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The world this week
Politics
Oct 23, 2025 02:14 PM



Bolivia's presidential election was won by Rodrigo Paz, a centrist,   defeating a conservative candidate in the run-off. Luis Arce, the left-wing president, decided not to run owing to a schism in the ruling Movement to Socialism, which had held the presidency for 20 years. The left has been booted out amid the country's worst economic crisis in years. Mr Paz promises to allow the private sector to expand in order to boost growth, but also to protect welfare programmes.

Argentina's central bank signed a $20bn currency-swap deal with the US Treasury just days ahead of midterm elections in Argentina that are seen as a referendum on the austerity policies of Javier Milei, the president. Scott Bessent, America's treasury secretary, said the agreement would bring economic stability to Argentina, and that the US did not want to see another Latin American state fail. Details of the plan were not immediately available. American banks are reportedly hesitant to back it.

America's relations with Colombia deteriorated to a new low when Donald Trump said he would raise tariffs on Colombian goods and suspend aid, and accused its leftist president, Gustavo Petro, of being "an illegal drug leader". This came after Mr Petro described America's military strike on an alleged drug-running boat last month in Colombian waters as "murder". After news emerged that America had struck alleged smugglers in the eastern Pacific for the first time, Mr Petro said that attack was also "murder". 

Meanwhile, a court in Bogota overturned the conviction of Alvaro Uribe on charges of attempting to bribe witnesses. The court found that a key witness who testified against the former conservative president was not credible, and that wiretaps used to justify the investigation had been illegal. Mr Uribe had been sentenced to 12 years' detention. Mr Petro denounced the turnaround.

America repatriated two men who survived a military strike on a submersible vessel that was allegedly trafficking drugs in the Caribbean. Two other people were killed in the attack. The men were returned to Colombia and Ecuador with the intent that they be prosecuted. But Ecuador released its citizen, saying it had not received a formal report of a crime being committed.

J.D. Vance, America's vice-president, Steve Witkoff, Mr Trump's Middle East envoy, and Jared Kushner, who has been influential in brokering peace deals, visited Israel to bolster support for the ceasefire agreement with Hamas. Militants had earlier fired rockets into an area behind Israel's line of control in Gaza, killing two soldiers. Israel struck back and briefly suspended aid. Palestinian officials said dozens of people had been killed in the skirmish, without noting how many were combatants or civilians. The American delegation was focused on getting Hamas to disarm, the next stage of the peace plan. 
The flip-flopper-in-chief

America imposed sanctions on Rosneft and Lukoil, Russia's two biggest oil companies, after the Kremlin made it clear that Vladimir Putin was not interested in another summit with Mr Trump about Ukraine because its war aims hadn't changed. The US Treasury said the sanctions, the first by the Trump administration to target Russian energy directly, were intended to stop the use of oil revenues to buy weapons. Oil prices rose sharply. It was another volte face by Mr Trump. A few days earlier at the White House he had reportedly told Volodymyr Zelensky to surrender parts of occupied Ukraine to Russia. European leaders gathered in London for a summit to discuss using frozen Russian assets to aid Ukraine, among other things.



Nicolas Sarkozy began his five-year prison term, a month after the sentence was handed down for conspiring to use illicit Libyan campaign money. He is the first former French head of state to be jailed since Marshal Petain, a Nazi collaborator. Questions have been raised across France about why Mr Sarkozy was sent to prison while he appeals against his conviction. His lawyer has requested his release.

Emmanuel Macron said that France's controversial pension reform, which raised the minimum retirement age from 62 years to 64 and was passed in 2023, had been "necessary" but that it was now up to parliament to decide what to do with it. These were the French president's first comments following the promise by his newly reinstalled prime minister, Sebastien Lecornu, to "suspend" the new rules until after the next presidential election in 2027. Mr Lecornu won a narrow vote of confidence in the assembly after winning opposition Socialist support with his announcement.

Portugal's parliament approved legislation that would stop women  wearing face veils, such as the burqa and niqab, in public places (except for planes, places of worship and diplomatic functions). Anyone forcing a woman to cover her face could be sent to prison. The bill was proposed by the hard-right Chega party and supported by the centre-right. The president could yet veto it. 

Northern Cyprus, which proclaimed itself a state after Turkey's invasion of Cyprus in 1974, held a presidential election that was won by Tufan Erhurman, who supports the reunification of the island. He got 63% of the vote. Turkey is the only country to recognise Northern Cyprus. In response to the result Turkey's vice-president, Cevdet Yilmaz, said the "motherland" stood by Turkish Cypriots.
Letting the victims down

A commission that has been created to investigate the grooming-gangs scandal in Britain suffered another blow when four survivors of sexual abuse quit the victims' panel. The four women raised concerns about the inquiry's transparency, and that its remit was being expanded to look at all child abuse, rather than the specific crimes committed by gangs of  mostly South Asian origin. They also don't want the inquiry's chairman to come from social care or the police, the very institutions that have failed the victims. Shabana Mahmood, the home secretary, insisted the inquiry would not be "watered down".

Takaichi Sanae took office as Japan's new prime minister. Ms Takaichi is reportedly preparing a big economic package that will tackle inflation, invest in industries such as AI and chipmaking, and bolster national security. To ease inflationary pressures, the government plans to abolish a "temporary" tax on fuel that has been in place since the 1970s. Stockmarkets rose, but the yen fell; Ms Takaichi has said the government should hold more sway over the central bank and "co-ordinate" policy.
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The world this week
Business
Oct 23, 2025 02:14 PM



Donald Trump signed an agreement with the Australian prime minister, Anthony Albanese, that gives America access to Australia's deposits of critical minerals and rare earths. The American government is searching for deals to expand its reserves of the raw materials and wean its supply chain off a reliance on China, which dominates global production. China recently tightened its export controls on rare earths, prompting Mr Trump to say he would impose 100% tariffs on Chinese goods in retaliation.

China's economy was 4.8% bigger in the third quarter compared with the same three months in 2024. It was the slowest pace of GDP growth in a year. Although China's export industry is thriving, domestic demand remains weak.



Britain's annual rate of inflation remained at 3.8% in September. Markets had expected it to hit 4%, but food prices did not rise as much as predicted. It was the third consecutive month where  inflation stood at 3.8%. Although that is stubbornly higher than the Bank of England's 2% target, the betting now is that interest rates will be cut before the year's end.

A jury in New York found BNP Paribas liable to pay damages to three Sudanese refugees for its provision of financial services to Omar al-Bashir, Sudan's former president. The refugees have accused the French bank of aiding the Bashir regime's genocidal campaign in the late 1990s and 2000s by giving it access to American financial markets. The jury awarded them $21m in damages. Thousands of other Sudanese have joined a class-action lawsuit. BNP Paribas said it was not allowed to introduce crucial evidence at the trial and was confident the verdict  would be overturned on appeal.
Not feeling very charitable

The chairman of Novo Nordisk and six independent directors are to step down from their roles amid a disagreement with its largest investor, the Novo Nordisk Foundation, over its strategic direction. The company, which makes Wegovy and Ozempic, has fallen behind Eli Lilly in the market for weight-loss treatments.

Despite its record sales in the third quarter, driven by a rush from buyers to claim a now-expired tax credit, Tesla's net profit fell by 29%, year on year, as it spent more on AI. Meanwhile, ISS, which guides shareholders on how they should vote at company meetings, advised Tesla's investors to reject a proposed pay package of up to $1trn for Elon Musk. Although it is linked to future performance, the package is no guarantee that Mr Musk will not be distracted by his other ventures, said ISS.

General Motors raised its forecast of annual profit and said the costs it expects to incur from tariffs will come in a bit lower at up to $4.5bn, rather than the $5bn it had previously projected. The carmaker's stock surged by almost 15% to a record high. That was despite GM booking a $1.6bn charge because it is reducing its capacity to make electric vehicles amid a slowdown in demand.

Netflix's share price plunged after its quarterly operating-margin came in below guidance (it had booked charges from a tax dispute in Brazil). It also gave little detail about ad sales, other than saying it had been a record quarter. Netflix has stopped issuing subscriber numbers but revenue grew by a healthy 17%, year on year. The fall in the stock underlines investors' skittishness about future profits at tech firms.

Netflix is said to be one of several companies interested in making a bid for Warner Bros Discovery. Warner has noted the "unsolicited interest" from "multiple parties" and reportedly rejected a nearly $60bn offer from Paramount. It reiterated its previously  announced plan to separate its film studio and cable broadcast businesses, but said it would consider other alternatives, such as a "transaction" for the whole company or separate deals for Warner Bros and Discovery.

The government shutdown in America has forced Unilever to delay the demerger of its ice-cream business. The company said the Securities and Exchange Commission had been unable to process the documents to  allow shares in the business to trade in a secondary listing in New York. The stock was supposed to start trading in the main listing in Amsterdam on November 10th. The SEC has had to put most of its staff on furlough, delaying other share offerings.
Robot wars

Amazon was reported to be planning to expand its use of robotics, which could mean it employs 600,000 fewer workers than it would otherwise need by 2033. That would be despite selling twice as many products as it currently does by then. Amazon said the reports were misleading. The reports also said Amazon was expecting a backlash and training executives not to use terms such as "automation" or "AI".
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Oct 23, 2025 02:14 PM



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

Donald Trump has turned the war on drugs into a real war
The new war on drugs
Brute force is no match for today's high-tech drug-runners

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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Sino-US relations
Why China is winning the trade war
It has rebuffed America and rewritten the norms of global commerce
Oct 23, 2025 05:40 PM



DONALD TRUMP and Xi Jinping are due to meet in South Korea next week. However, it is uncertain whether they actually will. Such is the shocking state of the world's most important relationship. For weeks, America and China have been lashing out at each other. America has tightened tech-export restrictions and threatened higher tariffs; China has wielded sanctions and restrictions on rare earths. The two sides communicate poorly. In the White House there is a belief that America has the upper hand in this test of nerves and pain-tolerance. Scott Bessent, the treasury secretary, says China is "weak". But the reality is different.

China is winning the trade war. It has learned to escalate and retaliate as effectively as America. And it is experimenting with its own extraterritorial trade rules, thus changing the path of the world economy.

Read the rest of our cover package

	China is using America's own trade weapons to beat it



When Mr Trump re-entered the Oval Office, the defence component of his China policy was ambiguous: was he prepared to defend Taiwan and American allies from Chinese military threats or not? The answer is still worryingly hazy. But his stance on trade with China was clear. He would ramp up the pressure campaign that he began in his first term. That meant more tariffs, more controls on high-tech trade and the enthusiastic use of sanctions. The administration's aim was to hobble China's manufacturing juggernaut, extract financial and commercial concessions and slow China's technological development. Some in Team Trump even dreamed of a "grand bargain" in which China would pledge to reform state capitalism in return for America taking its foot off its throat.

After six months China is breathing more easily than America, for three reasons. First, it has proved able to withstand American coercion and deft at retaliating, achieving what is known in the jargon as "escalatory dominance". Some of Mr Trump's critics attribute this to TACO (Trump Always Chickens Out). It also reflects China's underlying power, preparation and skill. The "Liberation Day" tariffs imposed by Mr Trump on China in April were reversed after Wall Street slumped. Recently, after China imposed limits on exports of the rare earths used in high-tech manufacturing, Mr Trump threatened 100% tariffs, only to back down again. His threats to cripple China through a near-total embargo are not credible because doing so would damage America, too. Those who assert that China is in crisis should note that this year its stockmarket has risen by 34% in dollar terms, double the rise for the S&P 500 index.

China has learned to retaliate skilfully. After Mr Trump imposed a levy on Chinese container ships arriving at American ports, it responded with its own port charges. China has threatened antitrust investigations to put pressure on American firms such as DuPont, Google, Nvidia and Qualcomm. Its refusal to buy American soyabeans--a $12bn market for midwestern farmers last year and America's largest export to China--is beggaring a bloc of voters Mr Trump values. Although some American chokeholds on China remain, for example with aircraft engines, Mr Xi has pushed hard to rid Chinese supply chains of foreign inputs while making the country indispensable to the supply chains of others. On paper Mr Trump could up the ante by cutting China's access to the dollar banking system. But he probably won't; the resulting turmoil in financial markets would hurt America badly.

Amid all the tit-for-tat, China is developing, by trial and error, a new set of global trading norms. This is its second area of success. It wants to build a Chinese-led system on the ruins of the old liberal trading order, one which will rival Mr Trump's empire of tariffs. Already China has shifted the geography of its trade: in the year to September its goods exports grew by over 8%, even as those to America fell by 27%. China's threats to limit rare-earth exports inspire fear because it dominates the market and could cripple Western manufacturing supply chains. But they are also remarkable because they show China trying to impose a system of global licensing. That is a fiercer version of the playbook America has used to control the semiconductor industry. Expect more examples of China recasting the rules of trade as it exploits its position as a sophisticated manufacturer and the largest trading partner of 70-odd countries.

The final reason why China is winning is that the trade war has made Mr Xi and the Communist Party stronger, not weaker. Outsiders point to China's huge problems, including its property hellscape, timid consumers, cowed entrepreneurs and the overcapacity and capital misallocation that its industrial policy creates. Yet to many Chinese Mr Trump's bullying has vindicated Mr Xi's 12-year project to prepare China for a hostile world by becoming a techno-industrial superpower. This week the Communist Party's leadership met to discuss a new five-year plan. It is expected to double down on Mr Xi's techno-nationalist approach.

Much could still go wrong for China. Redirecting exports away from America may prompt more countries to put up tariffs. Its nascent licensing regime could create a bureaucratic nightmare for itself and others. Just as America is discovering, using economic power as a cudgel is risky. The incentive quickly grows for other countries to diversify and innovate to reduce their dependence on you.
In the room where it happens

If Mr Trump and Mr Xi do meet in South Korea, it may be convenient for both to put on a show of de-escalation. There could be a pause in American tariffs in return for a delay in imposing the rare-earth controls, with some soyabean purchases thrown in and blessings for the proposed deal to sell TikTok, a Chinese-controlled social-media platform, to American owners. Yet make no mistake: the prospect unfolding is not of two countries overcoming their differences, but of belligerent giants weaponising their economic power. And even as China is winning Mr Trump's trade war, the retreat from open commerce ultimately makes everyone a loser. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Peso peril 
Javier Milei faces his most dangerous moment yet
He could still survive a currency run and knife-edge election
Oct 23, 2025 05:39 PM



FOR ARGENTINA'S president, Javier Milei, congressional elections on October 26th are a make-or-break moment. They could spell disaster for his radical reform programme. The Argentine peso is overvalued and under strain. Despite generous offers of help from America, it threatens to crash out of the band set for it by Mr Milei's government. Blowing any more cash defending it is pointless.  Yet there is still a pathway for Mr Milei to continue his effort to tame Argentina's bloated state and end its decades of decline.

He has had big successes. Monthly inflation has fallen from 13% when he took office to about 2%. The country's poverty rate is at its lowest since 2018. He has taken an axe to Argentina's out-of-control public spending and culture of patronage. Mr Milei's great weakness is that, to stop prices from spiralling in a country where few trust the government or the central bank, he relied on keeping the peso strong. 

Dig deeper

	Javier Milei's fate turns on an upcoming election. Can he win?
	America doubles down on Javier Milei



Instead of being a temporary tool, managing the currency has become a trap. Even after he partially floated the peso in April alongside an IMF bail-out, Mr Milei has sought to maintain its artificial strength. Defending the exchange rate has cost billions and pushed interest rates sky-high, slowing growth. Voters now fret about jobs more than inflation. 

President Donald Trump views Mr Milei as an ideological soulmate and has offered unprecedented financial support. On October 21st Scott Bessent, America's treasury secretary, said he had signed an "economic stabilisation" agreement with Argentina. Already the Trump administration has offered Argentina a $20bn swap line, spent nearly $1bn buying Argentine pesos and tried to corral Wall Street banks into putting together a $20bn support package. Markets remain unconvinced, however. The peso has continued to weaken; Argentina's ten-year dollar bonds trade below 60 cents on the dollar.

Two nightmare scenarios are possible. One is that Mr Milei's party performs badly in the elections, and he is unable to veto legislation in the lower house even as Argentina is forced into a chaotic devaluation. That would mean financial mayhem and political strife. The other is that the government clings to the strong-peso policy, blowing more scarce dollars to prop up the currency, and keeping interest rates exorbitantly high, damaging growth. Either way, reform would die.

Yet there is a third way. If Mr Milei's party wins a third of the seats in the lower house, it will be able to defend his presidential veto. Polls suggest this is possible. Mr Milei should then float the peso. To avoid chaos he should announce a new framework for setting domestic interest rates to control inflation, providing the economy with an anchor. Argentina has tried something like this many times before, but alongside Mr Milei's fiscal discipline it could be enough to ride out a temporary inflation spike. American support could help the central bank to reduce volatility as the peso finds a new level, at far less risk of loss for American taxpayers than the interventions being made by the Treasury now. A floating peso would also boost competitiveness and growth.

At the same time as this financial reset, Mr Milei must announce a political reset on election night, making clear he will seek to build a broader coalition. Laws passed by a majority in Congress have more weight than the decrees that he has largely relied on so far. For Argentina the script sounds familiar: an exchange-rate crisis suffered by a government that is unable to marshal adequate public support. For decades this story has always led to disaster. Yet there is still a chance for Mr Milei's project to have a different ending. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/leaders/2025/10/21/javier-milei-faces-his-most-dangerous-moment-yet



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Silva's logging playbook
To save the world's tropical forests, learn from Brazil
Last year it lost more rainforest than any other country. Yet there is hope
Oct 23, 2025 05:40 PM



CHOPPING DOWN rainforests is daft. The social costs of clearing a typical patch of Brazilian Amazon are perhaps 30 times the benefits of rearing cows on it, by one estimate from 2023. The problem is, those costs, which include aggravating climate change, are spread across the entire world's population, whereas the profits from cutting down the trees go to the men commanding the chainsaws. Somehow, the world has to find a way to make conservation pay.

Its failure to do so is visible from space. Some 67,000km2 of virgin rainforest were destroyed last year, an area roughly the size of Ireland and nearly twice as much as was cleared in 2023. A pledge made by world leaders at the COP climate conference in 2021 to halt deforestation by 2030 is nowhere close to being fulfilled: despite fluctuations, the pace of global deforestation is roughly the same as it was at the beginning of the decade.

Dig deeper

	The obvious economics of preserving the Amazon
	How to preserve Africa's natural riches for everyone



Last year's losses across the tropics added 3.1bn tonnes of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere, more than India added by burning fossil fuels. What is more, deforestation can trigger a vicious feedback loop. Emissions raise temperatures, which parches vegetation, which leads to wildfires (which were the biggest driver of deforestation in 2024), which cause yet more emissions. The harm can be local as well as global. Rainforests create their own weather systems: evaporation from the canopy forms "flying rivers" that water farmland thousands of kilometres away. Conservationists fear that the Amazon is close to a tipping point, where this water-recycling system breaks down, accelerating the destruction of the forest. This year's COP, which will be held in Brazil next month, will be fraught.

Yet there is hope. Though Brazil lost more rainforest than any other country last year, due to to wildfires, it also shows how better policy can make a difference. Under Jair Bolsonaro, a right-winger who was president from 2019 to 2023, little effort was made to halt the chainsaws. By contrast his successor, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, and a flinty environment minister, Marina Silva, wield a judicious mix of stick and carrot. Heavily armed federal agents arrest illicit loggers and blow up illegal mines. Properties on which unlawful deforestation occurs are blacklisted for subsidised credit. The pace of deforestation fell by 80% during Lula's first terms (2003-11), and fell again when he returned in 2023, before the wildfires set things back.

The political picture in Brazil is still positive. Whereas Mr Bolsonaro saw environmentalism as an obstacle to development, Lula's government knows that destroying the rainforest would cripple Brazilian agriculture. It is trying harder to protect indigenous reserves, the inhabitants of which are usually good stewards of the forest, and to clarify property rights in the Amazon, which are a mess of overlapping and poorly documented claims. If you know who owns a piece of land, you know whom to punish for despoiling it or reward for conserving it. Happily, as digital-imaging technology advances, transgressions can be detected and reported within days, allowing authorities to react quickly.

All these lessons should be applied in other countries with rainforests. Unfortunately, many are far worse-governed than Brazil. The Democratic Republic of Congo introduced a land-use law this year that aims to protect indigenous groups, but Congo's government has only shaky control over its own territory. Some local cash-for-conservation schemes show promise. However, the main thing protecting Congo's vast forests is its dire lack of roads. If these improve faster than the rule of law, loggers may run amok.

Since preserving rainforests is a global public good, the world should help pay for it. But again, this is easier said than done. Rich countries have soured on aid. Markets for carbon credits have failed to take off, partly because it is hard to tell whether money given to conservation projects actually conserves trees. The simplest method would be payments to governments of countries (or provinces) where deforestation stops, as verified by satellite images. Brazil is striving to drum up interest in this idea. However, if the governments in question are corrupt or repressive, donors may have qualms. The struggle to save the world's lungs will require creativity, diplomacy and clear-sightedness.#

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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Cross-border temping
The migration schemes even populists love 
Why temporary workers bring great benefits 
Oct 23, 2025 05:39 PM



ACROSS THE rich world, temporary migration is on the rise. The number of short-term visas offered to working migrants rose by nearly 1m between 2014 and 2023, to 2.5m, with no sign of slowing. The increase is not limited to places that are generally more open to migrants; even populist Hungary and Italy, and traditionally migration-averse Japan and South Korea, are embracing them.

The idea of short-term migration makes many observers in the West queasy. For some, it conjures up images of workers toiling for long hours in grim conditions for paltry wages. Horror stories of bosses seizing passports, or migrant maids being preyed on by employers, periodically make headlines. In fact, well-designed temporary worker schemes offer great benefits to all parties. And as the political tide turns against migration, they may be the only feasible way to admit low-skilled workers.

Dig deeper

	How to make immigration palatable in a populist age



Populist parties from America and Britain to France and Italy have stoked anti-immigration sentiment, and benefited at the ballot box. But with local populations ageing, firms are desperate for workers. Short-term visas offer a way to thread the needle, which is why Italy has issued large numbers of temporary visas to migrants in less skilled occupations. Although Japan, South Korea and Taiwan offer few routes to permanent residency, they have brought in hundreds of thousands of such workers each year.



At the same time, worries about whether low-skilled migrants impose a burden on welfare states are rising. The fiscal impact of migration depends on the skills of the migrants and the rules governing their access to public benefits. In most Western countries, low-skilled migrants who stay long enough receive a pension and health care as they grow old, while paying far less in tax than highly skilled migrants do. Governments can avoid such costs by restricting migrants' access to welfare, as Gulf states do, or by insisting that they go home before they retire. Many are choosing the latter. Hence the popularity of guest-worker schemes.

Temporary migration offers big benefits to migrants and source countries, too. Lant Pritchett of the London School of Economics notes that low-skilled work in America offers migrants from the 11 largest developing countries a chance to quintuple their wages, even after accounting for lower prices back home. If two-thirds of the demographic shortfall in the labour force of the rich world was offset by a rise in the number of temporary workers, it would raise global wages by $6trn in today's prices by 2050. Source countries benefit when migrants send money home, seeding businesses and putting relatives through school. Last year low-income and lower-middle-income economies received in remittances a sum worth a hefty 5.4% of their combined GDP.

To make temporary migration schemes more politically acceptable, however, they must be improved. Many of them lack flexibility. In parts of the Middle East, the kafala system binds a migrant to a single employer, so that to be sacked is to be sent home. This is a recipe for abuse. Countries that have reformed kafala, such as Saudi Arabia, have made their labour markets more dynamic, allowing workers to switch to higher-paying and more productive employers.

Portable visas, which allow migrants to switch jobs, are better for migrants and hosts alike. Last year Australia extended the amount of time workers have to find a new employer after leaving their first sponsor from 60 days to 180. Such flexibility boosts efficiency and curbs the power of cruel bosses.

Another change concerns the rule of law. If migration sceptics fear that guest workers will slip away into the shadows, then their support for temporary migration will wane. But there are ways to discourage this. New Zealand's seasonal farm workers are notably less likely than their peers in Australia to overstay their visas, for instance, for two reasons. The first is that businesses are fined when workers abscond, giving employers a strong motive to screen and monitor employees. The second is that there is no mechanism for workers to lodge asylum claims which allow them to remain in the country more or less indefinitely, blunting their incentive to try to do so.

There are limits to the benefits of guest work, especially compared with permanent migration. Short-term visas make it hard for migrants to become entrepreneurs, limiting innovation. Portable visas are better, but still less flexible than free movement. Skilled migrants bring such great benefits that countries should be striving to keep them, rather than repelling them with $100,000 visa fees, as America now does.
Give me your huddled masses, for a bit

When voters are suspicious of permanent migration, guest workers are better than having no migration at all. Well-designed schemes can be safer for the people taking them up, bring more benefits to the host country, and strike a balance between migration scepticism and liberal principles. #

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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Square-eyed elders
Never mind your children's screen time. Worry about your parents' 
A new generation of pensioners are glued to their smartphones
Oct 23, 2025 02:43 PM



FEW THINGS delight children, or irritate their minders, as much as screen time. Parents nag their offspring to put down their digital devices and pick up a book or a football. Academics such as Jonathan Haidt worry that phones and social media are creating an "anxious generation" of indoorsy introverts. Some countries are banning social media for under-16s.

The worry may be focused on the wrong age group. For all the fears around teens and screens, the most square-eyed generation is the elderly. Older people have long been champion TV-viewers. Now a new generation of pensioners are adding to their screen time with smartphones, iPads and game consoles. The result is epic screen sessions, which take up more than half of pensioners' waking hours.

Dig deeper

	Meet the real screen addicts: the elderly



The digitisation of old age is a good thing. The elderly have perhaps more to gain from smart devices than any other age group. Facebook and WhatsApp bring daily updates from old friends and faraway grandchildren. Zoom transports church, book clubs and doctors' appointments into the home for people who cannot attend in person. E-commerce removes the need to trek around shops. Hours of entertainment from any era are available on demand. A connected retirement is more fulfilling and fun than an offline one.

Older people are also insulated from some of the on-screen risks that threaten teenagers. They have already formed their key real-life relationships, and so are less in danger of the "social stunting" that screen-obsessed children supposedly suffer. Their worldview is less open to manipulation by online weirdos who encourage misogyny or body dysmorphia among young folk. Above all, the elderly usually have oodles of free time. For a teenager facing exams, the opportunity cost of a five-hour-a-day TikTok habit is high. For a pensioner it is a case of swapping one leisure pursuit for another. Parents and policymakers have a right to interfere with how children spend their time. Adults should be free to waste it as they like.

Yet as retirement moves online there will be costs that society must reckon with. Older folks' devices, unlike those of teenagers, are usually connected to credit cards. Door-to-door conmen, who have long preyed on the elderly, can now go iPad-to-iPad. Governments rightly strive to protect children from online predators. They must recognise that there is another, fast-growing vulnerable group to look after.

A second cost is misinformation. Pensioners are twice as likely as under-25s to use news apps or websites. Older people also appear to be more susceptible than others to online hoaxes (which artificial intelligence promises to make still more convincing). As older generations shift from spending their time in front of Fox or the BBC to spending it on YouTube or TikTok, they are entering a Wild West of information. And when the elderly are misled it is everyone's problem, because they are the most likely to vote.

Screen time has a mixed impact on loneliness. Screens are companions for the isolated. But they can also be a substitute for real life. E-commerce removes the hassle of the weekly shopping trip--but also the social interactions that come with it. Consumers are free to make such choices. But for the infirm, the siren song of the sofa is especially strong. Balancing the pros and cons of screen use is easier for teenagers, whose time online is curbed by teachers during the day and parents in the evening. Older folk lack these informal mediators.

Old people's rocketing screen time should at least make for a more measured debate on digital matters. Generations do not always understand each other well. There is a long history of policymakers calling for bans on youth crazes, from rock 'n' roll to violent video games. When the craze catches on more widely, the panic tends to die down. Universal use of smartphones and social media should make it easier to have sensible conversations about their trade-offs. And when children are told for the umpteenth time to get off their phones, they can cast a meaningful glance at grandpa in the corner, chuckling at the latest memes on WhatsApp. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/leaders/2025/10/23/never-mind-your-childrens-screen-time-worry-about-your-parents



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Leaders
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            By Invitation
          
        

      

      Letters

      
        Should investors buy into shares of  European companies?
        A selection of correspondence :: Also this week, Muhammad Ali, culture wars and cyclists, John Singer Sargent, George Orwell and pubs

      

      
        
          	
            Leaders
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            By Invitation
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A selection of correspondence
Should investors buy into shares of  European companies? 
Also this week, Muhammad Ali, culture wars and cyclists, John Singer Sargent, George Orwell and pubs
Oct 23, 2025 02:14 PM



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

Investing in Europe

Shares in European companies are drawing attention from global investors, as valuation dynamics and the risk of concentration in American markets come into sharper focus. Buttonwood (September 20th) highlighted the growing appeal of Europe, particularly beyond the core markets. But the story is not only about Europe's resilience; it is also about structural shifts in the American equity landscape.

Nearly 40% of the S&P 500's value is now concentrated in just ten companies, leaving investors with an exposure that is broader in name than in substance. This imbalance is prompting a search for diversification and investors are increasingly looking at European firms, from industrial leaders in Italy to plucky regional banks in Greece, where valuations are more modest and market leadership more evenly distributed.

Although these companies may not scale the heights promised by a Wall Street initial public offering, they need not relocate to access American capital. A domestic listing paired with cross-trading offers a grounded path to visibility and liquidity, without abandoning home markets. Shares in Europe's companies, long trading at a discount, are priced for rediscovery.

Jason Paltrowitz
Director and executive vice-president
OTC Markets Group
New York
The cogs in the machine

History repeats itself. Those who propose to "delayer" organisations by getting rid of middle managers ("Unbossing it", October 11th) should take a look at the damage that Michael Hammer's theories wreaked on businesses in the early 1990s. That was when middle managers were laid off by the truckload in the name of "business process re-engineering", Hammer's strategy for root-and-branch redesigns of companies' operations. It did a lot of damage and the reason was profoundly simple. It is the middle managers who know how organisations really work, not the procedural manuals that say what is supposed to happen.

Brian Kilcourse
Grass Valley, California
Lowering drug costs

Regarding "Why the war on drug pricing will fail" in America (October 4th), pharmaceutical companies spend vast sums of money to create brand-name drugs that treat chronic diseases because they are more likely than other medications to gain regulatory approval, to be regularly used, and to command high prices. In contrast, inexpensive, life-saving concepts such as the cardiovascular polypill, a British invention that could prevent large numbers of heart attacks and strokes, are ignored because companies and their investors can't reap large monetary returns.

Is early access to blockbuster drugs worth it? No. Although America  spends far more per head on health care than other rich countries it dramatically underperforms them in outcomes. You are right to note that reducing waste and profit-taking by powerful middlemen could save money. But more must be done.  RAND has proposed ten policies to incentivise the development and adoption of high-value, cost-lowering health-care technologies. If they were implemented, American ingenuity and free enterprise would do the rest.

Dr Art Kellermann
Richmond, Virginia
He stung like a bee

It is indeed true that left-handed athletes seem to have an innate edge in some sports ("A sinister advantage", September 27th). One example of this is the boxing match in 1966 between Muhammad Ali and Karl Mildenberger, a German and the first southpaw to fight for the world heavyweight title. The champ was frustrated by the sinister difficulty imposed by Mildenberger and the fight went to 12 rounds. Ali won by a technical knockout, but Mildenberger was able to hammer and hurt Ali's liver area with body punches, which was remarkable given his legendary invulnerability in the midsection.

Stan Kowalski
Concord, New Hampshire


Icy conditions for cyclists

Your article on how cycling is "revolutionising transport" mentioned that Montreal is North America's leading cycling city ("Four wheels good, two wheels better", October 11th). You reported from there during the summer months. Large snowfalls make cycling hazardous at many other times of the year. When bike lanes are added to already narrow streets and resources are diverted to clearing them of snow instead of car lanes then traffic becomes impeded for the sake of a few diehard cyclists.

Richard Johnston
Edmonton, Canada

You presented the city-transport issue as a choice between bicycles and cars. Yet what if the new cyclists are not switching from cars, but are former pedestrians or public-transport users? New bike lanes come at the expense of road space, adding to congestion, and deepen the financial woes of public-transport operators faced with declining ridership.

Javier Asensio
Barcelona

The bicycle that I used in place of a car cost me $5,000 to own and operate. By contrast, the average cost of car ownership in the United States is about $1,000 per month, according to the AAA), which is $300,000 over 25 years, or 60 times what I spent. This matters for the economy. Widespread bicycle adoption would cause a non-cyclical contraction in GDP. In all seriousness, if we save the planet and ourselves by learning to do more with less, how do we pay down the public debts incurred under the presumption of infinite GDP growth?

David Paetkau
Nelson, Canada

One important perspective in the culture wars over bike lanes was missing from your article: cyclists who pervasively ride on sidewalks. Scarcely a week passes without a near collision with a cyclist when I walk the streets of Washington, DC. Apparently unaware that riding on the sidewalk is illegal, the police ignore it. Cyclists seem unbothered as they dangerously barrel past pedestrians. I have no ideological gripe over cycling to work or sharing the road with cyclists. If only they would stay in their lane.

Adam Huftalen
Reston, Virginia
The "Triumph of Religion"

Your article on the resurgence of interest in John Singer Sargent focused, like recent exhibitions, on the painter's lavish portraits of deep-pocketed patrons ("Paint me a plutocrat", October 4th). The fresh enthusiasm is welcome, but Sargent's most ambitious work cannot be seen at an exhibition. It is at the Boston Public Library. There, on the high walls and ceilings of the otherwise unvisited top floor, live the sprawling, and in places gilded, murals that he laboured over until his death in 1925. They paint a portrait not of luxury, but of the chaotic history of religion, as Sargent saw it, from Astarte to the New Testament. Interspersed with graphic digressions on the horrors of war, the murals' relevance to the present arguably outstrip the straps of "Madame X", Sargent's portrait of a young socialite in 1884.

BENJAMIN MERICLI
Boston
Motherly barmaids required

Another paean to Wetherspoon, a cheap-but-cheerful British pub chain  ("Orwell's idyll", October 11th). But what would George Orwell, who "distilled the essence of the British pub" in 1946, really have thought? Wetherspoon's use of Orwell's "The Moon Under Water" for the name of several of its establishments feels like a type of theft. Read the essay and go to a Spoon. You'll see what I mean.

Matt Morris
Dinas Powys, Vale of Glamorgan
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Copywrong
Donald Trump is copying the wrong things from China, writes Dan Wang
America is getting authoritarianism without the good stuff
Oct 23, 2025 02:14 PM



DONALD TRUMP rarely passes up an opportunity to praise Xi Jinping. Over the years, Mr Trump has regularly buttered up China's leader, calling him "brilliant", "perfect" and "fierce", and averring that "there's nobody in Hollywood like this guy."

During his second term Mr Trump has gone further, directly copying elements of Mr Xi's China. When the American president announced his tariffs in April, his choice of "Liberation Day" sounded, to my ears, after working for years in China, more like Beijing's terminology than that of a capitalist superpower. While Americans speak in terms of freedom and liberty, it is the Communist Party that describes its victory over the Kuomintang as the "war of liberation", delivered by the People's Liberation Army.

In economic matters, Mr Trump has turned no less a corporate icon than Intel into something akin to a state-owned enterprise with American characteristics. He demanded a "golden share" in US Steel: a moniker with a long history in the West, but especially well known these days as the name for the legal stake that certain Chinese entrepreneurial firms have offered to the state. By firing the head of the Bureau of Labour Statistics after a disappointing jobs report in August, Mr Trump has undermined America's commitment to data probity, long a complaint that observers have had about China's economic statistics.

Then there's the pageantry. Summoning so many generals and admirals into an auditorium, as Pete Hegseth, Mr Trump's secretary of war, did on September 30th, brings visual echoes of officers who sit neatly inside the Great Hall of the People during important party gatherings. (Beijing, however, delivered a much more impressive military parade than Mr Trump's lame affair in June.) Mr Trump expects that all his policies must be exalted--and their reversals, too--and both leaders can count on a cadre of tenacious loyalists to be vocal in their defence. Neither leader hesitates to publicly berate corporate executives, though even Mr Xi would probably blush at convening tech leaders around himself to televise their praise for him.

There's a more worrying drift in Mr Trump's emulation of China: a broad cruelty towards people the regime judges to be weak. Both leaders have targeted particular groups who have a hard time resisting the state. It is the already downtrodden in America and China who feel the brunt of their state's fury. And every crisis is blamed on foreigners or traitors.

But Mr Trump is copying Mr Xi's methods without achieving the Chinese leader's broader aims. What America is getting is authoritarianism without the good stuff.

There are plenty of useful things that Mr Trump could have picked up from China. Part of the Communist Party's political resilience stems from its ability to deliver goods that people need. Over the past four decades the Chinese people have enjoyed a staggering increase in material benefits, even if the methods of producing them have often been brutish.

Residents of Shanghai are able to access new parks, more than 140 of which were opened last year alone, and traverse the city with ease via an ever-expanding network of subway stations. Even poor, rural areas like Guizhou in the south-west have gleaming high-speed rail, a service America's richest states are unable to provide. Over the past 40 years China has built a vast network of ports, railways, power stations and highways. Its cities grow ever more pleasant. Shanghainese are right to complain that flying into JFK feels like stepping into the decrepit past.

Meanwhile, China has also taken a huge lead in deployment of clean technology, with around five times as much utility-scale wind and solar capacity as America. Mr Trump has never loved renewables, heaping contempt on wind turbines and cancelling new solar developments while praising coal as "clean" and "beautiful".

Mr Xi has enacted a long-standing commitment by the Communist Party to achieve technological sovereignty. China's manufacturing base goes from strength to strength. Whereas its carmakers and other industrial companies find new export markets, American manufacturers continue to gather rust. Intel, Boeing and Detroit's automotive groups have all suffered from strategic missteps. And that was before Mr Trump's tariffs threw the broader American manufacturing sector into deep uncertainty, with the loss of 40,000 factory jobs since Liberation Day.

China has displayed a sophisticated approach to attracting foreign investment. Its leaders have enthusiastically welcomed companies like Apple and Tesla to build their products in China, where they train workers to produce some of the most cutting-edge electronics components in the world. The Trump administration, by contrast, unleashed immigration-enforcement officers to round up hundreds of South Korean workers in an electric-vehicle battery plant in Georgia. Foreign engineers will think twice before they accept a posting to the land of the free when they see images of deportees in chains.

China's approach to governance comes with social costs, namely all that authoritarianism. Americans would find that intolerable and rightly so. But China has also produced orderly cities, smooth logistics and manufacturing dynamism that Americans would be right to envy. Mr Trump's policies are likely to stoke inflation while failing to deliver the material improvements that many Americans need, such as more homes and better mass transit--a failure made even worse by the vindictive cancelling of funding for Democratic states. What we get out of his flirtation with authoritarianism are gilded ballrooms, detention centres and profound stress on the foundations of American institutions. #

Dan Wang is a research fellow at Stanford's Hoover Institution and the author of "Breakneck: China's Quest to Engineer the Future".
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Fighting fit
China is using America's own trade weapons to beat it
It has spent years pinpointing America's weaknesses and mitigating its own 
Oct 23, 2025 02:14 PM | BEIJING



SEVEN YEARS ago, when America's trade war with China was just getting started, the Chinese science and technology ministry did something unusual. Its official newspaper, which usually confines itself to puff pieces about China's accomplishments, instead published 35 articles over three months detailing the country's weaknesses. Each one examined a specific "chokepoint"--a technology critical to the economy that China could not produce, forcing it to rely on foreign imports.

The series, entitled "What is choking us?", was a remarkable exercise in self-criticism. It also marked a turning-point, little noticed beyond Beijing at the time. China had grasped that the trade war was about vulnerabilities as much as tariffs. It catalogued its own weaknesses and then set about identifying America's. Seven years later, this foresight is paying off.

Donald Trump is expected to meet Xi Jinping, his Chinese counterpart, in South Korea next week--the first meeting between the two leaders since Mr Trump returned to the White House. Until recently it was predicted to be a mild affair, reinforcing a tariff ceasefire in place since the summer and paving the way for a more ambitious trade deal next year.

Then, two weeks ago, to the surprise of Mr Trump and just about everyone else, China unveiled its most ferocious export controls yet, giving itself the power to disrupt American supply chains. Cue furious counter-threats by Mr Trump and an ugly blame game. Was China, as its officials claimed, merely responding to America's provocations? Or was it unleashing chaos on the global economy, as the Trump administration maintained?

In fact, China's confidence reflects a startling fact: it is winning the trade war with America. It has devised forms of economic coercion inspired by, but more effective than, America's own; it is dissuading third countries from siding with America and it is reinforcing Mr Xi's standing at home. But victories in trade wars are rarely absolute or permanent. China has to be careful not to press its advantage too far, lest its successes rebound on it.

Ever since Mr Trump's first small tranche of tariffs back in 2018, Chinese officials have repeated the same dictum. "If you want to fight, we'll fight you to the end. If you want to talk, our door is wide open." In practice China's emphasis is shifting unmistakably towards fighting.
In a deep holmium

Talking got it only so far: the trade deal negotiated during the first Trump presidency was implausible from the outset. Moreover America, under both Mr Trump and Joe Biden, imposed ever-tighter export controls on it. China concluded, not unreasonably, that America did not plan to make peace. It has also come to believe that Mr Trump is more likely to respond to pressure than to flattery and forbearance.

Were the fight purely about tariffs, China might well have lost. America exported $140bn of goods to China in 2024; China sent $440bn back. That gives America three times as many targets. But China has found other ways to fight.

China's political system gives its officials more levers to pull. Take soyabeans, until recently its biggest import from America. The government appears to have ordered Chinese buyers to shift all purchases to other countries, mainly Brazil and Argentina, leaving American crops to rot in the field--an "economically hostile act", Mr Trump says. Antitrust probes into big American firms such as Google, DuPont, Nvidia and Qualcomm have multiplied over the past year, too, as tensions have flared.

But China's most effective weapon has been to mimic America's export controls. A telling demonstration came in December, in the waning days of the Biden presidency. Barely 24 hours after America had announced fresh restrictions on exports of computer chips to China, China banned exports to America of gallium, germanium and antimony--all used in high-tech manufacturing. If Mr Trump had been paying attention, he would have seen this episode as a warning.
Oh my gadolinium!

In April, after Mr Trump announced swingeing tariffs on "Liberation Day", China and America engaged in an almost comical tit-for-tat that left both countries charging rates of more than 100% on each other's products. That escalation dominated the headlines. But more important in the long run was China's decision to restrict exports of seven rare-earth elements and related magnets that are used in weapons, cars and electronics. Exporters needed licences to ship rare earths abroad, and American buyers were frozen out. "We just won't tolerate the US hitting us anymore, and we believe we have the capability to fight back," says Tu Xinquan of the University of International Business and Economics in Beijing.



China had identified a chokepoint that caused severe pain in America. Rare earths appear in nearly every high-tech product. Although they are quite common in geological terms, China dominates mining and has a near-monopoly on refining (see chart). As inventories outside China dwindled, firms warned that their factories would soon come to a standstill. America blinked. It agreed to lower tariffs on Chinese goods to 30% as part of a 90-day truce, which has since been extended. China cut its tariffs on American goods to 10%, and started to let rare earths flow again.

The past few weeks have seen another flare-up in hostilities. In late September America's sanctions bureau expanded its blacklist to include majority-owned subsidiaries of banned firms. American officials said they were just closing a loophole, but China considered the move a big escalation since it affected thousands of companies. America was also going ahead with new fees on Chinese-made ships at American ports, despite Chinese objections.

On October 9th China took its export controls to a new level, establishing a global licensing regime for virtually all rare earths as well as for rare-earth production technologies and lithium-ion batteries. If implemented rigidly, China could almost dictate which high-tech goods got made beyond its borders and by whom. Sean Stein of the US-China Business Council says that China was effectively "trolling" America. America's restrictions on semiconductor exports had been designed to stop China making chips smaller than 14 nanometres. China's new rare-earth controls impose extra scrutiny on exports of rare earths to be used in such chips. "They are sending a message that it's time for payback," Mr Stein says.

What makes export controls so powerful for China is its industrial heft. Its manufacturing output--35% of the global total--is threefold America's and exceeds that of the next eight countries combined. Until the early 2000s Chinese manufacturers were more reliant on inputs from America than American firms were on Chinese inputs. By 2020 that had flipped, and then some: American manufacturers are three times more reliant than Chinese ones on inputs from the other, according to Richard Baldwin, a trade economist.

America now leads in only a handful of critical domains, of which high-end semiconductors are the most important. But China is pouring money into chips and making progress, gradually dulling the bite of America's controls. On rare earths, the picture is the reverse. America has only one active mine and virtually no refining capacity. A $3bn partnership with Australia signed on October 20th aims to change that, but new mining and processing facilities could take half a decade to come online. China sees this "as a near-term leverage asymmetry in its favour", says Feng Chucheng of Hutong Research, a Chinese research firm. Put bluntly, America's chip controls are headaches for China, but China's rare-earth controls threaten to paralyse America.

Such power comes with risks. It is easy to make the case that China has overreached. Its licensing regimes apply worldwide, not just to America. That has alarmed third countries. By September China had approved just 19 of 141 European licence requests, apparently a deliberate squeeze. Scott Bessent, America's treasury secretary, talks of rallying other countries to break China's grip.

China is gambling that the Trump administration will not make much headway. Its attempts to co-ordinate with Australia, Canada, Europe and India look hypocritical after months of bashing them with tariffs. "Some countries have followed US instructions because of US long-arm jurisdiction," says Wu Xinbo of Fudan University. "When it comes to China in the future, they may be more cautious." An early test is a dispute over control of Nexperia, a Chinese-owned, Dutch-headquartered chipmaker. China's goal, ultimately, is to make countries as wary of crossing it as they are of defying America.

Calibrating this policy is hard. Moving too aggressively might prompt a backlash while hobbling Chinese exporters. Already the G7 group of rich countries is working on a plan to create alternatives to China for critical materials. Yet China will not be quaking in its boots. As recently as 2023 the G7 agreed on a "five-point plan" to dent China's rare-earth dominance, but has little to show for it.

Some of China's delays in granting licences reflect the difficulty of building up a complex new system from scratch. But bureaucrats have also been demanding intrusive information about end-users. It has asked some overseas buyers to upload photos of their factories, for instance, to prove they have no connection to the defence industry.

The system, if enforced as written, would be an onerous addition to global trade rules. America's export-control regime presumes companies are innocent unless identified as wrongdoers. In China's case, every company must prove its innocence. "If you read China's controls literally, they are an order of magnitude more aggressive than anything the US has ever done," says Gerard DiPippo of RAND Corporation, a think-tank. 

In the lead-up to the summit in South Korea, American officials have indicated that they want China to scrap its licensing system entirely. But having just launched it with great fanfare, China is unlikely to dismantle it. Instead, it may mollify critics by granting big exemptions.

Even if it backs down in this way, China has already proved that it can inflict serious pain on the American economy. A striking element of its new export controls is the inclusion of lithium-ion batteries, which are essential both to electric vehicles and to power grids. If China wants to weaponise its industrial clout, it can go further than rare earths.

China's success in the trade war is also reinforcing the Communist Party's domestic authority. The Trump administration's decision to whack China with tariffs was, in part, grounded in the belief that its economy was in terrible shape and external pressure would leave it begging for mercy. Just this month Mr Bessent said that China's decision to opt for export controls was "a sign of how weak their economy is". Both he and Mr Trump have said that China is either already in a depression or could soon land itself in one if it does not back down.

They are mistaken. The Chinese economy, though mired in a property crash and suffering from deflation, has areas of vigour. Much like America itself, it is in the midst of a boom in artificial intelligence, with spending on all things AI soaring. An index of the 300 biggest Chinese stocks is up nearly 20% this year, a sharp contrast with the start of the trade war in 2018, when it sank. There is more to the economy than the stockmarket, but its performance belies talk of a deep recession.

More fundamentally, the way the trade war has played out so far is a validation of Mr Xi's obsession with trying to shore up China's defence and strengthen its offence against America. "Instead of coming running for negotiations, Xi is the one that is making moves and the United States is struggling to keep up," says Jon Czin of the Brookings Institution, a think-tank. "It doesn't feel like Trump is the one in control now, and that is the goal for China. Xi is driving the dynamic."

A common criticism of Mr Xi is that his rule has been bad for the economy. Private businesses have resented his statist approach and have suffered from his various crackdowns on finance, property and tech. But standing up to America's economic bullying appears to be extremely popular, judging by a surge in patriotic posts and short videos on social-media platforms. Ren Yi, a pro-government blogger with a sizeable following, captured this spirit in a widely shared article. "Clear-eyed observers know that America has played almost all its cards and is itching to slam them all on the table at once," he wrote. "But China has only just begun playing its cards and is still reluctant to show them."

What might victory look like for China? It must tread carefully. "If China keeps these rare-earth controls, and if they throttle supply to American manufacturers whenever they like, that is a gun to the American economy's head. No American president can accept that," says Rush Doshi, a national-security official in the Biden administration. China still has vulnerabilities: America could block shipments of aircraft engines or, as Mr Trump has hinted, restrict exports of the advanced software that China needs for designing semiconductors. Most ominously for China, it has no answer to America's power over global finance. America could severely disrupt China's international trade and investment flows by stopping big Chinese banks from trading dollars.



Success will come from demonstrating resolve without humiliating Mr Trump. Ahead of the meeting in South Korea, Chinese advisers have signalled that they are in no rush to sign a trade pact. Instead, they want to see the restoration of calmer dialogue between the two superpowers. Optimists had hoped that the two countries might eventually strike a "grand bargain", with big reductions in tariffs and pledges by China to invest many billions in America. That was always dubious and now seems especially far-fetched. Instead, China's main goal is "conflict management", says Mr Tu.

Any deal reached when Messrs Trump and Xi meet at the end of October is likely to be modest. Tariffs will not go away but at least should not go higher, an assurance that would be welcomed by businesses on both sides. Both governments may also agree to water down their export controls. As a sweetener, China would resume soyabean purchases, which Mr Trump wants and is easy enough for China to do. The threats, counter-threats and escalations of the past year would mercifully come to an end, at least for a time.
School for scandium

An extended truce would give both countries time to prepare for the next phase of their trade war, which will eventually come. American officials now have a better measure of their vulnerabilities, which include batteries, pharmaceutical ingredients and more. Diminishing them will take years and cost vast sums. Mr Doshi talks of the need for "allied scale": if America works with other countries, from the G7 to India, they could easily surpass China's industrial muscle. But that requires a White House intent on co-operating with allies--not Mr Trump's forte.

China also faces a long road. As well as trying to conquer semiconductors, it is also battling for supremacy in AI. In addition, it will have to overcome two challenges of its own making. One is domestic. The push for self-reliance requires vast capital outlays that have diverted resources from consumption. The trade war has exacerbated this. Building extra capacity, subsidising chip factories, stockpiling critical materials--all of this costs money that could have been used to boost pensions or improve health care. At some point, Mr Xi may need to choose between prioritising self-sufficiency and promoting consumer spending in a way that could stabilise growth. The trade war may be winnable but it is not cheap.

The second challenge concerns international relations. Seven years ago, China feared being backed into a corner by America. Today, it faces a different problem: how to wield its newfound leverage without making other countries feel cornered and pushing them into America's arms. That China is grappling with this concern, rather than buckling under an American trade assault, shows how far the balance has shifted. But overconfidence brings dangers of its own. #
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Britain's capital
Labour is treating London shabbily
Londoners are partly to blame
Oct 23, 2025 05:39 PM



"A VIRTUE-SIGNALLING lawyer from north London." So Rishi Sunak, then Britain's prime minister, described the man who would oust him in the 2024 general election. Bashing London and Londoners is an ancient political sport. But the attempt to paint Sir Keir Starmer as a creature of the capital was misguided as well as cynical. The prime minister was indeed born in London (as was the chancellor, Rachel Reeves). He represents a constituency in (north) London. He has not been a prime minister for London.

The Labour government that won power in July 2024 has pursued policies that are inimical to the capital's interests. This is more the result of thoughtlessness than malice. The government has set out to do reasonable things such as closing tax loopholes, rationalising local-government finances and cutting immigration. In doing so, though, it is disproportionately harming the most productive part of Britain. Worse, some of the blame for its policies must fall on ordinary Londoners.

Previous regimes were truly malicious in their treatment of the capital. Boris Johnson, who had served as mayor of London, bashed the city when he became prime minister. He rowed with his Labour successor as mayor, Sir Sadiq Khan, and forced him to beg for transport funds during the worst of the covid-19 pandemic. Under the Tories, the mayor and the London Assembly left a blobby building that had been built for them in the heart of the metropolis because they struggled to pay the rent. The English National Opera company was pushed from London to Manchester on pain of losing its funding.

The noisiest assaults on the capital have ceased, not least because Sir Sadiq belongs to the same party as the prime minister. Local politicians appreciate the changed mood. "It's nice not to have London being constantly attacked," says Adam Hug, the leader of Westminster Council. They have plenty of gripes nonetheless.

What most exercises Mr Hug and other London politicians is a proposed change to local-government financing. Many services in London are provided by 33 local authorities. They derive much of their income from three sources: council taxes, levied on homes; a portion of rates paid by local businesses; and grants from central government. The last of these sources is about to be cut.

The government is revising the formula that is used to calculate how needy places are and how much cash they should receive. Its proposals are bad for London. Not only does the formula measure poverty without adequately accounting for housing costs, which are high in the capital. It also contains a new "remoteness adjustment" that favours rural districts. The Institute for Fiscal Studies, a think-tank, calculates that if the new formula were applied instantly, the boroughs of inner London would see a 19% cut in funding.

Many of the things that London's local authorities do, such as caring for the old and rescuing people from homelessness, are legal obligations. So they will probably fill their fiscal holes by raising taxes. Londoners have for years paid council taxes that are rather low, considering the hefty values of their homes. A standard "band D" home in the capital will pay an average tax of PS1,982 ($2,660) this year, compared with PS2,280 in England as a whole. That disparity is unlikely to last.

Businesses can expect a sharp increase in taxes, too. Business rates, levied on commercial property, are being revised to reflect changes in rental values--something that happens every three years. The government also plans to introduce a higher rate for commercial properties worth more than PS500,000. The aim is to hit the huge warehouses used by e-commerce firms, which are hard to tax otherwise. An unfortunate side-effect will be higher rates for businesses occupying offices in central London. Colliers International, a commercial estate agent, estimates that rates in Farringdon, a district served by the new Elizabeth railway line, will jump from PS316 per square foot to PS437.

Another tax will be imposed on universities. In May Sir Keir's government suggested that it would add a 6% levy to the tuition fees paid by international students. Few details have been released, but the plan will surely be enacted, because the government has already announced how it will spend the proceeds. The policy will hit many universities, but especially those in London. In Britain as a whole, 39% of tuition fees are paid by foreign students. In the capital 58% are.
Mirror, mirror on the wall

The foreign-student levy is one of many government policies that are designed to cut immigration to Britain. Graduate visas will be made shorter, work visas will be harder to obtain, companies will have to pay more for the privilege of employing foreigners, and some migrants will have to wait ten years to be granted permanent residency, rather than the present five.



The consequences for a city of immigrants (see map) could be profound. London is a net exporter of people to the rest of Britain: in the year to June 2024, 128,000 more domestic migrants departed than arrived. Without international migration, which boosted the capital's population by 163,000, it would have shrunk.

London's foreign-born residents are highly accomplished. Of the ten local authorities in England and Wales where immigrants are most likely to have higher-education qualifications, nine are in the capital. In the 2022-23 tax year London also contained 58% of Britain's "non-doms", a wealthy group of people who were domiciled in another country for tax purposes. They were taxed lightly, but in April this year the government abolished the non-dom regime and replaced it with a less hospitable system, scaring at least some people away.

Combined with Brexit, which ended free movement between Britain and the rest of Europe, the immigration reforms and the new non-dom regulations have tarnished London. Antoine Forterre, the chief financial officer of Man Group, an investment-management firm, says it was unusual to start building a finance career in Paris when he did so two decades ago (he eventually moved to London). Today that would be unremarkable. Mr Forterre says that London is still a hugely appealing city, where it is easy to feel at home as a non-Briton. But those who are determined to minimise their taxes are drawn to Italy or the Middle East.

Londoners do get some good things, not least a superb public-transport system, out of the taxes that they pay. But they may not get as much in future. The Treasury has changed its guidance for appraising projects, known as the Green Book, in ways that are likely to suit the rest of Britain more than the capital. "I love London, I'm from London," said Ms Reeves at the Labour Party conference on September 30th. But, she added, the city of Leeds lacks a mass-transit system. She wants to see one built before London gets another Tube or railway line.

The old Conservative practice of using strange formulae to avoid giving money to the capital continues. In September the government launched a scheme called "pride in place", which will sprinkle PS20m each on 169 poor neighbourhoods. To identify deserving places, it uses the Community Needs Index, among other measures. That index counts things such as volunteering and the density of pubs and nightclubs. Perhaps not surprisingly, only two of Britain's neediest places turn out to be in London. Birmingham has eight.
Who's to blame for London's fall?

Labour politicians might not be doing what London voters want, but they are doing what London voters deserve. Before the late 1990s the city's inhabitants voted much like Britons as a whole, points out Tony Travers of the London School of Economics. In 1987 the Conservative Party under Margaret Thatcher (MP for Finchley in north London) did better in the capital than elsewhere. These days London is solidly Labour (see chart). Last year the Tories won just nine seats out of 75 in the capital.



Since the Brexit referendum of 2016, people in parts of Britain have lurched from party to party. The people of Yorkshire and the Humber cast most votes for Labour in 2017, the Conservatives in 2019 and Labour again in 2024; they now favour Reform UK, a populist right-wing party. Such fickle voters draw political attention, whereas the residents of the capital are easy to overlook. Londoners seeking someone to blame for the disregard of their city might check in a mirror.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Political football
What locals think of Birmingham's ban on Israeli football fans
Refreshingly, they are disappointed
Oct 23, 2025 02:13 PM | Aston



HEALTH-AND-SAFETY managers are not often a source of national controversy. But on October 17th the Safety Advisory Group, under Birmingham City Council, banned fans of Maccabi Tel Aviv, an Israeli football team, from a game against Aston Villa scheduled for November 6th in the UEFA Europa League competition. The group said Birmingham does not have enough police to provide protection. The ban has reignited concerns about ethnic tensions and antisemitism in Britain.

The idea that fans of an Israeli club, many of them Jewish, might not be able to safely attend a match in Britain has rightly disturbed politicians. Opponents of the ban believe that it also exaggerates the danger. Local officials, for their part, cited clashes when Maccabi played in Amsterdam in November 2024. There were anti-Arab chants by Maccabi fans and an assault on a taxi driver before the game, and violent attacks on Maccabi supporters in the city centre after it. (A year earlier Aston Villa, on police advice, had allowed no away supporters into a game against Legia Warsaw, after "large-scale disorder" by Polish fans outside the stadium.)

Maccabi have since played in Greece and Hungary without such violence, though a game in Turkey was moved to Hungary and played behind closed doors. On October 19th a match against  another Israeli team was cancelled after prematch riots stoked fears of further violence.

More than half the population of Aston, one of Birmingham's most ethnically diverse neighbourhoods, is Muslim. Ayoub Khan, the local MP, is a pro-Palestinian independent. Given the plans for protests, two police officers told The Economist, Birmingham's force wouldn't be able to cope if things escalated. Jack Angelides, Maccabi's boss, said he feared for his fans' safety.

The government could have provided a way out. It was told about the need for extra police a week before the ban was announced. And, though Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, called the ban an unacceptable surrender to antisemitism on the streets, at the time his government did not offer extra resources. On October 20th Maccabi said its fans would not attend the match, even if the ban was lifted.

A couple of streets over from Aston Villa's stadium, in a cafe nestled amid terraced housing on Endicott Road, residents and Aston Villa supporters are surprisingly disappointed. Most disagree with Israel's war in Gaza. Many believe that the British government should boycott Israeli sports teams and artists. But they are also convinced that there would not have been trouble if the Israeli fans had been allowed to attend. In March Robert Jenrick, a Tory MP, visited a nearby part of town and bemoaned the absence of "another white face". Something, he said, was wrong with Britain. "This was our chance", says Ahmed, a postman, "to prove him wrong." #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Heavyweight diplomacy
How sumo wrestling became a hit in Britain
The ancient Japanese sport finds some unlikely fans
Oct 23, 2025 02:13 PM | South Kensington

Cheeky

USUALLY, VISITORS to the Royal Albert Hall come to savour the Proms or other concerts. For five days in mid-October the grand Victorian venue in south-west London hosted a rather different kind of spectacle. In a raised clay ring large men clapped to summon Shinto deities and scattered graceful arcs of purifying salt. When they stomped to crush evil spirits they balanced their vast bellies on one leg with the poise of ballet dancers. Sumo wrestling had come to London--and that was just the warm-up.

Sumo, which has been practised for over 1,500 years, rarely leaves Japan. Yet when it does, Britain holds a peculiar appeal. This was only the second five-day sumo tournament ever held abroad; the first, in 1991, also took place in London. Britain was not chosen for its thriving sumo scene. The British Sumo Federation (BSF) knows of only a handful of clubs, and the sport is no longer broadcast on British television. Rather, its return owed much to nostalgia. Hakkaku Nobuyoshi, winner of the 1991 event, is now chairman of the Japan Sumo Association and lobbied to bring it back.



His enthusiasm was reciprocated. The event sold out within minutes. Photographs of three wrestlers cycling in kimonos through London on Lime bikes quickly went viral. The British press delighted in reporting that to keep the 40 competitors fed, the Royal Albert Hall had ordered 700kg of rice, 1,000 sachets of instant miso soup and 750 packs of noodles. For a few days the wrestlers, many on their first trip abroad, became the country's most distinctive tourists: grinning beside Big Ben, posing at Stonehenge and next to a red double-decker bus.



Some fans knew what to expect. Neil, who first watched sumo on television in the 1990s, came with his daughter Emily, who discovered it as a student in Japan. Others were new to the sport and its rituals. In the hall a bouncy commentator explained why aides wearing pristine white gloves were dressing the yokozuna, the highest-ranking wrestlers, in a twist of white cord (symbolising the sacred ropes at Shinto shrines), and why the referee carried a dagger (symbolising that he would be willing to kill himself if he erred). After the ref made a dubious decision four robed judges jumped into the ring to overturn it rather than deferring to VAR, to the delight of the crowd.

The real spectacle was the fighting. Most bouts were over within seconds, a blur of slapping palms and brute force as one giant tried to wrench another from the ring. A Ukrainian fighter, Aonishiki Arata, was a crowd favourite. "He pulled off a worldie of a technique with an inside thigh grab," gushed Richard Riggs, vice-president of the BSF, and a rare sumo expert among the spectators. Those sitting on cushions in the front row had the best views but the highest risk of being squashed by falling wrestlers. All the while the Asahi beer flowed. 



Both sumo and the Royal Albert Hall are trying to broaden their appeal. Once fiercely insular, sumo now has an international air: the tournament was won by a Mongolian yokozuna who posed for photographs with his prizes--a giant bottle of soy sauce and a Hello Kitty plush toy (according to her back-story, Kitty is British). The Royal Albert Hall, for its part, has widened its repertoire. Recent bookings range from Westlife (once a boy band, now a nostalgia-inducing quartet belting out ballads), to an orchestral performance of the Disney film "How to Train Your Dragon". Sumo has attracted the greatest attention.

For Japan, the week was about more than a one-off show. Suzuki Hiroshi, the country's ambassador, had already endeared himself to Britons on social media by posing with Paddington Bear, singing the Welsh national anthem and downing pints of bitter. He says he was delighted to see Britons flock to the capital for sumo and matcha tea. During the tournament he posted enthusiastic commentary on social media; visitors to the Japanese embassy were treated to a sumo exhibition. Behind it lies shrewd diplomacy. "If British people come to love Japanese culture," he smiles, "then Japan will be your partner for life."#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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A royal mess
Parliament goes after Prince Andrew
MPs want to question the disgraced prince. The prime minister seems unenthused
Oct 23, 2025 06:25 PM



THE QUESTION was simple. Should Prince Andrew be hauled before a parliamentary select committee? The prime minister's answer was delivered in a mumble so fast the precise words were revealed only some hours later in Hansard, the official transcript. "It is important, in relation to all Crown properties, that there is proper scrutiny," he told the House of Commons. British history has been forged in the titanic struggles between monarch and Parliament. Yet Sir Keir Starmer is treating the matter with the haste of an insurance salesman reading out the small print.

On October 17th Prince Andrew, the eldest brother of King Charles III, had agreed to no longer use his titles (among them the Duke of York and the Earl of Inverness), prompted by the publication of a posthumous book by Virginia Giuffre, who had accused him of sexual abuse when she was 17 years old. The Mail on Sunday, a newspaper, also alleged that he had asked his police bodyguard to dig up dirt on his accuser; the Metropolitan Police is "actively looking into the claims". Andrew has always denied any wrongdoing.



Amid all this muck, MPs want to know why the prince should continue to live in Royal Lodge, a mansion in Windsor Great Park, on which he pays a peppercorn rent. The scandal of the prince's relationship with Jeffrey Epstein, a convicted paedophile, has dogged the monarchy for over a decade. Time, some MPs conclude, for Parliament to step in.

Sir Keir would like nothing less. Here lies the contradiction in his government. He promised to govern as an insurgent, upending failing institutions on behalf of a public itching for change. Prince Andrew looks like just another rotten public body, ripe for abolition. Yet Labour's path to power required it to show an unusual veneration for the royals, in order to demonstrate that it could be trusted with one of Britons' most treasured institutions after the tenure of Jeremy Corbyn, a republican socialist. But Sir Keir's mute approach to the Andrew affair has left his colleagues fuming. "Everyone thinks he should be castrated by elected politicians," says one frustrated minister about the prince.

Walter Bagehot, an editor of this newspaper in the 19th century, would recognise Sir Keir's predicament. While Britons thought of the crown as the "head of our morality", the royals were a sleazy lot, he wrote in "The English Constitution". George IV was a "model of family demerit" and few princes, he said, "have ever felt the anomalous impulse for real work". But it was better if politicians kept their distance. "When there is a select committee on the Queen, the charm of royalty will be gone."

In reality there is not much that MPs can easily do. Parliament can argue over whether Andrew should be stripped of his princeship, but that requires a "letters patent" from the king or an act of Parliament. Politicians have no power over royal rent-setting: the Crown Estate is independent. The ultimate sanction would be for Parliament to pass an act, removing Andrew from the line of succession. (He sits eighth.) But to tinker with the hereditary principle would be to fiddle with the idea of monarchy itself. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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The cost of compassion
Britain's welfare system has grown sicker
And something's got to give
Oct 23, 2025 02:14 PM



"WHEN I TRY to cook, I get anxious and confused. I've left things on the stove before. I need someone nearby to stay safe." These are not the words of a frail pensioner but advice from a TikTok influencer telling viewers what to write on disability-benefit forms. The content-creator is part of a growing breed of "sickfluencers" coaching people how to squeeze money from Britain's welfare system.

Many followers have genuine conditions that make life harder. The problem is that health-related benefit claims have surged, helped by changing attitudes to mental health. One in ten working-age adults in England and Wales claims at least one disability-related benefit. That's 4m people, up from 2.8m in 2019. This is tricky for the Labour government, whose MPs entered politics to protect the vulnerable, not cut their support.



Some politicians argue that the overall welfare system is out of control. Kemi Badenoch, the Conservative opposition leader, says Britain risks becoming a "welfare state, with an economy attached". These claims are overblown. Britain's non-pensioner benefits bill this year is 4.8% of GDP (PS145bn, or $195bn), according to calculations by The Economist. This is roughly in line with the 30-year average. Spending is forecast to stay at a similar level throughout the decade (see chart 1).

Beneath that calm surface lie two opposing currents. The first is a retrenchment in spending not tied to health, like unemployment and housing. Such outlays have fallen from 3.5% of GDP in 2005-06 to 2.7% in 2025-26. Successive governments pared back the system's generosity. Benefit levels were frozen, housing allowances reduced and a two-child limit on payments for children introduced.

These cuts have been offset by a steep rise in spending on disability and incapacity benefits. Disability benefits, such as Personal Independence Payments (PIP), are cash payments to cover the extra costs of being disabled: higher heating or travel expenses, for example. They're available to workers and non-workers and are not means-tested. Incapacity benefits are for those too ill to work.



Claims for both have boomed since 2019 (see chart 2). Britain is an outlier; similar European countries have seen caseloads stagnate or fall since 2019. A swell of sick Britons has pushed spending on disability and incapacity to 2.1% of GDP (PS64bn) this year--almost double the share two decades ago. Disability benefits account for most of the rise.



Soaring caseloads reflect broadening definitions of disability, compounded by a welfare system that distorts incentives. Around one in seven working-age Britons now reports having a long-term mental or behavioural disorder, up by 50% over the past decade. In the disability-benefits system, 44% of claims cite such illnesses as their main condition, up from 25% in 2002. The sharpest rises have been among women, under-40s and children (see chart 3).

Government assessments of benefit eligibility have struggled to keep pace. These test how a person's conditions affect daily tasks like cooking or washing--straightforward for physical ailments but far harder to judge for mental ones. Success often hinges on presenting the right narrative. A whole ecosystem of advice on how best to do this has emerged, including from charities, TikTok and, increasingly, AI. The Mr PIP Hero Chat Bot is particularly popular: feed it your condition and it will write your application. Savvier applicants win from this system while less articulate, more vulnerable claimants lose out.



A flawed assessment is worsened by miserliness elsewhere. Britain's unemployment benefits are among the stingiest in the rich world: a single person gets less than 13% of the average wage. Yet those on the maximum health-related benefits can quadruple their income (see chart 4). Such a feast-or-famine choice drives people towards sickness claims and disincentivises work.
Matter over mind

In March the government unveiled reforms. It will raise the main unemployment benefit rate by PS7 a week while halving the incapacity top-up for new claimants to PS50. It will scrap the assessment requiring people to prove they cannot work and guarantee that trying employment won't lead to benefit cuts. Together, these changes should sharpen work incentives.

Yet the reforms don't touch disability benefits, where the bulk of the spending surge lies. A clumsy attempt to tighten eligibility and save PS5bn a year was abandoned in July after uproar from Labour MPs. Ministers now pin their hopes on a review of the PIP assessment process led by Sir Stephen Timms, the minister for disability, which will report in autumn 2026. But few expect it to identify major savings.

Ms Badenoch has floated cutting disability benefits to avoid tax rises in November's budget. That is wishful thinking. Capital Economics, a consultancy, estimates the government needs to find as much as PS27bn in savings or tax hikes in 2029-30 to meet its fiscal rules. Given that PS5bn of disability-benefit cuts was too much to stomach in the summer, deeper ones are unlikely--and bond markets will not trust rushed proposals.

Still, something must give. Spending on non-pensioner disability benefits is forecast to grow roughly twice as quickly as health spending over the next five years. Bond markets are watching closely, treating the government's handling of disability benefits as a fiscal-credibility test.

The government's first step should be to make cost cutting an explicit goal of the Timms review, focusing it on saving money while protecting the most vulnerable. This entails tackling difficult questions: should Labour follow the Tory plan to cut cash payments for some mental-health claimants, providing extra treatment instead? Should disability benefits be means-tested? Exact answers can wait until after the budget. But if the government wants to signal seriousness, it can't wait long.#

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