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The world this week
Politics
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



Donald Trump announced a 20-point plan to end the war in Gaza. Along with Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, Mr Trump committed to a ceasefire proposal that was endorsed by many Arab and Muslim countries. Under the scheme the war would end, Hamas would release its remaining hostages and Israel would allow aid into Gaza without limits. Hamas would disarm, Israeli troops would withdraw in phases and an international stabilisation force would take responsibility for security. A "technocratic apolitical Palestinian committee" would take over the civil government. Mr Trump would lead a Board of Peace to oversee reconstruction. 

Sweeping sanctions were reimposed on Iran ten years after they were lifted. Britain, France and Germany, the three European partners to the JCPOA, the multinational deal meant to restrict Iran's nuclear programme, activated the "snapback" mechanism,   accusing Iran of "continued nuclear escalation". Iran suspended inspections of its nuclear sites after America and Israel bombed them in June. 

Protesters in Madagascar demonstrated against persistent power cuts, water shortages and rampant corruption and called for the resignation of Andry Rajoelina, the president. In response Mr Rajoelina sacked his cabinet, imposed a curfew and deployed his security forces against the crowds. At least 22 people were killed.

Joseph Kabila, a former president of Democratic Republic of Congo, was sentenced to death in absentia by a military court in Kinshasa, the capital. He was found guilty of colluding with rebels and complicity in war crimes. Mr Kabila has denied any wrongdoing and says his successor is using the court for political gains.

America's relations with Colombia worsened, when the State Department revoked the visa of Gustavo Petro, Colombia's leftist president, after he took part in a pro-Palestinian rally outside the UN in New York. At the rally Mr Petro called on American soldiers to "disobey the orders of Trump", and for the creation of a worldwide army to aid Palestinians. His comments were described as "reckless and incendiary" by the State Department.

An American proposal to double the size of the international security force in Haiti was backed by the UN Security Council. Criminal gangs have de facto control of the country and the current international force led by Kenya has not curtailed the violence. China and Russia abstained from the UN vote, claiming the new force could be used by America to further its aims in the region.

Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela's autocratic president, was preparing to strengthen his powers over the security forces and declare a state of emergency, as speculation about an American invasion gripped the country. America's military has struck alleged Venezuelan drug-trafficking boats in the Caribbean and it is stepping up its navy's presence in the region.

Mr Trump criticised Venezuela at a rare gathering of America's senior generals and admirals. The main purpose of the meeting was for Pete Hegseth, the "secretary of war", to reiterate that the woke era is over. Mr Hegseth blamed woke policies for deteriorating standards, including fitness, and for making the top brass walk on "egg shells" over claims of discrimination. Any officer who disagrees should resign, he said.

Government services in America were left without funding after a spending bill was held up in the Senate over a row about health-insurance tax credits. Although it has come close in recent years, this is the first federal government shutdown since 2019. 

Eric Adams pulled out of New York's mayoral election. Mr Adams, the incumbent mayor, was running as an independent after a slew of scandals. His departure is unlikely to alter the dynamics of the race much. Zohran Mamdani, the official Democratic candidate and a socialist, is far ahead in the opinion polls. 

A gunman opened fire at a Mormon church in Michigan and set fire to the building, killing four people. The suspect, who was shot dead by police, is reported to have held a grudge against the religion.



In India police opened an investigation into the deaths of at least 40 people who were crushed during a political rally for Vijay, an actor turned politician. Investigators are considering whether charges of negligence and homicide should be brought against senior figures from Vijay's party who organised the event in Tamil Nadu. Around 20,000 people turned up at a location that was meant to accommodate half that number.

An earthquake in the Philippines killed at least 72 people. Aftershocks hampered rescue efforts in central Cebu province, which bore the brunt of the quake.

South Korea's president, Lee Jae-myung, announced an 8.2% increase in the defence budget, the biggest rise since 2008. Mr Trump has been pressing Asian allies to spend more on defence. Mr Lee remarked that this is an era "where it's every man for himself".

A suicide-bomber targeted a security-forces building in the Pakistani city of Quetta, killing at least ten people. Islamist militants and rebels agitating for the independence of Balochistan province are active in the area.

Internet services started to gradually resume in Afghanistan, after the Taliban government briefly shut it down across the country claiming it was promoting immorality. The internet blackout had affected airports' IT systems and operations.

The pro-EU Party of Action and Solidarity won a parliamentary election in Moldova with 50% of the vote. The pro-Russian Patriotic Block took just 24%, confounding opinion polls that had projected a higher share. Russia has been accused of interfering in the election campaign. The Kremlin denies this, and claimed that Moldova had provided only two polling stations for the hundreds of thousands of Moldovans  who live in Russia in order to suppress their vote.

J.D. Vance, America's vice-president, suggested that the Pentagon could provide Ukraine with long-range Tomahawk missiles, signalling the White House's annoyance with Russia for ignoring Mr Trump's attempts to de-escalate the conflict. Russia warned that America would risk a direct confrontation by supplying Tomahawks, which have a range of 2,500km (1,550 miles). Russia continued to pound Ukraine with drone attacks.

Eleven people were arrested in Serbia in connection with several hate crimes that have taken place in Berlin and Paris. The incidents include daubing the Star of David on Jewish buildings in Paris in 2023, and more recently the placing of pigs heads near mosques. Serbia said the 11 suspects had acted on the orders of a "foreign intelligence service" and that its leader was still on the run. Many suspect Russia of trying to stir up trouble in the cities.

At least two people were killed in a car-ramming-and-stabbing attack on a synagogue in Manchester, in the north of England. The incident happened on Yom Kippur, the holiest day in the Jewish calendar. The suspect was confronted by police and shot.

Sir Keir Starmer, Britain's prime minister, tried to stanch the haemorrhaging of support in the polls for his governing Labour Party. In a speech to flag-waving party members Sir Keir insisted he was overseeing "national renewal" and fighting "for the soul of our country", pitching his address to "working people". He said the populist Reform UK was his party's main threat and that immigration policy was a pressing issue, but he claimed Reform's plans to remove non-citizen migrants were "racist". 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/the-world-this-week/2025/10/02/politics
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The world this week
Business
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



A consortium of investors led by Saudi Arabia's Public Investment Fund announced a buy-out of Electronic Arts, the video-game maker behind such hits as "Battlefield", "EA Sports FC" and "Madden NFL". At $55bn it is the world's biggest-ever leveraged buy-out. Affinity Partners, an investment firm founded by Jared Kushner, Donald Trump's son-in-law, is part of the consortium. The deal is a bet that artificial intelligence will enhance players' interactions with EA's games, and also cut its operating costs.
Trying to figure it out

The White House pulled its nomination of E.J. Antoni to head the Bureau of Labour Statistics. Donald Trump had nominated Mr Antoni, currently the senior economist at the conservative Heritage Foundation, after sacking the previous head of the BLS for allegedly manipulating jobs figures to make the government look bad (for which there is no evidence).  Mr Antoni's nomination had run into a wall of opposition in the Senate over his suitability for the job.

Brian Quintenz acknowledged that he is no longer the White House's nominee to lead the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, after the Senate held up his confirmation process. Mr Trump wants the CFTC to expand its remit in cryptocurrencies. Mr Quintenz has accused Tyler Winklevoss, the founder of a crypto exchange and supporter of Mr Trump, of trying to derail his nomination.

Analysts estimated a big increase of sales in electric vehicles in America as people rushed to claim tax credits on EV purchases before the programme ended on September 30th. "It's been bonkers," said a director at TrueCar, a retailing website, describing the dash to buy a car. Sales are expected to slow in the coming months.

The British government handed Jaguar Land Rover a PS1.5bn ($2bn) loan guarantee, as the carmaker struggles to restart production following a cyber-attack on August 31st. JLR is having to rebuild its IT systems to pay suppliers, deliver vehicles to dealers and send out spare parts. The disruption to its supply chain could continue for months.

Nike said it now expects costs from tariffs to reach $1.5bn in its financial year, as it reported a 31% drop in quarterly net profit, year on year. Revenue grew by 1%. Sales were up in North America by 4%, thanks to clothing and equipment; sales from footwear in the region were flat. Overall sales dropped by 10% in China.

Warren Buffett's Berkshire Hathaway was reportedly ready to secure a deal to buy Occidental's petrochemical division for $10bn. Berkshire is Occidental's largest shareholder and backed the energy giant's takeover of Anadarko in 2019. Occidental has struggled with the huge debts it incurred as a result of that takeover and other acquisitions.

Another blockbuster deal was taking shape, as Global Infrastructure Partners, owned by BlackRock, was said to be close to buying AES, a utility that owns and operates power plants, in a deal worth around $38bn. GIP's other assets include stakes in London's Gatwick airport, renewables and big pipeline projects.

The planned merger of Union Pacific and Norfolk Southern to create America's first coast-to-coast freight operator continued to reverberate throughout the industry, as CSX, another railway company, ousted its chief executive. Ancora Holdings, an activist investor, had pressed CSX to appoint a new boss who is more amenable to a takeover offer, potentially from BNSF, in order to compete with the new freight giant.

California's governor signed the first bill into law in America that compels companies to reveal their safety standards for AI. Gavin Newsom wants the legislation to lay the foundations for a national AI safety act. The bill is less expansive than a previous version that was dropped last year amid intense opposition from the likes of Meta and OpenAI.

A study from the Budget Lab at Yale University countered the idea that AI is already disrupting jobs, concluding that the  effects on American labour markets are "largely speculative". Looking at the 33-month period since the  release of ChatGPT, the report found that AI is changing the occupational mix among tech workers, but not  in the wider economy.  Your job is not safe yet; the study also argues that the impact of AI on the occupational mix is bigger than it was for computers or the internet at the same stage in the cycle.
Strictly ballroom

YouTube agreed to settle a lawsuit brought by Donald Trump for blocking his content after his supporters attacked Congress on January 6th 2021. The bulk of the $24.5m settlement will go to the Trust for the National Mall, which is helping finance a new White House state ballroom.
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Oct 02, 2025 02:24 PM



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

The president tries to enlist the top brass for "the war from within"

Vladimir Putin is testing the West--and its unity

Armed forces are using 18th-century technology to spy on enemies

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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The grey zone
Vladimir Putin is testing the West--and its unity
NATO must resist Russia's efforts to corrode it from within
Oct 02, 2025 04:07 PM



DRONES OVER Poland; MiG fighters traversing Estonian airspace; telecom cables damaged deep beneath the Baltic Sea; airports paralysed by cyber-attacks and quadcopters; mysterious explosions and assassinations; bot swarms pumping out propaganda to disrupt elections: none of these on its own is a casus belli, but together they are adding up to something new and dangerous. Vladimir Putin is waging a grey-zone campaign against NATO: a cheap, deniable and calibrated effort to unsettle Europe that is carefully short of outright conflict. "We are not at war," Germany's chancellor, Friedrich Merz, said this week. "But we are no longer at peace, either."

Read the rest of our cover package

	The flashing red threat from Russia's dark fleet
	Why Russia's micro-aggressions against Europe are proliferating



The damage has never been serious, so what is the point? Mr Putin knows he cannot defeat NATO in a stand-up fight, yet his aim, given the grand sweep of his writings and speeches, is more than just to be a nuisance. He is trying to achieve three things, and he needs to fail at all of them.

First, Mr Putin aims to break the unity of NATO. His goal is to make Europeans doubt each other and in particular question America's commitment to the alliance it created in 1949. He aims to sow suspicion that Article 5, which treats an attack on one as an attack on all, cannot be relied on; and, eventually, to prise America away from Europe altogether. NATO, Mr Putin has often stated, is devoted to dismembering Russia; so it must itself be destroyed from within.

At the turn of the century America was mightier than all its enemies and friends put together. Osama bin Laden began the unravelling. His strike on the twin towers in 2001 lured America into overreach in Afghanistan and Iraq, prompting a backlash at home against foreign commitments. China's rulers dream of a similar American exit from East Asia. That is why Xi Jinping, too, is using grey-zone incursions to make Taiwan feel vulnerable--and to cast doubt on America's commitment to its Asian partners. With his carelessness for the security order that has underpinned the world since 1945, Donald Trump is making Mr Xi's task easier.

The same is true in Europe. Mr Trump's response to the drone incursion into Poland was to say that it "could have been a mistake", even though a show of solidarity was called for. It is not hard to connect those words to the violation of Estonian skies by three MiG-31s ten days later. Mr Trump needs to stress his commitment to military action in Europe if it becomes necessary. If sabotage and violations of airspace are shrugged off as routine, deterrence becomes a matter for debate--and once it is debated, it is weakened.

Mr Putin's second objective concerns Ukraine. His summer offensive has failed, so he wants to raise the cost to European countries that support Ukraine's army. A focus of the grey-zone attacks has been the countries that are its strongest backers. Poland, Estonia and Denmark have suffered drone incursions, GPS jamming and sabotage. Germany has faced cyber-attacks on its defence and logistics firms. Moldova and Romania, as front-line states, have had their elections interfered with--in both cases unsuccessfully, which shows that Mr Putin does not always get his way. His message to voters and politicians is blunt: rather than sending weapons to Ukraine, you should focus on appeasing Russia or defending yourselves.

The third explanation for this campaign is deeper and older. Mr Putin hates classical liberal democracies whose wealth and resilience show up his failures and his repression. They outperform him economically. Russia's GDP is smaller than Italy's even though its population is well over twice as large. The more he can sow discord and confusion within the West, the stronger he looks. The more he can discredit centrist governments, the more it will benefit populist nationalists who share his suspicion of a united Europe.

What should the allies do? First, they must expose everything. The temptation is to ignore small provocations or, lacking proof of Russia's responsibility, hold back from accusations. But to ignore the grey zone is to concede it. And once conceded, it expands. Sabotage, cyber-attacks, election interference: each should be attributed and publicised swiftly, with evidence. That strips Russia of plausible deniability and educates Western voters that they are the targets of a campaign.

NATO and the European Union must also improve their resilience. Grey-zone defence includes spare parts and repair crews for cables and pipelines, rapid cyber-response teams and hardened electoral commissions. It is the tedious but vital business of building in redundancy and preparedness. At the same time, the Europeans must also harden their defences. Patrols in the Baltic Sea must be continuous; more sensors are needed. Europe needs cheap interceptors that can take out the drones Russia is making by the tens of thousands. Scrambling F-35s and using missiles costing millions of dollars against drones costing only thousands will eventually exhaust Europe's defences, leaving it vulnerable.

Last, the alliance must impose clearer costs. Drones over borders should trigger sanctions on suppliers and shell companies. Cyber-attacks should meet cyber-countermeasures. It is now time to use Russia's frozen assets to pay for the defence of Ukraine, which is in reality the defence of Europe, too. And yes, that defence may mean shooting down a warplane that poses a threat to life or property. Fainthearts worry about escalation, but declining to act threatens escalation of a different kind. If Russia thinks it can get away with limited acts of aggression, something really dangerous might one day happen--such as Mr Putin grabbing a pocket of land around Narva on the Estonian side of the border, a city filled with Russian-speakers whose rights Russia pretends to champion.
Hit back harder

All this is hard to do even if America's guarantee is solid. It is harder still when Mr Trump is an uncertain member of the alliance. This year he says he backs NATO, but last year he suggested he would "encourage Russia to do whatever it wants" to members who don't pay enough. Such words are taken as an invitation to probe and divide. Mr Putin has been listening.  #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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A big step forward
The White House's plan for Gaza deserves praise
America, Israel and perhaps Hamas have changed their positions 
Oct 02, 2025 04:07 PM



ON SEPTEMBER 29TH President Donald Trump stood with Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, and set out a 20-point plan for "eternal peace" in Gaza. It is tempting to be dismissive. Although the hyperbole was exceptional, it is hardly the first peace plan since the war began in 2023. And while the talking continues, the horror in Gaza persists. Yet dismissal would be a mistake. This proposal is a milestone because it sets parameters for a way out of the nightmare and marks a change in the positions of America and Israel, and, just possibly, Hamas.

Dig deeper

	Donald Trump reaches for "eternal peace" in Gaza
	A big majority of Israelis support Donald Trump's Gaza peace plan



The principles of the plan are clear, even if the sequencing and details are not. The hostages would be released almost immediately. Hamas leaders and fighters would disarm and be granted amnesty or exile. A technocratic administration that excludes Hamas would take over, supervised by an international board under Mr Trump. The Israeli army would withdraw from Gaza in stages, handing security to an international force and newly vetted Palestinian police. In the long run the rehabilitation of Gaza, and reforms to the Palestinian Authority (PA) in the West Bank, could yet lead to statehood. Eight Muslim countries, including the main Arab powers and Turkey, back the deal.

This is new for America. In February Mr Trump entertained the idea of Gaza being ethnically cleansed of Palestinians to make space for a new Middle East "Riviera". Since then, he has given tacit approval to the nihilistic fantasies of the hard-right parties in Israel's coalition government, who dream of settling Gaza. Now, having lost patience with Mr Netanyahu after Israel's strikes on Qatar in September, Mr Trump has signalled that "Israel will not occupy or annex Gaza" keeping open the prospect of a two-state solution.

By supporting the proposal, Mr Netanyahu has pivoted, too. Until recently he was committed to a forever war in Gaza and indulged his hard-right coalition partners, partly because a ceasefire might end the government and his time in office (an election must be held by late 2026). Now he has suggested that he intends to fight the election on the platform that the peace plan secures Israel's original war aims of getting the hostages back and Hamas out of power. Although he is unpopular, the plan is not: almost three-quarters of Israelis support it.

The final shift may be from Hamas. It has yet to formally respond and may have detailed objections to the sequencing of the Israeli withdrawal and the absence of guarantees if Israel changes its mind. But were it to accept in principle and in public that it is prepared to relinquish its weapons and its claim to govern Gaza, that would be a huge shift, in effect signalling it accepts that it is not the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.

The pitfalls are obvious. Hamas could reject a deal, condemning Gaza to more misery. Mr Netanyahu and Hamas may sign up insincerely, with the real goal of sabotaging the deal later. The details over sequencing are hellish. Rebuilding Gaza may prove impossible to organise or fund. Israel's politics could pull Mr Netanyahu or his successor back towards annexation. The PA may be incapable of reform and the interim government overstay its welcome. Notwithstanding proclamations at the UN, there is little evidence that a majority of either Israelis or Palestinians still have confidence in a two-state solution. It will take decades to rebuild trust.

Yet for all that, Mr Trump's plan offers the best pathway out of the tragedy in Gaza. Its success would require sustained pressure from Mr Trump on Israel, and from the Arab states and Turkey on Hamas. But today's unending mass suffering is unacceptable and so are the alternatives of occupation, anarchy or rule by a reconstituted Hamas. For dragging the negotiations to reality, Mr Trump and his team deserve praise. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Bad medicine 
Donald Trump's cure for drug prices is worse than the disease 
The problem is not greedy pharma firms
Oct 02, 2025 04:07 PM



FEW THINGS infuriate Americans as much as drug prices. Republicans and Democrats alike agree that poorly patients are being ripped off by greedy pharma firms. They point to the fact that America's list prices for branded drugs are, on average, more than four times those in other rich countries.

Dig deeper

	Donald Trump is waging war on sky-high drug prices. Can he win?
	Does big pharma gouge Americans?



Donald Trump agrees with them and he has set out to do something about it. He has asked drugmakers to cut their prices to "most-favoured nation" levels, ie, to the cheapest price out there. If they don't, he says, he will use "every tool in our arsenal" against what he calls abusive drug pricing. But the president's battle to bring down prices is doomed to fail. Indeed, it could even make health care in America worse.



Anyone familiar with the country's byzantine health system knows that inefficiencies and rents abound. Yet these tend to be concentrated not among drugmakers, but further along the supply chain. Our analysis of 220 listed health-care firms finds that three-fifths of the excess profits, defined as those that are above a 10% return on capital, are taken by others, including hospitals, and middlemen, such as insurers, distributors and pharmacy-benefit managers. Three PBMs handled nearly 80% of prescription claims last year; some of them are being investigated for uncompetitive behaviour. Cracking open the sector and encouraging competition would help bring costs down.

Even if that were fixed, drugs in America would remain three times dearer than in the rest of the rich world. What more should be done?

To answer the question, it helps to grasp why American patients pay more. They are not being ripped off on a grand scale by feckless foreigners. Many European governments buy drugs at the national level, because their health systems are publicly run. But they do so on the basis of a calculation of the value each drug provides, measured by the improvement it offers both to the length and the quality of a patient's life.

This value is often low enough for patients elsewhere to have worse access to new drugs than Americans do. Between 2014 and 2022 one in five medicines approved by Uncle Sam never won approval in Europe, and nearly half were not approved by Japan. Of those cleared in all three places, more than two-thirds were first approved in America--nearly six months before Europe, on average, and almost three years before Japan.

When Mr Trump says he wants to match others' prices, he is therefore proposing to import the value that other countries place on treatments. But there is no reason why the world's wealthiest country should share that assessment of how to value good health. If it did, Americans would save money on drugs, but at the cost of worse care than they enjoy today.

Moreover, because pharma companies are, pace Mr Trump, not price-gouging monsters, imposing the most-favoured nation price on the world's biggest drug market would also curb innovation. Drugmakers take big risky bets on treatments, not all of which succeed; by some estimates, around 90% of clinical drug development ends in failure. If you cut the potential rewards, you cut the appetite for risk.

If its American revenues were threatened, the industry would either find ways to protect them, or innovate less, or both. To lessen the pain, firms could further delay launching their products in other countries, to keep most-favoured nation prices high; or they could raise list prices everywhere, and offer opaque rebates to countries that are not willing to pay higher rates. To the extent that prices in America were forced down, firms would take fewer risks on innovation.

That is why Mr Trump's plan to "rebalance" the system, by making Europeans pay more and Americans less, cannot work. He cannot force the rest of the world to pay more for drugs; nor can he force drugmakers to keep spending as much on research even as their profits take a knock. The harmful consequences would affect patients everywhere--especially Americans, who are the keenest drug buyers of all.

What, then, should Mr Trump do instead? Rather than seeking to import Europe's prices, he could borrow its approach, and establish an American system of valuing drugs. Most prices emerge from a series of negotiations between makers and middlemen, without any explicit discussion of value. But Medicare, the public-health scheme for the elderly, is showing the way forward. It can now negotiate over the prices of a handful of drugs. Medicaid, the public-health insurer for the poor, is tying payments to outcomes in costly gene therapies for conditions such as sickle-cell disease. Value-based pricing could be extended.

Such a system would reflect Americans' greater preference for cutting-edge treatments, and would make pricing more transparent. It could also steer investments towards therapies and innovations that are more efficacious. Research suggests that these effects could combine to make spending on drugs substantially more beneficial for the health of Americans. Much of the price gap with the rest of the world would remain. But then, so too would the gulf in treatment. #

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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Court politics
The new SCOTUS term will reshape America's constitution
If the justices do not check an overmighty president, the country will suffer
Oct 02, 2025 03:20 PM



THE PHRASE "checks and balances" does not appear anywhere in the United States constitution; and yet in a manual for Martians on how America governs itself it would be on page one. Those three words are a reminder that the country has an unwritten constitution, which resides in beliefs, behaviour and legal precedents, to go alongside its more celebrated written constitution. They describe how the branches of government compete for power--a contest where, the founding fathers wrote, "Ambition must be made to counteract ambition." The question for the Supreme Court's new term, which starts next week, is: how much ambition do the justices have?

Dig deeper

	The president's agenda looks safe at the Supreme Court--with a few exceptions
	Your federal government is now closed for business



Over the course of this century the presidency has accumulated power as Congress has stood aside. The justices have been content to wave through gradual increases in presidential authority, steadily rewriting the unwritten constitution as they went. That sort of incremental change is probably necessary when the written part is not working as it should, because of the partisanship that this week shut down the government once again. Yet Donald Trump is taking this indulgent attitude and exploiting it.

His administration combines the theory that the presidency should be all-powerful with a method that makes it seem so. That method involves stretching presidential authority to its limit, without waiting to see if the courts check it. When they catch up, the administration will obey the law (at least after the Supreme Court has had its say), then try another route to the same end. This is not outright defiance, but neither is it deference to a branch of government that should be coequal.

For the court, this presents a dilemma. Its first job is to define the law. And yet it is unavoidably a political institution, whose members have always quietly taken politics into account when making those judgments. Today's chief justice, John Roberts, is caught between a desire to prevent the court from being seen as just another partisan institution, and an instinct to avoid a direct confrontation with the administration that the court could lose. Those two impulses are in tension. And so far--whether because of coincidence, ideology or pragmatism--the wish to placate the president is winning.

That was true most clearly in Trump v United States, which expanded presidential immunity from prosecution beyond the expectations of most court-watchers. It has also been true on the shadow docket, where cases are not exposed to a full public hearing. Although the court this week said that Lisa Cook could remain at the Federal Reserve while it considers Mr Trump's right to sack her, the administration has often got what it sought on the shadow docket with scant, if any, explanation. The term that starts next week looks likely to expand presidential power yet again.

Three cases will be defining. One, the ominously named Trump v Slaughter, touches on whether the president can sack people at independent government agencies. The court seems likely to conclude he does, with the exception of the Fed. Handing this power to the president would overturn a precedent from the 1930s, when the justices ruled against an overmighty FDR. In another case, on birthright citizenship, the court is likely to resist the president.

And then there are the cases about tariffs, involving importers of wine and toys. Unfortunately for free traders, The Economist's SCOTUS bot, an AI that has been trained on case filings and previous rulings, thinks the president will get his way here, too (as does our correspondent who trained the bot).
In the balance

Taken together, these cases do not signal the end of the republic and its replacement with an elected monarchy. The court's defenders can argue that, by yielding now, the justices will be in a better position to stand firm when they really need to. Maybe. But the court has started along a path that gives a power-hungry executive most of what it wants. If it continues to give ground, by the end of this president's term America's constitution--the one that actually describes how the country is run--will look very different. #

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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Self-driven to despair
Unleash the robotaxi revolution
Across the West, safety rules are standing in the way of progress
Oct 02, 2025 04:07 PM



IN SAN FRANCISCO and Shenzhen, the future is already here. Between April and June Waymo, an American firm, conducted 2.2m robotaxi trips in California--five times as many as in the same period in 2024. Over the same three months Baidu, a Chinese tech giant, provided 2.2m trips across 16 mostly Chinese cities--a two-fold increase.

Dig deeper

	The economics of self-driving taxis



That is exciting for residents of those places. Since robotaxis have fewer accidents than human drivers, they are almost certainly saving lives. Unlike private cars, they can be in near-continuous use; the more popular they become, the more they will free up space and make urban life more comfortable. Yet city dwellers elsewhere have less to celebrate. In many places, regulation is a roadblock to self-driving taxis.

Some restrictions slow the development of the tech itself. In America firms need approval from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration to deviate from federal standards by, say, building a car without pedals or a steering wheel, both of which are more useful to a human than to an AI driving system. And the NHTSA can allow each firm to make only 2,500 non-standard cars a year.

Other regulations control or even ban the operations of robotaxis. In New York the Taxi & Limousine Commission prohibits the use of autonomous vehicles in paid for-hire services. City councillors in Boston have proposed legislation that would require a "human-safety operator" in each. Only a few European countries are even testing them. In Germany robocabs must be monitored by a human at all times.

Such policies stem from two concerns: that robotaxis could crash into pedestrians or oncoming traffic; and that they will displace human workers, who must be protected. Neither of these justifications holds water.

Consider safety first. Regulators are right to require that new technology be tested. But the evidence so far is encouraging. A study by Waymo and Swiss Re, a reinsurer, finds that Waymos are involved in 88% fewer property-damage claims and 92% fewer injury claims per mile than humans. Other firms may struggle to match those numbers, and the vehicles have so far been let loose in "easy" cities. Still, the figures suggest that robotaxis will make roads safer. Regulators in the West could follow China and make it easier to run pilot projects.

What about the job-killing effects? Josh Hawley, a Republican senator, wants to ban self-driving cabs because they are "terrible for working people", since they may lead to job losses among taxi drivers. More often, the concern is unspoken. Protests from drivers sway the calculations of city officials, who then insist on ultra-stringent safety standards. In China, too, fears of job losses have slowed the transition from tests to real-world use.

Yet the impact on taxi drivers must be set against the benefits to a wider group: for every cabbie in San Francisco, there are hundreds of riders and residents. And the relationship between new and old can be surprising. In San Francisco robotaxis are replacing private cars rather than manned taxis. Although robotaxis have cruised on to the scene, demand for ordinary cabs has held up, perhaps because they are sometimes more available. Human drivers are most useful at peak demand, when fares are highest.

Even with adroit regulation, robotaxis would not be everywhere. The challenge of making them commercially viable would remain. Each Waymo car, with all its sensors and the latest software, is said to cost around $150,000; mapping and testing can be expensive, perhaps forbiddingly so in small European cities with medieval road plans. Remove regulatory roadblocks, though, and firms could at least have the chance to expand their operations, improve the technology and bring down costs--while more consumers enjoy the ride. #

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
Should work restrictions on asylum-seekers in Britain be reformed?
Also this week, America's relations with Israel, the US constitution, cosy crime, the Democrats
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



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

Jobs and asylum-seekers

Your article on the work restrictions faced by asylum-seekers in Britain omitted fundamental questions at the heart of the issue ("Wasted talent", September 20th). What sort of employer would choose to hire an asylum-seeker whose right to remain in the country could be terminated at any moment over employing a local person? Or over any of the large number of migrants whose right to be in the country is not conditional? We know the likely answer.

 Legal migrants coming to Britain who do have  work visas, even in the lowest-paid jobs, do so under conditions where the bona fides of employers and minimum pay are monitored. Asylum-seekers who find work are afforded no such oversight and protection. We don't even know which employers are employing them.

The argument over asylum-seekers having the right to work should not be over whether they have to wait X or Y number of months to do so. Simple comparisons with other countries on this measure are  flawed, because in practice there are often other barriers to migrants working in those countries. Rather, the important question is what controls and protections are needed to prevent asylum-seekers who do work from being just a channel for the exploitation of the most vulnerable cohort of potential employees in Britain.

Jonathan Thomas
Senior fellow
Social Market Foundation
London

Britain does indeed receive fewer illegal migrants than other countries and "far-right" agitators do exploit the issue ("On deaf ears", September 20th). But reducing discontent with mass immigration to the "far-right" is itself populist. The real grievance among the British public lies not in the numbers coming but in perceived unfairness, that the state is more willing to bend for outsiders than it is for its own citizens. The current backlash is better understood as a correction against a wider illiberal-left agenda. For years the concerns of many people were dismissed as bigotry, whether over mixed lavatories in junior schools, parents' rights to withdraw children from sex education, the removal of historical statues without sanction, high streets where English is absent, or the sense that migrants jump the queue for housing and health care while locals wait. Illegal migration has become a lightning rod for a wider frustration that society's balance has tilted too far, and the pendulum is now swinging back.

Phillip Harrison
London

I am bemused by your description of Reform UK as "hard right" ("The Farage power project", September 6th). Here I am, a centre-right voter whose opinions have largely unchanged over the past 50 years, pondering whether the centre of British politics has really moved so far to the left in that time that my views are now considered to be hard right.

Nigel Johnson-Hill
Petersfield, Hampshire

America and Israel

Concerns about America's shifting support for Israel are not new ("How Israel is losing America", September 20th). Similar alarms were raised during Israel's war in Lebanon in 1982 and again during the first intifada, when American opinion cooled towards Israel. These cycles return whenever conflict intensifies and moral questions rise to the fore.

Warnings of this kind should be welcomed. They remind us that the American-Israeli partnership cannot rest on military dependency or partisan loyalty alone. A lasting relationship requires new political thinking. The well-worn mantra of a "two-state solution" is empty of imagination and fails to address the hopes and fears of both peoples. Even ideas that may sound fanciful, such as Donald Trump's vision of a Gaza riviera, deserve consideration if grounded in strong Arab involvement and real economic opportunity.

Gaza had nearly two decades to develop after Israel withdrew, but instead chose violence. Those mistakes must not be repeated. What is needed now is the courage to explore political and economic constructs that can sustain Israeli security and Palestinian dignity, while keeping America's support on firm ground.

Dr Henning Stein
Finance fellow
Cambridge Judge Business School

Each state shall appoint...

Your review of Jill Lepore's history of America's constitution asserts that the country has been "stuck with the electoral college", implying that the direct election of our presidents is preferable ("The notion of a nation", September 13th). The electoral college has helped preserve the stability of our system of national government for well over two centuries now. It means that the least populous states have some say in an election (take Iowa). Under direct voting it would be the marginal voters in large states like California that matter, and candidates would have an even greater incentive to ignore smaller states.

The electoral college also serves our strong two-party tradition. Ross Perot got almost 19% of the popular vote in 1992, but zero electoral-college votes. Without the present system we would have factious multiple parties, and presidents without a consensus to lead. In a large and diverse country such as ours, the electoral college prevents single-issue and geographical fragmentation, leading to a more truly egalitarian election result.

Many have cited the situation in Florida in 2000 as justification for abolishing the electoral college. In fact, this highlights why it is necessary. Many of our presidential elections are close. The electoral college hives off voting disputes like the one in Florida. Without it there could be a "Florida" everywhere, paralysing the government as lawsuits, challenges and recounts in possibly thousands of jurisdictions turned the election into a nightmare.

There have been only five elections where the president won the electoral college but did not gain the popular vote, and each of those was essentially a toss-up. We are the United States of America, not the United People of America. We should be very wary of tinkering with this elegant constitutional establishment.

Paul Staneski
Merry Hill, North Carolina



Appointment with death

Although Agatha Christie's Miss Marple novels match the cosy-crime template (amateur sleuth, small village), a number of her other works do not ("It takes a village", August 30th). In "Murder on the Orient Express," she flouts convention when Hercule Poirot lets the murderers go. It's also bloody; the victim is stabbed 12 times by 12 people. Moreover, Georges Simenon's Inspector Maigret is a police detective, not an amateur. Maigret pursues crime down dark Parisian allies, along foreboding canals and in seedy seaside towns, with gangsters, greed, sex, family dysfunction, abuse and psychological torment elements in the novels. The Maigret books are hard-boiled mysteries. In the interwar years, Simenon was ploughing a similar furrow to Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. Maigret is similar to Chandler's depiction of his own hero, Philip Marlowe: "Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid...He is the hero, he is everything."

RICH ZAHRADNIK
Rehoboth Beach, Delaware

That's why they're Democrats

Democratic disarray is nothing new ("America's missing opposition", September 6th). Just recall the 100-year-old quip by Will Rogers: "I am not a member of any organised political party. I am a Democrat."

David Raymond
Socorro, New Mexico
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A bit of Balkans in the Middle East?
Kosovo shows that Donald Trump's Gaza plan can work, writes Petrit Selimi
The Balkan state's former foreign minister on what international "governing boards" need to get right
Oct 02, 2025 01:29 PM



PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP'S plan to end the Gaza war offers something rare: a way forward for the people of both Gaza and Israel. The 20-point proposal will need fleshing out and further negotiations, but it addresses the short-term necessity of stopping the bombings and killings, the return of Israeli hostages and the release of Palestinian prisoners. Crucially, it also provides a medium-term formula for an interim administration that can usher in a new era of peace for both Palestinians and Israel.

A key element of the plan calls for Gaza to be run "under the temporary transitional governance of a technocratic, apolitical Palestinian committee" made up of "qualified Palestinians and international experts", with oversight by an international transitional body, the "Board of Peace", chaired by Mr Trump--and with Sir Tony Blair, a former British prime minister, playing a central role.

This type of interim governing board is not a pipe dream. Nor is it, as some have suggested, a relic of a colonial past. It can work. The example of my country, Kosovo--a state twice the size of the Palestinian territories, and with a population slightly smaller than Gaza's--shows why Mr Trump's initiative deserves support.

When, in the late 1990s, Kosovo faced destruction at the hands of Slobodan Milosevic's regime, prompting NATO bombing of the Serbian military machinery, many sceptics doubted that peace could hold or there could be reconciliation in that part of the Balkans after so much bloodshed.

Yet Western powers moved quickly to create an interim administration under the provisional mandate of the UN. It was led by credible international figures such as Sergio Vieira de Mello, a highly experienced Brazilian diplomat, and Bernard Kouchner, a former French foreign minister.

The interim mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) quickly proved its worth. Kosovo Albanian leadership seized the opportunity and agreed to the demilitarisation of the pro-Western guerrillas. But it was the interim international administration that managed the reconstruction, opened the territory to global engagement and, most important, prepared the ground for free and fair elections.

Out of chaos, Kosovo began building democratic institutions that allowed its people to control their destiny. Various countries chipped in with their expertise: Norway's top diplomat, Kai Eide, helped create a professional police force; America helped build modern banking and justice systems (in addition to providing troops for NATO's KFOR mission); the EU funded physical reconstruction and support for businesses; the OSCE organised free and independent elections; and KFOR provided overall security.

Even though the parallels are not perfect--Kosovo exists on the edges of the EU, whose rich, peaceful and democratic countries are all keen to see it succeed--Mr Trump's Gaza plan has echoes of this tested model. Encouragingly, the plan appears to strike a careful balance between local ownership and international expertise. By considering key roles for figures like Sir Tony, who has deep, if controversial, experience in the Middle East--as well as hero status in Muslim-majority Kosovo following his role in the NATO air campaign in 1999--alongside credible Palestinian figures, the peace proposal may just be able to avoid being perceived as dominated by outsiders. The broader the coalition of stakeholders, the less chance the project also falls foul of machinations on the UN Security Council, or gets pulled into the morass that is Palestinian politics.

There are other elements of the Kosovo precedent that explain why Sir Tony is keen to draw on experience there in devising plans for a transitional Gaza authority. The interim mission in Kosovo quickly combined the legitimacy of international figures and organisations with the knowledge and buy-in of local leaders of all political stripes. Efforts were made to ensure gender, ethnic and religious balance.

In Gaza such a hybrid body should start rebuilding the shattered economy, channelling resources for reconstruction while ensuring that political realities and cultural sensitivities are respected. Sir Tony brings stature and experience on the world stage; Palestinian leaders bring the lived experience and the local credibility necessary to connect and represent the people of Gaza.

The final strength of Mr Trump's plan lies in its promise of a path forward to peace, albeit one that is not yet fully clear. Embedded within the plan is agreement with Arab countries that the people of Gaza will not be left in limbo and that they have the right to remain in their ancestral land. The key will be to look at the interim administration and its Board of Peace as a process, not a destination. This means organising democratic elections, putting governance in the right Palestinian hands and making firm guarantees of Israel's security.

Kosovo teaches us that such clarity is vital. UNMIK succeeded in the immediate aftermath of the war only because its mission was transparent: to stabilise existing institutions and build new ones as needed. But Kosovars grew anxious when transition slowed down as the interim UN bureaucracy started to take on a whiff of permanency. A process was devised and negotiations started for the final status--and Kosovo did not fall apart after the interim mission wound down. It became independent under a plan shepherded by Finland's then president, Martti Ahtisaari, for which he won the Nobel peace prize. Remarkably, Kosovo today is one of the safest destinations in Europe, according to Gallup.

The war in Gaza is horrific. True reconciliation may never come. But the Trump plan is pragmatic and grounded in precedent. It is exactly what the people of Gaza need. #

Petrit Selimi is a former foreign minister of Kosovo. He is a fellow at the University of Southern California Centre on Public Diplomacy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2025/10/02/kosovo-shows-that-donald-trumps-gaza-plan-can-work-writes-petrit-selimi



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Coin loss
A Nobel laureate on why stablecoins may be nothing of the sort
Payments systems must be built on public infrastructure, not speculative tokens, writes Jean Tirole
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



STABLECOINS HAVE entered the financial mainstream, thanks in no small part to the GENIUS Act. This American law, passed in July, creates a regulatory framework for these digital tokens, thereby lending them legitimacy, and opens the way for financial institutions to launch their own versions. One of the crypto-ventures backed by President Donald Trump and his family has issued a stablecoin, USD1. The value of the most popular stablecoin, issued by Tether, has leapt by 46% in the past 12 months, to $174bn.

This type of cryptocurrency, which is pegged to real-world assets like the dollar, promises more stability than Bitcoin, with its wild swings. It is also marketed as a cheap, rapid means of payment. Yet stablecoins will bring more risks than benefits--and alternatives exist.

The supporters of the first wave of cryptocurrencies, led by Bitcoin, were a curious mix of technological enthusiasts, libertarians bent on escaping government control, money-launderers and speculators seeking easy riches. The firms in this vanguard thrived on seigniorage (from the minting of coins) and transaction fees (levied by platforms that enabled them to be traded).

Their critics saw little social value. Cryptocurrencies make it easier to dodge tax, deprive governments of seignorage revenues and burn resources in energy-guzzling mining. They also challenge central banks' ability to stabilise economies in crises and to restrain capital flight from economies facing speculative attacks. Their volatility rules out any serious use as money.

Stablecoins arose as a supposed solution to the last of these problems. By pegging value to dollars or other safe assets, they claim to combine digital efficiency with stability. They also present themselves as rivals to the expensive incumbents--banks, and payment platforms like Visa, PayPal and SWIFT--especially for cross-border transfers. At first glance, this looks like progress. But financial innovations with an aura of safety often sow the seeds of crises, as derivatives and bundles of subprime securities did before 2008.

Stablecoins, like money-market funds, project security but can collapse under pressure. Governments may then feel compelled to bail out holders to protect small businesses and households, to prevent financial contagion or to preserve reputations as crypto-friendly jurisdictions. This expectation encourages risk-taking.

Proponents insist that stablecoins are fully backed by "dollars" (that is, dollar-denominated cash, bank deposits, US Treasuries, money-market funds) and that regular audits by an accounting firm verify the level of reserves, with regulators interpreting the findings and doing whatever enforcement is required. In practice, full backing is not a sure thing. Tether has been fined for misrepresenting its reserves, which have never been fully audited by an independent entity; Circle, another stablecoin issuer, had 8% of its reserves jeopardised by the collapse of Silicon Valley Bank (fortunately for Circle, SVB's uninsured depositors were bailed out with public money).

Even when backing is real, small doubts about its completeness can spark destabilising runs: in 2022, for instance, the TerraUSD stablecoin collapsed (though it was an "algorithmic" coin, less secure than the fully reserved kind). Worryingly, the rules under the GENIUS Act on redemption--covering the honouring of holders' requests for their money back, the suspension of payments to stabilise liquidity under stress, and so on--remain vague.

Moreover, safe assets such as cash and government bonds yield little. History is littered with prudentially constrained banks that went searching for riskier assets disguised as safe. Why assume stablecoin issuers, much less regulated than banks, will behave better and refrain from seeking yield by taking risks with, say, interest rates or uninsured deposits?

GENIUS forbids stablecoin issuers from paying interest, a sop to banks worried about losing deposits (which, incidentally, would jeopardise financial intermediation and therefore the availability of credit). The prohibition does not apply to stablecoin platforms, such as Coinbase and PayPal. This distinction provides a loophole: a platform can partner with an issuer while remaining exempt from rules governing it.

Some platforms use this loophole to offer backdoor rewards (as both Coinbase and PayPal do through rebates) and take risks to fund them. Yet unlike banks, they need not meet capital and liquidity standards or pay deposit-insurance premiums. They thus join the ranks of shadow banks--institutions that enjoy implicit public backstops without bearing the regulatory costs.

The risks are amplified by political dynamics. The current American administration has personal financial interests, an ideological tilt and a geopolitical incentive to promote crypto, which bolsters global demand for dollars, thereby helping to finance the trade deficit. Regulators sympathetic to crypto have been appointed. Light-touch supervision seems inevitable.

For Europe and others, this is worrying. Any move to regulate dollar-based stablecoins tightly may be painted by the Trump administration as an unfair trade barrier, much as America currently frames Europe's attempts to rein in tech giants--most recently by finding Apple and Meta in breach of the EU's Digital Markets Act.

Stablecoins highlight a genuine need for payments that are faster, cheaper, round-the-clock and "programmable" (to execute and settle automatically, and more efficiently, when particular conditions are met). But public authorities can and should deliver this directly. Brazil and China already have efficient digital systems; the euro zone is preparing its central-bank digital currency. The payment system is a public good.

But because innovation often comes from private enterprise, the public infrastructure should be open and offer programming interfaces that allow entrepreneurs to build applications on top of the system. Done right, such a system could blend public trust with private creativity.

Stablecoins may dazzle as the latest financial fad. But they risk destabilising finance while enriching a few. The better course is to treat payments as a shared utility, not a speculative playground. #

Jean Tirole is a professor at the Toulouse School of Economics. He won the Nobel economics prize in 2014 for his work on market power and regulation.
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Fifty shades of grey-zone
Why Russia's micro-aggressions against Europe are proliferating
It is hoping to sap support for Ukraine and highlight America's ambivalence
Oct 02, 2025 02:03 PM | WARSAW



THE DRONES that appeared late on September 25th over Schleswig-Holstein, Germany's northernmost state, did not fly the usual erratic routes one might expect from a misguided hobbyist. They flew neat, parallel paths, according to an internal assessment seen by Der Spiegel, a German magazine, as if surveying what was below them. And what was below them was a treasure trove of critical infrastructure. They flew over a power plant and a refinery, a hospital, the state government's headquarters and an arms factory owned by Thyssenkrupp, a conglomerate.

Read the rest of our cover package

	The flashing red threat from Russia's dark fleet
	Vladimir Putin is testing the West--and its unity



Later drones would appear over an army base in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania and the port of Rostock, its capital. Days earlier, a little farther north, drones had been sighted above airports in Copenhagen and Oslo, disrupting flights, as well as over Danish oilfields in the North Sea and around Danish and Swedish military bases. "There can be no doubt that everything points to this being the work of a professional actor," said Troels Lund Poulsen, Denmark's defence minister, of the incidents in his own country. "This is what I would define as a hybrid attack."

Since Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, its intelligence services have led a campaign of sabotage and subversion across Europe. Described variously as "hybrid warfare" or "grey zone" tactics, these hostile acts occupy a hazy space between untroubled peace and open war. They encompass everything from straying fighter jets to cyber-attacks.

Although the concept may be woolly, the threat is real enough. Recent research by the International Institute for Strategic Studies, a British think-tank, found that incidents of confirmed Russian sabotage against European infrastructure more than tripled between 2023 and 2024 (see map). Norway's intelligence service recently noted that Russian hackers had taken control of a local dam earlier this year, causing water to flow, unnoticed, for hours. On September 17th Lithuanian authorities charged 15 people tied to Russian military intelligence with planting explosive parcels on cargo planes, causing fires in Germany, Poland and Britain last year.
Grey scale

And it is not just Russia that has embraced these micro-aggressions. Chinese sorties into Taiwan's air-defence identification zone, a self-declared buffer area, have increased relentlessly, from 20 or fewer in 2019 to more than 3,000 last year, according to a tally kept by the Centre for Strategic and International Studies, an American think-tank. Indeed, there is some blurring between Chinese and Russian grey-zone operations. In 2023 a Chinese ship damaged a gas pipeline and telecommunications cables by dragging its anchor in the Baltic Sea (accidentally, it claims; deliberately, the West suspects). In 2024 another Chinese ship severed more undersea cables in the Baltic in the same way.



The proliferation of affronts, many of them difficult to trace back to their probable perpetrators, creates "a defender's dilemma", says Elisabeth Braw of the Atlantic Council, another think-tank: respond harshly and you appear to overreact; let it pass and you lose credibility; retaliate in the grey zone and you instigate "a race to the bottom". Western countries are conscious that China and Russia are testing them, but unsure or, in some cases, in outright disagreement about how to respond. That is presumably one of the aims of such actions: to sow dissent among allies and raise doubts in particular about America's willingness to stand up for distant friends. How the West reacts to the current spate of provocations has big implications, therefore, not only for the immediate security of Europe and East Asia, but also for the future of America's alliances.

The drone sightings over Germany and Scandinavia are just part of a wider aerial challenge. On September 10th Russian decoy drones were shot down deep inside Poland. On September 19th three Russian MiG-31 jets spent 12 minutes in Estonian airspace. Norway has said that Russia has violated its airspace three times this year. Such violations have approximately doubled in the past year, according to a Western official. They have also grown more serious. The breach of Estonian airspace was the most egregious in that country in more than 20 years. The drone barrage into Poland was on an even bigger scale.

The drone sightings around the Baltic are murkier. Some may have been the work of errant hobbyists, but Denmark, at least, seems convinced that the incursions there were no accident. It is unclear where the drones came from, however. A Russian military vessel and various commercial ones have been loitering in nearby waters. The fact that so many sightings have clustered around the Baltic littoral lends strength to the hypothesis that Russia might have launched drones from one of its so-called "shadow fleet" of vessels used to transfer oil. On October 1st French authorities seized one of the suspect ships and arrested two of its crew.

Western countries cannot be certain why Russia has ramped up its poking and prodding. Some believe that both the Polish and Estonian incidents were accidental, a function of Russian sloppiness rather than malfeasance. Others, including Estonia and Poland, insist the incursions were intentional. "In Russia nothing happens by accident," says Hanno Pevkur, Estonia's defence minister. "These actions aren't coincidental, but part of a pattern targeting our airspace, critical infrastructure, and defence readiness," argued Johann Wadephul, Germany's foreign minister, on September 29th. "Russia is testing our resolve and attempting to sow unrest."

If that is so, then part of the explanation might lie with America's president. In recent days Donald Trump has sounded much less friendly towards Vladimir Putin, his Russian counterpart. At the same time, however, he appears to be washing his hands of the war in Ukraine, insisting that he will sell--but no longer donate--weapons to Ukraine. A draft of America's new national defence strategy is also said to downgrade the importance of Europe.

"Now Putin has started making incursions into the NATO border," noted Scott Bessent, Mr Trump's treasury secretary, on September 24th. "The one thing I can tell you is that the US is not going to get involved with troops or any of that." When Mr Trump was asked whether he thought NATO should shoot down Russian planes violating its airspace, he replied bluntly, "Yes, I do." Moments later, however, when asked whether he would help allies in such a clash, he offered a mealy-mouthed, "It depends on the circumstances."

America's ambivalence, in turn, has exposed splits within Europe over how to respond. Some would like NATO to provide a show of strength. Radek Sikorski, Poland's foreign minister, has delivered a rhetorical broadside to Russia: "If another missile or aircraft enters our space without permission, deliberately or by mistake, and gets shot down...please don't come here to whine about it. You have been warned." Some laud the example of Turkey, which shot down a stray Russian jet in 2015.
Subtle greydations

But Germany's defence minister, Boris Pistorius, has urged prudence, and warned allies not to fall into "an escalation trap". Major General Jonas Wikman, the head of the Swedish air force, whose jets were among those that responded to the Estonian incursion, says that he has the delegated authority to shoot down Russian planes if needed. "But we will always refer to the threat level," he adds. "When we talk about Swedish territory, we talk about proportionality." In the Estonian incident, NATO was able to track the Russian jets throughout. Moreover, they were armed only with air-to-air missiles, so posed no threat to anything on the ground.

On paper, each member of NATO has the right to shoot down whatever it likes; it need not wait for permission from the alliance's joint command. The Baltic states do not have fighter jets of their own--they rely on a rotating cast of allies to patrol their airspace--but their neighbours do. Poland is free to incinerate the next stray jet. The problem is a political rather than military one. If Russia chose to escalate in response, one concern would be that Mr Trump might stand back and that Europeans would squabble among themselves over how far to back the ally that had attacked a Russian aircraft.

It is also possible that the combination of Russian risk-taking and the erosion of readiness, maintenance and pilot skill in the Russian air force could result in an accident, such as a collision or inadvertent release of weaponry. In 2022 a Russian fighter pilot, having received an ambiguous message from ground control, thought he had permission to fire at a British spy plane in the Black Sea. He fired two missiles; one missed and the other malfunctioned. Russian officials were chastened by that near-calamity, though it did not stop them from harassing other Western planes in the area. "The risk of an incident is one of the top items that we are tracking and what we are communicating within our own chain of command," says Major General Wikman. "With more aircraft in the air, also NATO operations and our own [heightened] posture level, that definitely increases the risk of mistakes."
Against the grey

Naturally, NATO's European members are beefing up their defences. Five days after the Estonian incident, more than 100 Polish paratroopers landed on Gotland, a Swedish island in a commanding position in the Baltic Sea, as part of a joint exercise. Sweden is also moving ground-based air defences to the island and increasing the readiness of its air force. Britain, France, Germany and Sweden have sent anti-drone equipment to Copenhagen. And in recent days the European Union has also accelerated plans to fund a "drone wall", formally known as "Eastern Flank Watch", made up of an array of different systems to detect, track and intercept drones.

But this, too, may be what Mr Putin wants. Boris Bondarev, a former Russian diplomat who resigned to protest against the invasion of Ukraine, says he is hoping in part to distract NATO countries from the task of supporting Ukraine. "The more Europeans perceive the threat to themselves, the more resources they will need for their own rearmament, and the fewer resources will be available for Ukraine. As a result, Kyiv's military potential will weaken, and Ukrainians will find it increasingly difficult to maintain their defence."



Russia may be resorting to more grey-zone intimidation precisely because repeated offensives in Ukraine have made little headway. "I think they are looking for new ways to play because they cannot make even one step ahead in Ukraine," says Liviu-Ionut Mosteanu, Romania's defence minister. His Estonian counterpart, Mr Pevkur, echoes the sentiment: "This is probably because they're not doing well on the battlefield and they need to pressure Europe and the West collectively, so as to say, 'Deal with your own matters, deal with your own air defence and don't give air defences to Ukraine.'"

At any rate, Russia's incursions appear to be aimed specifically at some of the countries that are most helpful to Ukraine. Denmark, for example, will be the first NATO country to host Ukrainian weapons production on its territory. Fire Point, which makes Ukraine's long-range Flamingo cruise missile, is expected to start making solid rocket fuel near a Danish air base in December. Poland's Rzeszow airport has long been the main hub for the transfer of military aid to Ukraine. "By sending drones into NATO's airspace, under the cover of plausible deniability, Putin is showing...that there is a direct cost to the countries directly involved in the production of Ukrainian long-strike missiles and the transfer of weapons to Ukraine," says Alexander Gabuev, the head of the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Centre in Berlin.

Mr Putin does not need to frighten politicians or generals with his grey-zone manoeuvres. He can advance his aims simply by alarming the public in the countries he targets and so undermining confidence in their governments. That may make voters think twice about support for Ukraine and a hostile stance towards Russia.

It is in this respect that Russia's grey-zone tactics have the most in common with China's. The gradual encirclement of Taiwan with ever bolder and more frequent military exercises appears intended in part to sap the morale of ordinary Taiwanese and make the island's eventual absorption into China seem inevitable. The difference is that China also has considerable economic clout that can be used to influence its neighbours. It has time on its side, too, notes Michael Mazarr of the RAND Corporation, a think-tank in Washington. "The Chinese leadership feel like history is moving in their direction already, and they're not quite as paranoid and anxious to lash out. Russia is in the domain of losses and feels it has to take some big risks."

In either case, however, the best response may be to focus not on the grey-zone tactics themselves, but on the outcomes that China and Russia are trying to avoid by deploying them. Helping Taiwan improve its military readiness through training and arms sales may be more productive than seeking to curb threatening Chinese military exercises directly. As Mr Pevkur says of the Russian incursions, "We need to be more clever and to forget about this. Yes, we will respond militarily, if necessary. We have the necessary means and we will respond. But strategically, we have to put more pressure on Russia with sanctions, with the oil price [cap], with the military assistance to Ukraine."
Grey matter

Whether the West will coalesce around such a response is far from clear. But the surge in Russian provocations has at least focused minds. As Friedrich Merz, Germany's chancellor, put it this week, "The threat is real. You read it in the newspapers, you hear it in the news: drone flights, espionage...not only in Germany but in many other European countries--daily acts of sabotage, attempts to paralyse data centres, cyber-attacks...We are not at war, but we are no longer at peace, either." #




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/briefing/2025/10/02/why-russias-micro-aggressions-against-europe-are-proliferating
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Starmer's Macron strategy 
Sir Keir Starmer declares a battle for the soul of Britain
The Labour Party takes aim at Nigel Farage and Reform UK
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM | Liverpool



BRITAIN'S NEXT general election may have something of a French feel to it. The Labour Party, Sir Keir Starmer told its conference in Liverpool on September 30th, was locked in a "fight for the soul of the country". In the summer, thugs had twisted the Union flag into a symbol of intimidation, he said. Nigel Farage, the leader of Reform UK, a populist right-wing party, has promised to end "indefinite leave to remain" for immigrants with retroactive effect; Sir Keir termed it a racist scheme that would result in people's neighbours being deported. It would take patriots of left and right, even those who did not share Labour's worldview, to rally to the defence of their beautiful, tolerant, diverse country, he said. "In the end, we really are all in it together," the Labour leader declared.

It was, by the prime minister's pedestrian standards, rousing. It was also an act of political artifice. Sir Keir wants Britons to confront an urgent, binary choice: between him or Mr Farage. Voters don't see it that way. The electorate has fragmented: support is split between more competitive parties than ever in the modern era. And although Reform now leads in the polls, at 31%, according to our tracker (see chart), there is a long way to go: the next general election need not be held until the summer of 2029.



Still, to have a hope of defeating Mr Farage, Sir Keir calculates that he must build him up. In Liverpool, some Labour-watchers dubbed it the "Macron strategy". In 2017 and again in 2022, the centrist Emmanuel Macron beat Marine Le Pen, the candidate of the hard right, to the French presidency by drawing in the votes of those on the left and centre-right who disliked him but found her intolerable.

Mr Macron characterised the contest in 2022 as a referendum on the character of France and a fight between progressive liberalism and racist extremism. He was assisted by France's two-round voting system, which mechanistically forces a choice between two candidates in the second-round run-off. Sir Keir is attempting to conjure up something similar through the force of argument.

His party's conference revealed a head-spinning change of strategy. A month ago Sir Keir would have winced at lofty soul-of-the-nation talk, and referred to Mr Farage's plans merely as "unworkable". He won in 2024 by targeting, in joyless and austere terms, a tranche of Brexit-leaning working-class swing voters dubbed "hero voters". The assumption was that the progressive urbanites who make up the party's base would stay loyal no matter how much they were disdained.

Yet that strategy has collapsed: since the election, Labour has bled support in greater numbers to the Liberal Democrats and the Greens on the left than to Reform. Advisers who once preached an ultra-targeted strategy now talk of mobilising voters of all stripes to make Labour's coalition as broad as possible.

"This week has definitely been a shift," said Rachel Reeves, the chancellor, who had discussed Labour's predicament over the summer with the prime minister. "I think our people want to hear us call it out and take [Mr Farage] on."
Aux armes, citoyens!

Sir Keir feels "liberated" by the fight with Reform, says Tom Baldwin, his biographer. "The handbrake has been taken off." The contest, says Parth Patel of the Institute for Public Policy Research, a left-leaning think-tank, is now between two ideas of the British nation: one civic, which newcomers can join if they contribute, and a narrower project built along ethnic lines.

A Macron strategy may bolster Labour's otherwise grim prospects, says Luke Tryl of More in Common, a pollster. Current polling would see Labour cut from its tally of 411 seats in 2024 to just 90, according to the pollster's modelling, while Reform would surge from five MPs to a governing majority with 373 seats. However, when told it is a close contest between Labour and Reform in local races, left-wing voters swing behind Sir Keir--giving Labour a notional tally of 196 seats.

Mr Farage has probably overreached. Whereas 44% of Britons support ending indefinite leave to remain, only 6% would support the deportation of someone who had spent a decade in Britain. Voters like Farageism more in theory than in practice.

But that may not be enough to save Labour, for three main reasons. First, most Labour MPs think that to halt the populist right they must lavish money on public services. That looks unlikely. Rising borrowing costs, an unreformed welfare system and a downgrade in Britain's long-term growth prospects mean that Ms Reeves will need to cut spending or raise taxes by around 1% of GDP in the budget on November 26th to stay within her self-imposed fiscal rules. The gulf between rhetoric and reality is brutal: in Liverpool, Ms Reeves promised "nothing less than the abolition of long-term youth unemployment" via a work scheme that must be funded from existing budgets.

Second, appeals to values have limits. Matthew Doyle, who used to advise Sir Keir, thinks his former boss got the balance right but notes a warning from America's presidential election. Kamala Harris urged Americans to save democracy; the public cared most about grocery prices and immigration. "Voters pick the issues," he says. "You can add, but you can never replace."

The third, and perhaps biggest, problem is Sir Keir himself. Mr Macron's movement redrew French politics, consolidated the centre and saw off Ms Le Pen twice, even if his popularity has waned. Sir Keir is no Macron. That it has taken him weeks to find the words to respond to the summer's disorder is proof of the problem.

The prime minister now has the lowest satisfaction ratings of any leader since 1977, according to Ipsos, a pollster. And his speech to the conference delighted many MPs but alarmed others. It sounded, said some who fear losing their seats to Reform, rather too much as if Sir Keir was calling their constituents racist, and a sign that the party was retreating once more to its progressive comfort zone. Perhaps Sir Keir's Macron gambit may prove to be a masterstroke, by a prime minister with a record of ruthless self-reinventions. More likely, it will resemble a spasm by a party in crisis, unsure of what best to say or who its supporters are, and grasping for a strategy to rescue its faltering fortunes. #

Correction (October 1st 2025): an earlier version of this article incorrectly stated the level by which Rachel Reeves would need to cut spending or raise taxes to stay within her fiscal rules. Sorry.

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Peak car
British men are driving less, and a culture is vanishing
Farewell to the road warriors
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



VIC WILCOX has lazy colleagues, a crabby father and an unromantic, arm's-length marriage. On the bright side, he has a Jaguar. The protagonist of David Lodge's 1988 novel "Nice Work" invariably drives to his job as head of an engineering firm in the West Midlands. He thinks nothing of driving hundreds of miles for a meeting. He is happiest when behind the wheel.

The novel is a dispatch from a vanishing world. The National Travel Survey, which tracks journeys in England, shows that people are travelling less far than they did two decades ago (see chart). That reverses a long trend. David Metz of University College London points out that travel distances grew strongly in the late 20th century. He thinks the growth began two centuries ago, with the introduction of passenger-railway services.



Wilcox and his ilk are driving the change. The average man travelled 8,245 miles in 2002 and 6,549 miles in 2024--a drop of 21%. Almost the entire fall was caused by a decline in driving. Women travelled 5,633 miles in 2024, 9% fewer than in 2002. Men and women alike are commuting less far and travelling less far for shopping than they used to. But few things have fallen as much as men travelling for work. That is down by 45%.

"I used to do 30,000 or 35,000 miles a year," says Cliff Jackson of the Professional Sales Association, who has spent much of his life selling engineering products. In the 1980s and 1990s he and other salesmen slogged up and down Britain's motorways, meeting clients and occasionally ringing the office from pay phones. "You were a free bird," he says, a little ruefully.

That "road-warrior" lifestyle, as Clive Wratten of the Business Travel Association calls it, has disappeared for several reasons. The tax authorities cracked down on company cars. The growth of the internet and video-conferencing has made routine sales trips unnecessary. Companies and public-sector organisations have nudged workers to use public transport.





The consequences can be seen on the roads. Data from the Department for Transport show that in 2024 Britain's motorways contained fewer cars on Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays or Thursdays than they did on Saturdays or Sundays (Friday was the busiest day). Or look at a suburban street, where many cars seldom move. The RAC Foundation, a research group, reports that the average new car is driven 8,460 miles a year, down from 9,648 in 2015.

An entire road-based culture has all but disappeared. It is preserved in novels and in a superb BBC documentary, released in 1993 and easily found online. "Over the Moon With the Cavalier" consists of interviews with corporate managers, all men, who talk about their cars while driving. They describe a rigid hierarchy, expressed by the model numbers displayed on the backs of cars. One explains that the letter "i", which is supposed to stand for "fuel injection", actually means "important".

Mr Wratten, who represents people who travel for work, does not mourn the road warriors. He thinks that travel has become more purposeful, and the better for it. Companies have become more concerned about the health and happiness of their employees, and that concern extends to travel. Mr Wratten notes that firms increasingly tolerate or even encourage staff to take their partners on business trips. Vic Wilcox would be horrified. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Fighting flab 
Britain's strict new curbs on junk-food marketing
Will they work?
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



"FANCY A MCMUFFIN in the morning? McNuggets for lunch? Or a big night in with a Big Mac? Get them delivered right here." Ads like this, served on social media just when you are getting hungry, have made fast food a click away. Offline, too, temptation and convenience help peddle junk food. New restrictions on food marketing in Britain aim to change that.

From October 1st thousands of unhealthy foods and drinks can no longer be advertised online and before 9pm on television. (The ban, the most sweeping of its kind in the world, will officially come into force in January, but the food sector has agreed to comply earlier.) Big supermarkets are banned from selling such stuff using volume-based promotions such as "Buy one, get one free". "If you have two packs of biscuits at home you probably go through them a bit quicker," says Hugo Harper of Nesta, a think-tank.

The restrictions apply to food designated as high in saturated fat, salt and sugar (or HFSS). More than 20% of food-and-drink purchases in British supermarkets are HFSS. Online, 60% of food-and-drink ads have been for HFSS items. 

Going after these could, in theory, make a big difference. According to Nesta, obesity in Britain could drop by half if everyone who is overweight cut their daily calories by 8.5% for more than two years. Such sustained calorie reductions are feasible if they involve subtle changes in several things a person eats, says Mr Harper. The idea is to avoid removing the joy from food. Marginal changes in around a quarter of the items in a typical shopping basket could do the trick: slightly smaller packs of desserts, say, and lower-fat versions of products. Some of these tweaks require product reformulations by food companies; others are changes in consumers' choices that can be steered by marketing.

Food companies have already tweaked lots of HFSS products to shield them from the marketing restrictions. It is a "health by stealth" approach, says Lauren Woodley, the chief nutritionist of Nomad Foods, a frozen-food firm. A pepperoni pizza that is not HFSS is still a greasy pepperoni pizza, but the sauce may have less sugar, the cheese a bit less fat and the base some extra fibre (which makes stomachs feel fuller, so people may eat smaller portions).

Since 2022 big supermarkets have been banned from putting HFSS products near entrances, checkouts and aisle-ends. According to data from three big supermarket chains, the share of packaged HFSS items in total products sold fell by about 7%. Whether that moved the needle on health is unclear. KitKats disappeared from checkout lanes but racks of freshly baked doughnuts and flapjacks appeared near entrances (exempt from the ban because they are not pre-packaged).

What might workarounds for online ads look like? Brands can still be advertised, as long as HFSS products are not shown. That opens the door for all sorts of gimmicks. Moreover the process of investigating potential advertising transgressions is long, and typically ends with food companies simply agreeing to take down an offending ad. Making regulations work, like sticking to a healthy diet, is not easy.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bogged down
The gold of County Tyrone shows Britain's barriers to development
Despite the central government's wish to get digging, a potentially lucrative gold mine remains stuck
Oct 02, 2025 04:07 PM | Curraghinalt

Light at the end of the tunnel?

IN THE WALLS, floor and ceilings of squelching tunnels deep beneath a hill in County Tyrone lie minerals that may be worth more than $20bn (PS15bn). The hoard is mostly gold and silver but also antimony, bismuth, cobalt, copper and tellurium. Such are the riches that developers claim could be unearthed at Curraghinalt in rural Northern Ireland. Yet the plan to extract them is so bogged down in government bureaucracy that the mine may never produce an ounce of gold.

The British government's critical-minerals strategy recognises that the economy relies on minerals typically mined in far-off lands in often dubious conditions. China's huge role alarms Western policymakers. Britain's strategy promises support, financial backing and even subsidised electricity to restart domestic production.

The strategy was published three years ago. At the time those behind the Northern Irish mine proposal had been waiting five years for a planning decision. They have now been waiting eight years, and still do not know when an answer will come.



Since starting exploratory work at the site in 2009 Dalradian Gold, an American-owned company, has spent PS250m on the project. Its managing director, Brian Kelly, says it expected planning permission to take no more than two years. Instead, environmental opposition, disquiet from the local council and bungling by Northern Ireland's devolved government in Belfast have combined to stall progress. Dalradian's ultimate owner is an American investment fund, Orion Resource Partners. Mr Kelly says Orion has built more than 80 mines in 50 countries but "this is by far and away the worst experience they've had."

The developers underestimated local opposition. A plan to use cyanide to process gold has now been ditched after a ferocious backlash. But many locals remain vehemently opposed to a major industrial operation in what is an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. Foes have set up a camp near the site and posters around the area proclaim the company unwelcome.



Dalradian says the deposits it has identified make it one of the world's highest-grade undeveloped gold reserves. Beside vein V75 far beneath the boggy earth, a geologist's sign fixed to the tunnel wall records that it contains 234 grams of gold per tonne of rock. Mr Kelly says that typically as little as a gram or half a gram a tonne would be worth the effort. At V75, Mr Kelly says, one cubic metre of rock would yield up to $100,000-worth of gold.

Adrian Boyce, a geochemist at the University of Glasgow, says Curraghinalt is "far and away the biggest" gold deposit ever found in the UK. Gold has quadrupled in value since Dalradian arrived at the site: this week the price reached a new record of more than $3,800 per troy ounce. The company's gamble has not yet paid off, but the jackpot is even more enticing.

Curraghinalt illustrates how the fragmentation of power in Britain means that what the national government wants can be almost irrelevant to what actually happens. The critical-minerals strategy promises to "reduce barriers to domestic exploration and extraction". But in Northern Ireland it has no power to do so. It has devolved control over mining to the power-sharing government in Belfast, whose incompetence is surpassed only by its indecisiveness. And that body has to grapple with the local council to which it has in turn devolved many planning powers and over which it has almost no control.

This sharing out of power could in theory be healthy, preventing a single point of failure or one individual who could be bribed. In practice it has created multiple points of failure and become a structural impediment to rapid decision-making.

Devolution is not the only modern shackle on the power of a prime minister, but it is a particularly immovable one. Giving Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland their own legislatures and governments has cross-party support, and the trend is towards more power shifting to the regions. Curraghinalt's gold may yet be extracted. If so, it will be despite rather than because of how Britain is governed.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Proving identity 
Britain is trying to create a digital identity system, again
One more heave
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



WHEN SIR KEIR STARMER announced on September 26th that Britain would introduce a national digital-identity system, he might have expected a lukewarm, even an enthusiastic response. Think-tanks had written reports arguing that Britons were strongly in favour of the idea. And the prime minister invoked the great anxiety of the day. A digital-identity system would prevent illegal working and thereby reduce Britain's appeal to illicit migrants, he said.

Nice try. A few hours after Sir Keir's announcement, YouGov released an opinion poll showing that a slight majority were opposed. The Daily Mail, a popular newspaper, described the policy as East German. A petition to Parliament entitled "Do not introduce digital ID cards" quickly amassed 2.7m signatures. Michelle O'Neill, the first minister of Northern Ireland, called the scheme "ludicrous" and "ill-thought-out".

Sir Keir has wandered blithely into a treacherous policy area. Many British governments have wanted to introduce a single, universal way of proving identity. They succeeded twice, during the first and second world wars, but the measures did not endure. This is a shame. Britain sorely needs a secure digital-ID system, and needs to decide what kind it wants.

The country seems ever more like an outlier. Most European countries issue identity cards. These are linked to digital-ID systems that enable residents to do many things securely, including ordering medical prescriptions, enrolling children in school and signing digital documents. Even the privacy-obsessed Swiss narrowly voted for a digital ID on September 28th.

"We have to prove who we are all the time," says Alexander Iosad of the Tony Blair Institute, a pro-ID think-tank. But Britons are asked to prove their identities in ways that are both insecure and burdensome. New employees are often asked for passports; people buying booze show driving licences; weightier events such as marriage can require birth certificates.

Sometimes this is mere identity theatre. A government survey of employers in September 2024 showed that 62% think a British driving licence can be used to prove that a person is allowed to work (it cannot). At other times Britain's sloppy approach to identity weakens people's defences against the state. The Windrush scandal of 2018 involved officials persecuting long-settled migrants who had the right to live in Britain but could not prove it.

The government says that by the summer of 2029 everyone must use digital ID to prove they are allowed to work. It also says that the police will not demand to see digital IDs. It has said nothing about what kind of identity system the country should build. Britain has many options, but one big question: how much should the state try to do by itself?

The government has already created applications that look like components of a European-style digital-ID system. There is an NHS app and a "government gateway" for tax returns. Many migrants have e-visas. A system called One Login enables people to do lots of things, from cancelling a stolen passport to getting a permit to dredge for scallops in Wales. Digital driving licences are on their way.

Next to those government initiatives sit many digital-verification-services firms. Some Britons became aware of them over the summer. Thanks to the Online Safety Act, websites containing pornography and other things that children are not supposed to see began asking users to take selfies or supply their credit-card numbers. The asking and the age-checking was often done by verification firms. The government has encouraged the growth of this industry. It will soon allow people to use private verification services to prove they are old enough to buy alcohol, for example.

"The government has got to be careful," argues Robin Tombs of Yoti, a firm involved in many aspects of identity verification. It could try to dominate the field, by insisting that people use government identity systems for almost all digital interactions. That would have the advantage of consistency but the disadvantage of suppressing competition and innovation.

The state can mess up, as immigrants know. Those with e-visas must prove their right to work and rent property by using government websites to generate codes, which employers and landlords check online. Andreea Dumitrache of the3million, a group that represents EU migrants, says things go wrong at every stage of the process. Her group has argued that migrants should be issued with ID cards as a backup. "Our community is used to having IDs," she points out.

Minimising the role of the state might help with another problem. Ms O'Neill's objection to a British digital-ID scheme is partly constitutional. The Good Friday Agreement enables people in Northern Ireland to maintain an Irish identity if they wish. The more an ID system resembles a British government identity system, the greater the chance that she, and many people in Northern Ireland, refuse to have anything to do with it.#

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/britain/2025/10/02/britain-is-trying-to-create-a-digital-identity-system-again



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Veni, video, vici
A $2bn AI unicorn tests London's nerve
Synthesia is Britain's biggest generative-AI firm. Can the country keep it?
Oct 02, 2025 01:19 PM



THIS SUMMER Sir Sadiq Khan, London's mayor, opened a new glass-fronted office block in the centre of the capital. Its tenant was Synthesia, a firm that turns written prompts into slick videos with digital avatars. Sir Sadiq joked that his aides would welcome an avatar of him--better dressed and reliably on script. On the subject of Synthesia, however, he was less modest. The firm, he said, was a great "London success story".

For once the cheerleading was justified. Synthesia is one of the largest British generative-artificial-intelligence (AI) firms by revenue. It has more than 500 staff, claims to sell to four-fifths of America's Fortune-100 companies, and in April crossed $100m in annual recurring revenue--a benchmark for startups. Valued at over $2bn, it is one of the few AI unicorns Britain can claim. Yet it is also a test of Britain's ambition to build tech titans (the government hopes to see a trillion-dollar home-grown tech company). Whether Synthesia stays in London will show how realistic those aims are. The outlook is cloudy.

Britain excels at nurturing young tech firms, helped by English as a global business language and its pull on Silicon Valley's cast-offs. Victor Riparbelli, Synthesia's Danish boss, had wanted to move to California but America denied him a visa. Instead he came to London, and thrived. There he met researchers from University College London who were working on real-time digital avatars. In 2017, together with a few others, they created Synthesia. Early backers included Mark Cuban, an American billionaire and then-owner of a National Basketball Association franchise, but also London-based investors (contrary to what its detractors say, the city is by far Europe's biggest venture-capital hub).

At first Synthesia chased attention. In 2018 it helped David Beckham, better known for his footballing prowess than his linguistic fluency, to speak nine languages for a charity campaign. (The hype around such tech was echoed on September 30th when OpenAI launched Sora 2, which enables users to create impressive videos.) Synthesia's niche is corporate customers. Instead of making employees wade through training packs and PowerPoints, clients can churn out polished video clips in dozens of languages at a fraction of the cost. Users choose from hundreds of avatars modelled on actors; confident David Brent types can record their own.

To stay ahead, Synthesia is improving its avatars' body language. It is also expanding its products. Its platform enables users to script, edit, translate and publish entire videos on-site. Coming next are interactive AI "agents" that can role-play a sales call, train a new hire or give instant feedback. Such enterprise software is not the sort of AI that grabs headlines, but it is the sort that makes money.

Investors value Synthesia at about 20 times sales, a rich multiple--though far lower than the latest startups coming out of the AI boom with equivalent multiples in the hundreds. Trust helps. Unlike rivals chasing clicks with deepfakes, Synthesia restricts political and sexual content and moderates content tightly. Misuse still happens: its software has spread disinformation as far afield as Burkina Faso and Venezuela. Even so, says Oguz Acar, a marketing professor at King's College London, its focus on "responsible AI" has become central to its brand.

So far, so good for Britain (though the AI boom has not yet translated into plentiful domestic jobs, profits and tax revenues). The troubles come later, when growing firms either choose to list their shares in America, where capital markets are deeper, or sell out to global giants.

Quantexa, a data-analytics firm, is the latest rumoured to be heading for the Big Apple; Synthesia could yet follow. A lack of risk appetite is part of the problem. Mr Riparbelli laments "old money" that prefers "rent-seeking" to innovation. He is scathing about London's stockmarket, which is bleeding companies: "It looks more like a hospice than a stock exchange."

A foreign listing or takeover would not automatically strip Britain of jobs or taxes. DeepMind, the AI arm of Alphabet, Google's parent, is still based in London, where it was founded. But such things can send a strong message about where the momentum for an industry lies. Witness the gloomy reaction in Britain when on September 29th AstraZeneca, the country's largest drugmaker, announced that it would list its shares on New York's stockmarket (while keeping its listing in London). Analysts fretted that Britain was losing its edge in a key industry.
An avatar for Britain

Given that Britain's best hope of tapping into the AI boom is in applied AI--profitable products built on top of large language models--keeping front-runners like Synthesia is crucial. "If we're serious about generating global tech giants, then we need companies like Elevenlabs and Synthesia," says Lewis Maconachy of Index Ventures, a venture-capital firm.

Policymakers know this. That is why Sir Sadiq and the business secretary, Peter Kyle, turned up at Synthesia's summer party. Ministers are easing listing rules and have signed a new Anglo-American tech pact. Yet signals remain mixed. Treasury officials still resist scrapping stamp duty on share trading, for example--a quick revenue raiser but a brake on liquidity. Without bolder reform, what is today's London success story may become a reminder of what Britain let slip.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bagehot
Labour has decided to stop punching its own voters
Sir Keir Starmer has embraced peace and love of the party's hippy base
Oct 02, 2025 01:18 PM



HOLDING A PALESTINE flag above his head, a bald, bearded protester in a suit began shouting at Rachel Reeves, the chancellor, as she spoke at Labour's annual conference in Liverpool. "After two years of genocide, mass starvation of Palestinians", he bellowed, before Ms Reeves cut him off.

When something similar happened in 2024 during Sir Keir Starmer's speech, the heckler was manhandled out of the conference hall while the prime minister berated him as an out-of-touch hippy, divorced from the wants and needs of real Britain. This year, Ms Reeves took a different approach: the chancellor more or less agreed with him. "We understand your cause," replied Ms Reeves, "and we are recognising a Palestinian state."

A funny thing has overcome the Labour Party's leadership: it has decided to stop attacking its own supporters. It is a remarkable shift. Since 2020 the leadership has enthusiastically punched anything even vaguely left-wing. Sir Keir sought to exorcise memories of Jeremy Corbyn, his lefty predecessor who crashed at the 2019 general election. Palestine-flag-wavers, Remainers, child-poverty campaigners--anyone with what were once considered bog-standard progressive views was whacked. That policy, dubbed hippy-punching, helped lead the party to an enormous majority at the last general election. But now, after a miserable first year in power, hippy-hugging is in vogue.

When not agreeing with Palestine protesters, Ms Reeves ticked off the left-wing things the government has done in office. She boasted about public spending and state intervention. Steel plants? Quasi-nationalised. A loan for cyber-stricken Jaguar Land Rover? Guaranteed. It was a stark contrast to when the chancellor took office and any largesse was a dirty secret. A PS9bn ($12bn) pay rise for doctors and nurses was described as a black hole left by reckless Tories, rather than a message that Labour would support NHS heroes. Psst. Here is a pay rise. Don't tell anyone.

Hippies who had previously been battered are now held tight. Labour kicked out seven MPs after they backed an amendment calling for the government to scrap its two-child benefit cap, which keeps about 300,000 children in poverty. Today all but one are back in the fold and the government is briefing that the cap is to go. The hippies won. Ed Miliband, the lefty environment secretary, called for activists to protest at fracking sites. Hippies are being recruited on the sites where they were once beaten to a pulp.

Labour's fists are aimed elsewhere. Until now, Labour has attempted to accommodate rather than fight Nigel Farage's Reform UK. Critics summed up the strategy: Reform is right--do not vote for it. No more. Sir Keir, apparently improvising, labelled Reform's immigration policy "racist". The R-word is a potent one in British politics. No one likes being called a racist. Even racists. Hippies, however, have always been happy to use it. When the prime minister doubled down on his accidental intervention in his conference speech, the hall of hippies cheered.

Another R-word--"Remainer"--was almost a slur among the Labour Party leadership, even though eight out of ten Labour voters support returning to the European Union. A majority position in Britain was dismissed as a metropolitan affectation. Now the prime minister rages against the "lies on the side of that bus" like any other 60-something radicalised by Britain's exit from the EU. The small boats crossing the channel? Would not have happened had Britain stayed party to the EU's deportation agreements. Those are "Farage boats", says the prime minister, caused by blimmin' Brexit.

How come Labour's leaders have embraced peace and love of its hippy base? They have little choice. Labour's polling ranges from poor to apocalyptic. The party has lost support to its left rather than to its right. Hippies, tired of being punched, left the party. For each departure to Reform, two voters left for the Greens or the Liberal Democrats. Come 2029, Sir Keir is more likely to be writing his political memoirs than Labour's election manifesto.

Internal politics play a part. If there is a leadership contest, then Labour members--that army of union officials, retired teachers and slightly odd students--will probably pick the next prime minister. And so any ambitious cabinet minister with half a brain spent the conference arguing that Angela Rayner, the recently departed left-wing deputy prime minister, was a good thing while Donald Trump was a bad one.
No more goons in Downing Street

A number of departures from Downing Street mean that the most enthusiastic hippy-punchers have left government. For these self-styled hard men and women--dubbed "goons" by one of their colleagues--such violence was a virtue. Partly it was politics, partly it was pleasure. In a time of political flux, there will always be debate about who is the true enemy of Labour. Is it Reform? Is it the Conservative Party? For the goons, the answer was easy: Labour members who voted for Mr Miliband in the 2010 leadership contest. The Labour Party is a place where memories are long and perspective is absent.

Sir Keir is a cynical man, not a stupid one. He was happy to be moulded by goons if it resulted in power, which it did. Attacking his own supporters was a strategy that the competitive prime minister was willing to follow to win. But that same strategy had now put him on the path to defeat, and so he ditched it.

By accident, this cynicism has led him to sincerity. Sir Keir, the politician, is belatedly trying to create a Labour Party that Keir Starmer, a Remain-voting social-democrat human-rights lawyer from north London, would support. He is not so different from the plain old progressives he once beat up. Often, when Sir Keir was hippy-punching, he was punching a mirror. #

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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French politics
The unravelling of France's centrist project
There is a real chance that power will fall into the hands of the extremes
Oct 02, 2025 01:50 PM | PARIS



WHEN EMMANUEL MACRON took to the stage at the United Nations in New York on September 22nd and 23rd he made one landmark speech to declare France's recognition of a Palestinian state, and another in defence of multilateralism. The first earned him warm applause; the second reminded his remaining supporters why they voted for him. "We have no right to cynicism. We have no right to fatigue. We have no right to the spirit of defeat," he declared. Mr Macron remains a vigorous figure in foreign affairs. Yet no amount of energetic diplomacy abroad can mask what is happening at home: the unravelling of his great centrist venture.

Appointed on September 9th, Sebastien Lecornu, France's new prime minister, has spent weeks trying to form a functioning government. When his new team takes office, it will be the country's fifth government in two years, a rate of turnover not seen in France for over half a century. France still plays an outsize part in shaping Europe's future. But its political instability, deadlocked parliament and stretched public finances are creating a worrying hole at the centre of  the continent. If the parties of the broad centre cannot overcome their differences, there is a real chance that power will fall at the next opportunity into the hands of the extremes.

This is a concern for centrists well beyond France. When the 39-year-old electoral debutant became president in 2017, Mr Macron vowed "to ensure that there is no longer any reason to vote for the extremes". By bringing moderates from both left and right together in a new post-partisan movement, Mr Macron sought to forge a bulwark against the hard left and hard right, and end the ideological quarrels that blocked reform. Framing the stakes as a near-existential moment for the upholding of democratic values, Mr Macron twice kept the hard-right Marine Le Pen out of the presidency, beating her in presidential run-off votes in 2017 and 2022.

Today, however, support for the centre is collapsing. The number of parliamentary seats in the 577-seat lower house held by Ms Le Pen's National Rally (RN) has shot up from eight in 2017 to 123; those held by Jean-Luc Melenchon's hard-left Unsubmissive France from 17 to 71. The RN currently tops first-round parliamentary voting intentions with 32%; the left-wing group comes next, on 25%; Mr Macron's centrists trail in third place, on just 15%. For the presidential vote, not due until 2027, an Ifop poll on September 29th suggested that Ms Le Pen would sail into the second-round run-off with 33%; the best-placed centrist candidate--Edouard Philippe, a former prime minister--on 16% would only just qualify for the run-off at all. 

Centrists are despondent. This was captured in a recent acceptance speech for the Legion d'honneur by Jean Pisani-Ferry, an economist who was in charge of Mr Macron's manifesto in 2017. Describing himself as "the grumpy old man" of macronisme, he recalled how he had first joined the project as a response to the "role-playing" by the left and the right, which "fuelled democratic disenchantment and extremism". Yet today, he said, France faced "the ultimate threat of a swing into authoritarianism". To a hushed audience, he went on: "I don't know what happened."



One answer is a series of miscalculations. In 2022 Mr Macron was re-elected, but failed to campaign convincingly for the legislative election that followed, and lost his parliamentary majority. "That was the real turning point," says Alexandre Holroyd, one of his former deputies. Instead of seeking a coalition with the centre-right Republicans, he pressed ahead with an enfeebled minority government, ramming pension reform through parliament without a vote and stirring popular resentment. His rash decision last year to dissolve parliament shrank his minority further, and entrenched a three-way deadlock. In September Mr Macron's popularity fell to 22%, a record low. Support has shifted to the left and right. "The centre is squeezed by both sides of the vice," says Mathieu Gallard at Ipsos, a polling group.

Another reason is the broad shift in Europe to the right, powered by identity politics. In Britain the rise of Nigel Farage's right-wing party, Reform, is recent. In France the RN has been preparing for power for years. Ms Le Pen's party is a rebranded, scrubbed-up version of the one her father co-founded back in 1972. The more the RN makes itself appear respectable, the more the cordon sanitaire is fraying.

This puts the centre on the defensive. Many of those who came from the left are uneasy taking a hard line on immigration. The centre's component parties are divided over other matters too, and struggling to sound relevant to voters. Like centrists everywhere, Mr Macron's technocratic moderates find themselves with a blunt toolkit to use against the populists' raw indignation and defiant certainties, so much easier to turn into viral TikTok clips.

A final problem is budgetary drift. Mr Macron's existential appeal for a vote against the RN in the past was about competence as well as values. That case is harder to make today, when the budget deficit is running at 5.4% of GDP, and bond markets are edgy. Polls suggest that voters are still wary about the competence of the RN. But public opinion is increasingly unconvinced by the centrists' claim that only they can provide shelter from chaos.

This does not mean that centrism in France is finished. Much can happen in 18 months. But the centre's unravelling does mean that the coming months are at best likely to consist of muddling through. "Don't expect a German-style grand bargain," says Roland Lescure, a centrist deputy. He still thinks there is a narrow path to a pragmatic parliamentary compromise on fiscal policy and deficit-cutting.

Yet France lacks a culture of political compromise. Even Mr Lecornu has called himself the "weakest prime minister under the Fifth Republic". If bond markets lose confidence, or if he fails to get a budget through, a messy situation could become a crisis. France was once a case study in how to fend off the extremes. Today the centre ground looks more fragile than ever. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Defence drift 
Europe's biggest military project could collapse
Industrial bickering is putting the Future Combat Air System at risk
Oct 02, 2025 02:04 PM | BERLIN AND PARIS

Subject to delay

WILL IT EVER get off the ground? It was never going to be easy for France and Germany, two big countries with wildly differing political and strategic cultures, to collaborate on one of the most complex weapons projects in European history. The Future Combat Air System (FCAS)--comprising a "sixth-generation" fighter jet, a swarm of autonomous drones and a communications "combat cloud"--has repeatedly stumbled since its conception in 2017. But now, as a deadline looms to move FCAS to its second phase, in which a prototype of the New Generation Fighter (NGF) jet must be built, many fear it may fall apart entirely. "We are not making any progress with this project," sighed Friedrich Merz, Germany's chancellor, recently. "Things cannot continue as they are."

The case for FCAS, which is supposed to come on stream by 2040, has only grown since it was dreamed up by Emmanuel Macron and Angela Merkel. Modern fighter jets are too expensive and complex for any European country to build alone. Vladimir Putin's war on Ukraine, and the fraying of America's security guarantee, have strengthened the case for bolstering Europe's defence sovereignty. The sheer scale of FCAS should also foster defence and technological innovation, and create a lot of jobs, across Europe.

But industrial bickering is putting it all at risk. Dassault, the French aerospace company leading the construction of the NGF, regards the project's governance structure as hopelessly bureaucratic. "I will not accept three people sitting around a table deciding on all the technical aspects required to fly a high-performance aircraft," grumbled Eric Trappier, Dassault's outspoken CEO, last week. "Give us the ability to manage this programme." But Dassault is outnumbered by Airbus, which represents both Germany and Spain, the project's third partner, and does not want to find itself in a subordinate role.

The French government fears failing to change the rules would endanger the deadline. It needs a new jet by 2040 to replace the Rafale fighters that carry part of its nuclear deterrent. Germany's participation in NATO "nuclear sharing" means it also needs nuclear-capable jets. But the Luftwaffe's growing fleet of American F-35s makes the deadline less urgent. Moreover, the Germans and Spanish note that the distribution of work was agreed years ago.

Patience is fraying on all sides. "Dassault does not treat FCAS as a strategic necessity but as an industrial trophy," says Volker Mayer-Lay, an MP from Mr Merz's Christian Democrats who sits on the Bundestag's defence committee. He wants Germany to walk away if Mr Trappier does not give ground. German officials think their French counterparts have lost their grip on industry. Some in France suspect that German firms just want to acquire their know-how. A Franco-German cabinet meeting in August was supposed to put FCAS back on track, but the mood has only deteriorated since. "My impression is that everyone is walking away from this project," says Christian Molling, an adviser to the European Policy Centre think-tank.

Contingency plans are taking flight. On the German side, one alternative to FCAS would be simply to buy more F-35s, pair them with drones, and hope AI and tech will eventually solve the problem. Yet that would hardly reduce dependence on America. Another would be to join the Global Combat Air Programme (GCAP), a British-Italian-Japanese project. But since GCAP is well advanced, the Germans would be forced into a junior role.

As for France, Mr Trappier says he can go it alone if necessary. No one doubts Dassault's technical chops. But a cash-strapped French government is hardly in a position to finance a system as elaborate as FCAS. More broadly, a collapse of the project would be a devastating blow both to Franco-German relations and to the European "strategic autonomy" Mr Macron has long sought to foster. "It's still in each country's interests to produce this," says Emil Archambault, a defence expert at the German Council on Foreign Relations.

So the partners may be stuck with each other. Unhelpfully, France has no government. Once it gets one, the three countries' defence ministers will meet to try to chart a way ahead. Mr Merz has promised a resolution by the end of the year. Officials still speak the language of compromise; some are thinking about stripping back some of the project's more complex elements. But technical solutions can go only so far. In the end it will probably fall to Messrs Merz and Macron to find a way through--or declare FCAS dead. #

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