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The world this week
Politics
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM



After talks in Egypt, Israel and Hamas agreed to a ceasefire deal that will release the remaining Israeli hostages still being held in Gaza, both living and dead. The deal is the first phase of Donald Trump's 20-point plan to end the conflict and bring peace to Gaza. The first phase also entails Israel releasing large numbers of Palestinian prisoners and pulling its troops back to a "yellow line" in Gaza. There will be a surge of humanitarian aid into the strip to help desperate civilians. Mr Trump will visit the region in the coming days. The next stages of his plan include Hamas agreeing to disarm and the creation of a technocratic government in Gaza. The deal was announced soon after the second anniversary of Hamas's massacre of almost 1,200 people in Israel. 
It's a start

Syria held its first election since the fall of Bashar al-Assad last December. There was no popular direct vote. Local committees in effect voted for two-thirds of the representatives in the People's Assembly, which will be responsible for legislation during a transitional period. Only 13% of those selected were women or from ethnic minorities. A government spokesman said that Ahmed al-Sharaa, the interim president, might "compensate" for those shortfalls when he chooses the remaining one-third of representatives.

Protesters in Madagascar demanded the resignation of Andry Rajoelina as  president, after he appointed an army general as prime minister following the dissolution of the government. Since late September the country has been shaken by protests against poverty and corruption.

Burkina Faso's junta arrested eight employees of a Dutch NGO for espionage. The International NGO Safety Organisation, which provides aid workers with security information, categorically rejected the allegations and said it was working towards the safe release of its workers. The government began a crackdown on foreign organisations and companies earlier this year.

France was thrown into a fresh crisis when Sebastien Lecornu resigned as prime minister after less than a month in the job. The opposition in the National Assembly had threatened to hold a vote of no confidence after Mr Lecornu named a team of ministers that was essentially unchanged from the previous government that fell in early September. After resigning Mr Lecornu held talks with the opposition and said a consensus had emerged for Emmanuel Macron to name a new prime minister, his fifth in little over a year, and thus avoid fresh elections. 

A parliamentary election in the Czech Republic was won by the populist ANO party, heralding the probable return of its leader, Andrej Babis, as prime minister. Mr Babis previously held the office from 2017 to 2021. To do so again he needs the support of two smaller parties, the anti-green Motorists for Themselves and the fractious Freedom and Direct Democracy party, which wants to curtail mass migration.

Police used water cannon and pepper spray to disperse protesters who tried to storm the presidential palace in Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia. Demonstrations against the pro-Russian Georgian Dream government have intensified in recent weeks.

Dame Sarah Mullally, currently the bishop of London, was named the new archbishop of Canterbury. She will take up the position in March 2026, the 106th person and the first woman to hold the role. The archbishop is the most senior bishop in the Church of England and "first among equals" of the heads of the various churches that make up the worldwide Anglican communion. Although attendance at CofE services has plummeted over the past 40 years, there has been a revival of interest lately, notably among young people.

At its annual conference, Britain's opposition Conservative Party made withdrawal from the European Convention on Human Rights its official policy, appealing to its core supporters, and, it hopes, its many lost voters who have turned to Reform UK. Kemi Badenoch, the Tory leader, gave a keynote speech in which she pledged to abolish stamp duty, a transaction tax on homeowners, if her party is elected.

National Guard troops were poised to enter Chicago to support federal immigration agents on the order of Donald Trump. Around 300 of the troops are from Illinois and 200 from Texas, causing Democrats to describe the deployment as an "invasion". Illinois and Chicago have launched a legal challenge to the president's order. Mr Trump is threatening to use his powers under the Insurrection Act to override the courts if he doesn't get his way. He also called for the governor of Illinois and the mayor of Chicago, both Democrats, to be jailed for not protecting immigration agents.  

James Comey, the director of the FBI at the time of its investigation into Mr Trump's alleged links to Russia, pleaded not guilty of lying to Congress. The president in effect ordered the prosecution of Mr Comey, who intends to get the case dismissed for being purely vindictive.

The shutdown of America's government ended its first week with little sign that Republicans and Democrats were willing to compromise on a spending bill to end the impasse. The White House piled on the pressure  by suggesting that federal employees who cannot work because of the shutdown will not be paid.



Takaichi Sanae was elected leader of Japan's ruling Liberal Democratic Party and is poised to become prime minister, the first woman to hold the job. Ms Takaichi is often described as Japan's Margaret Thatcher. A hardliner on immigration, which is becoming a salient issue in Japan, she is likely to return to a more muscular version of the economic policies introduced by her mentor, the late Abe Shinzo, and take a tougher approach with America over trade. Japanese stockmarkets soared in response to her victory.

Reports emerged from Myanmar that 24 people were killed when the army dropped two bombs from a paraglider on protesters who were demonstrating against the governing junta. The incident happened in  Sagaing region, large areas of which are under the control of local militias who are fighting the army in the country's civil war.

The death toll from the recent collapse of a school building in Indonesia rose to 67. The foundations of the building in a suburb of Surabaya, Indonesia's second-biggest city, caved in as the mostly male pupils at the Islamic boarding school were at prayer.

Australia strengthened its military alliance with Papua New Guinea; the agreement includes giving up to 10,000 Papua New Guineans an option of serving in the Australian armed forces and becoming Australian citizens. The main purpose of the deal is to shore up support for PNG in the face of China's thrust for influence in the South Pacific.

The American military struck another Venezuelan boat that was allegedly trafficking drugs, killing four men. Earlier, Colombia's national police force announced the capture of the alleged head of the armed wing of Tren de Aragua, a Venezuelan criminal gang that has expanded throughout Latin America and the United States, where it is  designated as a terrorist organisation. The Colombian police were reportedly assisted by America and Britain in the arrest.
Climb every mountain

Kilian Jornet became the first man to climb 72 mountains in the contiguous United States that are at least 14,000 feet (4,267 metres) high within a month. The Spanish endurance athlete  cycled 2,568 miles (4,133km) and ran 629 miles between the mountains over 31 days. He started in Colorado, where 56 of the "fourteeners" are clustered, moved on to California and finished at Mount Rainier in Washington state. Mr Jornet has said he is interested in how humans "can optimise our performance". 
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The world this week
Business
Oct 09, 2025 01:09 PM



OpenAI was at the centre of another big deal, agreeing to buy chips worth tens of billions of dollars from AMD and potentially take a 10% stake in the company; AMD's share price surged by over 40%. The transaction will see OpenAI deploy AMD's graphics- processing units to expand its data-centre capacity, starting with AMD's forthcoming MI450 chips in late 2026. 

SoftBank agreed to buy the robotics business of ABB, a Swedish-Swiss engineering company, for $5.4bn. A long-time believer in the future of robots, Masayoshi Son, SoftBank's boss, said its "next frontier is physical AI".

With stocks soaring in anything related to AI, the Bank of England warned that "the risk of a sharp market correction has increased". The central bank noted that the appreciation in the share prices of America's big technology companies has augmented concentration within stockmarket indices, with just the top five members of the S&P 500 accounting for nearly 30% of its market share. This suggests that an AI bubble could burst if the future profits that are predicted for the technology do not materialise.

Fifth Third, an American bank with a strong presence in the Midwest, struck a $10.9bn deal to acquire Comerica, which operates throughout the Sunbelt, creating the country's ninth-largest lender by assets. Comerica had been under pressure from an activist investor to put itself up for sale.

The Net-Zero Banking Alliance made it official and decided to disband. The alliance was created with great fanfare four years ago to align the banking industry with climate-change targets and counted some of the biggest American and European lenders among its members. But many of the firms eventually withdrew amid a backlash against environmental, social and governance (ESG) policies.



The price of gold rose above $4,000 an ounce for the first time. With little economic data being released in America because of the government shutdown to inform their decisions, investors are piling into the traditional haven amid speculation that the Federal Reserve will make more cuts to interest rates. Worries about fiscal policy in America, Britain, France and Japan are also making gold more attractive.  
Despite Donald Trump...

The International Energy Agency forecast that the world's global renewable power capacity will more than double by 2030, increasing by 4,600 gigawatts. That is roughly the equivalent of adding the combined power-generation capacity of China, the European Union and Japan. Solar will account for 80% of the increase. America is now expected to add 250GW of renewable capacity, 50% less than in the IEA's previous forecast.

Launched in the 1980s, Airbus's A320 has become the world's most-delivered aeroplane, according to reports based on data from Cirium, an aviation-data firm. Boeing's 737, which debuted in the 1960s, had held the record for decades. Between them Airbus and Boeing have delivered 25,000 of both narrow-bodied jets.

Industrial production in Germany shrank by 4.3% in August compared with July, driven by an 18.5% contraction in car manufacturing. That was in part because of factories' holiday dates, though the industry faces many challenges, including tariffs. Car production in Germany is now at its lowest level in more than 20 years, bar the financial crisis in 2007-09 and covid-19.

Jaguar Land Rover re-started some production for the first time since being hit by a cyber-attack on August 31st. Some concerns have been voiced about the PS1.5bn ($2bn) loan for the carmaker backed by the British government. Critics point out that JLR was reportedly uninsured against the attack and that the loan creates a moral hazard.
Tariff talks

Mark Carney, Canada's prime minister, met Donald Trump in the White House to discuss trade. Canadian officials described the talks as "positive". Mr Trump went further, talking of the pair's "mutual love". The American president also held a phone call with Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, his Brazilian counterpart, which both sides said was friendly. Lula also pressed Mr Trump about trade.

Paramount agreed to buy the Free Press, a news and analysis website, for $150m and appointed its founder, Bari Weiss, as editor-in-chief of CBS News, which is owned by Paramount. It is the media conglomerate's first big acquisition under its new owner, David Ellison, who merged it with his Skydance production company. The deal is sweet revenge for Ms Weiss. She resigned from the New York Times in 2020 amid a spectacular falling out over the newspaper's internal politics.
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Oct 09, 2025 01:42 PM



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

A new beginning for the Middle East

Israel and Hamas agree to the first phase of Donald Trump's peace plan

Maps and data tell the story of two bloody years in Israel and Gaza

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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The deal over Gaza
A new beginning for the Middle East 
The breakthrough in Gaza could open up a new approach to peace 
Oct 09, 2025 03:33 PM



PLENTY OF AMERICAN presidents have sought a breakthrough in the bitter conflict between Israel and the Palestinians. Now, two years after the atrocities of October 7th and after endless rounds of killing in Gaza, Donald Trump has joined the tiny list of those who have succeeded. The tentative agreement between Israel and Hamas to stop the shooting and release the hostages opens up a new vision for the Middle East. The path is narrow, but it is the best chance of creating lasting peace since the Oslo accords in 1993 and 1995.

This new vision is radically different from the moribund approach under Oslo. It offers a shift from endless, abstract negotiations over maps and the hypothetical constitutional arrangements of two states. Instead, it promises a practical approach in which, as Gaza is governed and rebuilt, rid of the terrorists who once dominated it, Israelis and Palestinians come to believe that they have more to gain from coexisting than from destroying each other. Success looks less like a ceremony in the White House and more like a decade of cement mixers spinning in Gaza, as violent settlers in the West Bank are curbed, the threat of missiles fades and ordinary people embrace a slowly rising belief in a safer, more prosperous future.

The peace deal is a triumph for Mr Trump's transactional, bullying style of diplomacy. It came after both sides were holed up in Sharm el-Sheikh, in Egypt, with negotiators from America, Egypt, Qatar and Turkey available to apply pressure. The details are not yet public, but Hamas is due to release the 20 Israeli hostages who are still alive, alongside a parallel release of Palestinian prisoners by Israel, a flood of aid and a partial pullback by the Israeli army from Gaza's main cities, to what Mr Trump called "an agreed upon line". In Israel and what remains of Gaza there was euphoria. Mr Trump may fly to the region to mark the deal.

Read the rest of our cover package

	Israel and Hamas agree to the first phase of Donald Trump's peace plan



Under Mr Trump's 20-point plan, the next phase would create a technocratic government that rebuilds Gaza while excluding Hamas from power. Hamas would be disarmed and security provided by an international force. Mr Trump would chair an oversight board until Palestinians took responsibility, possibly under a reformed Palestinian Authority. The grander, ultimate objective is what Mr Trump calls "everlasting peace" between Israel and all of the Palestinian territories.

Of course, the obstacles to further progress are immense--how could they not be? Negotiators on both sides still have to iron out their differences over, say, Hamas's disarmament. They could sign up, while cynically intending to sabotage progress later. With an estimated 78% of Gaza's buildings damaged and little industry left, reconstruction could become bogged down. Most important, ordinary Israelis and Palestinians have lost faith in the possibility of peace.

Thirty years on from Oslo, and after the trauma of October 7th, most Israeli Jews see the Palestinian territories as a failed quasi-state with a record of corruption, terrorism and Jew-hatred. In 2012, 61% of Israelis supported two states. Now perhaps a quarter do and many display a chilling indifference to the loss of Palestinian life. For their part, Palestinians see Israel as a rogue state committed to occupying their land and routinely unleashing violence. Polled in May, 50% of them supported the October 7th attacks, 87% denied that Hamas had committed atrocities and 41% supported armed resistance.

And yet there are grounds for hope. The end of the war could trigger a change of leadership on both sides, with the remnants of Hamas being persuaded or forced to relinquish any formal role in Gaza's government. Israel must hold an election within 12 months which polls suggest could result in the prime minister, Binyamin Netanyahu, leaving office and the end of his coalition with extremist hard-right parties.

Abroad, the prospects have improved, too. Around the world, the public focus is on peace, after years of looking away. In Mr Trump, America has a president who is unafraid to push Israel hard. The humbling of Iran's regime and its violent proxies has greatly reduced its threat to the region. The willingness of the Gulf Arab states not only to pay for Gaza's reconstruction, but also to underwrite a peace process and, potentially, help provide security, is a big step forward.

That is just as well, because outsiders will have to restrain destructive impulses on both sides. Having pressed Israel to end the war on Iran, rebuked it for striking Qatar and pushed it into a hostage deal, Mr Trump must strive to get Mr Netanyahu or his successor to curb the expansion of Jewish settlements. He must bolster Palestinian institutions by stopping Israel from depriving them of customs revenue and from facilitating vigilante violence by settlers and soldiers. The Arab states must use all their influence to insist the Palestinians reject violence and to get the Palestinian Authority to reform and help it find new leaders.

They must also sell a broader vision. For Israelis this is the prospect of a new regional security order that makes them safer by deepening co-operation with Arab states, building on the Abraham accords struck in 2020. This could also forge new links with Syria, and perhaps Lebanon, both of which have escaped Iran's malign grip. For Palestinians it is the prospect of reconstruction at home and new economic links with the Gulf creating a path to trade and jobs.

Gaza is the key. Palestinians everywhere will want to see if Israel can commit itself to allowing a technocratic government in the strip to emerge with international backing. For their part, Israelis will be watching whether the Palestinians in Gaza can govern themselves better, dismantling terrorist infrastructure and reforming the institutions Hamas captured.

Nobody should imagine any of this will be easy. The qualities that enabled Mr Trump to get a ceasefire--his willingness to bully, escalate and create a burning sense of urgency--are different from the sustained commitment over many years that will be required in his role as chair of the reconstruction authority. Nonetheless, in a region that has known little other than decades of conflict, this is an extraordinary moment: a slender but real chance at a new beginning. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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The costs of confinement
Donald Trump's fortress economy is starting to hurt America
The pain from trade and immigration restrictions cannot be postponed forever
Oct 09, 2025 02:33 PM



BRICK BY BRICK, President Donald Trump is building a wall around the world's largest economy. As America's tariff barriers on everyone else have gone up, so has the drawbridge, making it harder for migrants to enter the country. The president wants to turn America into a fortress that keeps out foreign incursions. In fact, he is cutting America off from the very goods and talent that helped make its economy the envy of the world. Already the damage is starting to show; once wreaked, it will not easily be reversed.

That is not how investors see it. In the six months since "Liberation Day", when Mr Trump slapped tariffs on America's trading partners, financial markets have swung from panic to euphoria. Elsewhere the picture is mixed. Inflation has risen only a little, as America's importing businesses have absorbed much of the tariff pain. Although employment has stagnated as migration flows have stopped, America's economy will probably grow by 1.5-2% in 2025.

Dig deeper

	The stockmarket is fuelling America's economy
	Welcome to Zero Migration America
	Why Donald Trump's tariffs are failing to break global trade



Some of the explanation for this resilience is that average tariffs are not as high as was feared, in part because of rollbacks and in part because trade flows are adapting fast. In April analysts were warning of America's average tariff rate reaching 28%. By August, however, customs revenue raised at the border pointed to a rate of only 11%. It also helps that few countries other than China have retaliated at scale against American duties. Big economies including Britain, Japan and the European Union have struck deals that reduce Mr Trump's proposed tariffs, without levying their own.

The president is fortunate, too, that America is in the middle of an astonishing stockmarket boom, fuelled by optimism about artificial intelligence (AI). Since a trough in April, the S&P 500 has risen by 40%; valuations now exceed 40 times cyclically adjusted earnings, not far off the record set during the dotcom years. Wealthier investors are in turn spending more and propping up growth.

Yet the economy cannot dodge the costs of isolation--and these will only mount over time. For a start, the stockmarket cannot go on rising this fast for ever; and the higher it soars, the greater the danger of a crash, putting the wealth effect into reverse. The damage from the tariffs that are in place is starting to be felt. And the collapse in migration is an enormous and underappreciated shock to the economy. Between 2000 and 2020 annual net migration into America was 1m, on average; under President Joe Biden it reached 2.5m a year. In 2025 net migration could be zero or negative for the first recorded time since the Depression.

The biggest immediate problem will be higher inflation. Our tracker suggests that Mr Trump's tariffs are currently boosting consumer prices by 0.3 percentage points. This will probably rise over the next few months, and peak around the turn of the year. Economists at Goldman Sachs have found that the more long-standing the tariff, the more it has been passed on to prices. This may be because of the president's volatile policymaking, which encourages companies to wait to raise prices until they know they must. When they do, domestic producers, shielded from competition, follow suit.

These effects will soon push underlying consumer-price inflation close to 3.5%. Already the prices of imported items such as clothes, electronics and household appliances have surged above trend. And people have noticed, especially in poorer households. Our latest polling with YouGov says that Americans disapprove of Mr Trump's handling of inflation by a margin of 28 percentage points, compared with a net approval of six points in January. Higher inflation might also dissuade the Federal Reserve from cutting rates further, threatening those ultra-high stockmarket valuations.

The real damage will be in the longer term. America accounts for only 15% of global final demand for goods imports. If its drawbridge remains up, the world will gradually integrate without it. Mark Carney, the prime minister of Canada, hopes for closer ties between the CPTPP, a mostly Asian trade bloc that includes Canada, and the EU. America is a big enough economy that it can step back from global trade without suffering an economic cataclysm. However, in time tariffs will erode its competitiveness and its economic power--especially if its allies integrate more deeply with China. Global investors have already become more wary of the dollar, which is down by 9% against a basket of currencies this year.

Lower migration will do damage, too. The administration's assault extends to high-skilled workers, some of whom face a $100,000 fee for visas. Rationing entry by price rather than lottery has its merits. But not all the visas are allocated by chance. Combined with his no-holds-barred deportation programme and attacks on universities, Mr Trump is signalling to the world's best minds that they are not welcome in America.

That will hurt America most of all, because the benefits of skilled migration are enormous. The average migrant with a graduate degree boosts the Treasury's coffers by a net $1.8m over their lifetime, which helps explain why skilled migrants account for 5% of the labour force but 10% of labour earnings. Once the impact of migrant innovators such as Elon Musk are accounted for, the benefits are larger still. One study attributes 30-50% of American productivity gains between 1990 and 2010 to skilled migrants. When it shuts the door to mobile talent, America is giving up one of the main ingredients of its success.
A gloomy city behind a wall

The battlements around America's economy will not be easy to dismantle. Because other countries have not raised tariffs, America would have to unilaterally lower its duties. But domestic firms, used to protection, will lobby for them to remain. Migrants' faith in the country as a place where they can thrive will not be rekindled overnight. America once thought of itself as a shining city on a hill. As the walls go up, it will seem more like an isolated fortress. The longer this lasts the more likely the world is to move on without it. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Metallic maiden
Japanese politics enters its heavy-metal phase
Takaichi Sanae is a refreshing change--but problems loom
Oct 09, 2025 03:33 PM



IF JAPANESE POLITICS had a soundtrack, it would long have been quiet, calm, ambient music. But with the selection of Takaichi Sanae as leader of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) on October 4th, Japan has entered a heavy-metal phase. Ms Takaichi, a one-time drummer in a heavy-metal band, is poised to become prime minister next week. She will be the first woman to lead modern Japan. Brash, nationalistic and polarising, she fits the trend of politics globally.

Yet Ms Takaichi is no anti-establishment firebrand. She is a long-serving, Margaret Thatcher-admiring parliamentarian. She won over the LDP's lawmakers and rank-and-file members because they think she has the best chance of preserving its slipping grip on power. The party, which has dominated politics for 70 years, faces challenges from upstarts on the hard right, such as Sanseito, which pushes a "Japan First" agenda.

Dig deeper

	Meet Japan's "Fireball", Takaichi Sanae, its polarising new leader



To fend off such forces Ms Takaichi proposes a harder-edged version of the politics of her mentor, Abe Shinzo, a prime minister who was murdered in 2022, after he had retired. The question is whether she will be more like Abe in his short, unsuccessful first term, when he was too ideological, or more like Abe in his record-long second term, when he was a deft, pragmatic political operator.

Ms Takaichi's ascent brings big risks. Her economic policy is, in essence, Abenomics, with its three arrows of fiscal expansionism, monetary accommodation and structural reform. Yet Abenomics was designed for a country struggling with deflation; it now faces inflation persistently above the Bank of Japan's 2% target. Ms Takaichi's proposals would create more inflationary pressure, further strain the budget and undermine the yen. That might please equity investors, who are happy to see fiscal stimulus and a weaker yen. But it will rattle bond markets and, without structural reform--to the labour market, for example--it will not boost Japan's potential growth rate.

On the international stage, Ms Takaichi shares Abe's revisionist views on wartime history. That appeals to Japan's nationalist right, but if she is not careful she could upend the recent rapprochement with South Korea and sour relations with China. With America she will resent the coercive $550bn tariff and investment deal that her predecessor struck with President Donald Trump, but she cannot afford to provoke the ire of Japan's security provider by obstructing it.

At home Ms Takaichi is a divisive culture warrior. She opposes allowing married couples to keep separate surnames--a bellwether for feminists. She has pandered to growing fears of foreigners. That might bring some conservative voters back to the LDP fold in the short run, but in the long term stoking populism is risky. It could end, like many a heavy-metal concert, in flames.

Yet that is not inevitable. In many respects Ms Takaichi stands for a refreshing change. Unlike the hereditary politicians who dominate politics, she is self-made. She is a keen student of policy. Her plain-speaking style endears her to voters. Though not a feminist, she is breaking an important glass ceiling--the last woman to rule Japan lived more than a thousand years ago.

And structural forces should constrain the new prime minister. China's growing assertiveness and North Korea's new alliance with Russia mean Japan does not have the luxury of squabbling with South Korea over the past. The LDP leads a minority government and will need to broaden the coalition or work with the opposition to make policy. To have a lasting effect on this lofty stage, Ms Takaichi will need to learn how to blend in with the band. #

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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Crime shouldn't pay 
Cybercrime is afflicting big business. How to lessen the pain 
Banning the payment of ransoms would be a start 
Oct 09, 2025 03:33 PM



MORE THAN a month for Jaguar Land Rover (JLR), an Indian-owned carmaker. A week for Asahi, a Japanese brewing giant. Six weeks for Marks and Spencer (M&S), a British retailer. That is how long each of those firms has needed to recover after being hacked. For JLR, the disruption has extended far beyond the firm. Last month the government in Britain, where it is based, said it would underwrite a PS1.5bn ($2bn) loan in an attempt to keep the carmaker's suppliers afloat.

Cybercrime has long been dominated by thieves who set out to steal information for profit. Now they're being joined by thugs, who aim to use the threat of damage to a firm's operations to extort higher payments.

Cryptocurrency has enabled ransomware, an attack in which hackers seize and encrypt vital data, then promise to unscramble it after a ransom is paid. (Sometimes they even keep their word.) As long as criminals focus attacks on firms in the West, countries such as China and Russia, in which many hacking gangs are based, see little need to crack down.

Dig deeper

	Businesses are grappling with a wave of cybercrime



Companies cannot prevent this, but they are not powerless. As we report, the recent attacks can teach other firms how to lessen the chance they will suffer a similar fate--and to lessen the damage should they do so.

One message is to be aware of which parts of an attack will prove to be the most expensive in the long run. As cyber-attacks have become more common, firms have begun buying specialist insurance to mitigate the risk. That is a good thing: insurance incentivises companies to take security more seriously, since those that don't take care face higher premiums.

Even so, plenty of companies still do not take out enough cyber insurance, either because of a lack of awareness, or because it is costly. JLR is reckoned to have lost PS50m for every week after the attack. M&S is thought to have missed out on around PS300m of business in the weeks it spent fixing its website, yet its resilience insurance underwrote just a third of that. Buying insurance that protects against such losses would encourage firms not just to try to stop attackers getting in, but also to ensure their computer systems can recover quickly.

A second idea is to be aware of the risks of outsourcing. Handing off parts of a business to specialist suppliers makes sense. But IT outsourcers hold the keys to many different kingdoms. Front-line employees are usually told to follow a predictable script whenever an IT-support call comes in. These things make outsourcers especially attractive to hackers.

Sure enough, several recent attacks appear to have been carried out after hackers gained a foothold using outsourcing firms. Businesses that elect to outsource should vet their contractors carefully, and decide on risk-sharing arrangements before they sign. Outsourcers themselves may find that beefing up security could differentiate themselves from their rivals.

Governments can help, too, starting with tightening the rules around disclosure. Firms can be reluctant to admit they have been attacked. That reticence makes it harder for the authorities to spot patterns and learn about vulnerabilities, which puts others at risk. America until recently ran forums in which firms could share information confidentially without worrying about falling foul of rules on collusion. They should be revived, and other countries could copy that model.

Governments could go further and ban the payment of ransoms altogether. Some American states already forbid public bodies from making payments. (Britain is planning something similar.) In some places payments may violate rules against shelling out money to organised crime. Elsewhere, police often advise against it. A full ban may sound extreme, but it is in everyone's interest to have less ransomware. The industry persists because it is more strongly in an individual's interest to pay off extortionists. If hacking does not pay, it will wither. #

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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Big men mean big trouble
Africa's leaders-for-life offer a warning to the world
The longer autocrats stay in power, the worse they become
Oct 09, 2025 03:33 PM



THESE ARE bad times for democracy. Strongmen, from Vladimir Putin in Russia to Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, are flexing their muscles. In America and India democratically elected leaders are flirting with more personalised leadership, if not openly pursuing it. In Europe voters fed up with sluggish growth and social division are tempted by the promises of charismatic authoritarian populists.

That temptation is dangerous--especially if power is being seized by a single person, rather than in the name of a system, as in China or Vietnam. To understand why, look to the part of the world where strongman rule is most common: Africa. For a time in the 1990s the African "big man" seemed a relic of the cold war. Back then, many African countries adopted democratic institutions, introducing term limits and regular elections. Unfortunately, the democratic heyday was short-lived.

Dig deeper

	The new age of the African Big Man



In the coming months, several leaders who have been in power for decades will run in dodgy elections. These include Paul Biya, the 92-year-old president of Cameroon, and Yoweri Museveni, the 81-year-old leader of Uganda. Seven of the ten longest-serving leaders in the world, barring monarchs, are in Africa. Teodoro Obiang of Equatorial Guinea holds the record, with more than 46 years in power. Typically, they stay 50% longer than leaders elsewhere.

Big men are unequivocally bad for political rights. They harass their opponents, imprison them, drive them into exile or have them killed. Free speech is tightly curtailed. Corruption is rampant. Yet defenders of big-man rule tend to argue that, despite all these costs to political freedom, such leaders are needed to bind poor, fragile and divided societies together. Pointing to places like Rwanda, under Paul Kagame, they say that strongmen can provide a degree of stability and economic growth that eludes many messy democracies.

New research suggests that this is wrong. Even if strongmen start out relatively competent, they tend to become worse over time. Particularly once they breach term limits, governance deteriorates. Patronage networks become narrower, with more goodies dished out to a shrinking inner circle. Corruption increases. Leaders become more likely to rig elections and then use violence to suppress protests against the inevitable result.

However long autocrats stay in power, countries dominated by a single leader, in Africa or elsewhere, tend to produce poor economic outcomes. Democracies and "institutionalised autocracies" with single parties operate according to an implicit social contract. By contrast, personalised regimes suffer from more conflict, less private investment and a worse provision of public goods by the government, all of which hurts economic growth.

Alas strongman rule has become entrenched across Africa. The generation of leaders for life, now in their 80s and 90s, is being replaced by younger ones intent on ruling as autocratically, as rapaciously and for just as long. Across the Sahel, leaders of military juntas in their 30s, 40s and 60s, have grabbed power and then reneged on promises to hold elections. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, Felix Tshisekedi, the 62-year-old president, has suggested scrapping a constitutional two-term limit. In Ethiopia Abiy Ahmed, aged 49, is said to see himself as a messiah--and messiahs don't retire.

Across the world strongmen are gaining in power and prominence. The African experience offers a warning. However promising charismatic leaders may look at the start, big men eventually lead to big trouble. #

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
Is Morocco practising a strange sort of colonialism?
Also this week, nuclear waste, Finland, free speech, humour, ChatGPT, debt
Oct 09, 2025 05:43 PM



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

Western Sahara

Contrary to your claim, the Moroccan Sahara is neither "occupied" nor labelled "contested" by the United Nations ("An odd sort of colonialism," September 20th). Since 2007, the UN Security Council has consistently recognised Morocco's Autonomy Plan as a "serious and credible" basis for resolving the dispute, most recently in Resolution 2756 (2024). Over 100 countries now support this initiative, and more than 30 have opened consulates general in Laayoune and Dakhla. In June, Britain joined this consensus, calling the plan the "most credible" and "pragmatic" way forward.

Equally misleading is the suggestion that Morocco's investments in the region are tools of control. The New Development Model for the Southern Provinces, launched in 2015 with an $8.8bn budget, aims to deliver 120,000 jobs, 1,000km (620 miles) of expressways, universal access to electricity and drinking water, and transformative projects such as the $1.2bn Atlantic Port in Dakhla and pioneering green-hydrogen initiatives. Human development indicators bear this out. Literacy in Laayoune-Sakia El Hamra now exceeds 84%, and life expectancy stands at 76 years. UNDP and World Bank data confirm the Sahara as one of Morocco's most advanced regions.

Morocco has a plural national fabric. The kingdom has always united Arabs, Amazighs, Sahraouis, Muslims and Jews. Far from being marginalised, Sahraouis hold leadership positions at every level, as ministers, governors, parliamentarians, mayors and regional presidents. In the 2021 elections, voter turnout in the Southern Provinces was significantly above the national average, underscoring the population's strong civic engagement and sense of belonging to Morocco. Finally, your reference to phosphates is factually inaccurate: reserves in the Sahara account for less than 2% of Morocco's total.

The true colonial anachronism is not Morocco's presence in its Sahara, but the perpetuation of an externally backed separatist project. This is while populations in the Tindouf camps remain unregistered by the UNHCR, in breach of its mandate, and deprived of their most basic rights.

Ambassador Hakim Hajoui
Embassy of Morocco
London

Having spent much time in Morocco over the past 30 years, including in Dakhla and its Southern Provinces, I was surprised by the tone of your article. By invoking the tired vocabulary of empire, it obscured what is actually taking place on the ground, a story of reunification, investment, and shared prosperity, firmly looking forwards, not backwards.

Morocco's autonomy plan for Western Sahara is the only credible solution to a long-running conflict. Furthermore, it aligned Britain with its allies in America, France, Spain, the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and many others who also endorse the autonomy plan.

Morocco's initiative, advanced under its sovereignty, offers local populations the means to govern themselves democratically while benefiting from the opportunities of a united Morocco. What I see in Morocco is a coherent strategy for investment in projects including roads, ports, renewable-energy projects, schools and hospitals, and most importantly, country-wide growth. The path forward lies not in recrimination but in confidence, that political solutions and economic opportunity can converge to create lasting peace.

Dakhla and the Southern Provinces are booming, because they are opening up to the world. Seeing this as a form of colonialism does nothing to benefit Morocco, the people of the Southern Provinces, or the relationship between Morocco and Britain.

Sir Liam Fox
Chairman
UK Abraham Accords Group
London

Where to bury nuclear waste

After trying for 40 years Britain has still not decided on a deep nuclear-waste repository site ("The spoils of nuclear waste", September 27th).  But this is not because of strict local-planning regulations. Rather, it is Britain's policy of prioritising consent from voluntary communities that means we may never identify a site. Finland, France, Sweden and Switzerland have selected their sites without first consulting volunteer communities. Instead, they identified areas where technical considerations were suitable and only then began engaging with locals. Britain needs a radical re-think.

Jonathan Turner
Former chief geologist
Nuclear Waste Services
Birmingham

Stoic Finns

Unmentioned in your analysis of what Finland can teach Ukraine ("From Helsinki with love", September 6th) is that Finland is the only country to  have paid its reparations fully after the second world war. Given Finland was a "devastated, dirt-poor country" at the time, this serves as another example of Finnish grit. Or, as my Finnish-American grandfather would say, sisu.

T. MICHAEL SPENCER 
Washington, DC

The internet can be censored

You asked whether Donald Trump can muzzle America's press ("Making media great again", September 27th). The piece noted that Mr Trump could be constrained by technological shifts and fast-moving online news, a situation where keeping a lid on free speech is "like trying to nail jello to the wall". But the context of that quote matters. Bill Clinton said it in 2000 regarding China's difficulty in cracking down on speech in the early internet era. Two decades later, Beijing has shown that with technology, online speech can indeed be tightly managed. Might Mr Trump try to draw lessons from that experience?

Steven Zhou
Hangzhou, China

The psychology of humour

I enjoyed the perspective on the Jimmy Kimmel affair in "First, they come for the comedians" (Back Story, September 27th). In "The Joke and Its Relation to the Unconscious" Freud wrote this about humour: "By making our enemy small, inferior, despicable or comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the enjoyment of overcoming him, to which the third person, who has made no efforts, bears witness by his laughter." No wonder we all love a good joke. It costs the listener nothing while boldly capturing what he or she secretly agrees with.

Kurt Ela
Clinical associate professor of psychiatry
Georgetown UniversityWashington, DC



Faceless AI

Your leader on "The lethal trifecta" in artificial intelligence (September 27th) mentioned how Victorian engineers overbuilt as they were unsure of the materials they were using. Yet Isambard Kingdom Brunel, perhaps the era's greatest engineer, took a different tack. His broad-gauge trains outpaced their brakes, his atmospheric railway ran on optimism rather than practicality, and his bridges sometimes failed spectacularly. His genius was matched by blind spots.

Fittingly, when I asked ChatGPT about IsambardAI it didn't recognise Isambard-AI, Britain's new flagship supercomputer. One missing hyphen erased the whole reference. It's a small slip, but it echoes the Victorian pattern: dazzling systems, under-mined by overlooked details. If today's AI coders are to learn from Brunel, they should pair ambition with the engineer's gift for redundancy and safety, and double-check the hyphens.

Malcolm Harker
Seattle

Avoid unnecessary debt

Buttonwood's observation (September 27th) that well-to-do younger people are borrowing money to improve their stockmarket returns reminded me of a comment by Warren Buffett. In 2018 the investor related how Charlie Munger, his then vice-chairman, thought there were only three ways a smart person could go broke: liquor, ladies and leverage. Munger added the first two because they started with L, quipped Mr Buffett; the truth is it's always leverage that will break a smart person.

J.W. Armstrong
Sierra Madre, California




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/letters/2025/10/09/is-morocco-practising-a-strange-sort-of-colonialism



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Letters
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Briefing
          
        

      

      By Invitation

      
        Rising antisemitism reflects wider social ills, says Britain's former counter-terrorism co-ordinator
        After the Manchester synagogue attack :: Sir David Omand on why social cohesion in the face of extremism is a security imperative

      

      
        
          	
            Letters
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Briefing
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



After the Manchester synagogue attack
Rising antisemitism reflects wider social ills, says Britain's former counter-terrorism co-ordinator
Sir David Omand on why social cohesion in the face of extremism is a security imperative
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM



THE ATTACK on worshippers at the Heaton Park synagogue in Manchester on Yom Kippur, Judaism's holiest day, provided another grim reminder that the struggle with hate-fuelled extremism continues. Yes, within seven minutes armed police had arrived and shot the terrorist dead. But the potential damage to community confidence--and to the wider social fabric--lingers.

When antisemitic tropes proliferate online, when conspiracy theories about Jewish power gain traction, it creates an environment in which society becomes inured to the likelihood of violence. Between January and July this year alone, over 1,500 antisemitic incidents were recorded in Britain--the second-highest total ever reported in the first half of any year. This reflects a global pattern. In Britain last year 201 of these attacks were violent, the highest in Europe, followed by Germany with 148 and France with 106. In America antisemitic incidents reached well over 9,000 in 2024, the highest level recorded in the 46-year history of tracking such data. For the first time, the majority of these incidents included elements related to Israel or Zionism, showing how righteous anger over geopolitical conflict thousands of miles away inflames passions, and in the process revives antisemitic tropes.

Yet threats to a healthy society extend well beyond antisemitism. When feelings against illegal immigrants lead to violence in the street, when the "great replacement" conspiracy circulates on social media, and when the ills of the nation are projected onto the "other", those not like us, we witness a broader assault on social harmony. In my book "Securing the State", I argued 15 years ago that social cohesion in the face of extremist violence is not only a noble aspiration but a security imperative. If communities feel unsafe in their own neighbourhoods, if children have to hide in synagogues or mosques in terror, if worshippers are murdered at prayer, the social contract is seen to fracture. The very possibility of living together in mutual respect is called into question.

The Manchester attack fits a pattern: a British citizen of Syrian descent radicalised and thus feeling justified in setting out to slaughter members of a vulnerable community, and choosing to do so on its most sacred day in order to double down on the horror of the moment. Across Western democracies, such attacks with vehicles and knives have become a dominant form of terrorism.

Some responses to the Manchester attack already demonstrate the inflammatory potential of incendiary speech. Research consistently shows how often violent extremists broadcast their intentions beforehand--through social-media posts, statements to peers and family, or online manifestos. The workings of the digital ecosystem that emboldens individuals to justify political violence must be exposed as a matter of urgency. We must learn to pause and reflect on the possible consequences before posting comments that may add fuel to the flames or hitting the like button on the extreme opinions of others.

This is particularly true for young people. Nearly two-thirds of arrests linked to the Islamic State terror group in Europe in 2024 involved teenagers. In Britain, one in five terror suspects is now under 18. These disaffected young people are being radicalised by extremist propaganda that offers them a sense of identity and purpose. Traditional counter-terrorism tools, designed to detect and disrupt organised networks, struggle against individuals who leave fewer digital traces and operate without command and control. The timespan between initial exposure to extremist material and carrying out an attack has shortened considerably, making early prevention increasingly difficult but all the more necessary.

Keeping our balance on the high wire between free expression and public safety also requires strong nerves. Countering hate speech is not about criminalising offensive opinions but about openly challenging the narratives that dehumanise entire communities. When political leaders or social-media influencers subtly pander to the demons of violent instincts, they must be called out. Civil society, educational institutions and religious leaders all have roles to play in building resilience to violent ideologies.

The challenge for responsible leaders in democracies is to hold their nerve. The strategic objective I drafted after the attacks of September 11th 2001 for the British government's counter-terrorism strategy, CONTEST, remains as relevant today as it was then: to reduce the risk from terrorism so that people can go about their normal lives. That involves holding fast to our sense of normality, while quietly and intensively gathering intelligence on those who mean us harm and unobtrusively strengthening protective security for vulnerable communities.

Since the very means of terrorism is putting people in fear, if we can show we are not going to be cowed then civilised society will be stronger and the terrorists weaker. We must not fall for the extremists' tactic of tempting us into overreaction, rushing to add repressive laws to the statute book, suspending legal rights or compromising on the rule of law. Often, unglamorous but determined and sustained effort is the right course.

Finally, we must recommit to the project of social harmony itself. This means firmly rejecting violence as a means of expression while addressing the legitimate grievances that extremists exploit, such as the shortages of aid in Gaza and Sudan. This means encouraging those who foster dialogue between communities to ensure all feel they have a stake in society. The goal articulated two decades ago remains the right one: working to reduce the risk from terrorism and political violence so that people feel able to make the most of their lives, freely and with confidence. #

Sir David Omand is a visiting professor in the Department of War Studies at King's College London. He was formerly UK Security and Intelligence Co-ordinator, responsible for counter-terrorism strategy.
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Deliverance
Israel and Hamas agree to the first phase of Donald Trump's peace plan
But neither side is fully reconciled to what is supposed to come next
Oct 09, 2025 03:33 PM | Gaza and Jerusalem



IT WAS A surreal end to a horrific war. On October 8th, in the middle of a White House event about the supposed threat of left-wing radicals in America, Marco Rubio suddenly dashed over to his boss. The secretary of state gave Donald Trump a handwritten note, the text of which was visible to eagle-eyed photographers in the room. Negotiators in Egypt, it said, were "very close" to a ceasefire agreement to end the war in Gaza. Mr Trump was urgently needed in order to approve a social-media post that would announce the deal.

Sleepless souls across the Middle East spent the next hour refreshing Truth Social, Mr Trump's social-media site. His missive finally came just before 2am in Israel and Gaza. The deal was done, Mr Trump wrote: "Israel and Hamas have both signed off on the first phase of our peace plan." They were scheduled to accept the ceasefire formally at noon in Egypt on October 9th.

Read all our coverage of the war in the Middle East


The fighting is supposed to stop as soon as the ink is dry. Mr Trump said the 20 living Israeli hostages in Gaza could return home on October 13th, after 737 days in captivity. The Israel Defence Forces (IDF) would pull back from cities in Gaza and allow a flood of humanitarian aid to enter.

For the 2m Gazans, who have endured two years of death, destruction and famine, the deal is a mercy. It will bring catharsis to Israelis, most of whom had long since come to despair for the hostages and the endless fighting. It is a diplomatic triumph for Mr Trump after months of failed negotiations. And it is a relief to the wider world, where the plight of the Palestinians has stirred anguish.

When news of Mr Trump's announcement arrived in "Hostages Square" in central Tel Aviv, where relatives of the Israelis held in Gaza have gathered for the past two years, there was muted cheering and gasps of disbelief, followed by tears. "That's it, our family will be whole again," sobbed and laughed Einav Zangauker, a single mother of three, whose son, Matan, is one of the 20 hostages still believed to be alive in Gaza.

In Gaza the euphoria was tempered by exhaustion. "We got used to war--it's all we've known for two years--how to run from one place to another," says Hisham Mater, a civil engineer and father of four in Khan Younis, a city in the southern part of the Strip. A mother in Deir al-Balah, in the centre, hopes that she can at last show her three-year-old his first egg.
Step by step

Yet as Mr Trump acknowledged, it is only a first step. The 20-point peace plan he unveiled on September 29th outlines a far-reaching vision for post-war governance, security and reconstruction in Gaza. It is a mile wide and an inch deep: he left the details vague, and the negotiators in the Egyptian resort of Sharm el-Sheikh did not even try to clarify them. Instead they deferred the fine print to future talks.

For now, there will be much to celebrate. Gazans will be safe at last from bombs and hunger. Israeli hostages will be reunited with their families. A war that started with the massacre of nearly 1,200 people in southern Israel on October 7th 2023, and went on to kill 67,000 people in Gaza, will come to a long-overdue end. But much still needs to be done to prevent it from restarting--and to put Gaza on the path to a better future.

The hostage release will be the centrepiece of the deal's first phase. Mr Trump's plan gives Hamas 72 hours to release them after the agreement is signed. The group told negotiators it may need more time to gather them (some are held by other militant groups). Both Israeli and Palestinian sources, though, expect they will be freed within days. It is less certain that Hamas will meet the deadline to turn over the bodies of 28 hostages who died in captivity. The group admitted to mediators that it does not know where all of them are.

In parallel, Israel will release 1,950 Palestinians from its jails. Most are prisoners detained since the massacre (some have been held without charge). But 250 of them are serving life sentences for taking part in deadly attacks. Their names are likely to be negotiated until the last minute.

Hamas, for example, wants Israel to release Marwan Barghouti, a politician and militant convicted of complicity in an attack that killed five people. He is more popular with Palestinians than any other politician; polls suggest he would win a presidential election. Israel is determined to veto his release.



Once the hostage release is complete, the IDF will conduct its first partial withdrawal from Gaza, although it would continue to occupy around half of the enclave (see map). It will also open five border crossings for aid deliveries. The quantity of supplies is meant to be at least equal to that during a previous ceasefire in January, a time when the UN and aid groups said Gaza had enough food and medicine.

This first phase is, in theory, the more straightforward part of Mr Trump's plan. The second stretches far into the future. It involves the disarmament of Hamas; the creation of a transitional authority to govern Gaza; and the deployment of a multinational peacekeeping force to provide security. Mr Trump would chair a "board of peace" to oversee all this. The IDF would carry out further withdrawals, eventually pulling back to a narrow buffer on Gaza's periphery. At the end, if all goes well, Israel and the Palestinians would resume talks about Palestinian statehood--the "two-state solution", in the jargon.

Negotiators decided to reach a deal on the first phase while leaving the details of the second fuzzy. But the plan was not so easily cleaved in two. Even during the narrow talks of the past few days, the pace and scale of Israel's future withdrawals became an issue. In public, some Hamas officials demanded that it pull out entirely once the last hostage was released--a big change to the Trump plan and a non-starter for Israel.

That turns out to have been a negotiating ploy. In the end, Hamas settled for assurances from Mr Trump that he would hold Israel to the plan. Yet its woolliness leaves lots of room for misunderstanding. It talks, for instance, of the IDF pulling out "based on standards, milestones, and timeframes linked to demilitarisation". That language is vague enough to generate fear that future withdrawals might never happen. It does not help that Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel's prime minister, says Israel will remain "deep inside the Strip" for the foreseeable future.

Where to begin?

It took enormous pressure from foreign powers to convince the warring parties to agree. For once, an American president got tough with Mr Netanyahu. The lobbying of Hamas was no less intense. In July the entire Arab League called on the group to disarm. Officials from numerous Arab countries told Hamas that it had no choice but to accept the Trump plan. If it refused, the consequences would not just fall on civilians in Gaza: the political leaders of Hamas themselves also risked exile from Qatar, and it was unclear who else might take them in.

Even as Arab leaders tried to end the war, though, they were quietly nervous about their role in what comes next. Reconstruction is one worry. Rich Gulf states will be on the hook to help pay for the rebuilding of Gaza, which the World Bank estimated in February would cost $53bn. They have endorsed an Egyptian plan to clear the rubble, build new homes and repair Gaza's wrecked infrastructure. But they are reluctant to invest in Gaza if their investment might be blown up in a future war, a real concern if Hamas or other militant groups keep their weapons.
Still wary

A peacekeeping force might help alleviate that fear, but assembling one is itself another difficulty. Turkey this week said it would be willing to participate; there are rumours that Azerbaijan and Indonesia are also prepared to send troops. But so far, no Arab countries have signed up. Much of the Middle East thinks Israel has committed genocide in Gaza. Arab leaders worry that, in the eyes of their subjects, they may look as if they are helping the IDF heap further violence and misery on Palestinians.

For Hamas, the fact that they were involved in any sort of negotiation at all was something of a relief. Mr Trump's original 20 points had sounded like an ultimatum, and not only because of its strict deadline on releasing the hostages. It also decreed that Hamas would have to disarm and disavow any role in government. If it did not accept, Israel would be free to "finish the job" of obliterating it.

The group tried to turn this order to capitulate into a blueprint for a comeback. It hesitated for longer than the stipulated time before agreeing to the plan, and then did so with sweeping qualifications: it refused to disarm and insisted that it would play a role in Gaza's future. Mr Trump nonetheless praised Hamas's half-hearted acceptance as proof that "they are ready for a lasting PEACE" and reposted a Hamas statement defending the inalienable rights of the Palestinian people.

A whisper two years in the making

Behind the scenes, Hamas's leadership was having a hard time deciding what it was ready for. Unlike its rival, the Palestinian Authority (PA), whose president has the final say on everything, Hamas operates by consensus. The diverging interests of its many arms--its fighters, its exiled leaders, its West Bank contingent, those on the ground in Gaza and those in prison in Israel--are accentuated by the rivalries of its patrons in Iran, Qatar and Turkey. Messages can take weeks to travel from tunnels in Gaza to office-blocks in Doha and Istanbul. Wrangling follows.

Israel's decapitation of Hamas's senior ranks, both in Gaza and abroad, further complicated decision-making. The head of its delegation in Sharm el-Sheikh, Khalil al-Hayya, narrowly escaped an Israeli missile strike in September that killed his son, an aide and three bodyguards. The group's 15-man politburo has no leader after the assassination of the two previous incumbents. The membership of its Shura Council is a secret.

All elements of Hamas, however, were feeling the heat. For the exiles, as well as the risk of assassination, there was the prospect of being left with no friends except Iran, which itself is isolated and cowed. Inside Gaza, too, the pressure was building. Intelligence sources think Hamas's military wing, the Qassam Brigades, can still muster perhaps 10,000 fighters. Some 2,000 of its crack Nukhba force are said to be hiding in Gaza city. But that means more than half of Hamas's footsoldiers have been killed. A recent change of Israeli tactics skewed the odds even further against the remainder: as well as warplanes and drones, the IDF made growing use of driverless vehicles. Remote-controlled armoured cars packed with explosives careened around Gaza city.

Meanwhile, ordinary Gazans were bridling at the price they have paid for Hamas's tahawur, or recklessness. Powerful clan networks grew increasingly defiant. "There's huge pressure from Gaza," says a Palestinian diplomat. "People don't care about Hamas. They just want the war and displacement to stop."

All this helps explain why Hamas accepted the idea of releasing the hostages. Indeed, some of its leaders may have wondered if they had played into Mr Netanyahu's hands by keeping them so long, given his seeming reluctance to end the war. That is why the group was so keen to secure promises from Mr Trump: it does not want to repeat the experience of the previous ceasefire, when Mr Netanyahu refused to negotiate over its second phase and ultimately resumed the war.

Beyond the hostage release, however, consensus within Hamas quickly evaporates. Some in its politburo are minded to accept a handover of power to a foreign governing body, as Mr Trump's plan dictates. Yet Hamas's statement on the plan undertook "to entrust the administration of the Gaza Strip to an independent Palestinian administration" without mentioning Mr Trump and his "board of peace".
Weapons introspection

Above all, Hamas is divided about surrendering its weapons. Some want to postpone disarmament until Israel has fully withdrawn, or even until Palestine has a functioning state. Others suggest handing over its rockets, but keeping its guns, which Hamas fighters might need to defend themselves against vengeful clans. The Trump plan itself goes even further, calling not just for disarmament but for the destruction of military infrastructure such as the movement's tunnel network.

Behind the disagreement about disarmament lies a broader rift over Hamas's future. Its formal name is the Islamic Resistance Movement. Its armed wing holds two seats on its politburo. This faction continues to see the horrors of October 7th as a victory, which proved Hamas's mettle and drew the world's attention back to the Palestinians' plight, whatever the human cost on both sides. But others wish to put politics above arms. A former leader speaks of abandoning the armed struggle and creating a new political movement, Justice and Development (echoing the name of Morocco's and Turkey's ruling Islamist parties), to prepare for statehood and peace with Israel.

Israel's leadership has been wrestling with similar dilemmas. Despite the devastating force with which the IDF has pummelled Gaza for the past two years, Hamas has not been wiped out. A recent Israeli operation in Gaza city involved pumping thousands of gallons of cement into a narrow shaft beside a hospital compound, to seal the entrance to an underground factory in which the army says Hamas was building rockets. As he watched his troops secure the area, a senior officer admitted, "There are other strategic assets like this we need to take out. Hamas are proving they can still operate." Another senior soldier complained, "I have to keep planning on parallel timelines. We have our mission here but at the same time at any moment they may tell me there's a ceasefire and we're pulling back."

Most of the upper ranks of the IDF are in favour of Mr Trump's plan. In part, they simply reflect Israeli public opinion, which is overwhelmingly enthusiastic: a recent poll found that 72% of Israelis approve of it, with only 8% opposed. The top brass also want to give their forces some breathing space--especially the tens of thousands of reservists who have spent hundreds of days in uniform, away from their families and their civilian jobs. "We can't wait to give the order to fall back and leave Gaza," the first officer said.

But that view is not universal. A subordinate passing by the command-post in the blitzed neighbourhood wears a patch on his helmet which says "Gush Katif"--the name of an area of Israeli settlements in Gaza that the Israeli government forcibly evacuated in 2005 as part of its complete withdrawal from the enclave. Others also wear such patches, an expression of their hope to see the settlements rebuilt and a permanent occupation resume.

That hope is shared by a faction within Mr Netanyahu's government, which does not see any peace deal with Hamas as reliable or desirable and instead wants to occupy Gaza. They champion an earlier plan of Mr Trump's, first aired in February, in which he seemed to envisage the expulsion of the local population to make way for a ritzy seaside development that he called "the Riviera of the Middle East".

The president's new plan still emphasises economic development. He wants Gaza to be a "special economic zone" with "preferred tariff and access rates". But he now specifies that "no one will be forced to leave". Quite the opposite, in fact: he calls for "jobs, opportunity and hope" for Gazans and "will encourage people to stay". In the long run, he wants Israel to agree to "a credible pathway to Palestinian self-determination and statehood".

It is not just the hard right that rejects this idea. Despite Israelis' enthusiasm for Mr Trump's plan, a recent poll by Gallup found that 63% of them would not support a two-state solution and that only 21% thought a lasting peace would ever come about. They are aware that most Gazans are descendants of refugees who fled the war which led to Israel's creation in 1948. They have now been displaced again, within the tiny territory in which they have been trapped for generations.

Long before the attacks of October 7th, Israelis had feared that Gazans would strike back. In a speech in 1956, the chief of staff of the IDF at the time, Moshe Dayan, claimed that, on the other side of Israel's fortifications, "crowd hundreds of thousands of eyes and hands praying for our moment of weakness, so that they can tear us apart". Such views of Gaza remain commonplace, and Israelis assume the misery they have inflicted over the past two years has only made things worse.

What is more, few imagine that barring Hamas from Gazan politics, as the Trump plan requires, will do much good. Hamas was founded in 1987, but its origins lie in charities and social movements operating in Gaza's teeming refugee camps. Even if Hamas does disarm and disband, the conditions that underpinned its rise have only intensified over the past two years. "Hamas's social networks will remain deep in the strip's fabric," says an Israeli intelligence analyst. "It's pointless to think they can be removed." Anyway, few Israelis have much faith in the obvious alternative, the PA: only 12% supported its return to Gaza in a survey carried out in July.

Israelis have learned to be sceptical of plans that appear to resolve Gaza's status once and for all. The first stage of the Oslo accords, in 1994, saw the PA take over the administration of the territory. But Hamas overthrew the PA there in a bloody coup in 2007. Neither repeated military incursions, nor the high-tech system of surveillance and fences the IDF constructed, succeeded in insulating Israel from Gaza.

Mr Netanyahu appears to be pandering to the Israeli public's ambivalence when he says that he accepts the Trump plan and then says things that are manifestly counter to it, including that he will resist a two-state solution and that "the IDF will continue to hold all of the controlling areas deep inside the Strip". He also pointedly ignored Mr Trump's request to stop bombing Gaza while talks were under way.

On his way home

Gaza will almost certainly be the main issue in Israel's next election, which must be held by next October. The opposition parties will hold Mr Netanyahu responsible not only for failing to prevent the October 7th attack, but for prolonging the war when an agreement similar to the Trump plan could have been reached much earlier. His current hard-right coalition partners will accuse him of ending the war prematurely, before Hamas was destroyed and full control over Gaza established.

But none of the sides in Israeli politics has a coherent plan for Gaza's future or Israel's relationship with it. Few politicians support a two-state solution or see any future in collaborating with the PA, even though the Trump plan calls for both. In other words, even if Mr Netanyahu and his hard-right allies lose power, there is little prospect of a government eager to implement the Trump plan in full.

The strategy of deferring negotiations over the longer-term elements of the Trump plan and focusing instead on the most immediate problems was understandable. The prospect of bringing home all of the hostages at once proved a powerful inducement for Israel. Pressure from Mr Trump should ensure Israel does not renege on the ceasefire.
Half-settled

Yet signing a half-done deal carries risks. One is that Mr Trump fails to apply the needed pressure, as he did earlier this year. His attention might wander or Mr Netanyahu might convince him to relent.

The other is that the phase-two talks flounder. They are full of issues that are not only thorny but intertwined. Israel wants Hamas to disarm before its next withdrawal, but many in Hamas see the armed struggle as the only way to achieve Palestinian statehood. Yet Palestinian statehood is unpalatable to Mr Netanyahu and his likeliest successors, especially if Hamas plays any part in its genesis. Negotiators focused their efforts on the first few days after a two-year war--but the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has lasted for the better part of a century in part because it is so difficult to disentangle its many strands.

The ceasefire will bring great relief and optimism, but the dire conditions in Gaza will be hard to rectify. Reconstruction will be slow. Armed gangs will proliferate. The thriving economy that is supposed to underpin a broader peace will take deal years to build, if it ever materialises. The challenge for Mr Trump will be to make sure that his plan does not simply end one round of fighting while sowing the seeds for the next. #




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/briefing/2025/10/09/israel-and-hamas-agree-to-the-first-phase-of-donald-trumps-peace-plan
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Kemi Badenoch's Milei model
The stricken Tories reach for the chainsaw
A wise move for a party in a dire position
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM | Manchester



THE MPS, ambitious activists and corporate lobbyists who normally pack out the Conservative Party's annual conference had stayed away, leaving the vast exhibition hall in Manchester half-empty. But one stall-holder, Hugh Beattie, an oil painter in tweeds selling portraits of Tory leaders, was on chipper form. Nestled between Kemi Badenoch, the current Tory leader, and Margaret Thatcher, a more successful predecessor, was a rendering--in Italian futurist style--of Javier Milei, Argentina's president, wielding a chainsaw. It was a hit with delegates, says Mr Beattie, who also sold packs of Milei postcards. 

What was left of the Tory party at its gathering on October 5th-8th was in a Milei-esque mood. Never mind that the Argentinian president's libertarian experiment is wobbling, prompting America to underwrite the peso. "Does Britain need its own Milei?" asked a fringe event hosted by the Centre for Policy Studies, a centre-right think-tank. Ms Badenoch, who calls Mr Milei "the template", declared in a speech on October 8th that Britain was locked in a "borrowing and tax doom loop". The Conservatives, she said, were the last defenders of fiscal discipline in a field of profligate rivals.

Hearing the Conservatives rhapsodise about cutting taxes and slashing spending may seem as unremarkable as hearing Labour be nice to nurses and teachers. But it is a break with the recent past. Since Brexit the Tories have practised big-government conservatism, due to a combination of electoral opportunism and, during the covid-19 pandemic, necessity.  It is also a break with Ms Badenoch's first year in office, in which she has fixated on immigration and woke culture.

In her speech, Ms Badenoch unveiled a "golden rule" under which at least half of any government savings would be set aside for deficit reduction. She is not wrong to call for an intervention. Tax revenue is on course to reach 38% of GDP this decade, a level not seen since the 1940s. Despite this, an annual deficit of 4% of GDP is adding to a debt of nearly 100% of GDP which continues to creep up. Britain's interest rate on borrowing is higher than any other G7 country. Ms Badenoch also promised to abolish stamp duty, a hated  transaction tax which gums up the housing market.

Sir Mel Stride, the shadow chancellor, outlined spending cuts of PS47bn a year (1.6% of GDP) in the next parliament. Tory officials talk in solemn tones of respecting the Office for Budget Responsibility, a fiscal watchdog. These first steps, said Richard Fuller, Sir Mel's deputy, are intended to test the public appetite for "the rather tough medicine of saying, 'we are living beyond our means, and that means we've got to start making reductions'."

The chainsaw roars; alas, the blade is puny. Ms Badenoch's "golden rule" seems like a gimmick: the scale of deficit reduction and how it is achieved should not be arbitrarily pre-determined but be decided based on the wider fiscal position at any given budget. And the targets on Sir Mel's hit list are things Tory voters dislike anyway: the civil service, green-energy subsidies and young welfare claimants. Whereas Mr Milei provoked protests by vetoing increases in the state pension, the Tories promise to uphold the "triple lock", an expensive escalator which benefits its elderly electorate. Sir Mel's austerity is a weight-loss plan of no broccoli, no spinach and ice cream for breakfast.

Sir Mel is unlikely to get to implement it: the Tories are polling at 17% and face being annihilated at the next general election. But for a party in a dire position, fiscal responsibility is a good card to play. Public attitudes to the size of the state tend to be thermostatic, with voters saying they want spending to rise after a period of retrenchment and to fall once taxes go up. Britons are on the turn of the cycle: the share wanting both tax and spending cuts last year reached the highest level since 1983, according to the British Social Attitudes survey, a long-running study.

There is plenty of bloat to take aim at: at Labour's conference in Liverpool last month, Rachel Reeves, the chancellor, boasted of a long list of interventions in stricken carmakers, steel plants and dockyards. At the budget on November 26th she will attempt to cover a shortfall in public finances in the region of PS18bn-28bn, largely through tax hikes. That will not be popular: Britons would rather she pick spending cuts over taxation by a margin of 64% to 23% (only 13% would favour more public borrowing), according to polling by More in Common for The Economist.

In theory, the Tories stand to benefit. They are trusted over Labour and Reform UK on reducing national debt, cutting taxes, attracting foreign investment and general economic management.

Yet Ms Badenoch is unlikely to capitalise on those strengths. In her first year she refused to directly repudiate the tenure of Liz Truss, the prime minister whose deficit-funded tax cuts in 2022 precipitated a run on British government bonds. Indeed, until this week she showed only the shallowest interest in the economy. In an act of quintessential Badenochism, on the eve of conference her name appeared on a think-tank report denouncing the work of Frantz Fanon, a French post-colonial theorist who died in 1961 and whom she blames for radicalising students. It is a lofty, self-indulgent approach to leadership. Long before they get a chance to chainsaw any budgets, the Tories are almost sure to say "Afuera!"  to their leader. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Leadership stakes
Who might be Britain's next prime minister?
What the political betting market says
Oct 09, 2025 01:09 PM

Jump!

ONLY 13% OF Britons recently surveyed by Ipsos, a polling firm, said they were "satisfied" with Sir Keir Starmer--the lowest rating for any prime minister since it started asking the question in 1977. Sir Keir has a big majority in Parliament and a general election does not need to take place until the summer of 2029 (though in theory he could call one sooner). But people are already placing bets on who might succeed him.

A general-election defeat is not the only way Sir Keir might exit office. He could decide he's had enough and resign. Or he could be ousted by a coup within his own Labour Party: recent rumblings suggested that Andy Burnham, the mayor of Greater Manchester, was plotting one. Some 53% of adults recently surveyed by YouGov said they did not think Sir Keir would be Labour leader at the next general election.



Betfair, a gambling exchange, has attracted PS300,000 ($400,000) of bets, averaging PS5 each, speculating on the next prime minister. Almost half of the money has backed Nigel Farage, Reform UK's leader: the betting market gives him a one-in-four chance of being the occupant of 10 Downing Street.

Mr Burnham's prospects have dropped since his mooted coup failed to gain momentum. Wes Streeting, the health secretary, is now the betting market's most-favoured Labour successor, with a one-in-seven chance. The odds for Yvette Cooper (the foreign secretary) and Shabana Mahmood (the home secretary), Mr Streeting's closest rivals in the cabinet, are twice as long. Few believe that Rachel Reeves, the chancellor, or Kemi Badenoch, the Conservatives' leader, stands much chance.

Our own poll tracker puts Labour ten points behind Reform. But there is still a 50:50 chance, according to both polls and betting markets, that a general election results in a hung Parliament. At which point the next occupant of Downing Street is anybody's guess. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Jolly sad
Britain mourns its bonkbuster queen
Jilly Cooper,  the author who gave the world sex, horses--and joy--has died
Oct 09, 2025 03:33 PM

Unrivalled

IT BECAME KNOWN as "The Great Bottom Controversy". It was 2015, a book called "Riders" had just been reprinted--and it was suddenly noticed that its cover had been changed. Where once the cover had shown a man's hand clasping a girl's bottom, now his hand was, almost chastely, on her lower back. The change was small, the outcry was not. The removal of the "buttock-cupping hand" was called "prudish", "totally unsexy" and "a scandal".

The bottom mattered because the book's author, Jilly Cooper, did. For 50 years until her death this week, aged 88, Dame Jilly offered Britain fine social distinctions, finer bottoms and the chance to use words like "buttocks" in an otherwise bleak world. And Britain loved her for it. Her "dirty little books", as one critic called them, would go on to sell 11m copies in Britain, gain their own literary category ("bonkbusters") and even earn literary approval: the London Review of Books called her "Dickensian".

Others were warmer yet. Less read than revered, Dame Jilly was called a "cult", the bonkbuster "queen" and, last year, became an actual dame. The woman who had begun as a national scandal never quite became a national treasure--any author whose work contains phrases like "his cock [was] rising like some grotesque Italian pepper-grinder" could not be cuddled quite so close. Nonetheless her death was felt as a national tragedy: Queen Camilla paid tribute to a "legend".



Dame Jilly herself was more modest. When interviewed recently about her future she said that she would "like to write a good book". Partly this was pure self-deprecation. She had been born in 1937 into upper-middle-class England, a world in which people pronounced "forehead" to rhyme with "horrid", and she saw any sort of boasting as very horrid indeed. Even after selling all those books she described herself as "very stupid", "slow" and her first drafts as "very boring".

Her later drafts were not. She became known as a chronicler of sex and horses--with reason. Her cast lists featured such characters as "LOVE RAT" (a stallion); "RUPERT CAMPBELL-BLACK" (the "handsomest man in England", and a different kind of stallion) and "BETHANY" (a "nymphomaniac"). Literary snobs sniffed. The literary world, she retorted, is "divided into two sets: people like me who long for a kind word in the Guardian and people in the Guardian who long for my sales."

Not everyone was so sniffy. Generations of schoolgirls read her books less as novels than as manuals, learning what sort of men are attractive (cads with long legs); what sort of women are unattractive (feminists with hairy ones); how to spot a socialist (beard, bad breath); and that no woman is so unattractive that she can't be improved by washing her hair and the liberal application of green foundation. It was, in many ways, an odd manual.

But then in those days there was no other. Dame Jilly had been born into a world of debutantes' balls and Debrett's etiquette guide. By the time she was in her 20s there had been a social revolution and a sexual one, but not a domestic one. Women had a toe in the workplace but still had to be the angel in the house, with often hellish consequences. Her big break came in 1969 when an editor asked her to write an article about married life. She wrote about dirty sinks and dusting under the bed. It was not a noted piece of erotica. It became a sensation.

Women, she realised, were less "having it all" than doing it all. As a new wife she felt "on trial: sexually, domestically...socially" and "aware that I was inadequate on every count". In her books women are reduced to tears by ravishing men--but also by feeling fat, cooking supper and by piles of laundry. Like the best lovers, she made women feel seen. And, as with the best lovers, women responded, passionately.

Though "Jolly Jilly" didn't dwell on the dull. She came from a class where one of the greatest sins was to bleat or be a "bore". She described herself as "lucky, lucky, lucky". When asked about her husband, who had an affair with another woman for six years, she simply said, "I had a lovely husband." She couldn't understand modern women who "never stop grumbling". She wrote as she did because "life is quite short of joy...And sex is heaven."

If her youth saw the beginning of one revolution, her death saw the end of another. In 2024 Disney adapted her novel "Rivals" for TV. A woke-weary world tuned in, found it was smutty, sexist and full of gratuitous sex--and was smitten. Life, everyone suddenly remembered, is quite short of joy. When asked how she hoped to be remembered she said: "I hope I cheer people up." The day after she died, the Sun, a British newspaper, put her on the front page. Its headline read: "Romp in Peace, Jilly". #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Steel tariffs
A dangerous post-Brexit world
Britain risks being an unwitting victim of EU-US trade wars
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM

Wicked!

THIS WEEK'S announcement that the European Union plans to impose harsh tariffs on steel imports was particularly painful for Britain. Donald Trump had already slapped 25% tariffs on British steel exports to America, despite earlier hopes that he might be persuaded to reduce the rate to zero. But the European market matters far more than the American one, accounting for as much as 80% of British steel exports. Nearly half of the 4m tonnes of steel produced in Britain every year goes to the bloc. If the EU sticks to its guns, it will cut its tariff-free quota of imports by half and impose a 50% tariff on the rest.

The industry reacted with predictable gloom. Gareth Stace, the director of UK Steel, a trade body, said the EU proposal constituted "the biggest crisis the UK steel industry has ever faced". Steel is indeed in trouble in Britain, as it is in most Western countries. Overcapacity and subsidy have become the norm everywhere. Western steelmakers face a triple whammy of subsidised Chinese competition, high energy costs and the need to invest heavily in green production methods.

Steel has huge political clout. It is seen as strategically important, not least for defence, and steel foundries are often in areas of high unemployment. Earlier this year the government passed emergency legislation to keep Britain's last blast furnaces in Scunthorpe open. Responding to this week's announcement, Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, cited help for Scunthorpe and Port Talbot, a steel-producing area in Wales, as evidence of his determination to support British steel.

The problem is that steel has political clout elsewhere too. Mr Trump's insistence on imposing tariffs demonstrates this. The EU itself talked this week of the need to act decisively to defend its interests in steel, despite its broader hopes for a friendlier trade relationship with Britain. As Sam Lowe of Flint Global, a consultancy, puts it: although Britain may not be the prime target in a transatlantic trade war, it can easily become collateral damage.

Worse still, the steel saga shows how, in a world of rising protectionism, Britain is in danger of being left outside all of the big trade blocks. Norway will not suffer from the EU's planned steel tariffs as it (along with Iceland and Liechtenstein) is part of the wider European Economic Area. Ukraine will likely be given preferential access for geopolitical reasons. But for now, at least, post-Brexit Britain is seen as too much of a rival to EU producers to be afforded generous special treatment.

Brexit's supporters like to claim that, contrary to doomsters' forecasts, there is little indication of Britain's departure from the EU having caused serious economic damage. Exports of services, a particular British strength, have grown significantly. Yet exports of goods (including steel) have not held up well. Anton Spisak of the Centre for European Reform, a think-tank, observes that, after Brexit took effect at the end of 2020, Britain's goods exports have grown less than those of any other economy in the G7 club of rich countries.

Indeed, a more persuasive analysis might conclude not that Brexit has caused little damage but that it was uniquely ill-timed. A mix of rising Chinese competition, the after-effects of covid-19 and a broad shift away from multilateral free trade has left post-Brexit Britain peculiarly vulnerable. The recent trouble for its steel industry is the latest evidence of this. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Shocking, but not surprising
British Jews and police work closely together to prevent attacks
But in Manchester on Yom Kippur an attacker got through 
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM



"UN-BRITISH" IS HOW Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, described protests in London and other cities on October 7th, the anniversary of Hamas's murderous attack on Israel two years ago. Many British Jews see it as simply another sign of growing antisemitism in the country. More than 1,500 hate incidents against Jews--from verbal abuse on the street and online to red paint daubed on Jewish schools and businesses--were reported in the first six months of the year, fewer than over the same period last year but a three-fold increase in a decade.

The attack on a synagogue in Manchester on October 2nd, in which two Jews were killed on Yom Kippur, the most solemn day on the Jewish calendar, was a shock for a community which, according to the Institute for Jewish Policy Research, numbers just over 350,000 (0.5% of the population). But it was not a surprise. Most British Jews can't remember a previous antisemitic murder in their lifetime. Even so, an awareness of threat is pervasive.

"I've spent the last 30 years doing security briefings and drills," says one veteran organiser. "Each time we were told 'it's not a matter of if, but of when.' Now it's happened." Whereas in recent decades Jewish institutions were attacked and Jews murdered on the continent, in Britain similar attempts were successfully detected and prevented. Until now. The challenge is to make sure this remains an isolated case.

"There were others who planned such attacks in the past and are now sitting in prison," says Dave Rich, head of policy at the Community Security Trust (CST), which co-ordinates protection of Jewish life in Britain (and is one of the best of its kind in the Jewish diaspora). "This is the classic case of the one who got through."

The CST estimates that there are around 650 Jewish communal buildings in Britain, including mainstream synagogues, schools and care homes. In addition there are hundreds of smaller private synagogues, study groups, kosher groceries and restaurants, and summer camps. They attest to the variety of Jewish life in Britain but are also a security headache. It is far beyond the capacity of the police to protect all of them, and blanket protection would anyway stifle communal life.

It has meant Jews relying mainly on themselves, with the CST training volunteers to serve as guards and hiring professional security companies, funded in part by an annual PS18m ($24m) grant from the government and the rest by fundraising. The police provide backup.

On Yom Kippur the system mostly worked. Outside the Heaton Park Synagogue were both a volunteer and a hired security guard. Together they managed to delay the attacker long enough for the worshippers inside to barricade themselves in, though the volunteer guard was killed in the process. An armed police unit, which was on alert nearby, arrived and shot the attacker, Jihad al-Shamie, within minutes. Police appear to have also shot one of the victims by accident. 

The CST and the police and security services have been working together for years to prevent attacks. The CST has a team of open-source intelligence analysts who search for online incitement and potential threats and pass on their findings to the police. The police and security services have far greater resources and powers, including for surveillance, but also need to focus on all types of threats to the British public. In this case they missed Shamie, who seems to have not been active on social media and to have no known connections to any like-minded groups.

Where British Jews do criticise the police and other authorities is in their policy towards the more ambient forms of antisemitism which they fear could inspire such "lone wolf" attacks. This is rife on several university campuses, for example, and has gone largely unchecked in the National Health Service. It has been most visible among some at the mass rallies across the country against Israel's attacks on Gaza. And while most Jewish communal leaders have been careful not to join the right-wing politicians calling to ban these marches, there is growing frustration over what they see as reluctance by the police to intervene against some of the marchers' more menacing slogans and banners that could incite violence.

"Terrorism is political violence and it doesn't happen in a vacuum. It's a radical manifestation of incitement and the political environment," declares Mr Rich. "The pro-Palestinian movement organising these marches is legitimate, but it provides a very comfortable environment for hate and extremism," he says.

Few Jews are under any illusion that cracking down on the marchers would alone prevent another attack. "Sadly, security is the very first thing on our minds when planning every single event and it's a huge part of our operating budget," says Raymond Simonson, CEO of JW3,  a Jewish cultural centre in north London. "But there's no question of cancelling anything. Terrorism is not just about killing people--it's about causing fear. Terrorism wins if we stop living Jewish lives in Britain." #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Selling beer
What J D Wetherspoon understands about the British pub
It is more than a bargain boozer
Oct 09, 2025 01:31 PM | Oxted



J D WETHERSPOON IS one of Britain's most popular pub chains. And with its solid, grained woodwork the Oxted Inn, in Surrey, is a typical Wetherspoon's pub. Even at lunchtime on a recent Monday it pulls in a crowd: pensioners enjoying an early pint and parents dragged in for a Pepsi. Like most "Spoons", it leans into local history. Above the bar is a row of clocks, each set to the time of a different world city: Oxted sits on the Greenwich meridian.

The pub is among Britain's most successful cultural exports. British-style boozers can be found from New York to Mumbai. Tourists cross oceans to visit an authentic British pub. What that means is not obvious. Country pubs, sports bars, gastropubs and microbreweries each have their own take on what it is to be a pub--from dingy bars to overpriced restaurants.

Nor is Britain the boozer's paradise it once was. In the Middle Ages alehouses were so abundant that one Anglo-Saxon king sought to place a limit on the number any one village could have. By 1870 Britain had some 115,000 pubs. But last year that number had fallen to 45,000, a new low. Rising costs, changing tastes and the covid-19 pandemic have accelerated closures.

No venue is immune to these pressures, not even J D Wetherspoon. In its preliminary earnings announcement on October 3rd it said that its energy bill was up by 58% over 2019; wage costs had risen by 35%. And since its 2015 peak, when it owned 955 pubs, it has closed more than 160. "We had a tactical retreat," says Tim Martin, the chain's founder and chairman.

Now it is back on the offensive. Since 2015 sales per pub are up by more than 50%. With 794 pubs, it is Britain's ninth-biggest chain. Last year it was one of only three with revenues of over PS2bn ($2.7bn); the other two, Greene King and Mitchells & Butlers, own more than 3,600 pubs between them. And after posting record sales of PS2.12bn in 2025, it plans to open 20 new pubs by the end of the financial year.

Spoons owes much of this success to Mr Martin's economic populism. Across Britain the average price of a pint has increased from PS0.46 since the firm opened its first pub in 1979 (or PS2.30 in today's prices) to PS5.17. But even in London, where prices often approach PS7, Wetherspoon will sell you a pint for as little as PS2.10.

High-end gastropubs can pass on rising costs to wealthy customers. Value chains like Wetherspoon, with their economies of scale, can keep prices down. Your average pub is caught in the middle. Some accuse the chains of undercutting them.

Wetherspoon has also kept up with changing tastes. Since 2000 bar sales have fallen from 76% to 57% of total revenue. Food has gone from 18% to 38%. And free refills have made coffee and tea the top two sellers. "At one point, we were the biggest coffee shop in the country!" Mr Martin says. As for draughts, Pepsi sells most.

Many see Wetherspoon as a mere bargain boozer. Its image was not helped by Mr Martin's foray into politics. He donated PS200,000 to the Vote Leave campaign and spoke publicly in favour of Brexit in the run-up to the 2016 referendum. Wetherspoon adopted pro-Leave beer mats and in 2019 removed several European drinks from its menu. Jagerbombs briefly became "Brexit bombs". This dented the chain's popularity among liberal, middle-class types. "I'm a secret fan," says one Spoons lover, "you have to keep it under your hat because of their reputation."

Yet Spoons is often ahead of the times. The chain pioneered non-smoking areas before these were mandated. It had on-app table service three years before the pandemic made such things banal. And it is always quick to exploit a fad, be it smashed avocado or flavoured gin. "I used to be a surfer," says Mr Martin, "if a wave comes along you're happy to jump on it."





Wetherspoon strikes a delicate balance between trendiness and tradition. Many of its pubs are housed in grand old buildings, with grandfatherly objects adorning the walls and, on the floor, a bespoke carpet designed to reflect the history of the area. This would have pleased George Orwell, whose 1946 essay on the qualities of the perfect pub demands that they be "uncompromisingly Victorian" in their design. "Orwell wasn't stupid,"  says Mr Martin, "he distilled the essence of the British pub."

Michael Erridge of MBE Pub Consultants points to what he calls Spoons' "ruthless consistency". Every Wetherspoon's pub has the same decor, the same cheap and cheerful menu. Wherever the venue, "it's all very familiar," says Mr Erridge.
Spoons and Moons

The balance between character and conformity sets Spoons apart. The dinner plates and menus may be the same but the plaques on local history are unique. As are the carpets, which have their own appreciation society. In Maltby, a former mining town, the carpet is a combination of pit ponies, mining equipment and motifs of the molecular structure of coal. In Durham the carpet's many worm-like creatures are a reference to the Lambton Worm, a local legend about a giant worm that terrorises nearby villages. Each pub is a corporate approximation of "the local".



This idealised species of pub is a family gathering place. Go at 8pm on a Saturday, and a Wetherspoon may edge towards the boozing-shop end of the spectrum. But during the week gossiping grandparents, grandchildren and pram-pushing mothers make up much of the clientele.

Orwell's utopian pub, "The Moon Under Water", did not actually exist when he wrote his treatise. It does now. Several Wetherspoons bear that name. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bagehot 
Meet the real opposition
From ambulance chaser to ministerial Range Rover chaser
Oct 09, 2025 01:09 PM



TO SEE THE loyal opposition in action, do not go to Parliament. Instead nip two miles north-east to a nondescript office in Clerkenwell in central London, which is home to Leigh Day, a law firm. The firm itself is not a household name, but its cases are. Birmingham City Council is near bankrupt due to a series of equal-pay claims led by Leigh Day, with courts deciding that cleaners should earn the same as binmen. It has harried the government over pollution in the River Wye and, when that failed, charged after the polluters instead, launching the biggest environmental class action in British history on October 8th. When ministers complain about legal challenges delaying infrastructure projects, such as a new nuclear-power station in Suffolk, they are often pointing the finger at Leigh Day.

The law firm has come to play an almost constitutional role: when the government acts, Leigh Day is happy to oppose. Founded in 1987 by Sarah Leigh and Martyn Day, a self-described "bolshie bastard", the firm emerged just as a wave of legal activism began to swell. After the second world war people still required permission from the attorney-general to sue the government. By the end of the century lawyers could chase the government through the courts on everything from asylum to the environment. The Human Rights Act opened practically all government action to challenge. And the rise of "no win, no fee" meant people could do so without a big legal bill at the start.

Partly Leigh Day's prominence is just a question of scale. It is a big beast in its world of right-on claims. Most smaller firms do not have the capacity to represent 4,500 people, seeking up to six years' back pay from Birmingham City Council, for example. Partly it comes down to attitude. Leigh Day has an aggressive reputation for a bunch of Guardian readers. By all accounts it is a delight to work for and a nightmare to come up against. Critics see the firm as a glorified ambulance chaser. A reliance on "no win, no fee" cases means it eats only what it kills. It has skin in the game and it loves to play. Incidentally, it is one of the few major legal firms in Britain not to be a limited partnership, meaning if it all goes wrong, the partners are on the hook.

And things can go wrong. Ask a Tory MP about Leigh Day and steam comes out of their ears. The firm represented Iraqi civilians claiming abuse by the British army; the civilians turned out to be members of a militia. The firm was dubbed "tank-chasers" in the press. Mr Day was dragged before regulators, but cleared of any wrongdoing. It was a bruising few years. Has that deterred the firm? Far from it. Leigh Day is now representing the families of Afghans allegedly killed by British special forces, a topic which is currently subject to an inquiry causing palpitations among defence wallahs.

If Leigh Day is always up for a fight, the government is much less bellicose. Civil servants must read a guide titled "The Judge Over Your Shoulder" on how to avoid a challenge from Leigh Day and its ilk. Caution has become ingrained. Sometimes the likes of Leigh Day win without even having to set foot on the pitch. It is not fear of a big payout. The British state is, oddly, happy to wave its chequebook when it comes to legal claims. Rather, the process is the punishment. Court cases take time, delaying decisions by years. Forget the ambulance. What civil servants fear is Leigh Day lawyers sprinting after a ministerial Range Rover.

In this way, law becomes politics by other means. Leigh Day, after all, is full of true believers. Mr Day is a former chairman of Greenpeace UK. When the firm takes on the British state over, say, granting planning permission for an oil well in Surrey, it is not because its lawyers particularly care about rolling hills in the Weald. It wants oil to stay in the ground and now, thanks to the ruling, more will. Litigation is strategic. Judges do not make big leaps, says Mr Day. But they can take small steps on a route plotted out by Leigh Day's lawyers.
Isn't there someone you forgot to ask?

A government led by a former barrister is trying to make things a little more difficult for firms such as Leigh Day, particularly when it comes to building infrastructure. Sir Keir Starmer, previously a human-rights lawyer, emerged from the same legal milieu as Leigh Day. Richard Hermer, now Labour's attorney-general, was Leigh Day's go-to barrister for years. In government, the duo are attempting to reform a world they helped build. If they do not, others will.  Both main parties on the right have now pledged to rip Britain out of the European Convention on Human Rights. The Conservatives and Reform UK have promised a sledgehammer where Labour has opted for a scalpel.

Every government ends up grumbling about lawyers, even if it is led by them. Perhaps a sometimes intrusive legal sector is simply the price of a successful one. Governments huff and yet are happy to take a slice of the 1.6% of GDP it generates each year. Undermining one part of it risks undermining all of it. Or as Kanye West, an economist of sorts, put it: "I'm tryin' to right my wrongs/But it's funny them same wrongs helped me write this song."

Lawmakers are called lawmakers for a reason. Britain can change its equal-pay laws if it wants wages to be settled by the market rather than a tribunal. Politicians can make it harder for people to gum up infrastructure projects with insincere environmental legal challenges. A government that wishes to shield its special forces from human-rights legislation can do that. Cowardice rather than incompetence is the vice of Britain's current crop of politicians. Politicians can draw the boundary between law and politics more clearly, if they wish. If they do not, firms like Leigh Day will. Are they happy to be called the real opposition? Mr Day laughs. "Be nice to feel it was true," he says. "We just do our bit." #

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
Macron seeks to buy time with a new prime minister
Chaos and confusion after Lecornu quits 
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM | PARIS



FRANCE IS no stranger to popular rebellion, street revolt or political theatre. But seldom in modern times has the country experienced a week of politics as chaotic, farcical and unseemly. In the space of 24 hours, from October 5th, France gained a new government, lost a new prime minister, lost a new defence minister, then found itself with the same prime minister back at work (in a caretaker role) trying to break the political deadlock in the country's divided parliament. Almost overnight, the messy politics of the past year morphed into a full-blown political crisis, unnerving markets and threatening to leave France without a budget for 2026.

Faced with this carnival, President Emmanuel Macron on October 6th asked Sebastien Lecornu, a close centrist confidant whom he appointed prime minister last month only to see him resign less than four weeks later, to stay on. He gave him 48 hours to try to find a way to bring about some stability, and report back. For two days, the caretaker prime minister held talks with leaders from the Socialists, Greens, Communists, centrist parties and centre-right Republicans, in a last-ditch effort to resolve the impasse. (Marine Le Pen's hard right and Jean-Luc Melenchon's hard left refused to take part.) On October 8th Mr Lecornu reported back. He sensed that "a path is possible" to a political compromise, and that a parliamentary majority was against holding fresh elections. Mr Macron, he declared, would instead name a new prime minister within 48 hours.

The basis for Mr Lecornu's conclusions was left vague. On one totemic demand from the left--the suspension of Mr Macron's pension reform from 2023, which raised the minimum retirement age from 62 years to 64--Mr Lecornu spied yet another "path", this one to a parliamentary debate on the matter. On another--the introduction of a new tax on the super-rich--he also suggested that it would be up to parliament to decide. Both would imply a heavy price for political stability. But such vagueness was no doubt deliberate. Most Republicans and centrists are against making concessions on either demand. The Socialists will not co-operate without something. Mr Lecornu, in effect, was saying that it was up to his successor to work it out, just that he thought it possible.

Any new prime minister will need to move fast. The budget is due to go to the lower house by October 13th. The previous government, under Francois Bayrou, had vowed to curb the budget deficit from 5.4% of GDP this year to 4.6% in 2026, thanks to EU44bn ($51bn) of budget savings. Mr Lecornu conceded that this deficit target will not now be met. If a new government really does suspend the pension reform, a flagship part of Mr Macron's pro-growth agenda, this will need financing. The national audit body calculates that freezing the retirement age at 63 years would cost an annual EU13bn by 2035.

France is already under close market surveillance. After Mr Lecornu resigned, the yield on the country's ten-year government bond rose nearly eight basis points to 3.6%, close to its highest level since 2011. Shares of France's two biggest banks fell by over 4%. Since then markets have calmed. Ludovic Subran, chief economist at Allianz, an insurer, argues that even with borrowing costs at the same level as Italy's France can comfortably afford its debt-servicing costs, which he forecasts will be worth 2.4% of GDP in 2026. But there is little space for error. When Fitch, a rating agency, downgraded France's credit rating on September 12th from AA- to A+ it pointed to worries that "instability weakens the political system's capacity to deliver substantial fiscal consolidation."

Above all, neither the president nor the country can afford a repeat of this week's shenanigans. These were triggered by the unveiling on October 5th of Mr Lecornu's new centrist government. Having promised a "rupture" with the previous government, which was toppled by parliament on September 8th over its deficit-cutting budget, Mr Lecornu named a new team, which looked decidedly like the old one. The opposition Socialists, who hold 69 seats in the 577-seat lower house, cried foul. Even the centre's coalition friends, the Republicans, threatened to walk out. By jumping before he was pushed, Mr Lecornu became the fourth prime minister whom Mr Macron has lost in little over a year, and the shortest-serving under the Fifth Republic.



Opposition leaders took turns to mock the mayhem. Mr Melenchon described Mr Lecornu's new team as a "procession of revenants". Ms Le Pen, the feline-friendly leader of the National Rally (RN), posted a presidential-style video of herself at her desk, before a French tricolore flag (with the European Union one notably absent) and a portrait of a cat. The only solutions to the crisis, Ms Le Pen declared, were either the resignation of Mr Macron, or fresh parliamentary elections.

More painful for Mr Macron, two of his own former prime ministers--doubtless with their eyes on the next presidential election, due in 2027--also lashed out. Gabriel Attal, whom he named prime minister last year at the age of 34 and who now heads Mr Macron's party, declared bluntly: "I no longer understand the president's decisions." Edouard Philippe went further, dropping a political bombshell. Mr Macron, he suggested, should get a budget through parliament and then resign. Until now, such calls for the president to quit have been the drumbeat for the extremes.

Mr Macron has repeatedly said that he will serve his full term. If yet another prime minister fails, he will probably have no choice but to dissolve parliament, though. That would bring a fresh set of worries. A new poll of first-round voting intentions puts the RN on top, at 33-34%, the combined left on 24%, and the centrists on just 14-16%. Some analysts think the RN and friends, who currently hold 138 seats, could secure as many as 240-270--short of an outright majority, which needs 289, but not far off. One of Mr Macron's team says the centrists might get as few as 50.

As this week's events unfolded, the mood in the centrist camp veered between consternation and sorrow. "It's all very sad," says one long-term Macron ally. "Such a waste", says another. In 1958 Charles de Gaulle brought in a new constitution to put an end to the chronic instability of the Fourth Republic. As Mr Macron seeks his sixth prime minister since he was re-elected in 2022, the rate of turnover now feels as dizzying as it was under the republic whose instability de Gaulle designed the modern constitution to fix. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The war over energy 
Ukraine's hellfire is intensifying the Kremlin's fuel crisis
Almost half of Russia's refineries have been hit by drones and missiles
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM

Greetings from the UAF

UKRAINE CONTINUES to inflict deadly damage on Russia's energy infrastructure, and the tempo is accelerating. The concerted drone attacks on oil refineries and other parts of Russia's fuel-distribution system began in August, and the number of strikes is rising from two or three a week to four or five. Soon they will be daily. 

At the end of August, Reuters reported that about 17% of Russia's oil-refining capacity had been at least temporarily taken out. That figure now is certainly higher. Some unconfirmed reports suggest that as much as 40% of it has been affected, with about 20% down at any one time. Sergey Vakulenko of the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Centre cautions that the numbers ebb and flow because most facilities can be repaired. However, he acknowledges that what is happening now is on a different scale from previous campaigns.

Read more of our recent coverage of the Ukraine war


Benedict George, head of European oil-product pricing at Argus Media, an energy-market intelligence firm, says that Ukraine has hit 16 out of Russia's 38 refineries and that although repairs are possible, damage becomes lasting when refineries are subjected to repeated attacks. Some, he says, have been hit up to three times. They include one of Russia's biggest fuel-processing plants at Ryazan, which is 200km from Moscow and can normally produce 340,000 barrels a day. The destruction of the cracking units that break down crude oil into petrol, diesel and aviation fuel is a major headache for Russia because they are very costly and the sanctions regime makes them extremely hard to replace.

Seasonally adjusted, Russian diesel exports are at their lowest level since 2017 and wholesale prices have been climbing sharply. The impact is also being felt across a widening number of regions in Russia, with long queues of a kilometre and more at filling stations from Vladivostok in the far east to Volga near Moscow. Some authorities are introducing rationing. Russian-occupied Crimea has been especially hard hit, with motorists limited to buying 30 litres of fuel. Domestic fuel prices are at record highs. In response to the growing crisis, on September 25th a Russian deputy prime minister, Alexander Novak, announced a partial ban on diesel exports and extended an earlier ban on petrol exports to the end of the year. 

Oil-pumping stations and storage depots have also been hit by Ukrainian strikes, including a massive attack in mid-September on Primorsk, Russia's largest oil-loading port on the Baltic Sea. However, says Mr Vakulenko, such facilities are harder to damage permanently and in fact crude exports have increased, as less is being refined. But crude exports are a much lower-margin business for Russia than selling refined products.



"The Ukrainians are on a roll," says Sir Lawrence Freedman, a British strategist. "The Russians have a problem. They can't stop this and the Ukrainians have no reason to let up." Russia's issue is the sheer number of targets that are available, the size of the area over which they are dispersed and the erosion of Russian air-defence capabilities after more than three years of war. Although the one-way attack drones the Ukrainians are using fly relatively slowly and carry warheads of only  60-120kg, they have the range and the accuracy to do serious damage.

About 60% of the deep strikes on Russian territory are carried out by Ukrainian Fire Point FP-1 drones, which with a smaller payload can reach targets 1,500km within Russia and have sophisticated software that can fend off intense electronic-warfare jamming. But critically, notes Olena Kryzhanivska, an expert on Ukrainian weapons systems, the FP-1s cost only about $55,000 each and are now being churned out at a rate of more than 100 a day. Ukraine is also using the heavier and more expensive Lyutyi drone, which has a range of 2,000km, and a machine-vision system to guide it to its target.

There are reports that FP-5 "Flamingo" cruise missiles have begun to be used, too. They are much faster than the drones, flying just 50 metres above the ground, with a range of over 3,000km and packing a huge punch thanks to a 1,150kg warhead. If the FP-5 proves capable of penetrating Russian air defences it will bring a new level of destructiveness to Ukraine's  campaign. Its range allows it to fool defences by flying on constantly changing vectors towards its target. To make the FP-5, Fire Point uses repurposed Soviet-era turbofan engines, and its carbon-fibre fuselage takes just six hours to produce. Fire Point is currently making two or three of the FP-5s a day, but that number is expected to rise to seven later this month. Each cruise missile costs about $500,000. By contrast, an American Tomahawk missile costs four times that, has a shorter range and carries a much lighter payload, though it is probably more accurate and harder to shoot down.

While Russia's strategic air campaign is primarily focused on terrorising cities, Ukraine's is aimed directly at Russia's ability to sustain the war. As Mr Vakulenko notes, it is not about to bring Russia's economy "to a screeching halt". But the damage to the foreign-exchange earnings that Russia depends on to fuel its war is only going to get worse. And ordinary Russians increasingly feel that the war is coming home to them. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Systemic and widespread
Russia is torturing its Ukrainian captives
"Worse than the worst horror film" says the former mayor of Kherson
Oct 09, 2025 03:33 PM | KYIV



VOLODYMYR MYKOLAYENKO is 65, but looks ten years older. A former mayor of the Ukrainian city of Kherson, he was detained by Russian forces during their eight-month occupation in 2022. Freed at the end of August, he is now giving interviews from a hospital in Kyiv. And that is refocusing attention on what the UN's human-rights mission in the capital calls Russia's "systematic and widespread" torture and ill-treatment of its prisoners.

Civilian and military detainees are treated equally badly. According to a UN report last month, of 216 released civilians it interviewed 92% gave accounts of abuse. The methods included beatings, electric shocks, stress positions, ritual humiliation and rape. For soldiers the percentage is even higher. Mr Mykolayenko describes being beaten several times a day, and particularly severe "welcome beatings" each time he was transferred to a new facility. Food was so poor that he and his fellow prisoners lost drastic amounts of weight, and sanitary conditions so bad that many caught scabies. The only dental treatment he saw, once in the three years, was a tooth-pulling without anaesthetic. One guard, he says, made a practice of beating prisoners' hands with a mallet. "Once I asked him 'Why are you doing this?' For a reply, I got a beating on the head."

Read more of our recent coverage of the Ukraine war


Singled out for particularly brutal treatment are members of one of Ukraine's most prestigious military units, the Azov Corps. A 26-year-old junior lieutenant in the corps, Yan Danylko, was released earlier this year. Halfway through a masters degree in law when Russia launched its invasion, he signed up and took part in the battle for Mariupol, surrendering when the city fell after a three-month siege. During his three years in Russian captivity he lost a third of his weight. Standard abuses were beatings and being made to stand for 12 hours at a stretch; more elaborate positions included "the motorcycle" and "the starfish", both unendurable for more than 20 minutes. For those who signed confessions or turned informer he has no blame: "You'll do what they want you to do, sign what they want you to sign."

A new development is the prosecution of Azov prisoners for membership of a terrorist organisation, Russia having so designated the unit in 2022. Nestor Barchuk, a human-rights lawyer with the corps, says at least 130 men have been given sentences of ten years or more, and that dozens more are under investigation.

Can anything be done? Russia is immune to shaming, and its own internal checks are a joke. Lieutenant Danylko describes a visit by a Russian ombudsman, when he and his fellow prisoners were given new uniforms, and better food on ceramic instead of aluminium plates. A TV crew filmed handouts of biscuits and warm clothes. "That evening they took everything away again. It was a one-day Potemkin show." If anything, detainees' treatment is worsening as they are dispersed to distant regions. (The UN has identified new detention sites in Siberia and Karelia.) Loudly as the outside world protests against Russia's flouting of human-rights law, Ukraine's only lever is prisoner exchanges. Swaps are proceeding in dribs and drabs, but Ukraine is on the defensive, so large-scale captures are unlikely soon.

Today, Lieutenant Danylko is getting used to a prosthetic leg. Still painfully thin, Mr Mykolayenko says he is trying to blot out his three years in captivity. Thinking about them is "worse than the worst horror film". He is nonetheless giving interviews because "it's important that people understand what they are dealing with. The biggest lesson I have learned is that you can't negotiate with evil. And Russia is evil." It is hard to find a Ukrainian who disagrees. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Czechs voted
The comeback of Andrej Babis
A populist oligarch returns to power
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM | PRAGUE

Back in the driver's seat

ANDREJ BABIS is often called the Czech Donald Trump. Like the American president, he is a billionaire with a penchant for populist stunts: after Petr Fiala, the incumbent prime minister, complained that Nutella costs less in Germany, Mr Babis handed him a jar of the stuff during a televised debate. Like Mr Trump, he has been accused by prosecutors of financial wrongdoing, though he denies the charges. And like Mr Trump, he has now been re-elected to run his country again after a term out of power.

In a general election on October 3rd and 4th Mr Babis's party, ANO (the acronym, which stands for Action of Dissatisfied Citizens, also means "yes" in Czech) got 35% of the votes. SPOLU (Together), an alliance of three parties led by Mr Fiala, came a distant second with 23%. Third was STAN, a liberal-conservative alliance with 11%. The hard-right Freedom and Direct Democracy party (SPD) scored 8%, while the liberal Pirate Party got 9%. Motorists for Themselves, a populist car-owners' party, received around 7%, much better than forecast. Stacilo (Enough), a pro-Russian hard-left alliance, failed to meet the 5% threshold to get into parliament.

Mr Babis's victory means populists have won the latest national elections in each of the four Visegrad countries. Viktor Orban, Hungary's longtime prime minister, is a global model for populist nationalists, and Slovakia's Robert Fico has imitated his quasi-authoritarian methods and pro-Russian tilt since returning to power in 2023. Poland elected a hard-right populist as president in June, though the government remains centrist.

This has caused concern over potential shifts in Czech policy towards Ukraine and Europe. Mr Babis is no ideologue, but  ANO does not have a majority in parliament, and centrist parties have refused to join it in a coalition. Instead Mr Babis is seeking an alliance with the SPD and the Motorists, which would give him 108 of the 200 seats in the lower house. They are more mercurial and right-wing.

Coalition talks began shortly after the election, after Mr Babis paid a visit to Petr Pavel, the president. The Motorists are asking for at least three ministries (culture, environment and foreign), while the SPD is gunning for the speaker's post and the interior ministry. A second option, which Mr Babis reportedly prefers, would be a minority government of ANO alone, with confidence-and-supply backing from the Motorists and the SPD. Yet that would probably be even more fragile than a three-way coalition. The Motorists, in particular, are keen to have ministers exercising power.

Mr Babis is optimistic over forming a government soon. But in 2017 it took him eight months to cobble together a coalition with the Social Democrats. This time it will be harder still. He is dealing with two parties rather than one, and the SPD has far more radical positions, in particular on foreign policy, than ANO.

The SPD is led by Tomio Okamura, who despite having a Japanese father has made a political career as a Czech nationalist. Mr Okamura has called for years for the Czech Republic to leave the EU and NATO, and wants a referendum on the question. The Motorists are similarly attention-grabbing: their honorary president is a former racing driver who collects Nazi memorabilia. He hopes to become foreign minister. Like ANO they are members of Patriots for Europe, a new populist group in the European Parliament co-founded by Mr Babis. It opposes many of the measures of the Green Deal, the EU's strategy to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050, as well as the bloc's policies on migration and asylum.

Both Mr Babis and his potential partners question the generous help the Czech Republic has provided to Ukraine. The Czech economy has been lacklustre in recent years; with wages 10% lower than in 2019, many of the country's 11m citizens are struggling to make ends meet. Meanwhile the country has taken in almost 400,000 Ukrainian refugees, putting stress on housing, hospitals and social services. The Czech Republic also administers a secretive programme that sources ammunition for Ukraine around the world, delivering 1.5m artillery shells last year. Mr Babis wants to end the Czech role and hand it over to NATO.
Pray for pragmatism

Yet Mr Babis's return may not be as dramatic as many fear. The billionaire is a pragmatic politician, argues Petra Vodova of the University of Hradec Kralove, and will probably not substantially change his country's pro-European course; most of his own companies and assets are in the EU. The election was in some ways a demonstration of democratic vigour, she notes: voter participation was high, at nearly 70%. The new parliament is younger, and 33% of MPs are women, compared with 25% in the old one. And the hard left (Stacilo) and hard right (SPD) did worse than expected, presumably because they lost voters to ANO.

Moreover, Mr Pavel, a former general, is a staunch defender of the EU and NATO. He has the power to refuse ministerial nominations, as his predecessor Milos Zeman, a pro-Russian populist, did last decade. He can even refuse to nominate a candidate for prime minister, though this has not happened in the country's 35-year history. He hinted on October 6th that he will appoint Mr Babis. The comeback of the Czech Trump is unlikely to prove as radical as that of the American one. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Charlemagne
"Brussels" is the phantom menace Europe loves to blame
Why bashing the EU is likely to become ever more popular
Oct 09, 2025 01:08 PM



IF THERE'S SOMETHING strange in your polity, who you gonna blame? The long answer--perhaps very long indeed for anyone visiting Paris this week--might entail summoning the ghosts of national governments past, present and even future (if a new French one is ever formed). Or you could invoke the traditional spectre: "Brussels". The ritual scapegoating of the European Union, a foggy realm of incomprehensible acronyms, is the oldest trick in modern continental politics. Aren't "Brussels" the unaccountable lot who regulate industry into an early grave, badger governments about their debt levels, then give Trumpians whatever they want on trade? Treating the EU as a ghoulish bogeyman has been somewhat in abeyance ever since Britain overdosed on the idea, much to its cost. But the old spirit is haunting Europe once again. A look at the upcoming political agenda suggests that a lot more Brussels-bashing may soon be upon us. Boo!

Anyone who missed British prime ministers' barbs whenever they set foot on the continent would have enjoyed the rhetoric of Friedrich Merz ahead of a meeting of EU leaders on October 1st. The German chancellor said it was time to "put a stick in the wheels" of the Eurocracy lest it keep spewing out more regulation, much as a vampire can be neutralised with a stake through the heart. That the EU is currently busy repealing existing regulatory texts, not writing new ones, is both well known to Mr Merz and somehow beside the point. Like a revenant Boris Johnson, the chancellor decried that the EU "increasingly intervenes in people's everyday lives" beyond its remit. Coming from a leader otherwise well disposed towards the European project, the effect was eerie.

The German shriek comes as "Brussels" deals with the fallout of a horror-show summer. The European Commission, the EU's executive arm, negotiates trade deals on behalf of the bloc's 27 member states. In July its boss, Ursula von der Leyen, became the unwitting face of Europe having to accept Donald Trump's America imposing tariffs on its firms while agreeing not to reciprocate. Gracious national politicians might have pointed out that Mrs von der Leyen had signed the deal they had implicitly demanded the commission negotiate--a bad outcome that was nonetheless better than infuriating Mr Trump into nixing American security guarantees for Europe even as the war in Ukraine rages on. Instead, many have been happy to let Mrs von der Leyen take much of the flak, subtly suggesting they could have secured a better deal. Why recognise that decades of underinvestment in defence by national governments had left Europe few options but to submit, when "Brussels" can be blamed instead?

More euro-bashing may be in store. On October 4th Andrej Babis, a fan of the genre,  won elections in the Czech Republic. Other populists of his ilk are waiting in the wings, including in France and Germany. Admittedly, few on the hard right want to leave the bloc these days. In the vein of Hungary's Viktor Orban, many loudly proclaim they would like the EU to be more intergovernmental, with the major decisions taken by national leaders with the commission as their implementing arm. They seem to have missed that this has been the club's modus operandi for some years now. Never mind, bash away.

Beyond the usual trolling by populists, the EU will face plenty of criticism in coming years. A decade of near-uninterrupted crises befalling the bloc--from Brexit to climate-related woes, covid-19, the war in Ukraine and periodic spasms over migration--has resulted in a multitude of EU-level schemes. The Brussels machinery having splurged its political capital to handle them, often quite sensibly, the costs are now becoming apparent. One of the upshots of the pandemic, for example, was EU750bn ($873bn) in stimulus funded by money borrowed at EU level. This wodge of cash was passed on to national governments to spend on vote-winning goodies, a popular move. But the spending will soon come to an end and by 2028 it will be time to start repaying the loan. That will either involve a new set of taxes flowing to EU coffers, for example on cigarettes (unpopular), cutting back on EU schemes such as farming subsidies (also unpopular) or national governments having to send bigger cheques to Brussels (even more unpopular).

A long-term budget unveiled by the commission in July (the haggling over which will last for two more years) was greeted by a chorus of harrumphs in capitals. It matters little that some complain the EU plans to spend too little, others too much. There are brewing fights beyond money, too. A ban on selling cars powered by internal combustion engines by 2035 seemed like a virtuous policy when it was agreed three years ago. Now the deadline is that much closer, some are having second thoughts. In 2024 a surge in migration was defused by means of a new "migration pact". That deal will soon result in asylum-seekers being relocated from one EU country to another. Expect national governments to soon fume at "Brussels"--without mentioning that their ministers signed off on the deal while it was being negotiated.
Rise of the boo-reaucrats

For that is the really spooky thing about Brussels-bashing. Politicians decry decisions made by the EU as if they were edicts handed down by some foreign power. But given that national governments form the backbone of the EU, "blaming Brussels" is akin to a ventriloquist haranguing his own puppet for being foul-mouthed. In truth many of the continent's thorniest challenges, from succouring Ukraine to cutting carbon emissions and dealing with Mr Trump, can now only be handled at the level of 27 countries at least trying to act as one. That is a scary thought for many politicians. Heaping blame on the ghosts found in a drizzly Belgian city is more comfortable than looking closer to home. #

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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All quiet on the southern front
Donald Trump is victorious at the southern border
Will it stay closed to migrants?
Oct 09, 2025 01:09 PM | SAN DIEGO and TIJUANA



IN 1971 THE barrier that separated San Diego from Tijuana was a bit of chicken wire. Even that was too much for Pat Nixon, who was First Lady at the time. When she visited the beach at the very south-western edge of California she decided she wanted to meet the Mexicans queuing to greet her. So she asked the mayor of Tijuana to tear down the fence. "I do hope that this will be a common beach," she said. "Because we're such good friends with Mexico, I don't think we need a border."

That spot eventually became known as Friendship Park. Families that could not reunite legally in either country would meet at the fence. John Fanestil, a Methodist pastor living on the California side, visited every Sunday. "You could buy a taco through the wall," he recalls. In 2011 he started regularly holding "border church". Parishioners shared tortillas and grape juice. But, little by little, access to the park was restricted. The wall became two walls, and they grew taller. Visiting hours diminished. Today the two halves of Friendship Park are a study in contrasts. The Mexican side is buzzing. Vibrant murals adorn the wall and vendors sell churros to beachgoers. The American side is empty; it is a militarised zone. Mr Fanestil used to trespass occasionally to protest against the separation. "I don't anticipate doing that," he says, with Donald Trump in office.



Few others are trying to cross either. "Encounters" of migrants by Border Patrol agents at the frontier began to fall during the final year of Joe Biden's presidency. After Mr Trump took office they plummeted to the lowest level in decades (see chart 1). In Tijuana aid workers say migrant shelters, once overflowing, are mostly empty aside from Mexicans fleeing violence in their hometowns. This does not seem like a short lull. Almost no one is travelling north through the Darien Gap, a jungle on the Colombia-Panama border that became a thoroughfare for migrants from all over the world intending to claim asylum in America (see chart 2). A small reverse migration has even begun. At least 15,000 people, mostly Venezuelans, have returned to South America since January.

Mr Trump is claiming victory on the issue that launched his political career a decade ago. "On our southern border, we have successfully repelled a colossal invasion," he told the UN last month. Many border wonks are sceptical of the effectiveness of enforcement alone. They contend that the US-Mexico frontier is so long (1,950 miles or 3,145km) and the coyotes (people-smugglers) so wily, that people will always find new ways to cross. That argument has held up--until now.

The Trump administration has thrown the entire might of the federal government behind stopping illegal immigration. Their approach "is layered, like an onion", says Adam Isacson, of the Washington Office on Latin America, a think-tank. Soldiers, harsher penalties for border-crossers, the performative cruelty of deportations without trial to prison in El Salvador and a ban on asylum reinforce each other. The UN's migration body interviewed migrants in Mexico who had set out for America and then changed their minds. Most cited border restrictions, policy changes and fears of deportation as their reasons for not crossing. The administration's approach can be summarised by a message it posted to an official WhatsApp channel: "Ni lo intentes" (Don't even try it).

First, consider the military might deployed to deter the alleged invasion. It is not unusual for presidents of either party to send troops to help Border Patrol with logistics or surveillance. This administration has gone further. The president directed the Department of War (as it is newly known) to annex some border land and attach those parcels to nearby (and sometimes not so nearby) military bases. The Posse Comitatus Act prevents soldiers from arresting people, a duty reserved for cops. But the idea is that if a migrant crosses the border and walks onto these annexed pieces of land, soldiers can detain them for trespassing on military property.



This is not the only military deterrent. Stryker armoured vehicles and anti-submarine surveillance planes are now features of the borderlands. The One Big Beautiful Bill, passed in July, includes nearly $47bn to keep building the wall and equip it with cameras and sensors. Mike Banks, the chief of Border Patrol, suggests that the military presence won't be permanent. "We will get back to a point where we will control the border without the assistance of all of this support," he said recently. But a full withdrawal seems unlikely.

Second, the administration is getting tougher on those who still dare to cross. Encounters at the border have dwindled, but federal prosecutors are charging ever more migrants with illegal entry (see chart 3). There is some evidence that the threat of criminal charges reduced the likelihood that migrants would try to cross the border multiple times during the Obama administration. Back then, Border Patrol called it "consequence delivery".





The third tenet of Mr Trump's layered border strategy veers from delivering consequences into demonstrations of cruelty. In this administration the routine process of deporting someone--a normal part of immigration enforcement under anay government--has changed. Masked agents grab people from street corners, detain them (often in squalid conditions), and sometimes remove them to a country they have never set foot in. Migrants in Baja California tell aid workers they are scared of being jailed indefinitely in America or sent to a Salvadoran prison. Why risk your life to cross the border just to live in fear?

Underpinning the whole border strategy is Mr Trump's asylum ban. Migrants might dodge soldiers and risk prosecution if it meant that they could secure a hearing date and a work permit. That pathway no longer exists. In an executive order signed on his first day in office, Mr Trump alleged that the "invasion" of America by migrants allowed him to ban asylum. In the order he admits that most presidents have used the statutory authority he is claiming to bar small groups of people from entering the country, but argues that his power extends to restricting access to entire parts of the country's immigration system.

This is being challenged in the courts. A three-judge panel of the federal appeals court in Washington recently ruled that the administration cannot deport people to a country where they would face torture, but allowed the asylum ban to remain in place while the case is being litigated. The judges cited Trump v Hawaii, a 2018 case that upheld a ban on travel to America from a list of countries, as precedent for judicial deference to the president where immigration policy and national security are intertwined. "The courts certainly seem inclined to find compromise outcomes where they don't have to completely declare unlawful Trump actions," says Denise Gilman, an expert on refugee law at the University of Texas at Austin.

Other factors are in play, too. Mexico also got tough on migrants in order to stay on America's good side. Migrants within Mexico began travelling less to avoid being detained and sent to southern cities near Guatemala. Just getting to Tijuana these days is a feat.

Will it last? "If the courts were to strike down the asylum ban, I think it's very possible you would see lots more people coming," says Andrew Selee of the Migration Policy Institute. In the meantime migrants in Mexico are hunkering down and leaving shelters to rent a room. But the allure of America is strong. Many Haitians who put down roots in Mexicali, on the border, left for America when Mr Biden opened a pathway for them in 2023. Migrants may not be able to beat Mr Trump right now, but they can try to wait him out. #

Stay on top of American politics with The US in brief, our daily newsletter with fast analysis of the most important political news, and Checks and Balance, a weekly note from our Lexington columnist that examines the state of American democracy and the issues that matter to voters.
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Four wheels good, two wheels better
Forget EVs. Cycling is revolutionising transport 
Pedal power is booming, spinning up a new culture war
Oct 09, 2025 01:36 PM | Montreal



TO UNDERSTAND WHY urban planners like bicycles, stand on a section of Saint Denis Street in Montreal and count the vehicles going by. On a sunny Thursday over a ten-minute period at rush hour, your correspondent counted 132 bicycles (at least a half dozen of which had children on the back) flowing one way. In the adjacent--and much wider--automobile lane 82 cars (almost all carrying just their driver) and one city bus moved by in a bumper-to-bumper crawl.

Any more cars would jam it. Yet there is still plenty of space in the bike lane, which on a single day in June was used by more than 14,000 cyclists. Over the past decade or so, and particularly under Valerie Plante, the mayor since 2017, Montreal has become North America's leading cycling city.

In the Plateau neighbourhood, bicycles account for a fifth of all journeys, only slightly less than cars. Across the city more than a third of the population cycles at least once a week. Use of the city's bike-share scheme, Bixi, has doubled since 2019, to 13m trips last year.

Montreal's bike boom is just one example of how a new disruptive transport technology is rapidly changing cities across the rich world. It is highly energy-efficient, costs almost nothing, reduces congestion and pollution, and obviates the need for huge car parks. Yet it is not the self-driving electric car, as tech moguls and car industry executives imagined. Rather, it is the humble bicycle. And as with any disruptive technology, as the use of bicycles rises, and cities do more to make riding them pleasant, bikes are polarising people and setting off culture wars.

Though robotaxis have notched up impressive growth, they look ploddingly pedestrian compared with far zippier pedal-powered rivals. Waymo, Alphabet's self-driving taxi firm, proudly proclaims that its cars do around 250,000 trips a week. Yet in New York alone that number of trips is made every three days using the city's bike-share scheme.

In London cyclists now outnumber cars in the City, the financial district, by two to one. Paris, where they now outnumber motorists across the whole city, is catching up with Europe's traditional bike capitals, Amsterdam and Copenhagen, though cycling is still growing in those cities, too. In Copenhagen, the Danish capital, bikes account for almost half of commuter journeys to work and school.



Even in Beijing, just 30 years after most cyclists were pushed off the city's roads to make way for cars, the number of cyclists is rising again. Only these days they are more likely to be riding a fancy Brompton bike than a black Flying Pigeon, the ubiquitous pedal-powered ride in the years after the communist revolution.

E-bikes (of a sort) are booming in the developing world, too. In Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh, electric rickshaws are rapidly replacing petrol-powered ones. Electric-motorbike taxis are also growing rapidly in many east African cities.

The first reason for this two-wheeled renaissance was covid-19. After the pandemic struck, sales of bikes soared as commuters tried to avoid public transport and governments introduced pop-up bike lanes to encourage social distancing. In one American survey 18% of respondents said they had bought a bike, many of them for the first time ever, contributing to a 16% increase in the average weekly number of bike trips between the summers of 2019 and 2020. In Tokyo 23% of businessmen switched to cycling to work to avoid crowds on the train.

The second reason was the advance in battery and e-bike technologies, which made them cheaper and more fun to ride. By giving cyclists a pedal assist, these open up riding to people who cannot comfortably squeeze themselves into slim-fit Lycra. Workers can turn up at a meeting without breaking a sweat or needing to change. They are especially useful for transporting children and groceries, which is hard going if done by pedal power alone. E-bikes have also massively accelerated the use of local bike-share schemes, and made them profitable. With Chicago's "Divvy" bike scheme for example, e-bikes are now ridden 70% more than "classic" bikes, despite being a lot pricier.
I want to ride my bicycle

The third reason is a spread of bike-friendly infrastructure. Bicycles mostly died out as a form of transport in the mid-20th century not only because cars were faster and cushier, but also because cars made cycling catastrophically dangerous. In 1950 no fewer than 805 cyclists were killed on the roads in Britain--ten times the number killed last year. In 1987 P.J. O'Rourke, an American satirist, gleefully predicted that cyclists would "go extinct" as they were run over by lorries. Alas for bike-hating motorists (though happily for everyone else), he had not anticipated the invention of the separated bike lane.

Bike lanes create cyclists because they largely eliminate the risk of being crushed by careless or aggressive SUV drivers. Surveys show that rates of cycling are higher in countries where cyclists feel safest. And there are few things that make riders safer than lanes that separate them from cars. These are a lot cheaper to build than new subways, allowing cities to reduce traffic and save money by encouraging people to switch from four wheels to two. "If you build bike lanes well, and have a bike system that can compete with the car, then bikes can go a long way to mitigate congestion," says Brent Toderian, a former Vancouver chief planner.

In Montreal, Madeleine Giey, a 37-year-old mother of three, is a good example of how this can actually work. "I never, ever biked as an adult in the city or as a kid," she says. But since the city started building bike lanes, she and her husband sold their second car. Now Ms Giey rides her bike each day to drop off her children at school. Then she cycles to work.

Under Ms Plante, Montreal has also started closing whole streets to cars over the summer, narrowed others and removed parking spaces. The idea, says Ms Plante, is not to stop drivers altogether, but to slow them down, making streets safer for all users including pedestrians. This, she insists, is good for businesses (though many businesses still hate bike lanes). Since the bike lane on Saint Denis Street opened, vacant storefronts have fallen by half.

Yet safer bike lanes are often pitted in opposition to cars in a zero-sum fight for road space and parking places, putting cyclists and motorists on opposite sides of an increasingly acrimonious culture war. Though bike lanes take up less than 2% of road space in Montreal (cars get 80% and pedestrians the balance), they are a hot issue in its mayoral election on November 2nd. Soraya Martinez Ferrada, the leading opposition candidate, wants to pause new bike lanes and remove those that make business owners anxious.



More than a decade ago Rob Ford, then the crack-cocaine-smoking mayor of Toronto, popularised the phrase "the war on cars", promising to cut funding for light rail and to remove bike lanes. The battle cry has been keenly taken up by populist and right-leaning politicians elsewhere. Nigel Farage, the leader of Britain's hard-right Reform Party, sees low speed limits and bike lanes as evidence of woke "anti-car fanaticism". Richard Holden, Britain's shadow transport secretary, accuses the government of waging a "war on motorists".

Sir Sadiq Khan, the left-wing mayor of London, says one of his trickiest policy choices was to extend the city's clean-air zone, because he received so many death threats over the plan. In Berlin in 2023, when the conservative Christian Democratic Union came to power, it immediately suspended new bike lanes planned by the party's more left-wing predecessors.

That the most cycle-friendly areas tend to be home to the sorts of wealthy young things who vote for more left-leaning parties helps to rile up populists. In America, after Donald Trump took office, the Department of Transportation ordered a review of all federal funding for projects like bike lanes intended to reduce fossil-fuel use. Increasingly, car ownership and use is the dividing line in European and American politics. In New York City's recent Democratic primary, Zohran Mamdani, the winner, a socialist who does not own a car and boasts of a CitiBike record of thousands of rides, performed best by far in precincts where few drive. Motorists voted for Andrew Cuomo.
Races are coming your way

E-bikes do raise some genuine problems. Because they are heavier and go faster (and are often ridden by novices) accidents can be worse than on traditional bikes. Lime's bikes in London have been blamed by doctors for a surge in broken legs. In the Netherlands deaths of cyclists hit a record high in 2022. E-bike riders face death rates that are sharply higher than for riders of normal bikes. Worries about teenagers getting injured have led dozens of suburbs in America to ban electric bikes.





Adding to this problem is the rise of illegal, fast e-bikes--the sort that can accelerate via a throttle, not just pedals. In London and New York City these have become favourites of food-delivery riders, who make more money the faster they can go. In most cities in the United States only bikes with pedals and a maximum speed of 20mph (32kph) are allowed in bike lanes. In Europe the equivalent speed limit is 25kph. But many Chinese manufacturers sell bikes or motors that can be modified to go far faster. These scare pedestrians and risk poisoning the boom.

In New York City the police under its mayor, Eric Adams, who has recently declined to take on Mr Mamdani in November, have responded to the fast e-bike surge with a spree of arrests. Astonishing cycle-safety advocates, cyclists are facing criminal charges, whereas car drivers who break the law usually get tickets.

These challenges will slow the readoption of the bicycle. Still, in cities that have made them mainstream, the idea of going back to car-clogged streets is considered ridiculous. In the Netherlands a former prime minister, Mark Rutte, made a point of riding to work. In Denmark last year King Frederik arrived at a charity event with his two sons in the front box of an electric cargo bike. In Paris there is a new complaint: bicycle traffic jams. Montreal is reaching that point now too, at least in summer. On yer bike. #
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