin, scheduled for August 15th, Russian forces broke through Ukraine's defensive line. Near the breakout area, north of the Ukrainian stronghold of Pokrovsk, soldiers report panic and confusion.

Shtyk, an officer in the 93rd brigade, says Ukraine is still working out where the enemy is. He estimates the main breakthrough penetrated over 10km, cutting a key supply road. "The wedge hasn't expanded yet, but it's a depressing situation," Shtyk says. "There was a failure to build defences." With crack units deployed to the scene, Ukraine will probably soon contain the advance.

Read more of our recent coverage of the Ukraine war


But the surge has convinced soldiers that Russia intends to keep pursuing its war. They worry that the American president will draw the wrong lesson: that Ukraine is weak, rather than that Russia is bloodthirsty. "Ukrainian soldiers will always be against a bad peace on the enemy's terms," says Deputy, a drone commander in the 30th brigade. If there is a ceasefire, he wants to "hang up my uniform and never put it on again. Not to have to head to draft offices again in five years."

Three and a half years into the war, front-line soldiers are tired and criticism of the leadership is growing. But everyone agrees that the "land swaps" American leaders have been bandying about ahead of the Alaska summit are unacceptable. Boar, the nom de guerre of a company commander in the 56th brigade, says a retreat would betray fallen comrades. He has just returned from three weeks in trenches near Chasiv Yar, where Ukraine has held a narrow strip in the face of years of Russian assaults. Russia continues to throw men at it, he says, losing perhaps ten soldiers for every Ukrainian. Vasyl, an infantryman, goes further. "If Trump were here, I'd tell him to go and do a Russian warship," invoking the obscene reply Ukrainian border guards supposedly gave Russian naval officers in the war's first days.

Uncertainty hangs over Mr Trump's summit. There will be no seat at the table for Volodymyr Zelensky, nor for  Ukraine's European allies. Although a ceasefire is on the agenda, The Economist understands that the talks will venture further. One potential area is a deeper normalisation of diplomatic and business relations between America and Russia, including a lifting of sanctions. Mr Putin yearns for this kind of rehabilitation. Another is co-operation in the Arctic, for example over energy.

What offers Russia might make for peace are less obvious. In July secret talks between Ukrainian and Russian negotiators made notable progress, bringing the two sides closer than they had been for some time. Then Mr Trump lost patience with Mr Putin, threatening him with "crippling" sanctions if he did not stop the war. That seemed to reflect the influence of Keith Kellogg, a retired American general and presidential envoy.

But another faction in the White House has a competing vision. Steve Witkoff, a longtime real-estate associate whom Mr Trump appointed as another special envoy, made an unannounced visit to Moscow on August 6th. He appears to have made proposals much less acceptable to Ukraine.



Mr Witkoff favours a grand deal between America and Russia. His involvement in negotiations has usually been to Ukraine's detriment. It has also been marked by incompetence. Reports suggest he did not understand Mr Putin's offer to "swap" Ukrainian-controlled land in Donbas for a promise not to attack elsewhere--getting territory in exchange for words. Mr Putin has a habit of offering "concessions" designed to fragment Ukrainian unity.

Somehow, discussion of acknowledging Russian control of territory it occupies has shifted into talk of giving Russia more. The concept of swaps has been around since last year, when Ukrainian forces held positions inside Russia's Kursk region. Ukraine has since lost almost all of Kursk, rendering that proposal moot. But the zombie notion of swaps remains alive in Washington. Sources say Ukraine's latest proposals insist that a full ceasefire must come before talk of ceding territory. Anything else, one source warns, would open a "Pandora's box". Yet the Americans are urging Ukraine to make a counter-offer including some of its own land.

A remote summit on August 13th of European leaders with Mr Zelensky and Mr Trump, chaired by Friedrich Merz, Germany's chancellor, tried to create a united front against such pressure. The Europeans agreed that a truce had to precede any negotiations, that Ukraine must have a place at the table and that it would receive security guarantees in any deal. Mr Merz said Mr Trump "largely shares" the European and Ukrainian positions, leaving unclear which ones he did not endorse. Yet Ukraine's allies still worry that America's president will insist on land swaps that will be difficult for Mr Zelensky to deliver. In recent days Mr Trump has returned to his old habit of blaming Ukraine's president for Russia's invasion.

On the eastern front there is little time to read headlines. Life here brings a different set of concerns, soldiers say. Boar has spent the past three weeks trying to stay alive, sleeping with one eye open while watching for the next group of Russians crawling towards his position. Mr Trump's wishes carry little authority, he says. "Authority means my brothers-in-arms. It means Sasha, who carried 300 people out of a trench under fire...It is the rows of crosses marking where our comrades fell. How can we simply give that away?" #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Have a good TRIPP
Donald Trump brokers a peace plan in the Caucasus
An American-backed deal between Armenia and Azerbaijan could weaken Russia
Aug 14, 2025 02:26 PM



THE SOUTH CAUCASUS is a mosaic of warring rivals and closed borders. Lookout posts and bunkers dot its frontiers. On August 8th Donald Trump met Armenia's prime minister, Nikol Pashinyan, and Azerbaijan's president, Ilham Aliyev, in an effort to end the conflict between their two countries. At the White House the trio signed a peace declaration and agreements on trade and security. Crucially, Armenia agreed to open an American-operated transport route across its territory, linking Azerbaijan to its exclave, Nakhchivan (see map). The corridor will be called the Trump Route for International Peace and Prosperity (TRIPP). "A great honour for me," said America's president.

Mr Aliyev and Mr Pashinyan vowed to nominate him for a Nobel peace prize. The deal will diminish Russia, which has long meddled in the conflict, as well as Iran. It is not a formal peace treaty. But it paves the way to a bigger prize: an end to one of the world's most intractable conflicts and a regional detente, including the normalisation of Armenia's relations with Turkey, Azerbaijan's ally. Whether that happens will be a test of American diplomacy and of Armenia and Azerbaijan themselves. Russia could still sow trouble.



Armenia and Azerbaijan have been fighting for more than 35 years. In the late 1980s, as the Soviet Union disintegrated, Armenian-backed separatists seized Nagorno-Karabakh, a region within Azerbaijan, and later built a buffer zone. For years the conflict was frozen. Azerbaijan, whose oil-and-gas industry boomed, built a formidable army equipped with Turkish and Israeli drones and missiles. In 2020 it recaptured the area around Nagorno-Karabakh. In 2023 it took back the territory itself; some 100,000 Armenians fled. Russia, which had supported Armenia during the 1990s, stood back. It did so partly to punish Mr Pashinyan, a democrat, who rose to power in 2018 in a peaceful revolution that swept Armenia's Kremlin-backed rulers from office.

Since early 2024 the two sides have been inching towards a peace treaty. In previous negotiations they have relied on intermediaries such as Russia, Turkey or the Minsk Group, a multilateral forum set up in the 1990s to deal with the conflict. But recently they have been speaking directly. In March they agreed on a draft treaty.

Two obstacles remained. The first was Azerbaijan's insistence that Armenia remove references to Nagorno-Karabakh from its constitution, which will require a referendum. The second was Azerbaijan's demand for a transport corridor to Nakhchivan. In 2020, as part of a ceasefire deal, Mr Aliyev and Mr Pashinyan agreed to open a route supervised by Russian officials. Both men later resiled from the idea that Russia should be involved, but could not agree on an alternative.

Mr Trump provided a partial solution. For months, American negotiators have been shuttling back and forth to the region to thrash it out. Armenia will lease the land for 99 years to America, which will hire contractors to run the route. The TRIPP gives America a long-term stake in the region's security. Iran is furious. Russia coolly stated the deal was "positive", but warned America not to repeat the "counterproductive outcomes" of its interventions in the Middle East.

America has offered Armenia and Azerbaijan sweeteners, too. The boss of SOCAR, Azerbaijan's state energy firm, visited Washington with Mr Aliyev to sign a deal with ExxonMobil, an American oil giant. Armenia, which lacks Azerbaijan's natural resources, has less to offer America's mercantile president, but will get some support on artificial intelligence and semiconductors. Mr Trump also waived sanctions, introduced in 1992, that have prohibited military co-operation with Azerbaijan. He announced a "strategic partnership" with Azerbaijan, which is a staunch ally of Israel.

The peace deal could also pave the way for Turkey and Armenia to bury the hatchet. The standoff with Armenia has been "Turkey's Achilles heel, in terms of its regional influence", says Nigar Goksel of the International Crisis Group, a global think-tank. Rapprochement between the two began in 2008, but stalled.

To accommodate Mr Aliyev, Turkey had made normalisation with Armenia conditional on a peace deal between Azerbaijan and Armenia. That obstacle now appears to be gone. Turkey may decide to open its border with Armenia, which it shut in solidarity with Azerbaijan during the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in 1993. "Things will start moving fast," Ms Goksel predicts.

Yet amid the Trumpian pomp, the deal leaves much to be done. In Washington Messrs Aliyev and Pashinyan put their initials on a formal peace treaty, but did not sign it. Azerbaijan's demand for Armenia to change its constitution is unmet. The TRIPP's benefits will be concentrated in Nakhchivan and Syunik, the sparsely populated Armenian region it will cross. But the hope is that it could unlock more dealmaking. Azerbaijan and Armenia could start talking about opening other parts of their fortified border.

There are reasons to be cautious. Mr Pashinyan is unpopular: just 13% of Armenians say they trust him. Nationalist hardliners, including Robert Kocharyan, a former president, accuse him of compromising Armenian sovereignty. (Mr Kocharyan, for his part, sold Armenian assets to Russia in exchange for debt relief during the 2000s.) Holding the referendum that Azerbaijan demands will be divisive, and an election next year will give Russia a chance to interfere. In June Armenia's government said it had foiled a coup planned for September.

Azerbaijan could also disrupt the peace process. Mr Aliyev, an autocrat who succeeded his father in 2003, had previously threatened to seize a transport corridor by force. He has indulged in irredentist fantasies such as calling Armenia "West Azerbaijan". Laurence Broers of Chatham House, a British think-tank, says such talk will be "kryptonite" for peace if it continues. Azerbaijan's military dominance only makes it harder for Armenia to trust it.

Another risk is that America loses interest. Historically, peace in the south Caucasus has often been brought by outside powers. "It was Russia and Turkey in 2020, it was the Minsk Group in the 1990s, it was the Bolsheviks in the 1920s," says Mr Broers. Mr Trump has positioned America as the latest peace broker in a tough neighbourhood. Whether it lasts will not be in his control. #

Editor's note (August 11th): This piece has been updated.

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Slow to spark
China's planned Turkish EV factories have yet to power up
When they do it could spell trouble for TOGG, Turkey's domestic EV maker
Aug 14, 2025 01:15 PM | Manisa



WHEN BYD, China's biggest electric carmaker, offered a $1bn investment in the summer of 2024, Turkey rolled out the red carpet. Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the country's president, attended the signing ceremony. Officials in Manisa, where the company plans to open a new factory, mused about a future "Chinatown" to house BYD workers. Yet a year down the line, despite reports the company would accelerate work on the plant at the expense of one in Hungary, things have not progressed much. The factory is supposed to open next year, but there are no signs of construction save for a few containers and the occasional dump truck.

Turkey's location and relatively low labour costs make it a big draw for Chinese EV makers. So does its customs-union agreement with the European Union, which allows cars built in Turkey to be exported to the bloc tariff-free. Last year the EU slapped tariffs of up to 35%, on top of an existing 10% duty, on Chinese EVs. Other Chinese auto makers looking to Turkey as a way to avoid the tariffs include Chery, said to be eyeing a $1bn investment. 

China is also keen to grab a slice of Turkey's booming domestic EV market. High fuel prices and an extortionate consumption tax of up to 220% for conventional vehicles have driven up demand for EVs. Over 100,000 fully electric cars were sold in Turkey in the seven months to July, an increase of 147% on the same period in 2024.

Desperate for foreign investment but hoping to stem the tide of cheap Chinese EVs--which threaten its own electric carmaker, TOGG--Turkey has sought to solve both problems in one go. Last year the country raised tariffs on Chinese cars to 50%. But it made BYD and other carmakers who pledge to invest in Turkey exempt. Sales of BYD cars have surged.

On paper TOGG, one of Mr Erdogan's flagship projects, has fared well. Since its launch in 2023, it has outsold every other EV brand at home, partly thanks to government support. But competition from foreign EVs and the prospect of 150,000 BYD cars per year from the plant in Manisa could spell trouble. "They may not survive in such a market," says Cagdas Ungor of Marmara University.

Chinese investments in Turkey amount to only some $5bn, lower than in Saudi Arabia, Egypt or Iraq. Politics is no longer the main obstacle. Turkey has toned down its criticism of China's treatment of its Uyghurs, a Turkic ethnic group. The biggest brake is instead Turkey's rule-of-law record. Mr Erdogan and his inner circle enjoy nearly unchecked power. "Regulations and tariff decisions are made overnight without any consultations with the key actors," says Ceren Ergenc of the Centre for European Policy Studies, a Brussels think-tank. "China perceives that as a high risk."

China's EV operations in Turkey have not escaped scrutiny by EU bureaucrats. Earlier this year the European Commission warned that it would go after countries and companies that engage in tariff circumvention. EU anti-dumping rules mean  that cars made in Turkey could face punitive tariffs if imported parts account for 60% or more of their value, unless assembly adds over 25% to manufacturing costs. To have unfettered access to the EU market, companies like BYD will need to source at least some parts from Turkey.

Fear of pushback from the EU may explain why work in Manisa has slowed. Firms like BYD are hedging their bets, says Ms Ergenc, and waiting for the EU and China to settle their EV tariff dispute. Local officials and other analysts say BYD will finish the factory, though perhaps not on time. Turkey may be a convenient backdoor to the EU, but the Chinese have not yet prised it open. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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A fine Verein
The colourful civic groups that hold Germany together
Clubs for shooting, rabbit-keeping and everything else are the backbone of its society
Aug 14, 2025 01:16 PM | ARNSBERG



TUCKED AWAY in the car park of a drinks warehouse, hundreds of men in green jackets and feathered caps, plus a handful of women, are swapping gossip and glugging beer. Suddenly comes the call: "Schutzenbruder antreten!" (marksmen line up), and the men fall into columns as a brass band strikes up. They begin a good-natured, not especially disciplined parade up the streets of Arnsberg, a small town in Germany's Sauerland region, hollering "Horrido!", an old hunting cry, to well-wishers. Soon they arrive at a large tent where, after a Catholic mass, the festivities begin: speeches, dancing and a lot of beer. Later that evening--having been forced to learn, somewhat against his will, a dance called the "discofox"--your correspondent takes his leave as a conga line begins.

This is the summer festival of Arnsberg's St Hubertus Schutzenverein, or shooting club (nicknamed "Muffrika" after its neighbourhood). It is one of several in town. With their archaic traditions and military cosplay, Schutzenvereine, rooted in medieval militias, look anachronistic. But in many German Catholic heartlands, they are thriving. In 2015 UNESCO added German shooting culture to its "intangible heritage" list. Some clubs have had awkward brushes with modernity: the feathers of older Schutzenbruder have been ruffled by such novelties as Muslims winning shooting contests. But they are soon smoothed.

No understanding of Germany is complete without an account of the Vereine (clubs or associations) latticed across the land. As an old joke has it, when three Germans meet, the first thing they do is form a Verein. The 19th century saw a Cambrian explosion of these clubs, catering to every interest, as cities grew and an industrial bourgeoisie emerged. By the 1920s Vereine were so established that Kurt Tucholsky, the great Weimar-era satirist, poked fun at them in his poem Das Mitglied (The Member): "I only really get excited in my club/I look down on those who aren't in it."

The requirements for a Verein are simple: seven people, a board and statutes. The template has proved versatile and enduring: there are over 600,000 Vereine across Germany, spanning interests as mainstream as painting and football--some Bundesliga teams are organised as Vereine--and as niche as sugar-packet collecting. The number of clubs has grown faster than their membership has, suggesting diversifying interests in a plural society. One recent trend: with municipal budgets squeezed, Fordervereine, or "support clubs", have mushroomed to help fund cultural and educational institutions.

Their champions see Vereine as social glue: Edmund Burke's "little platoons" enshrined in Germany's civil code. In Arnsberg members say they provide a place for younger folk to party and older ones to socialise, and note that committed members chip in time or labour. Jonas, a younger member, celebrates the levelling that unites the carpenter and lawyer: "With these jackets on, we are all the same." It is a romantic sentiment, befitting a society that still aspires to a certain egalitarianism.

And if there seems to be rather less shooting than drinking at the club--a breathalyser is available for tipsy motorists--that need not undermine its community purpose. Schutze means protecting those who need it rather than shooting as such, says Horst Thoren of the Association of Historical German Shooting Brotherhoods (BHDS). In the pandemic members mobilised to drive vulnerable locals to vaccination centres. During refugee waves Vereine have been called on to help newcomers integrate, albeit with mixed results.

Indeed, Germans freshly arrived in a new part of the country will often seek out a sympathetic Verein. Big claims are sometimes made for the Verein's powers of integration: Friedrich Merz, Germany's chancellor and a proud Sauerlander, recently congratulated shooting clubs for doing a "great job" integrating people into village communities. The sentiment is welcomed in Arnsberg, Mr Merz's home town, even if outsiders are plainly not thick on the ground. "Of course these clubs don't drive social integration," says Peter Schubert, a social scientist who has conducted surveys of Germany's Vereine.

The claim may ring truer in Germany's 86,000 sports clubs. "The Verein became my connection to German people," says Asadullah Nemati, an Afghan who arrived in Stuttgart in 2016 knowing no one. A keen wrestler, he joined a club and met people who helped him find a flat and a job. He is now a star on his local team, nicknamed the "Swabian Afghan". Dedicated Migrantenvereine often provide newcomers with a foothold in Germany.

The future of some Vereine is threatened by red tape, and especially the struggle to find youngsters to commit to roles beyond "episodic" volunteering. "I'd like to retire," says Wolfgang Heitner, chair of the Muffrika club. "But I can't find anyone to take over." Mr Schubert blames the huge demands Vereine place on volunteers for the slowing rate of their formation.
Not very clubbable

Germany's resurgent far right presents a different challenge. In 2019 the Alternative for Germany (AfD) called for a "march through the organisations", in a conscious echo of 1960s student protesters. Especially in rural regions, the AfD and other radical groups have tried to exploit Verein structures rather than create their own. In response the BHDS has banned AfD members from its clubs. Sportvereine have strategies to keep the far right at bay. "Politics is the last thing we talk about," says Jurgen Hufnagel, a veteran Muffrikaner. Nevertheless, last year the Arnsberg shooting clubs created a one-off Gegen Extremismus (against extremism) campaign.

"I've always liked the idea of Vereine as schools of democracy," says Daniel Watermann, a historian, "but I've always doubted that it's universally true." Based in Halle in eastern Germany, fertile ground for the far right, he notes that the success of Vereine in organising and propagating ideas is precisely why they appeal to extremists. Researchers have found that Nazi ideology spread more quickly in parts of Weimar Germany with a high density of Vereine.

In Arnsberg, as the beer flows, the Bratwurste grill and the band plays on, such concerns seem far away. Muffrika was founded in the 1950s, and its grounding in tradition is why the members love it. Asked how he would spend his time if there were no shooting club, Mr Hufnagel does not miss a beat: "I'd start one." #
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Charlemagne
Must Europe choose between "strategic autonomy" and August off?
A continent on holiday from geopolitical reality
Aug 14, 2025 03:49 PM



EUROPEANS AND Americans concur: there is something fishy about a two-week summer holiday. But the rationale for their concerns is markedly different. To Wall Street and Silicon Valley types, indulging in an uninterrupted fortnight of vacation--a whole fortnight!--means essentially throwing in the towel. Imagine what opportunities for promotion will be forsaken by bunking off for 14 straight days. To office toilers in Stockholm, Rome or Paris, two weeks of leave seems equally suspect. Seulement two weeks? That would be acceptable only as the opening act of a proper summer break. Ideally this should stretch to a whole month. How else to recover from the existential drudgery of work? American out-of-office emails beseech the sender to wait a few hours while the holidaying recipient snaps out of beach mode to respond to their message (sorry!). European out-of-office messages politely invite the sender to wait until September (not sorry).

Europe quietly revels in being a lifestyle superpower, with better food and longer life expectancy than America. But it is also an anxious place these days. The two months since June 21st--the traditional start of the Scandinavian holiday season--will go down as a summer of geopolitical subservience. At a NATO summit in June, a parade of European leaders toadied to Donald Trump; the alliance's (Dutch) boss elicited cringes by praising him as the group's "Daddy". A summit marking the 50th anniversary of the European Union's diplomatic ties to China in July was shifted to Beijing after President Xi Jinping made clear he had no intention of travelling to Brussels. The killing in Gaza goes on, even as European leaders protest. They have also had to swallow Trumpian edicts on trade, meekly agreeing not to reciprocate even while their exports to America get walloped with tariffs. On August 15th Mr Trump will host his Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin, in Alaska to discuss Ukraine. For France, Germany and other Europeans, the war is the ultimate threat to their continent's security, yet they will not get a seat at the table.

The Alaska confab is a sharp reminder to Europeans that they live in a world where others increasingly call the shots. The idea that the continent needs to recover some measure of "strategic autonomy" was once a French obsession. Now it is widely shared. But shaping one's own future--spending more on defence, producing more stuff instead of importing it, and so on--looks a lot like hard work. Shorter summer holidays by themselves will not rid Europe of its dependencies on China and America. But Europe's geopolitical irrelevance is in no small part down its somnolent economy. There, working habits do matter. Whereas productivity gains in America and China have in recent decades translated into higher GDP, and in turn geopolitical heft, in Europe those advances have been used to toil less instead.

Though not exactly an indolent continent, Europe prides itself on indulging in la dolce vita. Not feeling tip-top as you head to the beach? Fret not: under EU law employees can suspend their holidays if they are unwell, ensuring that any sick days translate into more holidays later. Taken as a whole, Europeans work fewer hours in the week than most others globally, either because of legal restrictions or thanks to a penchant for part-time work (nearly a third of Europeans work fewer than 35 hours a week, a world record). They then work fewer weeks in the year, thanks not just to long holidays but to parental leave--as much as 480 days, for Swedish mums and dads. The average German now takes 15 days of sick leave every year, too. And to top it all off, Europeans work fewer years in their career, despite long life expectancies. The average Frenchman spends 23 years in retirement, over half a decade more than his Japanese or American counterparts.

E allora? some might say. By forsaking the office or factory floor Europeans are in effect purchasing leisure, rather than putting in extra hours to buy yet more stuff. Who is to say an inflated pay slip is worth more than time spent eating and playing? Yet increasingly, it feels like the extra cash would come in handy. Europe's public finances are ever more stretched. Hefty defence commitments agreed in June are framed as a tussle of "warfare v welfare", as if governments can only spend on defence by cutting pensions. But Europe might not need to choose between guns and butter: by working more it might be able to afford both. The focus in the continent's economics ministries has been to improve productivity. Fostering innovation and cutting red tape are indeed needed to squeeze more output for every hour of labour. But while working better matters, what about working more?
Working nine to three

Friedrich Merz, the German chancellor, has warned that "work-life balance" and four-day weeks stand in the way of national prosperity. He is right. Happily for holidaymakers in Berlin and beyond, little is likely to change soon. While "strategic autonomy" sounds nice to those voters who can make sense of it, more time at the beach sounds even better. Politicians who have goaded their compatriots to put in an extra shift--Nicolas Sarkozy, a former French president, suggested people "work more to earn more"--have been rewarded with early retirement. A plan to cut two national holidays in France to help public finances has been greeted with the kind of enthusiasm reserved for August storms.

There is nothing reprehensible about wanting to work to live rather than live to work. Alas, the laws of geopolitics, unlike most European labour codes, do not offer five weeks of holiday. Put simply: more working means more money, and more money means added clout in global affairs. Until the 1960s Europeans toiled longer hours than Americans, and mattered somewhat more in the world. That is no coincidence. If Europeans want a seat at the global geopolitical table, they will have to work for it.#
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Capital offensive 
Why Donald Trump is wrong to take over the DC police
The emergency he cites is overhyped 
Aug 14, 2025 03:23 PM | Washington, DC



AMERICA'S CAPITAL city was designed as a showcase for its democracy: sweeping boulevards, white-marble palaces of administration, monuments aplenty. Over the past few days, however, Washington, DC, has become a manifestation of something less inspiring: the grandstanding instincts of the current president.

This time, Donald Trump's preoccupation is violent crime. Mr Trump has been banging this drum for decades. "Roving bands of wild criminals roam our neighbourhoods dispensing their own brand of twisted hatred," warned Mr Trump nearly 40 years ago. The occasion then was the rape and assault of a white woman in New York's Central Park, for which five black and Hispanic men were later wrongfully convicted. On August 11th Mr Trump all but quoted himself: "Our capital city has been overtaken by violent gangs and bloodthirsty criminals, roving mobs of wild youth, drugged-out maniacs and homeless people," he said from the White House briefing room. Then he deployed the National Guard to Washington; took control of its police force; and promised to "get rid of the slums" and clear out its homeless population.

This is not the president's first use of the armed forces for civilian law enforcement in a city that reviles him and that he reviles right back. Earlier this summer Mr Trump sent National Guard troops to protect federal property during protests over immigration raids in Los Angeles. In 2020 he ordered them to disperse Black Lives Matter demonstrators in Washington. In neither instance did local Democratic leaders ask for his intervention. Now Mr Trump hints that the Washington deployment could be a blueprint for other troublesome (ie, Democratic) places. "Every other blue-city mayor" should take note, said Rick Scott, a Republican senator. Democrats agree, describing Washington as a "dress rehearsal".

That will be easier said than done. The capital has an unusual legal status as a territory of the federal government granted qualified "home rule". Elsewhere the president would face more legal impediments. The practical impact of his order may also be modest. He has authorised the DC Guard--which is tiny--to act as cops. About 200 troops will support law enforcement. Mr Trump's control of the city police can last for only 30 days. He says he will seek an extension from Congress, which is unlikely to oblige. This is a long way from a federal takeover of Washington.

It is still absurd. Seeking to justify his order, Mr Trump cited several awful attacks against government workers. In early August carjackers beat up and bloodied a former DOGE staffer. In June stray gunfire killed a congressional intern. Last year an official at the Commodity Futures Trading Commission was shot to death in a carjacking. In 2023 a Senate aide was stabbed and a congressman was robbed at gunpoint. "It's becoming a situation of complete and total lawlessness," said Mr Trump, likening the capital to Baghdad and Bogota.

The president is right that violent crime in Washington surged in 2023 and that it numbers among the more dangerous cities in America. He neglected to say that crime there has since tumbled. This year's murder rate is falling towards the pre-pandemic trend. The number of carjackings, which doubled between 2022 and 2023, is declining, too, though they are still more frequent than they were before the pandemic. Overall the capital is much safer than it was in the 1990s, when it had the highest murder rate in the country, and it is a bit less dangerous than it was a decade ago, notes Jeff Asher, a crime analyst.

If Mr Trump and his fellow Republicans were really concerned about public safety in the city, they would not have put DC in an unnecessary fiscal straitjacket. Congress has sweeping powers over the city's finances, and earlier this year Republicans used them to force it to slash spending, even though its budget was already balanced (unlike the federal government's). That has made it impossible for the city to increase spending on the police--or anything else. It has money sitting in the bank that Congress will not allow it to spend. It is defund the police, Republican-style.

Mr Trump's has a fixation with Washington the city, and not just because he can see it from his bedroom window. The constitution gives the federal government authority to run the city directly. It has much less power over states and even other federal territories. The president commands the DC National Guard--in states, governors have that job--and he can take temporary control of the police department.

Washington's unique status means these same tactics cannot easily be replicated outside the capital. To "federalise" the National Guard for arrest purposes elsewhere--to empower troops to act as cops--Mr Trump would have to invoke the Insurrection Act. Only then can the armed forces legally be put to use to quell a domestic uprising. The act was last used in 1992. Invoking it again would be immensely controversial. Before Mr Trump, the last president to deploy the Guard over the objections of a governor was Lyndon B. Johnson, during civil-rights demonstrations in Selma, Alabama.

Army officials tend to dislike the idea of getting involved in law enforcement--with good reason. The training and rules of engagement are different. Battlefields require a mindset primed for combat.

As it is, Mr Trump's prior National Guard deployments have been legally fraught. A federal district judge in California is currently weighing whether his use of the Guard there flouted the narrow scope allowed in that instance, where they were only meant to protect buildings. Mr Trump's decision to send other states' Guard units to Washington in 2020 was even more tenuous from a legal perspective, says Mark Nevitt, a law professor at Emory University.

Washington's 700,000-odd residents have little recourse to resist Mr Trump's actions. They do not get any votes in Congress. Although the federal government did grant them an elected mayor and city council in the 1970s, it could rescind "home rule" at any time. Mr Trump has threatened to do so several times. Local politicians, for the most part, are trying to ward off such a possibility by placating him. Mr Trump's approach in Washington, then, is clever when viewed through a politician's or a lawyer's lens. Which is not to say that his order is justified or good policy. #
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A sharp prick
Why the Trump administration excites some personal-injury lawyers
The strange case of vaccine-injury courts
Aug 14, 2025 01:05 PM | Washington, DC

Ambulance chaser

ROBERT F. KENNEDY JUNIOR once worked as a personal-injury lawyer. That Donald Trump made him America's health secretary was odd considering the president despises such lawyers and derisively calls them the "lawyer lobby". More consequential for public health is the fact that Mr Kennedy now intends to make some of his old cohort very happy.

Mr Kennedy wants to make it easier for people who say they were hurt by vaccines to sue for damages. He would like to overhaul the Vaccine Injury Compensation Programme (VICP), a legal regime covering more than a dozen mostly childhood jabs. The scheme routes claimants to a special vaccine court, where they get faster and easier payouts than in regular civil court since they do not have to prove fault by vaccine-makers, a higher legal bar. Damages for pain and suffering are capped at $250,000, plus medical expenses and lost wages. Vaccine-makers fund the scheme through an excise tax of 75 cents per jab. In return they are largely shielded from liability in the normal tort system.

This arrangement underpins public health by ensuring that supply stays cheap. A separate liability protection covered the covid-19 shot. Preventive vaccines are low-margin; the risk of huge jury awards would drive firms from the market. That is precisely what happened to the vaccine for pertussis, or whooping cough, in the early 1980s and why Congress created the VICP.

Adverse effects from vaccines are statistically rare. Roughly 30,000 are reported to the government annually. About 15% of these are serious. Meanwhile tens of millions of jabs are given to children a year. The rate of injury--even assuming that each was caused by a vaccine--is a fraction of 1%. About half the cases in the VICP are dismissed. In 60% of the compensated claims, the government does not accept that the shot caused the injury but pays to resolve the case anyway.

Mr Kennedy says the VICP "routinely dismisses meritorious cases" and that it is a "morass of inefficiency, favouritism and outright corruption". He dislikes that it takes between two and three years to adjudicate a claim on average, a consequence of the fact that just eight "special masters" (ie, judges) oversee more than 3,500 cases. Mr Kennedy is right that a programme designed for efficiency has gummed up. But the number of special masters is inscribed in law and only Congress can increase it.

What the health secretary can do is open the litigation floodgates, by making more claims eligible for damages. The VICP automatically compensates people for certain injuries if they appear within a set period from the time of the shot. People with other "off-table" injuries can prevail if they show that the vaccine caused theirs. Mr Kennedy has long pushed the debunked theory that vaccines cause autism. Everyone thought this battle was over at the VICP, which long ago dismissed autism cases. Through the rulemaking process, however, the health secretary can add autism to the table or loosen the definition of existing injuries.

Attacking that scheme is not the only way Mr Kennedy is upsetting the market. He has terminated funding worth $500m for mRNA-related research--which yielded some of the covid jabs--while publicly questioning the safety of that platform.

The pandemic scrambled the politics around vaccine injury. Plaintiffs' lawyers once aligned neatly with Democrats, who saw themselves as consumer advocates, while industry backed Republicans, who tried to limit lawsuits. When it comes to vaccines, however, MAGA types are now the biggest bashers of pharma. One Republican congressman has proposed a piece of legislation (which is unlikely to pass) to end the liability shield. Of course anyone who believes that vaccines cause injuries ought to be glad for the ease of the VICP, which is enabled by the shield, notes Michael Saks of Arizona State University.

Eliminating it would hobble vaccine infrastructure. It would also benefit Mr Kennedy. He held a financial stake in ongoing litigation against Merck over allegations that its HPV vaccine caused autoimmune disorders. He transferred this interest--a 10% cut of some plaintiff lawyers' potential winnings--to one of his sons. But the presiding federal judge has gutted those lawsuits, citing the liability shield. #

Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important political news, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.
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For good or ill
Hong Kong is super superstitious
Why prophetic artists and feng-shui masters hold such sway
Aug 14, 2025 03:23 PM | Hong Kong



TATSUKI RYO is the finest diviner since Nostradamus, in the view of many Hong Kongers. In 1999 the Japanese manga artist published a collection of supposedly prophetic dreams warning of a "great disaster, year 2011, month 3." In March 2011 Japan suffered from an earthquake, tsunami and the Fukushima nuclear meltdown; perhaps 18,000 people died. So when her manga predicted that a mega-tsunami would strike Japan on July 5th 2025, it caused alarm.

Luckily, like her 16th-century antecedent (who thought the world would end in 2012), Ms Tatsuki often gets things wrong. She thought Mount Fuji would erupt in August 2021. And July 5th came and went. But on July 30th there was a magnitude 8.8 earthquake off Russia's eastern coast, which prompted tsunami warnings around the Pacific. Fortunately no one died and the tallest tsunami waves to reach Japanese shores were only 1.3m high. (In 2011 they reached almost 40m.) Yet fans and anxious theorists saw the event on July 30th as another confirmation of her powers.

The prophecy sent tremors of fear across Asian social media in June. But Hong Kongers took it particularly seriously. Several prominent feng-shui masters, experts in ancient Chinese geomancy, warned locals to heed Ms Tatsuki's advice not to visit Japan ahead of July 5th. The number of Hong Kongers who did so plunged by more than a third in June compared with a year earlier, while visitor numbers from almost all other places rose. Local carriers, such as Hong Kong Airlines, suspended flight routes to Japan because of the drop in demand.

Japan will sting from all this. Though only home to 7.5m people, Hong Kong was the fifth-largest source of international visitors to Japan last year and its holidaymakers spent HK$33bn ($4bn) there. Even hard-nosed types stayed away. One Hong Kong-based financial consultant reports that his boss has refused to take in-person meetings in Japan all summer; she made him attend them in her stead.

This is all a reminder of how pervasive superstition is in Hong Kong, even compared with the rest of Asia. Tower blocks frequently skip all floors with the number "four" because its Cantonese pronunciation is similar to the word for "death". Properties thought to be inhabited by ghosts lose a fifth of their value on average, according to a paper in 2020 by Utpal Bhattacharya of the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology. And feng shui guides the design of even the most sober organisations' offices. HSBC's headquarters has escalators reportedly angled to ward off evil spirits. The Economist's offices contain old coins for prosperity and a dragon image for good luck, left by a visiting feng-shui master in recent years.

There is little harm in any of this. But superstition shouldn't supersede science. The Hong Kong Observatory, a public body, was forced to release numerous statements in recent months reminding locals that it is impossible to predict an earthquake. Seismologists and disaster experts also weighed in. Even Ms Tatsuki cautioned her fans to heed scientific advice.

But their urgings did little to quell the disquiet. Something similar happened during the SARS outbreak in 2003: many Hong Kongers spurned official disease-prevention steps, instead turning to herbs to ward off the virus. You don't need to be a soothsayer to see that sometimes superstition can have rather frightening consequences. #

Subscribers can sign up to Drum Tower, our new weekly newsletter, to understand what the world makes of China--and what China makes of the world.
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Step on the gas
Italian bosses want Giorgia Meloni to hurry up with reform
Will she squander her chance?
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM | MILAN

No time to waste

THE FOREST of cranes along the skyline of Milan attests to the construction boom that is under way in the financial capital of Italy. Rich foreigners have lately been flocking to the city, drawn not only by the promise of la dolce vita, but by the country's annual flat tax of EU200,000 ($230,000) on worldwide income. Yet Italy as a whole continues to stagnate. The economy has barely grown over the past decade. In June the national statistics bureau downgraded its forecast for growth this year from a measly 0.8% to an even more paltry 0.6%.

Italian business leaders want Giorgia Meloni, the prime minister, to pick up the pace of reform. She has now been in power for almost three years, a rare feat in a country with such unstable politics. She has succeeded in keeping her three-party coalition government together while deftly handling Italy's foreign relations. "Now she has a once-in-a-lifetime chance to implement internal reforms," says Andrea Bonomi, chairman of Investindustrial, a private-equity firm.

Ms Meloni's record in the eyes of Italy SpA has so far been mixed. She was roundly criticised for scuppering a proposed merger between UniCredit and Banco BPM, two banks, which fell apart last month as a result of opposition from the government. But she has been making an effort to cut the red tape that is strangling Italian companies, including by shortening the delay they encounter when resolving disputes and recovering debts. Ms Meloni has also launched a commission to come up with reforms to the tax code, and another to look into changes to the financial rulebook known as the Testo Unico della Finanza (TUF).

Rather than a simple reduction in the headline corporate-tax rate, some bosses have been arguing for incentives to spur growth. Ms Meloni's government has cut the tax credits for innovation, from 10% to 5%, and intangible investment, from 15% to nothing. "The government made a grave error," says Corrado Passera, a former economy minister who runs Illimity, a bank specialised in lending to smaller Italian firms. Others want changes to payroll taxes. Angelica Donati, boss of Donati Immobiliare, a construction business, says that employers' social-security contributions are a big problem for her industry. These amount to around 40% of the employee's gross salary, compared with only around 30% in Spain, for instance.

Reforming the TUF, including simplifying public listings, could also give a much needed boost to Italy's capital markets. Most local companies rely on banks for finance, rather than the stockmarket. The total market value of investible Italian shares is around EU660bn, roughly a fifth as much as in Britain. A dearth of opportunities, in turn, leads investors to look elsewhere. Shallow capital markets is one of the reasons why Italy has fewer big businesses than other large European countries. Only five of the world's 500 biggest companies by revenue hail from the country, according to Fortune, a magazine, compared with nine from Spain, a smaller economy, and 30 from Germany. Among Europe's 20 most valuable companies, none is listed in Italy.

The country also still lags behind when it comes to the use of private credit, which offers more flexible terms than conventional bank lending. Only around a quarter of debt transactions in Italy are financed this way, compared with an average of 60% across the European Union and as much as 90% in the Netherlands. There are, however, signs this is changing. This year, for example, Carlyle, an American private-equity firm, and Arcmont, an asset manager based in London, lent EU470m to Bianalisi, a medical-diagnostics business.
Giorgia on their mind

Plenty of bosses praise Ms Meloni. "She is a pragmatic leader who understands the needs of business, in particular small business," says Ms Donati. But others still worry that she will be swayed by Fratelli d'Italia, her party, which is sceptical of free markets. The prime minister has between now and the next election in 2027 to prove her doubters wrong. #

To stay on top of the biggest stories in business and technology, sign up to the Bottom Line, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bartleby
Should you trust that five-star rating on Airbnb?
How to make sense of online customer reviews
Aug 14, 2025 01:05 PM



IT'S SUMMER in the northern hemisphere. And as holidaymakers travel to unfamiliar places, that means demand for online customer reviews. Want to find a restaurant that won't give everyone food poisoning, or the perfect accommodation for a city break, or a mosquito repellent that actually works? Whether you are looking on Tripadvisor, Airbnb or Amazon, you will almost certainly be guided by reviews from other people. Should you be?

The short answer is yes: better to have some information than none. But the flaws of online reviews are evident. For products with some objective measures of quality, there is a big gap between the views of punters and experts. A study in 2016 by Bart de Langhe of Vlerick Business School, in Belgium, and his co-authors found that user ratings for 1,272 items listed on Amazon.com bore little relation to either the verdict of Consumer Reports, an American product-testing organisation, or to their resale value.

That might be because consumers place greater value on more subjective things like a product's brand. But if ratings are based on subjective criteria, then another problem arises: what if your tastes differ from other people's? The best book ever, according to members of GoodReads, an online community of bibliophiles, is "The Hunger Games" by Suzanne Collins. You may agree, but plenty of people do not.

Another problem is that the people who bother to leave reviews and ratings may not be representative of consumers as a whole. In a study published in 2020, Verena Schoenmueller of Esade, a business school in Spain, and her co-authors examined the distribution of ratings left in around 280m reviews of more than 2m products and services on 25 different platforms. They broadly confirm a familiar pattern: a polar distribution of ratings, with more of them at the extremes of the scale than in the middle, and a skew towards more positive ratings.

There are lots of theories as to why online reviews follow this pattern. People who have chosen to buy something are already more likely to be satisfied with it. Extreme experiences, good and bad, are more likely to prompt reviews. Some write-ups are not real: estimates of the prevalence of fake reviews vary but they are certainly a problem, and one which generative AI may make worse.

The type of platform matters, too. Sharing-economy markets have a different feel. You could leave a four-star review for your Airbnb stay, but now that you have established a relationship with the hosts, and since they are also rating you, it's much easier to just award five. A paper by Georgios Zervas of Boston University and his co-authors, last updated in 2020, found that average ratings for Airbnb properties are consistently higher than those for hotels on Tripadvisor.

In theory, businesses have an interest in soliciting as representative a sample of reviews as possible. Honest customer feedback is the best way to spot and fix problems, after all. In practice, the importance of good ratings, particularly for firms that are struggling for visibility, is an incentive for jiggery-pokery. A study from 2013 by Dina Mayzlin of the University of Southern California and her co-authors suggested, for example, that small, independently owned hotels generated more positive fake reviews on Tripadvisor than branded hotel chains.

If the incentives of businesses and consumers do not always align, then platforms have an interest in ensuring that reviews are as informative as possible. Weighting scores by the number of reviews that a customer writes could help mitigate the problem of polarity; Ms Schoenmueller's research suggests that the more reviews a person writes, the less extreme their ratings.

But consumers can also help themselves. Mr de Langhe's research suggests that people put too much weight on the overall average rating. The absolute number of reviews is a better indicator of actual popularity. And it is the detail in a review that tells you whether the person writing it prefers dystopian young-adult fiction to other genres, or whether a diner values buzz or the ability to hear themselves think. Reviews, then, are even more useful if you read them. #

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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Asian trade
Where will win from Trump's tariffs?
New rates mean new "China plus one" locations
Aug 14, 2025 01:06 PM | Singapore



ONE QUESTION looms for a manufacturer working out where to build a factory: how big is a potential location's tariff gap with China? President Donald Trump's latest levies, which took effect on August 7th, have shaken things up. Despite his fighting words, China appears to have a better deal than before, at least compared with other countries: the gap between tariffs applied to it and the rest of the world has shrunk. Mr Trump also promises a clampdown on "transshipment", which would curb firms' ability to tariff-hop.

As a consequence, some now suggest that he has delivered a mighty blow to "China plus one"--a strategy which led firms to build production hubs outside China, particularly in India and South-East Asia. By creating economically meaningful tariff differentials between China and its neighbours, Mr Trump's first trade war in 2018 supercharged the trend. From shoemaking in Vietnam to car assembly in Thailand, foreign investment poured into alternatives to China. Now with the gap between China and the rest of the world shrinking, will the trend go into reverse?

Perhaps not. For the China-plus-one strategy is not just a way to dodge tariffs. It is also a way to avoid rising Chinese labour costs, political crackdowns and American export controls. On top of this, headline tariff rates are misleading. The fentanyl-related tariffs America imposes on China cover many more products than the "reciprocal" duties it imposes on most countries. According to data from Fitch, a rating agency, when these are taken into account, the gap between China's tariff rate and the rest of Asia's has in fact swollen.



Thus "China plus one" will live on, but in a new form. Previous winners have seen big rises in their effective tariff rates, too, even if not by nearly as much as the region's superpower. One new winner is Malaysia; the effective rate applied to it has risen from under 1% last year to a (comparatively) modest 12% today. As a result, the China-Malaysia effective-tariff differential has shot up, from ten to 30 percentage points. Meanwhile, the likes of Cambodia and Indonesia have made up less ground.

Which country is most exposed to a transshipment crackdown? America has yet to specify what this will mean in practice, but Chinese-made goods sent via third countries to its shores appear to be in Mr Trump's sights. We have previously identified such locations, ranking them by the extent of suspected transshipment, using American and Chinese customs data to examine products where there have been simultaneous increases in imports from China and exports to America. By this measure, we found that most re-routing happened in India, Thailand and Vietnam. For the time being, Cambodia, Indonesia and (once again) Malaysia seem most likely to avoid American retribution.

In the event of a crackdown, countries will seek to sell to big markets other than America. Cambodia and Vietnam, which each send a third of exports to America, may struggle. India, Indonesia and Malaysia rely less on Uncle Sam, who attracts less than a fifth of their exports. Some 40% of Indonesia's sales already go to Australia, China, Europe and Japan; just 10% head for America. In preparation for what may be to come, Indonesia's prawn farmers, whose main market is America, have recently stepped up marketing efforts in China.

Across the three measures, Malaysia is best positioned if levies stay put. It has favourable tariff differentials, limited transshipment and less reliance on American demand. Firms have noticed: "It puts Malaysia in a good light for investments," cheered Datuk Seri Wong Siew Hai of the country's semiconductors association. Some countries outside Asia also look well-placed. Hungary, which has so far acted as China's gateway to Europe, faces effective American tariffs 30 percentage points lower than China does.

There is a tension, though. If Malaysia's tariff gap with China and lower risk of a transshipment crackdown leads more firms to set up shop there to sell to America, its dependence on American demand will rise, making it more vulnerable. Something similar happened last time round. In 2024 Malaysia sent 13% of its exports to America, up from 9% before Mr Trump's first trade war. And President Joe Biden targeted the country's solar-panel industry for facilitating Chinese tariff-dodging. In the new China-plus-one regime, it will be hard for even winners to feel secure. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance and markets, sign up to Money Talks, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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