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The world this week
Politics
Aug 21, 2025 01:05 PM



Volodymr Zelensky travelled to Washington, DC, to meet Donald Trump for talks on ending the war in Ukraine. Mr Zelensky was backed by seven European leaders including the heads of NATO and the European Commission. The American president proposed a bilateral meeting between Mr Zelenksy and Vladimir Putin, Russia's president, after which he would join them for three-way talks. Russia has yet to respond to the proposal.

Mr Trump was equivocal on the nature of any security guarantees that America might offer Ukraine. The Kremlin has said attempts to settle Ukraine's security guarantees without Russian participation are a "road to nowhere".

Spain sent around 2,000 soldiers to battle some of the country's worst wildfires on record.  At least four people were killed as fires ravaged hundreds of thousands of acres of land. The area destroyed by fires is said to be twice the size of London. Pedro Sanchez, Spain's prime minister, returned early from holiday to deal with the crisis.

Asylum-seekers will be removed from a hotel in Essex after an English court granted a temporary injunction to stop them being housed there. The decision follows weeks of protests outside the Bell Hotel in Epping after a man staying there was charged with sexual assault. He denies the charges. The ruling is a further blow for the  Labour Party and a boon for the populist Reform UK, which supported the protests. Nigel Farage, Reform's leader, welcomed the ruling and said he hopes it  "provides inspiration to others across the country".

In the first round of Bolivia's presidential elections, voters turfed out the ruling socialist party, after nearly 20 years in power. Neither of the front-runners secured enough votes to win outright. Rodrigo Paz, a centrist senator, and Jorge Quiroga, a right-wing former president, will head to the polls in a run-off on October 19th.

America is beefing up its military presence in the southern Caribbean, sending air and naval forces and 4,000, marines and sailors. Officials told Reuters the aim is to combat drug threats in the region; in February America designated several gangs as foreign terrorist organisations. The build-up suggests an attempt to rattle Venezuela's leader.
He's back

Canada's Conservative leader Pierre Poilievre won a  parliamentary seat after a by-election victory in rural Alberta. Mr Poilievre secured 80% of the vote in the safe Conservative riding. He had lost his seat in Ottawa, a constituency he had represented for more than 20 years, when the Conservatives suffered a general-election defeat in April of this year.



Hamas said it had accepted a ceasefire deal under which it would release ten living hostages and the bodies of 18 more in exchange for a 60-day halt in the fighting. Israeli officials say they will accept a deal only if it returns all of the 50 remaining hostages, around half of whom are thought to be alive. Hundreds of thousands of Israelis took to the streets to protest against the government's decision to continue the war and its failure to secure the release of the hostages. Israel says it has begun the first steps of its planned  offensive in Gaza City. The Israel Defence Forces called up 60,000 reservists ahead of the plan, which has been met with widespread international condemnation.

Bezalel Smotrich, a far-right Israeli minister, said a controversial settlement plan has been approved. The E1 project would split the occupied West Bank in two and in effect cut it off from East Jerusalem. Mr Smotrich said "the Palestinian state is being erased from the table".

A UN commission said it was likely that members of Syria's interim government forces as well as fighters linked to the former regime had committed war crimes during an outbreak of sectarian violence in March. Around 1,400 people were killed, most of them were civilians, said the report.

M23, a rebel group backed by Rwanda, killed at least 140 people in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo in July, according to a new report by Human Rights Watch. The report is a reminder that violence in the region continued despite peace agreements brokered by America and Qatar.

Choguel Kokalla Maiga, the former civilian prime minister of Mali, was charged with embezzling public funds and jailed awaiting trial. Mr Maiga, who was appointed by the military junta following a coup in 2021, was dismissed in November last year.

In America the Justice Department is expected to begin providing documents to a congressional investigation related to the deceased child-molester Jeffrey Epstein by August 22nd. The scandal will probably continue to cause headaches--many congressmen who returned home during the summer recess have faced questions from constituents, and Democrats plan to force it onto the agenda when they return in September.

Six Republican governors promised to send National Guardsmen to Washington, DC, to aid President Donald Trump's crackdown on crime and homelessness. As many as 1,900 troops have been mobilised to patrol the capital, including the 800  guardsmen that America's president called up on August 11th.

J.D. Vance, America's vice-president, was heckled by protesters while visiting troops in Washington, DC. The Justice Department is reportedly investigating the city's official statistics, which suggest that violent crime spiked in 2023, but then fell dramatically.

Closing arguments began in Hong Kong in the trial of Jimmy Lai, a pro-democracy media tycoon. Mr Lai is accused of colluding with foreign forces and sedition; he denies the charges. The 77-year-old faces life imprisonment if found guilty.

More than 300 people were killed in floods that swept through north-west Pakistan. 
With friends like these

Wang Yi, China's foreign minister, met  Narendra Modi, India's prime minister, on a visit to  Delhi amid warming relations. Mr Modi hailed "steady progress" and said he "looked forward" to seeing Xi Jinping in China this month.

Kim Jong Un, North Korea's dictator, said the country must rapidly boost its nuclear arsenal in the wake of "hostile" joint American-South Korean military drills. Mr Kim called the exercises an "obvious expression of their will to provoke war", according to state media.
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The world this week
Business
Aug 21, 2025 01:05 PM





Howard Lutnick, America's commerce secretary, confirmed that the Trump administration was considering taking a 10% stake in Intel. Mr Lutnick said the deal would convert the grants allotted to the firm under Joe Biden's CHIPS Act into equity. Meanwhile SoftBank, a Japanese tech investor, announced it would invest $2bn in Intel. Shares in the floundering American chipmaker, which had risen on early reports of the government's plan, climbed higher following SoftBank's announcement.

Other American tech stocks slid amid worries about high valuations and low returns from artificial intelligence. The NASDAQ, a tech-heavy index, dropped by 2.5% in the week to August 20th. Shares in Nvidia, a maker of AI chips, fell by 2.8%. Those of Palantir, a software firm, fell by nearly 12%.

Mr Trump extended his campaign against the Federal Reserve. America's president called for Lisa Cook, one of the governors on the Fed's board, to resign after Bill Pulte, the head of the Federal Housing Finance Agency, accused her of falsifying bank documents and property records to obtain a mortgage. Ms Cook said she had "no intention of being bullied to step down". Mr Trump has urged the Fed to cut interest rates and lambasted its chairman, Jerome Powell.

The bosses of Rio Tinto and BHP, two mining companies, met Mr Trump to discuss Resolution Copper, a long-delayed project in Arizona. Rio says the mine would provide 25% of America's copper demand for 40 years. On August 18th, a day before the meeting, an appeals court temporarily blocked its development. Mr Trump slammed the ruling, writing: "our Country, quite simply, needs Copper--AND NOW!"

A Japanese startup, JPYC, said it had won regulatory approval to issue a stablecoin pegged to the yen this autumn. Like dollar stablecoins, which are usually backed by Treasuries, the tokens will be backed by assets such as Japanese government bonds. JPYC plans to issue tokens worth Y=1trn ($6.8bn) over the next three years.
Wide of the mark

Target posted a 22% drop in net profit, year on year, in the second quarter. The ailing American retailer said that Michael Fiddelke, a company insider, would take over as its boss next year. That did not reassure investors. The company's shares fell by nearly 10%.

Novo Nordisk halved the price of Ozempic, its weight-loss drug, for Americans who cannot obtain it through their health-insurance schemes. The Danish drugmaker reckons 98% of Ozempic's American users get the drug through their insurers. But the firm is under pressure from cheap competitors. Shares in Novo, which have plunged over the past year, rose on the news.

Annual inflation in Britain rose to 3.8% in July, up from 3.6% in June. That is the highest figure since January 2024. Traders trimmed bets that the Bank of England, which lowered its key interest rate to 4% on August 6th, will cut rates next month.

Flight attendants ended a three-day strike after union leaders reached a deal with Air Canada, the country's largest carrier. The action grounded hundreds of flights, affecting around 500,000 travellers. Air Canada will start paying attendants half their hourly rate for boarding passengers, which was previously unpaid.

BlackRock struck an $11bn deal to lease natural-gas facilities from Saudi Aramco. The American asset manager will lease them back to the state-owned energy giant for 20 years. In recent years BlackRock has poured cash into infrastructure deals in Saudi Arabia, which is eager to attract foreign capital.

Indonesia's central bank lowered its main interest rate from 5.25% to 5%. It attributed the decision to low inflation and the need to boost growth. In the second quarter the economy grew at an annual rate of around 5.1%, the fastest in two years.

Xiaomi's revenue rose by 31% year on year in the second quarter. The Chinese tech firm's earnings from its smartphone business dropped slightly over the same period. Its electric-vehicle unit narrowed its losses to 300m yuan ($42m), down from 500m yuan in the previous quarter. Xiaomi expects its EV business to turn a monthly or quarterly profit by the end of the year.
Grinning from ear to ear

Sales of Labubu dolls pushed Pop Mart's net profit up by 400% year on year in the first half of 2025. Collectors outside the Chinese toymaker's home market have gone crazy for the smiling, elvish trinkets. Some 40% of sales were abroad. The firm, whose shares have risen by nearly 250% since the start of the year, is worth more than three times as much as Mattel and Hasbro, America's biggest toymakers, combined.
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Aug 21, 2025 01:37 PM



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

Who will America's president listen to next on Ukraine?

Security "guarantees" for Ukraine are dangerously hazy

Trump wants a Nobel prize. Europe can exploit that to help Ukraine

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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All-American silicon 
Donald Trump's fantasy of home-grown chipmaking  
To remain the world's foremost technological power, America needs its friends
Aug 21, 2025 05:44 PM



HOW LOW mighty Intel has fallen. Half a century ago the American chipmaker was a byword for the cutting edge; it went on to dominate the market for personal-computer chips and in 2000 briefly became the world's second-most-valuable company. Yet these days Intel, with a market capitalisation of $100bn, is not even the 15th-most-valuable chip firm, and supplies practically none of the advanced chips used for artificial intelligence (AI). Once an icon of America's technological and commercial prowess, it has lately been a target for subsidies and protection. As we published this, President Donald Trump was even mulling quasi-nationalisation.

More than ever, semiconductors hold the key to the 21st century. They are increasingly critical for defence; in the AI race between America and China, they could spell the difference between victory and defeat. Even free-traders acknowledge their strategic importance, and worry about the world's reliance for cutting-edge chips on TSMC and its home of Taiwan, which faces the threat of Chinese invasion. Yet chips also pose a fiendish test for proponents of industrial policy. Their manufacture is a marvel of specialisation, complexity and globalisation. Under those conditions, intervening in markets is prone to fail--as Intel so vividly illustrates.

To see how much can go wrong, consider its woes. Hubris caused the firm to miss both the smartphone and the AI waves, losing out to firms such as Arm, Nvidia and TSMC. Joe Biden's CHIPS Act, which aimed to spur domestic chipmaking, promised Intel $8bn in grants and up to $12bn in loans. But the company is floundering. A fab in Ohio meant to open this year is now expected to begin operations in the early 2030s. Intel is heavily indebted and generates barely enough cash to keep itself afloat.



The sums needed to rescue it keep growing. By one estimate Intel will need to invest more than $50bn in the next few years if it is to succeed at making leading-edge chips. Even if the government were to sink that much into the firm, it would have no guarantee of success. The company is said to be struggling with its latest manufacturing process. Its sales are falling and its plight risks becoming even more desperate.

The Biden administration failed with Intel, but Mr Trump could make things worse. He has threatened tariffs on chip imports, and may try to browbeat firms such as Nvidia into using Intel to make semiconductors for them. These measures might buy Intel time but they would be self-defeating for America. Chipmaking is not an end in itself but a critical input America's tech sector requires to be world-beating. Forcing firms to settle for anything less than the best would blunt their edge.

What should America do? One lesson is not to pin the nation's hopes on keeping Intel intact. It could sell its fab business to a deep-pocketed investor, such as SoftBank, which has reportedly expressed interest in buying it and this week announced a $2bn investment in Intel. Or it could sell its design arm and pour the proceeds into manufacturing. Intel may fail to catch up with TSMC even then. Either way, the federal government should not throw good money after bad. Taking a stake in Intel would only complicate matters.

That leads to a second lesson: to look beyond Intel and solve other chipmakers' problems. TSMC is seeking to spread its wings. It is running out of land for giant fabs in Taiwan and its workforce is ageing. It has already pledged to invest $165bn to bring chipmaking to America. A first fab is producing four-nanometre (nm) chips and a second is scheduled to begin making more advanced chips by 2028. Samsung, a South Korean chipmaker that is having more success than Intel, is setting up a fab in Texas. But progress has been slow: Samsung and TSMC have both struggled with a lack of skilled workers and delays in receiving permits.

The last lesson is that, even if domestic chipmaking does make America more resilient, the country cannot shut itself off from the rest of the world. One reason is that the supply chain is highly specialised, with key inputs coming from across the globe, including extreme-ultraviolet lithography machines from the Netherlands and chipmaking tools from Japan. The other is that Taiwan and its security will remain critical. Even by the end of this decade, when TSMC's third fab in America is due to begin producing 2nm chips, two-thirds of such semiconductors are likely to be made on the island. TSMC's model is based on innovating at home first, before spreading its advances around the world.

To keep America's chip supply chains resilient, Mr Trump needs a coherent, thought-through strategy--a tall order for a man who governs by impulse. No wonder he is going in the wrong direction. On Taiwan he has been cavalier, confident that China will not invade on his watch, while failing to offer the island consistent support. His tariffs on all manner of inputs will raise the costs of manufacturing in America; promised duties on chip imports will hurt American customers. He thrives on uncertainty, but chipmakers require stability.

A sensible chip policy would make it attractive to build fabs in America by easing rules over permits and creating programmes to train engineers. Instead of using tariffs as leverage, the government should welcome the imports of machinery and people that support chipmaking. Given the bipartisan consensus on the importance of semiconductors, the administration should seek a policy that has Democratic support--with the promise of continuity from one president to the next.

Economic nationalists should also see the progress of chipmakers in allied countries as a contribution to America's security. Samsung is aiming to start producing 2nm chips in South Korea later this year. Rapidus, a well-funded chipmaking startup in Japan, is making impressive progress. Both countries have a tradition of manufacturing excellence, and may have a better shot at emulating Taiwan.

The chipmaking industry took decades to evolve. It is built for an age of globalisation. When economic nationalists build their policies on autarky, they are setting themselves a needlessly hard task--if not an impossible one. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Syrian politics
A new opposition could be a healthy sign for Syria
Ahmed al-Sharaa, the new president, needs to bring his critics closer
Aug 21, 2025 02:36 PM



DURING MUCH of the first half of this year, things were looking up for Ahmed al-Sharaa. Syria's new president was basking in Donald Trump's decision to lift sanctions on his country. After more than a decade of civil war, Damascus and other cities had begun to hum again. Investors from the Gulf and Turkey piled in. Our polling showed that the public mood was buoyant. After ousting Bashar al-Assad's regime, Mr Sharaa, a former jihadist, had not imposed the Taliban-style rule that some had feared. The vast majority of Syrians said they were optimistic for the future.

Unfortunately, as the euphoria fades, Syrians are growing increasingly frustrated. Mr Sharaa has disappointed them by failing to ease the sectarian divisions that have long made their country a tinderbox. He exhibits creeping authoritarianism. Now civil-society activists are building an organised opposition. How Mr Sharaa responds to this political challenge will define both his presidency and his country's future.

The president has often acted pragmatically. But there have been terrible lapses. In March, when Sunni militias linked to Mr Sharaa's forces slaughtered around 1,400 people in coastal Latakia, he was slow to respond. The region is the heartland of Syria's Alawite minority, the sect from which Mr Assad and many of his loyalists came. Four months later clashes in Suwayda, a province dominated by the Druze, a mystical religious minority, ended with massacres, some by troops loyal to the government. Again Mr Sharaa was unable--or unwilling--to stop the violence. The atrocities there gave Israel, which has a Druze minority, an excuse to interfere. It launched strikes on the province and on Damascus.

Signs of authoritarianism are hard to miss. When Mr Sharaa ruled Idlib province during the final years of the Assad regime, he ran a competent government that oversaw a flourishing economy. But he also became increasingly brutal, imprisoning many of his critics. He has brought some aspects of that leadership to the presidency, centralising power among a small group of loyalists, leaning on Sunni tribes (he is Sunni) and sidelining minorities. His supporters sometimes argue that broad representation is a luxury in a country ravaged by war, and that narrow rule is the price of efficiency. Centralisation, however, has not brought good governance, let alone security.

A loose coalition of activists, some of them veterans of the anti-Assad era, has now begun pressing for urgent political reform. They have called for Mr Sharaa's hastily drafted constitutional declaration to be rewritten so as to allow the formation of political parties and to give more scope for civil society to operate. It is the first stirring of co-ordinated opposition to the regime.

Mr Sharaa has yet to lock up any of his new opponents. But he should do more than tolerate critics; he should welcome them and bring them into his government. Syria needs an open constitutional process, a deal with the Kurds, broader leadership in the security forces and an electoral framework to ensure that the committees choosing members of an interim parliament in September do not opt overwhelmingly for hardline Sunnis.

Towards the end of Mr Sharaa's rule in Idlib, protesters chanted for his downfall. His critics have not yet gone that far. He has no replacement, and a power vacuum in a country hollowed out by civil war would be dangerous. Yet, in a functioning polity, the opposition can be a stabilising force rather than a threat. For fragile, divided Syria, that is the best chance of avoiding another descent into civil war. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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The war for Donald's ear
Who will America's president listen to next on Ukraine?
The problem with Donald Trump's fast-moving, unpredictable diplomacy
Aug 21, 2025 02:36 PM



IN FEBRUARY VOLODYMYR ZELENSKY lasted less than an hour inside the Oval Office before he was ordered to leave the building. When he returned to the scene on August 18th, many feared something even worse. Donald Trump had, three days earlier, rolled out the red carpet for Vladimir Putin in Alaska. On his way back he announced that he was no longer pressing for a ceasefire, but now favoured a comprehensive "peace" deal that could see Ukraine hand over a big chunk of fortified territory in return for a promise from Mr Putin that--cross his heart--he would not invade Ukraine for a third time.

In the sense that Mr Trump can cause Ukraine harm that it cannot protect itself against, America's president is even more dangerous to Mr Zelensky than Mr Putin. Many feared that at Monday's meeting he would force a terrible one-sided deal on America's supposed allies. Thankfully, that did not happen. Amid profuse thanks and ego-stroking, Mr Trump did not talk about territory. He even said that America would consider backing new security guarantees for Ukraine.



By contrast with the diplomacy, the battlefield is leaden. The war in the south and east of the country grinds on. Russian drones and missiles pummel Ukraine's cities nightly, demoralising its citizens, crippling its economy and poisoning its politics. Russia is losing men at several times the rate that Ukraine is, though it has a great many more men to lose. Although Ukraine is slowly ceding ground, without a collapse of its lines Russia will not take the land Mr Putin wants to gain through a peace deal--at least not without sacrificing tens of thousands of troops a month over many months or years.

That is why Mr Trump's diplomacy, much faster-moving and less predictable, remains so threatening. During the meetings on Monday, the president broke off to call his Russian counterpart, and all the indications are that he still dreams of a deal that might win him a Nobel prize. He wants Mr Zelensky to sit down with Mr Putin in the next week or two. If land swaps are Mr Putin's price, the likelihood is that Mr Zelensky will again come under huge pressure to give up ground.

That would put Ukraine and Europe in a quandary. If Mr Zelensky and Europe refuse, Mr Trump could cut off the supply of weapons and crucial military intelligence at any time; he has done it before. A furious American president could impose tariffs on Europe. He could threaten to withdraw American support for NATO.

However, more than 250,000 people live in the part of the Donbas that Russia seeks. Freezing a war along contact lines has happened many times in the past. But the lines are there for a reason: they mark where Ukraine has fallen back to defensible positions, and vast amounts of effort and treasure have been expended on securing them with trenches, "dragon's teeth" and elaborate fortifications. If Russia is allowed to take them over, it will become far harder for Ukraine to resist another advance. That would be an incentive for Mr Putin to attack again.

The only territorial concession Ukraine can sensibly make would be some form of de facto recognition of Russia's existing occupation of around 19% of its territory. That would mark a victory for Mr Putin; deeply unpalatable, but arguably worth conceding in the interests of stopping a war that has already cost hundreds of thousands of lives on both sides. But what should Ukraine get in return? Mr Trump's answer, and indeed that of the Europeans, is "security guarantees". The problem is that Mr Trump is evasive about what they mean.

The most solid form of security guarantee--a commitment to use a large army to resist a Russian attack--is not on offer. Europe's leaders have been trying to assemble a "coalition of the willing" that would deploy inside Ukraine, so that Russia could not violate a peace deal without risking direct conflict with Western countries. Unfortunately, the numbers committed are too puny to put up a fight against Russia. Also, to establish true deterrence, any force would depend on the certainty of American support.

Mr Trump has suggested that the Europeans will have his backing, though no troops, for these guarantees, but can he be relied on? On the face of it, not really. He threatened Mr Putin with "crippling" sanctions if he would not agree to a ceasefire, but when they met he meekly dropped all talk of them. He declines to say what sort of support he will provide to the reassurance force, or even whether the supply of defensive weapons to Ukraine will be guaranteed.

A better way to achieve a degree of deterrence would be ironclad pledges to equip and fund Ukraine's own army, which is far larger and tougher than anything the Europeans can muster. By contrast, it is hard to imagine anything more destructive to European security than a peacekeeping force that is not backed up if it is attacked. That would be the victory Mr Putin most longs for. #

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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In the oven
Pregnant women need protecting from heatwaves
As temperatures rise, so must understanding of the risks
Aug 21, 2025 02:36 PM



CONSULT THE internet on what to avoid while pregnant, and the answer seems to be: everything. Worried women can find advice suggesting that they abstain from sex, spicy foods, swimming and sunscreen (in fact, all are fine; it might be wiser to avoid Google). Other things such as smoking, drinking alcohol and eating mercury-rich seafood, though, are rightly regarded as dangerous. Heat should be on that list, too.

Being too hot for too long is bad for anyone. But physiological changes in pregnancy--such as a faster metabolism, greater heat production, and heavier demands on the heart--make expectant women particularly vulnerable to higher temperatures, with worrying consequences for mother and child. Improvements in maternal and newborn health, once a key concern for governments and humanitarian agencies, have stalled in recent years. That is due, in part, to attention shifting to other issues, including climate change. But it turns out the problems are related .

Studies from every part of the world now provide unassailable evidence that women are more likely to give birth before the 37th week of pregnancy as temperatures rise. A recent meta-analysis of 198 studies across 66 countries found that the odds of pre-term birth increase by 4% for every 1degC rise in temperature in the month before birth, and more over longer periods. Being in a locally defined heatwave--be it in Sweden or Senegal--increases the odds by more than a quarter, though the risks are predictably highest in the hottest, poorest places. Complications from pre-term birth cause 40% of all newborn deaths worldwide; survivors are far more likely to suffer from disabilities and disorders. Hotter weather has also been linked to stillbirths and certain congenital defects, and to gestational diabetes and pre-eclampsia, which can be fatal for the mother.

The problem is growing as global warming increases temperatures in general, and makes dramatic spikes more frequent and extreme. Already, climate change has at least doubled the annual number of hot days that can increase pregnancy risks in 222 out of 247 countries, according to Climate Central, a research group. It is deemed responsible for around a third of all heat-related newborn deaths in some countries, and more than a quarter of the pre-term births caused by heatwaves each year in China. Even if the world cuts emissions precipitously, modelling indicates that such impacts will continue to worsen.

But things can be done to help. The first is simply to make pregnant women aware of the risks, so they can take protective action. Though the link between heat exposure and negative outcomes is evident, the underlying mechanisms are unclear. So the advice is fairly broad: try to keep cool; stay hydrated; plan activities to avoid hot periods and heatwaves; and seek medical help at the first sign of heat stress. Yet such choices are constrained by circumstance, so efforts must be made to support those with the fewest resources. In America, for example, several states now let Medicaid, which provides health cover to poorer people, contribute to the cost of air-conditioning for the most vulnerable. Yet being poor and pregnant isn't enough to qualify; it should be. In worse-off places, interventions such as adding awnings to homes can reduce temperatures. Health workers everywhere should be taught about the dangers of heat exposure in pregnancy and ways to reduce it, as should officials in charge of responding to heatwaves.

Newly knowledgeable pregnant women will no doubt want more information. Good. That demand will drive funding for research to work out exactly how and why hot weather harms pregnancies, and what interventions work best. The first large-scale studies are now under way. Much is still unknown, including which biological systems are most implicated, or when in pregnancy the risk is greatest. Filling those gaps will help inform practical policies and allow treatments to be developed. Governments should start collecting the data needed to track progress. But recognising the problem is the first baby step. #

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/2025/08/21/pregnant-women-need-protecting-from-heatwaves



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Rogue Britannia
Britain leads the world in a new global business--a criminal one 
What to do about its rampant steal-and-export industry
Aug 21, 2025 02:36 PM



WALK DOWN the street in London and you might notice two things. First, although many pedestrians are glued to their phones, a few will periodically look over their shoulder, scanning for an assailant arriving at high speed. Second, some of the fancy cars, particularly SUVs, will have a steering lock. This does not mean that Britain is "lawless", as the government's critics complain. But both are signs of something worrying: a criminal enterprise that spans the world, but is flourishing most in Britain. We call it Grand Theft Global Inc.

Expensive consumer goods are, increasingly, being stolen in the rich world and exported to distant markets. The idea is hardly new. In the 1990s European cars and electronic goods headed east to former communist countries. "Visit Albania," ran one joke. "Your car is already there." What is novel is that the enterprise is globe-spanning, and underpinned by a sophisticated supply chain. London is the best place to see how it works, though other places should watch out. Grand Theft Global's business model is spreading.

Roughly 70,000 phones were snatched in London last year--almost one for every 100 people. Britain accounts for 40% of phone thefts in Europe. (Phone-snatching is also growing elsewhere: 40,000 Parisians said adieu to their devices last year.) British thieves' favoured method is to approach from behind on an electric bike, grab an unlocked phone and put it in a "Faraday bag" to prevent tracking; most of the nicked phones end up in China. Meanwhile, around 130,000 cars were stolen in Britain last year, a rise of 75% in a decade. SUVs are popular targets, for export to the Gulf and Africa, where they can handle poor roads.

Behind all this is a criminal enterprise that has all the trappings of a regular global business, including specialist service providers and seamless communications. Moving goods around the world adds cost, but distance is a feature, not a bug: Grand Theft Global depends on getting goods to places where they cannot easily be found. African countries have little capacity to check for stolen cars. China does not make it hard to sell stolen phones. The market is remarkably efficient. In April 2024 flooding in the UAE damaged many cars, and dealerships faced delays in replacing them. In the following months, Britain's police saw a sharp uptick in SUV thefts.

Grand Theft Global seems destined to grow. As Africa and Asia become wealthier, demand for expensive goods will only increase--and the streets of rich-world cities offer a ready supply of nickable goods. In addition, many rich countries hardly monitor their exports at all. Moral hazard further complicates matters. The cost of Grand Theft Global is broadly spread among consumers via higher insurance premiums. That means no one has a really strong interest in tackling it.

But it needs to be tackled. Some suggest pressing countries where the stolen goods end up. That is unlikely to work: they have little reason to curb the trade, even if they could. A better idea is to stop Grand Theft Global at the border. Hampering exports would have a cost, but freight companies could be asked to know their customers, as banks must to help fight fraud, money-laundering or sanctions-busting. Booking a container, for example, could require a face ID.

What about squeezing manufacturers? In the past, regulation has forced them to prioritise security, for example by adding immobilisers that make it harder to steal cars. But the rapid evolution of technology for breaking into vehicles suggests that a simple regulatory fix does not exist. The same is true for phones. Apple-bashing British MPs are wrong to think a quick tweak could end the blight of snatching.

That leaves policing, which has been left in the dust. Victims pull their hair out when they manage to track down their stolen car or phone and still the police do nothing. No Grand Theft Global kingpins have been caught. Authorities should clamp down on their latest tricks, for instance by making it illegal to possess break-in tools, and by seizing electric bikes that are not restricted to legal speed limits, which for now can serve as ideal getaway vehicles for urban wrongdoers.

Most of all, police need to understand what they are facing. Currently forces do not see these thefts as "high-harm", yet the thieves' impunity is corroding trust in law and order, and the same gangs are also involved in violence and drugs. Crimes are left to stretched local officers, with little to go on. To get to grips with Grand Theft Global, police must recognise it as the organised criminal enterprise it has become. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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A selection of correspondence
How significant is the rise of fraudulent scientific papers?
Also this week, higher education in Britain, AI security, greeting colleagues at work
Aug 21, 2025 01:05 PM


Fake science

Your article on the rise of fraudulent scientific papers drew on the work of a recent paper in PNAS that looked at the issue ("Inside job", August 9th). We must indeed weed out fraudulent "paper mill" companies that produce this stuff.

However, both the original paper and your coverage rely on language and a figure that greatly overstates the scale of the problem. In 2020, the last year with actual data, paper-mill products were estimated at approximately 0.7% of all scientific articles. Tackling misconduct is vital, but misleading representations and exaggerated projections risk undermining trust in science and lend weight to sceptics, rather than fostering effective reform.

Guillen Fernandez
Scientific director
Radboud University Medical Centre
Nijmegen, Netherlands

As an editor of Neurology I oversaw the publication of an article (by Mark Bolland et al in 2016) that uncovered scientific misconduct on a large scale. Although this helped correct the literature, some of the papers that were retracted had been published years before, making it possible that their retraction may not have affected subsequent citations or inclusion of the data in guidelines or policy.

The study in PNAS is another strong effort to focus attention on unreliable scientific literature. Although this study could not distinguish between fraud (whether by authors, editors, or both) and poor adherence to scientific standards, it underlines that a reader cannot always believe all the findings. The identification of the networks at the core of this less reliable data is a service to science. It will take years of training programmes, at journals and at publishers, to bring rigorous standards to bear that will ensure the integrity of scientific literature.

Dr Robert Gross
Professor of neurology, emeritus
University of Rochester Medical Centre
Rochester, New York

Traditional education

You rightly observe in your article that Britain's universities spend a lot on research and campuses ("Leaner learning", July 19th). There certainly is an arms race on the latter--however, the financial problem for most universities is research. Britain does not need 157 research-active universities, most of which are not producing any significant volume of world-leading or internationally excellent research.

Academics derive little or no prestige from teaching, and are therefore driven into research. Huge amounts of money are wasted in the system that produces little or no new useful ideas. The government needs to concentrate research funds on the core research-active universities: the Russell Group and what used to be known as the red-bricks. The others should stop or only do applied research they can get the private sector to pay for. There are many other problems within the sector related to the rankings, but getting it financially stable is the priority.

HENRIETTA ROYLE
Former chief operating officer
City St Georges
University of London

I noted the "bold" proposal to split Britain's bankrupt universities into "national" and "local" institutions. National universities, such as Oxford and Cambridge, would focus on research and attracting the brightest minds. Local colleges "would offer the best possible training at the best possible cost". Are the authors of this "radical" thinking aware that they have just reinvented the polytechnic? I agree with the prescription, but the thinking behind it is scarcely bold, more a reversion to a model of higher education that worked.

Sarah Travers
London

Making sure AI is secure

Your briefing on the prospects for economic growth from the adoption of artificial intelligence ("Eureka all day long", July 26th) explored a variety of AI-related risks and correctly highlighted the risk from biohazards as a particular concern. The actions you listed that labs could take to mitigate the risks omitted a critical component: security. Even if AI labs achieve overwhelming success in all the mitigations you mentioned, and even if they solve accidents and structural risks to boot, this would still be insufficient to prevent irreversible harms.

Models that are capable of causing a deadly man-made epidemic can be perfectly obedient (or "aligned"), closed-source and behind interfaces with aggressive guardrails, but if the model itself can be stolen by malicious actors and used outside a company's data centre the epidemics will still happen. If we incorporate AI systems into critical infrastructure and national-security operations, as many governments are rushing to do, a single malicious modification of the behaviour of that system could endanger national safety. Good security is a prerequisite. Alignment of AI models is only helpful if they're aligned to actually benefit society rather than harm it.

Many frontier AI companies seem to be on a worse trajectory for security than they are for safety. OpenAI recognises that its models could lead to a significantly increased likelihood and frequency of biological or chemical terror events,  but it makes no commitments to any concrete security measures, benchmarks or processes.

In our report, "Securing AI Model Weights", we outline 167 security measures that frontier AI labs can deploy to protect themselves. AI can't be reliable and sustainable without being safe, but it also can't be safe without being secure.

Sella Nevo
Director
Meselson Centre
RAND
Santa Monica, California

Although no one knows exactly how this will pan out, it seems more likely that many top labs and countries could reach AGI capabilities simultaneously. Parallel efforts, leaks, shared research, or converging strategies may lead them to cross a blurred and ill-defined line together, each peering sideways at the others.

Each lab may claim its system truly crossed the threshold. In practice, we won't get consensus, we'll get a contested and chaotic landscape of rival use-case domains, where AGIs are aggressively marketed as smarter, safer and more aligned with your values. "Use ours" (any American Big Tech). "Don't trust theirs" (any China Big Tech). The frontier will not be declared; it will be sold. If Silicon Valley's forecasts are anywhere near accurate, expect unprecedented promotion and upheaval.

Dr Mark Robinson
Oxford

It's not surprising that critical thinking is inversely related to the use of memory aides. My wife says that I keep no appointments in my brain since I discovered Google Calendar. Now I drive an electric BMW that constantly downloads new software and has cameras with a 360-degree view of my surroundings. A question for your readers. Would you feel safer riding with a dumb person driving a smart car or a smart person driving a dumb car?

Dr William Koch
Clinical professor emeritus
University of British Columbia Medicine
West Vancouver, Canada



Bow do you do?

Bartleby's agony uncle, Max Flannel, tackled the question of how to greet people at work (August 9th). Just before the beginning of the  pandemic, when social distancing was proposed but not yet enforced, we got to grips with that question down at the pub. Some of us thought that fist bumps, elbow bumps or ankle bumps might be acceptable. I disagreed. I thought the Imperial Chinese custom of shaking hands with oneself would be far better. But although I would have preferred the Imperial, I knew that namaskar, the Hindu tradition of pressing one's hands together and bowing the head, would be more widely recognised, so I adopted it. I still use it as a greeting or farewell. I probably shall for the rest of my life. To date, no one has queried it.

Richard Larkin
London




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/letters/2025/08/21/how-significant-is-the-rise-of-fraudulent-scientific-papers
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After Anchorage
Margaret MacMillan on the promise--and perils--of wartime summits
Leaders' set-pieces have become more common, but not always more productive
Aug 21, 2025 01:05 PM



IF ONLY HE had thought of it in time. President Donald Trump could have used his favourite colour to turn the American base in Anchorage into a 21st-century Field of the Cloth of Gold as Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France did near Calais in 1520. There were meetings, sumptuous banquets, jousts and a solemn mass. It was a marvellous spectacle and produced very little. Two years later Henry aligned with Francis's great rival, the Holy Roman Emperor.

Summits so often promise more than they can deliver. The Russians have spun the Anchorage summit as a great victory, and perhaps it is for them, but the Americans can make no such claim. There will, of course, be more jaw-jawing--Mr Trump met Ukraine's President Volodymyr Zelensky and a host of other European leaders at the White House three days after Anchorage, and Mr Zelensky may yet get a bilateral summit with Vladimir Putin followed by a three-way one involving Mr Trump, too. But if this is a peace process, it has not had the most auspicious of starts.

Even the best-planned summits--and Anchorage was not--depend heavily on the personalities and chemistry of the leaders. With powerful leaders, feelings matter. An assumption of superiority, or conversely wounded pride and a desire for revenge, can lead to future trouble. Joseph Stalin treated Mao Zedong like a subordinate after the communist victory in the Chinese civil war and kept him hanging around in Moscow for months before offering some grudging aid to China. It left a lasting mark on the Chinese and contributed to the Sino-Soviet split. At their Vienna summit of 1961 Nikita Khrushchev humiliated President John Kennedy. Khrushchev concluded that Kennedy was a weakling and later took the hideous gamble of stationing nuclear weapons in Cuba. Kennedy vowed he would never be pushed around again.

The staging of summits can signal contempt--Adolf Hitler summoning the hapless Austrian chancellor to Berchtesgaden to threaten his country, for example--or friendship, as with Mr Trump applauding the arrival of Mr Putin on the tarmac in Anchorage. But if a summit only papers over differences it can lead to war rather than peace. Napoleon and Alexander I of Russia met on a raft on the River Neman near Tilsit in 1807 to negotiate peace and an alliance. They also divided up Prussia, infuriating the Prussians, whose king, uninvited to the raft, wandered sadly along the river bank. Yet the two great powers never resolved their underlying differences. Five years after Tilsit Napoleon invaded Russia.

In their first meeting during the second world war, off Newfoundland in the summer of 1941, Winston Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt made formal visits to each other's warships and prayed and sang hymns together with their sailors to underline their countries' friendship. They and their military top brass had serious conversations about the war in Europe, their new ally the Soviet Union, the worsening conflict with Japan and the shape of the post-war world. The meeting was a milestone in a deepening relationship without which the war could not have been won.

Summits work when they are underpinned by shared goals, trust and a commitment to work together. It also helps to be well-prepared. At a critical meeting between Churchill and Roosevelt in Casablanca in January 1943 to decide on the overall strategy for the war in the following months, the British, who had brought detailed papers and a shipload of experts, persuaded the Americans to delay a landing in France until 1944. As an American general complained, "We came, we listened, and we were conquered."

The same could be said of Anchorage. It was a Russian triumph and an American embarrassment. Mr Putin conceded nothing, not even a ceasefire--and for the Americans to claim getting the big deal is more important is wishful thinking, since Mr Putin will surely spin out the talks if he can keep fighting and grabbing more land. Mr Trump's suggestion in subsequent meetings with European leaders that America could support security guarantees for Ukraine will have done little to ease concerns across the continent about the dependability of his administration.

Anchorage may yet produce something useful--by raising the question of whether summits are the best way to conduct international relations. So often, they are heavily choreographed and all the real work has been done already. Or, as has happened with Mr Trump, the leaders can ignore their advisers and briefing papers and pride themselves on getting through to their opposite numbers to make deals. Such freelancing, as Mr Trump has shown, can be unproductive or unpredictable.

Summits have increased in frequency since 1945 partly because leaders, whether of democracies or dictatorships, like them. They are a welcome distraction from domestic politics: Richard Nixon once mused about leaving all that to his cabinet while he dealt with the global issues that interested him. Leaders like to feel that they are making history.

Yet often the results are much less than advertised. Neville Chamberlain brought back a piece of paper from Munich signed by himself and Hitler that symbolised, he said, the desire of their two peoples never to go to war again. A year later Britain and Germany were at war.

It remains to be seen what Anchorage and this week's follow-on summits will produce, apart from yet more meetings and, probably, a continuing war. Pressure from America on Ukraine to give up even land Russia hasn't taken? Resistance from Ukraine and the European powers? A Trump visit to Moscow? Perhaps not the Nobel peace prize for him just yet. #

Margaret MacMillan is emeritus professor of history at the University of Toronto and Oxford University, and the author of "War: How Conflict Shaped Us (2020)".
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TSMC
The world's biggest chipmaker needs to move beyond Taiwan
Easier said than done
Aug 21, 2025 01:04 PM | TAIPEI 



TAIPEI, A CITY of over 2m people, stopped moving at 1.30pm on July 17th. Sirens rang out across the capital as residents rehearsed a civil-defence drill for a Chinese invasion. Half an hour later, as phones buzzed to mark the end of the drill, the top brass of TSMC, the world's largest chipmaker, gathered in a hotel in the city centre for their quarterly earnings call. They brought good news: record profits, good progress on global expansion, a confident forecast of more.

The disjuncture was hard to miss. As an island contemplated war, its most important company carried on with business as usual. TSMC has fared exceptionally well in Taiwan, growing into a giant of the global technology industry. But, for reasons both internal and external, it has embarked on a tricky expansion beyond its home.

In terms of revenue, TSMC produces two-thirds of all chips made by foundries--firms that manufacture semiconductors designed by others. In the most advanced segment, including processors for smartphones, laptops and data centres, the company's share exceeds 90%. The artificial-intelligence boom is powered by the AI accelerator, a type of chip designed to train and run large language models. Almost all of them are made by TSMC. Nvidia, the world's most valuable company, relies entirely on the Taiwanese firm. So does its closest rival, AMD, another chip designer. Big tech firms like Alphabet, Amazon, Apple and Microsoft, each designing their own bespoke silicon, also turn to TSMC.



Swelling demand from tech firms has pushed TSMC to extraordinary heights. Between 2014 and 2024 its annual revenues rose from $24bn to $88bn. TSMC's market value has reached $1trn, making it the eleventh-most valuable company in the world (see chart 1). Since the launch of ChatGPT in November 2022, TSMC's share price has more than doubled. Unfortunately, the larger and more dominant the firm grows, the more it looks like a problem.

For most of its history, TSMC made all of its cutting-edge chips in Taiwan. Although the firm has long operated a few overseas plants making less sophisticated chips, it has only recently begun shifting some of its most advanced manufacturing abroad. Over the past five years it has embarked on a $190bn global expansion. Of that, $165bn is going to the American state of Arizona, where the firm plans to operate six leading-edge factories or "fabs". Replicating TSMC's precision on American soil will be difficult. Shielding its core operations from geopolitical risk may prove harder still.

Despite its size and importance, TSMC avoids the spotlight. In an interview with The Economist, Wendell Huang, the firm's finance chief, admitted it prefers to "stay low profile" and is "still adjusting" to the more intense scrutiny it receives these days. That aversion to publicity is woven into its culture. TSMC was built to let customers shine while it stayed in the wings.

When Morris Chang founded the firm in 1987, chipmakers like Intel, AMD and Texas Instruments designed and produced their own semiconductors. Mr Chang made a contrarian bet: that a firm focused on manufacturing could outperform vertically integrated rivals. By specialising, TSMC could create manufacturing processes that others could not equal. By serving many customers, the company could achieve economies of scale and cut costs.

Its bet paid off, and an industry was transformed. Evercore, an investment bank, estimates that in the first decade of this century more than 20 firms made leading-edge logic chips. By 2012 only three remained: TSMC, Intel and Samsung, a South Korean electronics firm. Today only TSMC is thriving. Samsung has struggled with manufacturing issues at its most advanced fabs. Intel, once the standard-bearer of the industry, has fallen behind in chip technology and is trying to build a foundry business as its sales dwindle.

The presence of foundries like TSMC made it easier for upstart "fabless" technology firms to focus on chip design and not worry about the manufacturing process. That shift unbundled the industry, triggering an explosion of chip startups. Jensen Huang, the boss of Nvidia, has said that his firm "would not be possible without TSMC". Many rivals tried to copy TSMC's pure-play foundry model, but none of them managed to survive at the technological frontier.
Chips with everything

To understand why TSMC is so dominant, peer inside the fabs. Moore's law, the idea that computing power doubles roughly every two years, relies on shrinking the transistor, a microscopic electrical switch. In 1971 a typical processor held 200 transistors per square millimetre. Nvidia's B200 AI chip, released in 2024, squeezes in about 130m--making for smaller, more energy-efficient computing. Manufacturing such devices, with features measured in nanometres (nm, millionths of a millimetre), requires factories that cost $20bn apiece and are capable of producing around 25,000 silicon wafers, each containing many chips, per month.

TSMC's fabs are enormous. In Taiwan, it operates four "gigafabs", each with at least four times the capacity of a typical factory. Fab 18 in Tainan alone spans 950,000 square metres. Its cleanroom, the sterilised factory floor where chips are etched layer by layer, occupies one-sixth of that area and is cleaner than an operating theatre. Few other firms can match TSMC's scale or precision. Its yields, the share of chips on a wafer that meet quality standards, are exceptionally high.

Its employees are even more formidable. Sassine Ghazi, chief executive of Synopsys, a maker of chip-design tools, says that TSMC's manufacturing discipline is "unbelievable".  That discipline is shaped by how the firm sees itself: as a manufacturer first and a technology company second. Insiders describe a culture where employees are pushed to find efficiency gains even when systems are running smoothly. Any improvement in one fab is swiftly replicated across all others. Failures are hunted down obsessively.

The company's finances reflect its rigour. In 2024 TSMC's net profit margin was 40%, more than three times the average for rival foundries. Given its dominance, could it charge more? Mr Huang of TSMC says the firm is often asked that. His reply is that it succeeds only when its customers do. What he does not say, but is true, is that the firm is paranoid about losing ground to rivals. Pushing too hard risks driving clients away eventually.



Staying ahead is costly. TSMC outspends its rivals by a wide margin. TrendForce, a research group, estimates that in 2025 the company's capital expenditure will amount to between $38bn and $42bn. Samsung plans to spend around $3.5bn on its foundry arm, Intel between $8bn and $11bn. TSMC directs spending where it matters most. In 2025, 52% of revenue is expected to come from chips produced on its most advanced nodes--typically "5nm" and below, although that is a marketing term rather than a precise measurement. By 2027 the share is expected to reach about 70% (see chart 2).

For years the firm's growing dominance in chipmaking was hardly noted. Few outside the technology industry had even heard of TSMC. That began to change in 2019, when the first Trump administration sounded alarms over America's reliance on Taiwanese chips. Then came the pandemic. Covid-19 closed factories, causing a global chip shortage that halted production in industries from electronics to cars. As supply chains faltered, governments fretted. TSMC was no longer a mere manufacturer. It had become strategic infrastructure.

In 2022 President Joe Biden signed the CHIPS Act, a $50bn package of subsidies and tax credits designed to boost chipmaking in America. TSMC, which announced it would spend $12bn on a factory in Arizona in 2020, tripled that amount by late 2022. The AI boom made American politicians even keener to bring more fabs to their country. President Donald Trump, who derided the CHIPS Act as wasteful, has pushed TSMC to make more chips on American soil by threatening tariffs. In response, the firm pledged to invest another $100bn in Arizona. C.C. Wei, TSMC's boss, explained that a smaller sum "wouldn't even make Trump open his eyes".
Res in Arizona

Perhaps sensing that the firm can be swayed, some American officials have floated the idea of TSMC partnering with Intel to help jump-start the American firm's foundry business. Mr Huang responds, frankly, that the company is not interested. He compares such a deal to pouring gasoline into a diesel engine. TSMC's processes are not compatible with Intel's fabs, nor could the firm help run them. The American government is now considering a stake in Intel.

Attempts to entice and bully TSMC to manufacture more chips outside Taiwan happen to align with the company's thinking. Increasingly, the firm seems too large for its island home. S&P Global, a research firm, estimates that in 2023 TSMC accounted for 8% of the island's electricity use. By 2030 its share could rise to nearly a quarter.

Power is not the only limitation. Stephen Su of the Industrial Technology Research Institute, a tech incubator in Hsinchu, points out that competition for engineers will grow fiercer as the working-age population shrinks. Taiwan has few immigrants and a fertility rate of just 0.9, whereas a rate of 2.1 is necessary to sustain the population. Land is another constraint. TSMC's newest fab in Kaohsiung, which spans 79 hectares, was built on a former oil refinery and required a good deal of soil reclamation. Finding sites for future fabs is becoming harder.

Expansion abroad brings fresh challenges. The company is constructing new fabs in Japan and Germany, though its biggest bet is in Arizona. One fab has begun production; two more are under construction, with another three to follow. All told, Arizona could house as much as a third of TSMC's most advanced capacity. The arid environment has taken some getting used to. Mr Huang admits the company was surprised by delays in the local permit process. In Taiwan, he says, managers know what permits are required and "how to handle it". In Arizona, they assumed that, with Intel already operating plants nearby, local authorities would be familiar with fab construction.

Things have since improved. The first Arizona fab is reportedly producing chips for Apple at yields comparable to those in Taiwan. They are not cheap, though. Lisa Su, the boss of AMD, estimates that chips made in Arizona may cost up to 20% more than those from Taiwan. The hope is that customers will be willing to pay a premium for supply-chain resilience.



A bigger worry is the difficulty of importing an engineering culture. An executive at a chip-design firm likens TSMC's operations in Taiwan to a machine with "its own heartbeat" and suggests that workers elsewhere do not possess the same rigour. Stories of an intense, self-sacrificing work culture abound. After a powerful earthquake hit Taiwan in 1999, employees quickly filled TSMC's car park to assess the damage. In the mid-2010s the company created a "nightingale programme" with engineers working the night shift as it raced to close the gap with Samsung and win Apple's phone business.

Mr Chang has long maintained that transplanting such a work ethic across borders would be difficult. The company is trying. Around 1,000 Arizona-based engineers were sent to its "mother fab" in Tainan for 12 to 18 months of training. A similar number of Taiwanese engineers later joined them in Arizona. Over time, the number of transplants ought to fall. Growing automation may help, too. Jon Yu of Asianometry, a YouTube channel on business history, notes that TSMC still requires a pool of skilled technicians to operate its fabs. Given higher labour costs and different work norms abroad, the firm may be more willing to automate.
Silicon shield

Geopolitics adds other pressures, which are harder to anticipate and respond to. In Taiwan, TSMC is more than just a company. Locals refer to it as "the sacred mountain that protects the country", and in hard-to-measure ways it contributes to national security. As long as China relies on TSMC for its chips, goes the theory, it will hesitate to attack the island. That makes the firm's global expansion politically delicate. Becca Wasser of the Centre for a New American Security, a think-tank in Washington, says that Taiwan faces a difficult balancing act. It needs to keep enough of TSMC's operations at home to remain strategically indispensable, while accommodating allies who are eager to reduce their dependence on the island's fabs.

The events of the past few years may have made the task harder. Since 2019 ASML, a Dutch firm that supplies technology to chipmakers, has been barred by that country's government from exporting its most advanced tools to China. That has hobbled Chinese firms' ability to produce semiconductors at the 7nm level and below. In November 2024 the American government tightened restrictions further, prohibiting TSMC from offering its most advanced services to Chinese customers. Some analysts warn that cutting China off from the technological frontier could increase the risk of military action.

The stakes of this balancing act are immense. In 2022 Mark Liu, then TSMC's chairman, warned that a Chinese invasion would render the company's fabs inoperable, since they depend on a "real-time connection with the outside world". Elbridge Colby, the Pentagon's current policy chief, has gone further--suggesting that the fabs should be destroyed if China invades. Either way, the result would be the same: a global supply chain in chaos.

TSMC sees little value in dwelling on hypotheticals. Mr Huang believes markets are more pragmatic now. Though he does not say it outright, the message is that investors have already priced in geopolitical risk and are less anxious about it. He suggests that if war were to break out, it would not be confined to Taiwan but would engulf its neighbours too. In that case, there would be much more to worry about than chip production.

That view may be too sanguine. Even if the Arizona fabs function as well as expected, two-thirds of the world's most advanced chips will still be made in Taiwan. The firm's most advanced manufacturing technology will remain there, as will nearly all its research and development.  Its overseas fabs, by design, will lag at least one generation behind.

Beyond geopolitics, other risks loom. As TSMC pushes the limits of process technology, it could stumble. The firm pulled ahead of Intel in 2015 when the American firm faltered on newer nodes. Its rivals, though bruised, remain formidable. Samsung recently signed a $16.5bn deal to supply advanced chips to Tesla, a lift to its foundry ambitions. The AI boom, which has fuelled much of TSMC's recent growth, could slow down. Tariffs may sap demand for consumer electronics, which account for 40% of the firm's revenue. And the semiconductor industry is notoriously cyclical. Firms tend to overbuild in good times, only to face a glut when demand slows. TSMC's current expansion is bigger than anything in its history.

TSMC's greatest challenge may be the least tangible. Mr Huang says outsiders often assume that chipmaking success is simply about money. Yet, he notes, there are examples where governments have "poured money into a certain company" and still failed.  What they lack is TSMC's edge, its resilience, discipline and relentless drive to improve. For the company to keep growing, it must succeed abroad. That will depend on whether it can export its exacting culture. For a firm that has weathered typhoons and earthquakes, and lives under the shadow of war, going global may prove the harder test.#

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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Manufacturers v thieves 
How thieves could break into your car 
Gangs hack into electronic systems with increasingly sophisticated kit
Aug 21, 2025 01:04 PM



IMAGINE MEETING a seasoned British car thief in 2013. They would probably have cut a sorry figure. Every year of their career, the grind had got harder. The tools of their trade, such as a coat hanger or "slim jim" (a flat metal strip) for bypassing locks and strippers for manipulating ignition wires, had, slowly but surely, been rendered obsolete, thanks to improved security technology. Business had dried up.

Not any more. The recent boom in car theft offers a window into an ever-shifting battleground. On one side are manufacturers, who make and sell products. On the other are thieves, who try to nick them. As the technology for providing security, and defeating it, has become better and cheaper, the battle has speeded up.

Modern cars are sometimes called "computers on wheels". That brought benefits, but also vulnerabilities that carmakers were slow to grasp. The first was "relay attacks", which became popular in Britain in 2016 after manufacturers introduced keyless ignition. A thief stands on a street and uses a device to "bounce" the electronic signal from a house to the car.

Manufacturers have designed that out in newer models. Now thieves are more likely to get in by plugging a device directly into one of the car's electronic components, which tricks the car into thinking it is being contacted by a smart key. Adam Gibson, a police officer at Felixstowe port, points to several cars he has recovered that have been broken into using this technique: one via the tail-light, another via a component next to the bonnet latch.

The kit for this can be easily bought online. Videos on YouTube even explain how to use it. Most thefts are carried out by organised criminal groups, which will invest as much as PS20,000 ($27,000) on a single piece of equipment. A police force says that, when it confiscated such a device, it bought only a quiet couple of weeks.

One challenge for manufacturers is the speed of criminal innovation. The timeline for designing and making cars is long; once criminal groups have found an entry point, they might have years of easy business. Another is cost. At the top end of the market, companies invest heavily in fixing vulnerabilities, partly because they worry that a rash of thefts will hurt their brand. For mid-market cars, price competition is fiercer, and drivers are less likely to blame the manufacturer if their car is stolen.

Criminals have similarly had to adapt their techniques when it comes to phones. The introduction of biometric locking and face identification made it harder for thieves to get into locked phones, rendering them less valuable. The response was a surge in "snatch thefts", whereby thieves yank an unlocked phone from someone's hand, and then disable tracking before the victim can report it lost.

Manufacturers have, in turn, developed motion-based theft-detection measures (a phone will lock in response to a jarring movement) and stolen-device protection (it requires a passcode when moved to an unfamiliar place). Yet the security of any system depends on humans. Many phone users do not turn on such features. Criminals have become adept at phishing for the personal information needed to unlock a phone. If all else fails, a locked phone can always be sold on for parts.

Manufacturers are often accused of dragging their feet. MPs have argued, for example, that Apple could easily undermine the business model of phone-snatchers by introducing a "kill switch", but it won't because of "strong commercial incentives". That oversimplifies things. Manufacturers design security around passwords and locks, and already allow users to remotely "kill" their phone when it is locked. Introducing a kill switch for a phone that appears to have been legitimately transferred to a new user would create a host of new problems. A second-hand seller could, for example, try to extort money from a buyer by threatening to kill a phone post-sale. Manufacturers would struggle to design an infallible process for distinguishing thefts from legal sales.

A fairer conclusion is that--because its costs are socialised, via higher insurance premiums--theft is often a problem that no one has a strong incentive to fix. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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For whom the Bell tolls 
A court ruling threatens to disrupt Britain's asylum policy
What the Bell Hotel in Epping means for migrants
Aug 21, 2025 01:05 PM

A message from Epping

THE BELL HOTEL in Epping is a drab 80-bedroom coaching inn 20 miles as the crow files from Westminster. Since April it has housed up to 138 male asylum-seekers on behalf of the Home Office. Epping Forest District Council, which is controlled by the Conservative Party, contends that doing so constitutes a "material change of use" and the hotel's owner should seek planning permission to convert it to a hostel. The owners of the hotel, on the advice of the Home Office, disagree. As there is a fine line between a hotel and a hostel it is for a court to decide, in the legalese, the "balance of convenience".

On August 19th a High Court judge, Mr Justice Eyre, sided with Epping council. He granted an interim injunction against the hotel, which means that all asylum-seekers will have to leave by September 12th. The injunction will be in place until a final judgment, which will consider the merits of the case more thoroughly, is heard in the autumn. The decision in Epping, a sleepy town of 12,000, will have ripple effects on law, government policy and politics.

The case is not the first of its kind to be heard. The Home Office's use of hotels for asylum-seekers over the past three years has irked plenty of local planning authorities. In May 2023 the High Court granted an injunction to Great Yarmouth Borough Council in Norfolk against a seafront hotel. Requests for other injunctions in Fenland, Stoke-on-Trent and Ipswich--all in 2022--were dismissed. Although Mr Eyre said that there is "simply no general rule" to apply to these cases, the Epping case will give like-minded councils hope.

Andrew Fraser-Urquhart, a barrister at Francis Taylor Building, says the judge cited several factors that are "pretty readily transferable to other situations". First, that owners were forewarned by the council in 2020 that housing asylum-seekers constituted, in their view, a change of use. Second, that the judge said the owner's decision not to seek planning permission "side-stepped the public scrutiny and explanation which would otherwise have taken place". Finally, the judge thought the underlying merits of the case were strong.

The hotel could now seek planning permission, yet the council's position is abundantly clear: Chris Whitbread, its leader, has called the hotel's usage for asylum-seekers "totally unsuitable". That is, in part, because on July 8th a 41-year-old Ethiopian resident of the hotel was arrested after he allegedly tried to kiss a 14-year-old girl on the high street (he denies this). Protesters--some of whom were violent--amassed outside the hotel for a number of weeks. The council's strand of argument that housing asylum-seekers "poses a clear risk of further escalating community tensions" was dismissed by the judge.

Nevertheless, the case has given encouragement to Nigel Farage, the leader of Reform UK, who has championed the protesters' cause. Writing in the Telegraph, Mr Farage said that "Epping has shown the way to win." Reform says it will now seek similar legal action against hotels across the ten councils that it controls. Chris Philp, the Conservative shadow home secretary, has said he would welcome other councils doing the same.



For its part, the Labour government has pledged to end the use of hotels for asylum-seekers, but only by 2029. Of the 107,000 asylum-seekers being housed by the government at the end of March, 32,000 were staying in hotels. As well as being political dynamite, there is a robust fiscal case for ending their use: hotels housed 35% of asylum-seekers but accounted for 76% of accommodation costs. In July there were 210 hotels in use, just three fewer than a year ago.

While the government tries to work out where to house the stock of asylum-seekers already in the country, it also has a problem with the flow. Small-boat migrants, the most visible source of new claimants, have increased by 50% over the past year to 45,000 and are soon likely to reach an all-time annual high. Labour has spent much of its first year promising to fix the "broken planning system"; now the planning system, via the courts, has bitten back where the government least expected. #
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Flunking it
England's white working class falls further behind at exams
Blame rising absenteeism 
Aug 21, 2025 01:05 PM



FOR TEENAGERS, August is make-or break time. On August 21st, 700,000 16-year-olds in England received their GCSE exam marks, joining the 300,000 18-year-olds who got their A-level grades a week earlier. The results show that the gap in attainment between pupils in London and the rest of the country continued to widen. In 2019 the average GCSE grade in the capital was 6% above the English average. It has now stretched to 10% (see chart). The same trend is true for A-levels.



Bridget Phillipson, the education secretary, frets about the "lack of progress for children from white working-class backgrounds". Detailed data for this year have still to come, but the attainment gap at 16 between white children in England on free school meals (ie, from low-income families) and all others rose by four percentage points in the five years from 2018-19.

The government wants to narrow that gap. Other poor children on free school meals have not fallen behind in recent years. At 16 ethnic Chinese children who are also disadvantaged are 39 months ahead of their white British peers in England.

Turning up for class would help. Fully 23% of white British children were persistently absent last year, compared with 4% for ethnic Chinese. The Education Policy Institute, a think-tank, finds that the rising attainment gap since 2019 among disadvantaged children can be entirely explained by increased absenteeism. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The poor me's lament 
The moral of "The Salt Path", an embellished bestseller 
The truth will catch up with you, but will readers want to hear it?
Aug 21, 2025 01:04 PM | The South West Coast Path



IF LIFE IS a spin on fortune's wheel, Raynor Winn always seems to lose. In her bestselling 2018 memoir "The Salt Path", Ms Winn recounts a journey she and her husband, Moth--recently homeless and reeling from his diagnosis with a terminal illness--made around Britain's rugged south-west coastline. In May her "unflinchingly honest, inspiring and life-affirming true story" became a box-office hit, starring Gillian Anderson and Jason Isaacs. And then some pesky journalists pointed out that many details, big and small, seem to have been invented or exaggerated. Alas, poor Ms Winn has since had "vitriol poured on me from all quarters".

What explains the book's success? And what is the moral of its unravelling? To explore, your correspondent set off, copy in hand, to retrace the first 30km of the walk, from Minehead to Lynmouth.

The journey begins with a climb out of Minehead. It is "excruciatingly steep", says Ms Winn, leaving her with a "huge blister two inches across", which soon halts progress. There are many grassy spots but, inexplicably, the duo decide to pitch their tent on heather (like "lying in the fork drawer"). Ms Winn's thin sleeping bag is "bone-aching cold". Moth's pills mean he doesn't want to have sex. He snores.

The adjective most often applied to "The Salt Path" is "uplifting". Yet what strikes the reader most is constant grumbling, which surely accounts for part of the book's success. In "The Wild Places", Robert Macfarlane, perhaps Britain's finest nature writer, happily nestles down in his bivouac with some cheese and rye bread for dinner; a few sonnets are enough to keep him warm. The book sold around 100,000 copies. Ms Winn's moan-fest sold 2m and was translated into 25 languages. Its message: you too could be redeemed by nature, even if you find it annoying.

Ms Winn finds everything annoying. After making it down to Bossington--a pretty descent that Ms Winn spends mulling whether she dislikes uphills or downhills more--the couple stop for a cream tea they can't afford. Here they admit to a family that they are homeless, whereupon "the man reached out and pulled his child towards him and the wife winced and looked away". Ms Winn finds such pathos in this scene that she repeats it twice later, almost word for word. Elsewhere, complete strangers call the couple "disgusting".

Really? The Observer alleges that Ms Winn lied about the cause of her and Moth's financial woes (she actually stole PS64,000 from a former employer), their homelessness (the couple own a house in France) and the severity of Moth's illness (he has none of the usual symptoms of corticobasal degeneration, or CBS). Ms Winn has rebutted these claims, unconvincingly. And more fabrications have emerged. 

A few miles on, in Porlock, locals have mixed views. "It's all a load of old nonsense isn't it," says Lesley Thompson, buying her morning paper in SPAR. Her main gripe is that a scene in the film featuring a local beach has led to streams of confused tourists looking for a path that does not exist. Paul McGee, the owner of the Lorna Doone Hotel, is more chipper, crediting Ms Winn with a slight uptick in business. Next year he expects a surge, when Ms Anderson's fans stream over from America.

One question raised by the scandal is whether publishers should be more sceptical. On the hill out of Porlock, the Winns encounter a blind man practising yoga, who catches them up at a picturesque church. "We're just walking the path," they tell him. "You are, and you'll travel many miles," he replies. "You'll see many things, amazing things, and suffer many setbacks," he continues, before laying his hand on Moth's. "But you will overcome them, you'll survive, and it will make you strong."

Perhaps one far-fetched scene could be overlooked ("I've been in that church many times and I've never been spoken to by any blind man," says Tony Richards, the churchwarden). But most of the reported speech in the book sounds like a Hollywood script rather than real life. Industry figures have noted that many publishers have no fact-checkers. A book billed as a "true story" is subject to far less scrutiny than this article.

In 2003 James Frey published "A Million Little Pieces", a memoir about his life as an addict caught up in crime. When it was exposed as a fake, readers successfully sued the publisher for compensation. But the book remained in print, marketed as a novel, with an apologetic note from Mr Frey, claiming his mistake was "to write about the person I created in my mind".

Ms Winn insists her book is true and says she "can't allow any more doubt to be cast on the validity of those memories". But it will be, in part because the scandal itself is such a good story. "The Salt Path" is a morality play in which the protagonists--homeless, dying, poor--endure a callous world, indifferent to their suffering. Not only does that tale now appear fabricated, it has caused suffering of its own, including to CBS patients who took false hope from Moth's recovery.

What, then, is the moral of this story? It could be, as Ms Winn would put it, the power of keeping going. The journey has brought her riches, though it seems unlikely she will be counting her good fortune. Perhaps it is that the truth will always catch up with you. Yet Ms Winn's book will remain in print; while some readers are angry, others seem not to mind. "I've heard all that stuff and I don't care," says a woman inspired to walk the trail, a few miles before Lynmouth. "It's about the theory." #

For more on the latest books, films, TV shows, albums and controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter
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Bagehot 
What it means when Britain talks about "Bosh"
A desperate political class is out of ideas 
Aug 21, 2025 01:16 PM



TOM SKINNER is a typical reality-television star. The market trader from Romford found fame in the British version of "The Apprentice", ending every other sentence with the word "bosh". From there, Mr Skinner cemented a niche celebrity by posting motivational messages on Instagram while eating odd breakfasts (such as lasagne and baked beans) and through appearances on daytime television, where he would cheerily debate any topic ("Pub Bosses Fear They May Have To Hire 'Banter Bouncers'"). This month he reached the pinnacle of any self-made celebrity: a slot on "Strictly Come Dancing".

Mr Skinner has carved a less likely role in politics. Right-wing thinkers invited him to a seminar, "Now and England", at the Roger Scruton Legacy Foundation where Boshman declared: "England is the absolute guv'nor". He admitted he was thinking of "giving it a go in politics". Dominic Cummings, the brains behind the Brexit campaign and Boris Johnson's 2019 general-election victory, offered to help him run for mayor of London. When J.D. Vance, America's vice-president, visited Britain this summer, doyens of the British right recommended that Mr Skinner should be on his itinerary. "When the vice-president of the USA invites ya for a BBQ an' beers, you say yes," said Mr Skinner. "Bosh."

How does a mattress salesman from Romford bag a meeting with the man who is a choked Big Mac away from being the most powerful on Earth? To his fans, Mr Skinner is an amusing presence in their smartphone; to Westminster, he is a guide to a country politicians struggle to understand. Partly it is what he symbolises. Mr Skinner makes class less complicated. He is a wheeler-dealer. When not on telly or on TikTok eating an entire Christmas dinner for breakfast, he buys things at one price and then sells them for slightly more. It is a simple, tangible living. What can politicians offer downwardly mobile workers, whose precarious job prospects are being annihilated by artificial intelligence? Good question. And one that politicians can avoid if Mr Skinner acts as a cipher for the entire working class.

If class confuses Westminster, so does gender. Politicians cannot decide whether young men are incorrigibly woke or dangerous, porn-addicted misogynists. Pollsters, in general, have no idea what they think. Only the crudest caricatures survive, which Mr Skinner happily plays up to. What do men like? Football? Saying bosh? Saying bosh at the football? Reform UK has launched a football shirt for PS39.99 ($54). Mr Skinner, a West Ham fan, was an early guest on "Talking Pints", Nigel Farage's show on GB News, which helped keep the Reform leader front of mind while ostensibly taking a break from politics. "Talk to us about the word 'Bosh'," suggested Mr Farage.

Perhaps the time of the celebrity politician has arrived. After all, politics is an attention game, and those in Westminster are losing it. Mr Farage is the biggest British politician on TikTok, with 1.3m followers. That is just over half as many as The Famileigh, a suburban family who do silly dances. It is easier to teach an internet poster about politics than it is for a politician to become a successful poster. Cannier politicians know that traditional media have already sunk. In their desperation they cling to whatever digital flotsam they can grab, even if it is a white-van man who eats spicy Korean noodles for breakfast on Instagram.

So far, no one in British politics has come close to harnessing the full power of social media, three decades after their invention. Marshall McLuhan, the media theorist who said "the medium is the message", argued that people cannot comprehend their current media environment, even though it shapes everything about them. Instead people "look at the present through a rear-view mirror", meaning they "march backwards into the future". Nowhere is this more true than Westminster. In July Sir Keir Starmer hired a former editor of the Sun, a once-mighty tabloid, to gee up the government's comms. By contrast, Mr Skinner is a prophet for the present. Dyslexic, he happily admits he uses ChatGPT to turn garbled Essex prose into synthetic poetry, in order to convert internet fame into political power. McLuhan would have loved it.

There is, in general, a dearth of charisma in British politics. Kemi Badenoch, the Conservative Party leader, is not charismatic but she is captivating, like a motorway pile-up. Sir Keir has never pretended to be exciting. Promise made, promise delivered. And so the politicians turn to Mr Skinner, in the same way pilgrims head to Rome to rub St Peter's foot. Downing Street sought Mr Skinner's views on apprenticeships. Robert Jenrick, the shadow justice secretary, filmed a short video with Mr Skinner calling for a crackdown on tool theft. "Bosh?" squeaked Mr Jenrick. "AHHH, BOSH," roared Mr Skinner in reply, blessing the wannabe Tory leader with the spirit of Bosh.
Cry God for Tom, England and Saint George! Ahhh, bosh!

Mr Skinner is the latest beneficiary of Westminster's habit of monomania. It can focus on only one type of voter at a time. At the moment, Mr Skinner is treated as Albion incarnate, as if he is John Bull with an Insta. Yet he is not even the only man from Romford famous online for saying "Bosh". Big John, a cheese wholesaler, has found a similar level of fame by ordering large Chinese meals, signing off with "bosh". While Mr Skinner rails against the "woke brigade" and says "London has fallen", Big John offers a more optimistic message. Bosh Britain contains multitudes.

Westminster knows something new is needed, although it does not know quite what. Every party's polling is only a small swing from catastrophe. Everyone is looking for someone or something to save them. Mr Skinner's rise in Westminster is a symptom of desperation more than anything else. If Bosh is the answer, what exactly was the question?#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.

Correction (August 21st): An earlier version of this article described Robert Jenrick as the shadow home secretary.
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The view from Moscow
Putin's hunger to destroy Western unity rages on
He bets on a military breakthrough or a Trump-brokered stitch-up
Aug 21, 2025 02:36 PM | RIGA



ON AUGUST 16TH, a day after his summit with Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin summoned Russia's grandees to the Kremlin's Hall of the Order of St Catherine. Built in tsarist times to show off the glory of the Russian empire, the hall was the setting for Mr Putin's account of his achievements during the visit to Alaska, a former Russian imperial possession. He praised Mr Trump's "sincerity" and efforts to end the war. "It moves us closer to making necessary decisions," he said.

In the same hall, three and half years ago, Mr Putin had gathered his terrified courtiers and ordered them, one after another, to make the case for recognising the separatist-held territories in eastern Ukraine. That bizarre televised spectacle signalled the start of the invasion of Ukraine. His post-Alaska gathering, however, indicated that the war might now end--on Russia's terms, of course. The message reflects both Russia's exhaustion from war and Mr Putin's confidence of winning it, through fighting or by favourable negotiation. His peace initiatives and military actions align to the same goal: more power.

Read more of our recent coverage of the Ukraine war


Mr Putin's tone was emollient: "We respect the US administration's position, which wants the hostilities to stop as soon as possible. So do we." One person who seems to take Mr Putin's words at face value is Mr Trump, who, over the months, has displayed an almost clinical dependence on the Kremlin's strongman, and has recoiled every time Ukraine and its European allies have urged him to apply pressure on Russia's leader.

During the follow-up summit in Washington with Volodymyr Zelensky and seven European leaders, a hot mic caught Mr Trump whispering to Emmanuel Macron, the French president: "I think he [Mr Putin] wants to make a deal for me, you understand that? As crazy as it sounds." Despite earlier promises, Mr Trump has not imposed sanctions and no longer demands a ceasefire as a precondition for talks.

Mr Putin is unlikely to be bothered by the smiles, shoulder-slapping and assurances of support for Ukraine at the White House. As far as he is concerned, the meeting produced little more than general talk of security guarantees that will apply only if Mr Putin agrees to peace. Mr Trump's call to Mr Putin, in the middle of his meeting with European leaders, offered him reassurance: Mr Trump will do nothing about Ukraine without consulting Russia.

Mr Putin's own summit with Mr Trump, on the other hand, was much more of a success. Branded a murderous criminal by Mr Trump's predecessor, he got a red-carpet reception and applause from Mr Trump, who ended  Mr Putin's diplomatic isolation and restored his position as a power player in Europe.

"I congratulate all of us on a perfect summit. It was grand. To win everything and lose nothing--only Alexander III could do that," enthused Alexander Dugin, an ultra-imperialist philosopher and proponent of war, nodding to one of Mr Putin's favourite tsars. It is still unclear what the two summiteers agreed: Mr Putin went to Alaska not to negotiate, but to preen. 

Recent polls suggest that 70% of Russians think their country is prevailing on the battlefield, yet 60% favour peace talks. Fear of defeat is long gone, but there is not much appetite for more war. One well-informed businessman sums up the elite's attitude: "Nobody gives a fuck how it's going to end, as long as it does. Putin can sell anything as a victory." At a minimum, though, he wants this to include the recognition, by America at least, of Russia's occupation of Crimea and the corridor, seized in war, that connects it to Russia; Ukraine's permanent exclusion from NATO; and presidential elections in Ukraine. "No deal is likely while Zelensky is in power," says a Russian insider.

Mr Putin's new enthusiasm for diplomacy reflects his constraints. Russia's economy is heading into recession. In the first seven months of this year its budget deficit has overshot the target for the whole of 2025--unsurprising, considering a 20% increase in public expenditure in those seven months. At least 5% of all government spending now goes to maintaining a contract army that is mostly fighting in Ukraine, according to Re:Russia, a Vienna-based think-tank.

This does not make Mr Putin's position critical: he can always impose yet more pain on the economy. But "this will increase risks and internal tension, which will radically change Russians' perceptions of the costs of war," says Kirill Rogov of Re:Russia. Moreover, for the third summer in a row, Russia has failed to break Ukraine's front line. It still controls only a percentage point of Ukrainian territory beyond what it held at the start of 2023.

Mr Putin does not want to risk mass mobilisation, or to carry on the war for another year. The vast human and economic cost would highlight his army's failure to defeat Ukraine's. "Everybody understands that [carrying on] the war is senseless and it's time to end it," says a Russian magnate.  But this does not mean Mr Putin is about to stop. As Mr Rogov says, he still craves a breakthrough in the next two months: Ukraine is short of manpower; desertion is common. "He is opening the diplomatic door as a contingency, in case his offensive does not yield the desired effect."

For Mr Putin endless negotiations are simply another part of his war plans. They keep Mr Trump on his side and further the broader aim of sowing dissent in the West and in Ukraine. As a Russian blogger puts it: "The main thing to understand is that the war has not stopped. Our president will consider the [diplomatic] options, and in the meantime the military keeps working to liberate our territories." Mr Putin's demand that Ukraine hand over territory in the western Donbas that he has not won on the battlefield is meant to trigger a political crisis in Ukraine. He knows Mr Zelensky has pledged not to cede an inch of land, and that Mr Trump may dump him if he does not cave in.

To achieve his goal of dismantling the post-cold-war security order, Mr Putin wants to unravel Ukraine politically, drive America out of Europe and undermine Europe's support for Ukraine. He is yet to achieve any of this. But even if the war's active phase winds down, his struggle to destroy Western unity will persist. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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After a deal
Security "guarantees" for Ukraine are dangerously hazy
The devil is in the detail on proposals from Trump, Putin and Europe 
Aug 21, 2025 01:04 PM



ONE OF THE most important unresolved questions surrounding any peace deal for Ukraine is about security guarantees--how to ensure that Russia will not break its word and invade again. A nightmare scenario for Ukraine is that Russia will use peace and the lifting of sanctions to rebuild and retrain its army, and re-emerge as a more formidable force to attack Ukraine again and finish the job. On August 18th Mr Trump said that Russia had agreed to accept security guarantees, repeating a claim made days earlier by Steve Witkoff, his envoy to Russia, that "Article 5-like protection" was on the table. What would that mean in practice?

Article 5, the clause enshrining NATO's mutual defence, specifies that an attack on one member is seen as an attack on all, and that each ally will help with "such action as it deems necessary". On August 19th Mr Trump explicitly ruled out NATO membership for Ukraine, describing Ukraine's bid as "very insulting" to Russia. Mr Trump, like Barack Obama and Joe Biden before him, is unlikely to commit to go to war against Russia to protect Ukraine.

Read more of our recent coverage of the Ukraine war


Nor is it clear what, precisely, Mr Putin and his team told the Americans when they met in Alaska on August 15th. The details are important. In 2022, during talks with Ukraine, Russia did indeed agree that Ukraine's partners could provide guarantees as part of a peace deal. But the Kremlin later inserted a poison-pill clause that would have allowed it to veto any activation of those guarantees. On August 20th Sergei Lavrov, Russia's foreign minister, said that any new deal would need to be based on those proposals, with China included among the guarantors.



There are also mechanisms that fall well short of Article 5. One would be security "assurances", rather than guarantees, like the Budapest memorandum of 1994, in which America, Britain and Russia promised to respect Ukraine's integrity and, feebly, to "consult" if it was violated. Plainly, those did not work. In the middle, says Samuel Charap of the RAND Corporation, a think-tank, would be something like the pact America signed with Israel in 1975: a promise to take remedial action if Egypt violated a ceasefire, such as a snapback of sanctions, for example.

All of this is also tied up with the question of a "coalition of the willing", spearheaded by Britain and France, that could deploy troops to Ukraine and planes to its skies. The coalition, which could include non-European countries like Australia, has been engaged in detailed military planning for months, with some countries considering where in Ukraine they would place their forces. One sticking-point has been whether Mr Trump would enable such a force, for instance with logistics and intelligence, and "backstop" it by promising to step in if it were to be attacked.

In recent days Mr Trump appeared to suggest that he would. On August 18th he said that Europeans would be the "first line of defence", but America would "help them out with it", though he gave few clues as to what that might mean. The next day he reiterated that he was willing to help, possibly with air power, "because there's nobody [with] the kind of stuff we have...I don't think it's going to be a problem." Marco Rubio, America's secretary of state, is leading a working group to examine this, along with broader guarantees. Russia has reaffirmed that it is opposed to the idea.

At the heart of the Trumpian vision of a peace deal is a contradiction: Russia, the aggressor, would have to consent to any security guarantees given to Ukraine, a state whose legitimacy it denies. The unknowable factor is Mr Putin. If he has indeed come to the opinion that it is time to make strategic decisions to stop, he may bend. If not, the impossible issue of squaring serious security guarantees with a Russian veto will be a convenient stumbling-block. 

What is also not clear is what precisely a European force would do. One aim is for it to train and develop Ukraine's own armed forces. Another is to offer reassurance by the mere presence of foreign troops, who left in a rush in 2022. But if the force were attacked, or if Russia were to break a peace agreement and reinvade, how would the coalition respond? A formal pledge to fight Russia would amount to Article 5 by other means. A vague mandate with woolly rules of engagement could tempt Russia to test European resolve. One worry of the Biden administration was that if a European force were embarrassed inside Ukraine, it could undercut the credibility of Article 5 on NATO soil.

In practice, Ukraine, scarred by experience, will put only limited faith in outside pledges and foreign troops. Speaking in the White House, Emmanuel Macron, France's president, acknowledged that the ultimate guarantee was Ukraine's own armed forces. That made it all the more important, he noted, that a peace deal should include no limits on the size and capability of those forces, as Russia has also sought. Mr Zelensky cannot sign a deal that would leave his country defenceless. Mr Putin still seeks to turn Ukraine into an enfeebled vassal state cut off from its allies. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The Aussenkanzler
Friedrich Merz cuts a good figure abroad but is struggling at home
The chancellor may be Germany's last chance to avoid a hard-right government
Aug 21, 2025 03:12 PM | BERLIN

Less honoured in his own country

FRIEDRICH MERZ never enjoyed the honeymoon customary for a new head of government. When he stood for election to the chancellorship in the Bundestag on May 6th, he fell short of the required absolute majority on the first round. He got there on the second attempt, but it was a sign of things to come. His majority is wafer-thin. Worse, he cannot count on the loyalty of all the deputies in his coalition, made up of his centre-right Christian Democrats (CDU), their Bavarian sister party the Christian Social Union (CSU), and the Social Democratic Party (SPD).

Immediately after taking the oath of office Mr Merz embarked on a series of trips, first across Europe (Paris, Warsaw, Brussels and Kyiv) and then to America. His enthusiasm for travel quickly earned him the tag Aussenkanzler (foreign chancellor). He has succeeded in his ambition of establishing Germany as a leading voice in international politics, playing a prominent role in this week's Ukraine peace talks, and seems to get on well with Donald Trump. But at home he is stumbling. After 100 days in office Mr Merz was less popular than Olaf Scholz, his unloved predecessor, had been at that point, according to a poll by ARD, a German public broadcaster. Only 32% were satisfied with Mr Merz, compared with 56% for Mr Scholz and 74% for Angela Merkel, Mr Scholz's predecessor.



Recently, and even more worryingly, some polling suggests the hard-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) may be ahead of the CDU (see chart). And according to a survey by Insa, 68% of Germans expect that next year's regional elections will for the first time return a state premier from the AfD. The states holding elections next year are Baden-Wurttemberg, Rhineland-Palatinate, Saxony-Anhalt, Berlin and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania. It is a sign of the times that mainstream parties will consider it good news if the AfD comes first but fails to win an absolute majority in Saxony-Anhalt, and becomes the biggest party in just one or two of the five states.

What went wrong? "Merz is not an experienced politician, he acts more like a CEO," says Holger Schmieding, chief economist of Berenberg, a bank. In foreign policy his top-down leadership works well, but at home his management style ruffles feathers. Many parliamentarians from his own party were angered after he rammed through a loosening of Germany's balanced-budget rules before even taking office. Since then, his peremptory style has led to a number of domestic storms that have clouded his debut.

In July his troubles centred on nominations to the country's powerful consitutional court. Mr Merz had to cancel a vote in parliament on three appointments after some of his own party's deputies rebelled against the nomination of Frauke Brosius-Gersdorf, a law professor. Several Christian Democrats took offence at her liberal views on abortion. Mr Merz said their attacks against her amounted to a campaign of personal defamation. Ms Brosius-Gersdorf has since withdrawn her candidacy.

Then on August 8th Mr Merz decided to halt German exports to Israel of weapons that could be used in Gaza, without consulting anyone but his closest advisers. This upset both CDU and CSU lawmakers, as well as some state premiers. Markus Soder, the leader of the CSU and second-term premier of Bavaria, was particularly miffed not to have been sounded out.

To some extent Mr Merz gets a bad rap. His government has done reasonably well at implementing the four big changes he promised for his first months in office: cutting red tape, more frequent border checkpoints, a reform of Burgergeld (Germany's minimum income) and corporate-tax cuts. Construction permits have sped up, minimum-income reform is in the works, and companies can write off more capital investment; a lower corporate-tax rate will take effect in 2028. But the media have focused on a jump in corporate insolvencies, a rise in unemployment (though the rate is just 3.6%, low by international standards) and on a broken promise to lower electricity prices for consumers.

The stakes for Mr Merz's chancellorship are high. He has described it as Germany's last chance to stave off a government run by the AfD. It is early days, but so far the Aussenkanzler has not managed to seize the opportunity. #

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/europe/2025/08/21/friedrich-merz-cuts-a-good-figure-abroad-but-is-struggling-at-home



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Wildfires
Europe is ablaze  
New records are being set for devastation
Aug 21, 2025 01:04 PM | Florence



METEOROLOGICALLY, EUROPE is a middling sort of place. Hurricanes, monsoons and sandstorms pass it by. But in one increasingly alarming way, Europe stands out. It is warming faster than other continents. Since the mid-1990s its average temperatures have risen by 0.53degC per decade, which is more than double the global land average of 0.26degC.  This summer the effects have been dramatically apparent.

Heatwaves roasted northern Europe in June, and the south in August. According to the European Forest Fire Information System, wildfires in the European Union had burnt almost 10,000 square kilometres by August 19th. That compares with an average over the same period since 2006 of 2,440 sq km. Blazes have swept across swathes of the Balkans, Cyprus, France, Greece, Portugal and Spain. Some of them have come scarily close to big cities including Madrid, Porto, Podgorica and Patras, Greece's third-largest. At least eight people have died, probably many more. Countries that are struggling to cope have sought help a record 17 times through the EU's civil-protection mechanism, a system for co-ordinating disaster response.

Relative to its size, Portugal has been hardest hit. Fire has consumed 2.9% of the country's entire territory: 2,600 sq km, more than was burnt in the whole of the EU in the same period last year. Another 4,000 sq km have been ravaged in neighbouring Spain. Around 30,000 Spaniards have been forced to leave their homes. Some of the wildfires are of explosive intensity, a new trend. "There are areas where there's no way the fires can be controlled by human means," said Margarita Robles, Spain's defence minister. "Only the weather will allow us to have that control."

With temperatures dropping and rain forecast, the corner may have been turned. But plenty of questions remain as to whether central and regional governments need to do more. In Spain, total public investment in fire prevention fell by more than half between 2009 and 2022, according to a lobby group of forestry companies.

Global warming turns large parts of Europe's countryside into kindling. But it does not apply the match. Ignition comes from either natural events, usually lightning strikes, or human intervention. The most recent study of the causes of wildfires in Europe used data from 2016. Of the blazes with known causes (more than half the total), a mere 4% were found to have started naturally. Accidents and negligence explained 39%. But the main reason, accounting for 57% of outbreaks, was that the fires were lit deliberately.

Why? In the early 2000s, Italy's forestry police, the Corpo Forestale dello Stato (CPS), a body that has since been absorbed by the semi-militarised Carabinieri, carried out a detailed study based on data from 2001. The proportion of fires attributable to arson was 60%, almost identical to the figures in the later, EU-wide survey. The CPS found only about one in ten of the fires had been lit by pyromaniacs or others who were mentally disturbed. The most common reason was that an attempt to clear land for pasture had got out of hand. Other wildfires were deviously lit so that the area burnt could subsequently be reclassified for construction.

Clearly there is a case for stiffening the penalties for starting fires and ensuring that land devastated by blazes cannot subsequently be used for grazing or building. It might also be worth thinking hard before ending the autonomy of specialised forces like the CPS. #

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