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The world this week
Politics
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM



Donald Trump met Xi Jinping   in South Korea, their first face-to-face encounter since the American president took office in January. Mr Trump described their meeting as "amazing" and said China had agreed to a one-year trade deal and had promised to loosen its restrictions on exports of rare earths. Mr Trump also confirmed that China had made progress in reducing the flow of fentanyl from the country and he would therefore reduce the level of tariffs he had imposed on Chinese goods. Shortly before the meeting Mr Trump threatened to resume nuclear testing, but gave no details about what he meant.

Mr Trump also visited Japan for talks with Takaichi Sanae, the new prime minister, who vowed to strengthen her country's defence capabilities because of the "severe security environment". The American president also went to Malaysia, where he signed more trade deals and oversaw the signing of an expanded ceasefire between Cambodia and Thailand. He also held talks with Lee Jae Myung, South Korea's president, in which they secured a trade deal that lowers tariffs on Korean car exports.
A row over Reagan's ghost

Mr Trump earlier imposed an extra 10% levy on Canadian goods in retaliation for a TV ad aired by the government of Ontario province that had used a clip of Ronald Reagan criticising the use of tariffs. Seemingly annoyed by Ontario's ad, Mark Carney, Canada's prime minister, pointed out that only the federal government has responsibility for trade.

Afghanistan and Pakistan said they would resume peace talks in Istanbul, a day after an announcement that they had ended in failure.  The talks are aimed at finding a solution to hostilities between the two countries, which recently erupted into fighting along their border, killing dozens of people. Smaller skirmishes have continued despite a ceasefire. Pakistan accuses Afghanistan of giving succour to the Pakistani Taliban.

A general election in the Netherlands produced a tight result. D66, a liberal party led by Rob Jetten, won the same number of seats as the hard right Party for Freedom (PVV), led by Geert Wilders. PVV had won the previous election in 2023. But no mainstream party will now deal with the PVV, so Mr Jetten looks likely to be the next prime minister.

Volodymyr Zelensky said that Ukraine was ready to hold peace talks with Russia, and would even consider Hungary as a venue, but he would not pull back Ukrainian troops from the conflict, a Russian precondition for negotiations. A few days earlier European leaders failed to agree on a plan to use frozen Russian assets to fund Ukraine. 

The speaker of Georgia's parliament announced that the pro-Russian government had asked the Constitutional Court to ban three pro-Western opposition parties, alleging that they threatened the constitutional order. Over the past 12 months Georgia has been gripped by pro-democracy protests amid a crackdown on the opposition. The court has nine months to decide the case.

Catherine Connolly won Ireland's presidential election. Ms Connolly ran as an independent but was backed by Sinn Fein and other parties of the left. Although the presidency is a mostly ceremonial role, Ms Connolly is a fierce defender of Irish neutrality at a time when the European Union is seeking greater commitments to collective defence.

Hurricane Melissa left much of Jamaica without electricity and communications. Recording sustained winds of up to 300kmh (185 miles per hour) it was the strongest-ever storm to hit the island. It barrelled on to Cuba and the Bahamas packing a less severe punch. Around 35 people have been killed by the storm, including in Haiti, a toll that is likely to rise.

At least 121 people were killed in Brazil during police raids that targeted a large drug gang. Four of the dead were police officers. Around 2,500 security personnel were deployed, making it the biggest and deadliest operation ever in the country. President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva called an emergency cabinet meeting, but also said organised gangs "destroy families". The UN expressed its dismay and called for an investigation. 



Argentina's president, Javier Milei, described his party's landslide victory in midterm elections as historic. Liberty Advances (LLA) took 41% of the vote, trouncing the Peronists, who took 32%, and confounding pollsters who had predicted a close result. LLA even won Buenos Aires province, which recently gave the Peronists a significant win in local elections. Mr Milei's radical economic reforms had run into  stiff opposition, but the president said the election  would bring about "the construction of a great Argentina". The country's bonds and stockmarkets rallied.

Venezuela suspended "all energy co-operation" with Trinidad & Tobago over the Caribbean country's support for America's strikes on drug-smuggling boats in the region. Responding to the snub, Kamla Persad-Bissessar, Trinidad's prime minister, said "Our future does not depend on Venezuela and never has."

Israel carried out strikes in Gaza in retaliation for what it said was an attack by Hamas in which an Israeli soldier was killed. Hamas denied responsibility and said it was keeping to the ceasefire. Over 100 people were killed in the Israeli strikes according to the Hamas-run authorities, which didn't say how many were combatants or civilians. Israel also accused Hamas of violating the ceasefire by returning a coffin with some  remains of a hostage whose body had already been returned. Meanwhile, the king of Jordan said that international troops would not want to have to enforce peace in Gaza.
The world starts to notice

The rebel Rapid Support Forces in Sudan took full control of el-Fasher, a city in the Darfur region. Reports emerged that the RSF, which evolved from Arab militias in Sudan, was executing non-Arab civilians. Egypt, Saudi Arabia and others condemned the killings. The chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee in America's Senate called for the RSF to be designated as a terrorist group.

Mali closed all its schools and universities because of a fuel shortage caused by Islamist militants, who have blocked tankers on highways from delivering fuel. Bamako, the capital, has been particularly affected by the disruption.

In Madagascar the new military government swore in a cabinet of mostly civilian appointees. Colonel Michael Randrianirina, who seized power in the recent coup, remains interim president, and has said the transitional government will be in place for two years before fresh elections are held.

Three African countries went through the motions of holding elections. Tanzania's president, Samia Suluhu Hassan, was expected to have won re-election, after the leading opposition candidates were barred from running. A curfew was imposed after protests broke out. The main opposition was also banned in Ivory Coast's poll, so it was no surprise that Alassane Ouattara secured a fourth term as president. The result of Cameroon's presidential election, held on October 12th, was announced, giving Paul Biya an eighth term; violent protests greeted the result.  




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/the-world-this-week/2025/10/30/politics
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The world this week
Business
Oct 30, 2025 01:50 PM



America's Federal Reserve cut interest rates for the second time this year, reducing its benchmark rate by another quarter of a percentage point to a range of between 3.75% and 4%. The cut was expected and markets were more interested in the announcement by Jerome Powell, the Fed's chairman, that another reduction this year was "far from certain". The Fed also announced that it will stop reducing its portfolio of bond holdings (a process known as quantitative tightening, which reverses quantitative easing, when the portfolio is expanded). The Fed's holdings peaked at $9trn in 2022 and are around $6.6trn today. 

The Bank of Japan left its main interest rate on hold at 0.5%. Markets still expect an increase by the end of the year as inflation in Japan remains elevated, in part because a weak yen has pushed up import costs. 
Coming to an office near you

Amazon started to carry out swingeing job cuts that it had warned earlier this year would come with the adoption of AI. It is reducing its number of white-collar staff by 14,000 (out of a corporate workforce of 350,000), with more job losses to come next year as it aims for a reported total of 30,000. Amazon employs over 1.5m people overall in full-time and part-time jobs. In June Andy Jassy, its chief executive, said the increasing use of AI tools and agents would eliminate the need for routine staff work.

Corporate jobs are experiencing a bloodbath elsewhere, too. As part of its cost-cutting drive UPS revealed that it had taken an axe to 34,000 positions in its operational workforce so far this year, and another 14,000 in management. This is in part because the logistics company is no longer handling Amazon's  parcels, which had become uneconomical to deliver. Nestle recently announced 16,000 job cuts, 12,000 in white-collar work. And Target said it would sever 1,800 corporate roles.

It is not only corporate jobs that are under pressure. General Motors announced 1,750 job cuts at its electric-vehicle and battery factories, and another 1,550 temporary lay-offs at the battery plants.

Alphabet's quarterly revenue passed $100bn for the first time, sending its share price up. In the other eagerly awaited tech earnings, Meta and Microsoft reported profit and revenues that topped expectations, but the big increases in costs for both companies from spending on artificial intelligence spooked investors.

OpenAI and Microsoft updated their partnership agreement, moving OpenAI towards a for-profit setup and away from its non-profit roots. Microsoft's holding in OpenAI is 27% and valued at $135bn, meaning the developer of ChatGPT is worth $500bn. Sam Altman, OpenAI's boss, said it would probably pursue a future IPO but that there were no plans to do so at present.

Nvidia announced $500bn-worth of orders for its AI processors and a deal to build seven supercomputers for the Department of Energy. Jensen Huang, Nvidia's CEO, said that some of its Blackwell graphics-processing units were now being produced in Arizona, placating Mr Trump, who wants to "bring manufacturing back" to America. 



Investors' giddiness for all things AI-related pushed stockmarkets to new highs. Nvidia's market value reached $5trn, just three months after passing $4trn. Microsoft's market capitalisation closed above $4trn for the first time following the news of its stake in OpenAI. Apple also hit a $4trn valuation ahead of its earnings. 

Lukoil, Russia's second-biggest oil producer, announced that it would sell most of its international assets to Gunvor, a Swiss company, because of  America's recently announced sanctions on Russian energy. Lukoil is a private company, whereas Rosneft, Russia's biggest oil provider (also subject to sanctions), is state owned. Oil prices jumped when the penalties were announced but have levelled off. The sanctions come into effect on November 21st and will particularly affect countries like India, which buys lots of Russian oil.

Westinghouse unveiled an $80bn agreement with the American government to build nuclear reactors in the United States. Mr Trump issued an executive order in May to "ensure the rapid development" of nuclear energy, in part to feed the enormous appetite for power from AI data centres.
Into the sunset

John Malone said he would step down as chairman of Liberty Global and Liberty Media, respectively the holding companies for his stakes in telecommunications, including Virgin Media O2, and Formula One and Live Nation Entertainment. Over a 50-year career Mr Malone was instrumental in driving the growth of cable television, selling his company, TCI, to AT&T for $50bn in 1999. His biography is titled "Cable Cowboy".




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/the-world-this-week/2025/10/30/business



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Oct 30, 2025 02:50 PM



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

The next stage of the Trump peace plan for Gaza is stalling
After Gaza, Israeli politics are even less predictable
The new players who could run Gaza

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/the-world-this-week/2025/10/30/the-weekly-cartoon



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The world this week
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Letters
          
        

      

      Leaders

      
        The battle for New York
        American politics :: A fight is brewing between Donald Trump and Zohran Mamdani 

      

      
        Why funding Ukraine is a giant opportunity for Europe
        Guns and butter :: The bill will be huge. It is also a historic bargain 

      

      
        America and China have only holstered their trade weapons
        Donald Trump and Xi Jinping  :: Neither country wants decoupling or confrontation--at least, not yet 

      

      
        Javier Milei's chance to transform Argentina and teach the world
        Argentina :: Lessons in public finance from the original sinner

      

      
        The Trump administration's approach to global health is flawed but fixable
        Development  :: America First need not put Africans last

      

      
        
          	
            The world this week
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Letters
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



American politics
The battle for New York
A fight is brewing between Donald Trump and Zohran Mamdani 
Oct 30, 2025 04:20 PM



TWO SKILFUL politicians with radical plans are about to be unleashed on America's largest city. On November 4th Zohran Mamdani, a 34-year-old leftist, is all but assured to win New York's election for mayor, with the promise of new social programmes paid for by the rich. Donald Trump, America's 79-year-old president, says he will "straighten out" New York shortly thereafter, with threats to deploy more federal agents and withhold crucial federal funds.

Mr Mamdani's proposals make for terrible public policy. Mr Trump's plans are a more literal threat to New Yorkers and, possibly, the law. The president has talked about an escalation of immigration enforcement, bringing to his home town the aggressive tactics he has tested in Chicago and other Democrat-run cities. The two men are set for a dramatic clash, with New York as its stage and victim.

Read the rest of our cover package

	As new jobs in finance dry up, New York City's fiscal model is wilting
	A political drama for the ages, opening soon in New York City
	Zohran Mamdani wants to make New York great again



The battle for New York matters, and not just for New Yorkers. The city remains a crucial economic engine for America, home to more corporate headquarters than any other place in the country. It is the centre of finance, professional services and media, as well as a growing tech hub and a powerhouse of medical research. The result is a metropolitan area with an economy of more than $2.3trn, bigger than that of Canada and representing about 9% of America's total.

The city is a locus of political power, too. Operatives obsess over the voting patterns of swing counties like Maricopa, in Arizona, rather than deeply Democratic Manhattan. But New York has a different kind of clout. Its donors give more to federal campaigns than those of any other city except greater Washington, DC. Not since the time of Franklin D. Roosevelt has the White House been run by so many New Yorkers, from Mr Trump himself to Steve Witkoff, his peace envoy, and Howard Lutnick, his commerce secretary. Two other New Yorkers, Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries, lead Democrats in the Senate and House, respectively. Mr Schumer faces pressure from a new generation--led by another New York Democrat, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.

New York also remains the country's most enduring symbol of two American ideals: pluralism and opportunity. The city is home to more immigrants than any other in America, living alongside each other in relative harmony. It is the country's top destination for new university graduates, who see it as the place where real life begins.

However, New York is now also under strain. The city's fiscal model is breaking down. The top 1% of New Yorkers account for more than 40% of the city's personal income-tax receipts. But the city no longer creates so many high-flying jobs, and some of its wealthiest residents are leaving. At the same time, life for ordinary New Yorkers is hard to afford. Median rents are more than twice the average of America's 50 biggest cities. The cost of day care for babies and toddlers is $26,000 a year, up more than 40% in the past five years. With a shaky tax base, New York state will struggle to sustain its welfare and education programmes, which are 72% more expensive for each person than programmes in Texas.

New York's last good leader was Michael Bloomberg, a competent mayor with the charm of a spreadsheet. But New Yorkers today hanker after a different kind of politics. Mr Trump won an unusually high share of the city's vote in last year's presidential election, including 37% in Queens and 27% in the Bronx.  Like him, Mr Mamdani is a master of communication, with a talent for making ordinary voters feel understood. In this summer's Democratic primary for mayor, he trounced the better-known Andrew Cuomo, a former governor. Just a few years ago, his strident criticism of Israel and Zionism would have been disqualifying. Today many voters take it as evidence of his authenticity.

Unfortunately for New York, in their different ways Mr Mamdani and Mr Trump are likely to compound the city's problems. Mr Mamdani wants free child care, free buses, a $30-an-hour minimum wage by 2030 and a four-year rent freeze for 2m residents. His goal of affordability is worthy, but not his methods. The city's families would surely welcome an expansion of child care, but Mr Mamdani's proposal is wasteful. Free buses would end up as bad buses. His minimum wage would frighten off employers. Freezing rent temporarily for a subset of New Yorkers would drive up rent for others.

Paying for these proposals would require working with the state, most likely to raise taxes on the wealthiest New Yorkers, which would scare more of them away. That would push the government to raise taxes further, risking a fiscal death spiral. All the while, the underlying causes of New York's high costs--its fealty to the public unions, overregulation, a costly and expansive bureaucracy and expensive litigation--would remain untouched.

Mr Trump represents a different and more sinister risk. He is threatening to withhold federal monies that account for 6.4% of New York's budget. The president is not legally authorised to cancel appropriated money without the approval of Congress, but he may do so anyway--he has already used the federal shutdown to freeze $18bn in infrastructure funds. An aggressive deployment of immigration officers in New York might spur broader unrest, which could in turn inspire the president to send in the National Guard. His agenda is unilateral and, quite possibly, illegal.

As his victory has seemed more assured, Mr Mamdani has shown signs of moderating. New York must hope this is not just a tactic, and that Mr Trump decides that he will lose more by stoking unrest than he has to gain. Even so, New York and America would have better prospects if the city could be a testing-ground not for a bullying president or leftist mayor, but a pragmatist. In so complex a city, a moderate politician might show America how to unleash housing development, trim onerous rules and advance policies that create opportunity, from investing in transport to reforming schools. The fear is that New York is instead about to become the arena for a fight between two men with bad ideas. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Guns and butter
Why funding Ukraine is a giant opportunity for Europe
The bill will be huge. It is also a historic bargain 
Oct 30, 2025 03:41 PM



WARS ARE fought on the battlefield, but they are also trials of financial strength. In prolonged conflicts the ability and will to marshal resources and find new ways of raising cash are critical in determining who wins: sometimes they are the decisive factor. That truth is about to become all too real for Europe. Ukraine is facing a savage cash crunch. Unless something changes, it will run out of money at the end of February. This cliff edge is fast approaching, now that President Donald Trump has cut America's financial support for Ukraine, hopes of a ceasefire fade and Russian drones smash Ukraine's energy grid in an attempt to break its will.

Indebted, fractious Europe needs to find the money to keep Ukraine in the fight. But it would be a terrible mistake to see this cash call as merely a painful exercise in annual budgeting. Instead, it is a historic opportunity to shift the balance of power between Europe and Russia by exposing the Kremlin's financial frailty and altering Vladimir Putin's calculus about war and peace. It is also a chance to speed up Europe's efforts to establish its military and financial independence from America. The bill for Ukraine is higher than most Europeans realise, but it is also a bargain.

Read the rest of our cover package

	What will it cost to make Putin stop?
	Europe's defence firms are flying. Now for the hard part



After almost four years of war, the cost of fighting is huge. By the end of 2025, Ukraine's military effort, defined as its defence budget plus foreign gifts of weapons and military grants, will have cost a total of roughly $360bn. This year the war effort will require $100bn-110bn, the highest sum yet, equivalent to about half of Ukraine's GDP.

Two of the three sources of funding for Ukraine are now drying up. In February, after Mr Trump entered the White House, monthly American financial allocations to Ukraine stopped. Meanwhile, Ukraine has now borrowed as much as anyone will lend it. It has an official fiscal deficit of about a fifth of GDP; public debt has doubled as a share of GDP since before the war, to about 110%. Its ability to borrow from war-scarred households and firms at home is limited.

That leaves Europe. The prospect is exposing divisions inside the European Union. On October 23rd its leaders failed to agree on a loan to Ukraine that would be collateralised by $163bn of frozen Russian assets held in the EU's main clearing house. Objections from Belgium, which hosts the clearing house, threaten to derail the plan. Northern countries fear that agreeing to more EU fundraising by issuing common bonds could undermine fiscal discipline across the currency bloc. France fears that fresh European funds will be spent on overpriced American weapons to please Mr Trump. Everyone worries that a blank cheque could worsen Ukraine's corruption.

These anxieties are reasonable, but they are dwarfed by two gains that lie within Europe's grasp. The first is a financial commitment that can expose and amplify the Kremlin's long-term weakness. Russia has lost the lives of 200,000-500,000 troops--double the figure for Ukraine. It is also bearing a heavy financial burden on its own. Declared defence spending will hit $160bn in 2025, and state-run banks have also engaged in an immense off-budget lending spree to support the military-industrial complex. It is true that sanctions in 2022 failed to bring Russia to its knees as some had hoped. But Mr Putin's initial war boom has now given way to stagflation, with growth at almost zero, labour shortages, hidden bad debts, inflation of 8% and interest rates of 16.5%. Another half-decade of this would probably trigger an economic and banking crisis in Russia. If Europe can demonstrate to Russia that it will underwrite the war for at least that long, Mr Putin will be cornered.

Europe's second prize would be to become less dependent on America militarily, a necessity given Mr Trump's wobbly commitment to NATO. Any long-term financing solution for Ukraine would help Europe build the financial and industrial muscle it needs to defend itself.

A four-year commitment would cost $390bn, composed almost entirely of donated weapons and cash to finance Ukraine's budget deficits. This is a lot, but still excellent value. Spread across the economic resources of all NATO members (not counting America), the bill for Ukraine is affordable, with annual costs rising from 0.2% of GDP last year to 0.4% of GDP. The alternative would be for Ukraine to lose the war and become an embittered, semi-failed state whose army and defence industries could by exploited by Mr Putin as part of a new, reinvigorated Russian threat.

This newspaper supports the seizure of Russian assets, but they are $230bn short of what is needed. Given the size of the challenge Europe collectively faces, some sort of joint borrowing would be justified. Far from undermining the euro's international status, for the EU to issue bonds collectively would create a bigger pool of common debt, deepening Europe's single capital market and boosting the role of the euro as a reserve currency. A multi-year horizon for weapons procurement would help Europe sequence the build-up of its defence industry. In the short term Europe should have no qualms about buying the American weapons that Ukraine needs, including air-defence systems. Later spending should favour European defence firms as they develop their own systems, as well as Ukraine's own cutting-edge defence-tech industries.
Bring it on

Grave problems lie ahead. Inducing despair in Mr Putin, a noble aim, might be complicated if Russia can tap China for funds. Decision-making between the EU and NATO, which includes Britain, Norway and Canada, needs to be nimbler. Safeguards against corruption are important, but must not erode Ukraine's--and the Kremlin's--certainty that, one way or another, the money is coming.

Europe should take heart and recognise its own strength. Its military budget is already four times larger than Russia's; its economy is ten times larger. Far from shying away from a financial contest with the Kremlin, Europe should embrace it--and win the war. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Donald Trump and Xi Jinping 
America and China have only holstered their trade weapons
Neither country wants decoupling or confrontation--at least, not yet 
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM



TWELVE OUT of ten was Donald Trump's own scoring of his summit with Xi Jinping in Busan, South Korea, on October 30th. America's president was sounding characteristically bullish. And the world should indeed be relieved that its two largest economies seem to have no desire to decouple from each other--let alone to haggle over the status of Taiwan. Either outcome would have imposed a heavy cost on Asia and the world. However, their agreement appears to be sketchy and temporary, and that means the planet's most important relationship will continue to be built on sand.

As we write, the details of what was agreed on in Busan remain hazy--itself a metaphor for the ever-shifting nature of the underlying diplomacy. The deal was mostly a holstering of weapons, in which China agreed to postpone restrictions on exports of crucial rare earths for a year, while America will stay its tariff of 100% on Chinese goods and its threat of export controls on subsidiaries of blacklisted Chinese firms. The two sides also backed away from a confrontation over shipping. The talks made progress, too. China will once again start buying American soyabeans. America will reward extra Chinese efforts to restrict chemical ingredients for fentanyl by halving a 20% punitive tariff on all goods. Mr Trump appears open to the export of some semiconductor chips, though not the most advanced.

Dig deeper

	Xi Jinping is at his boldest and brashest. How will Donald Trump fare this week?
	Asia adapts to Donald Trump's transactional diplomacy
	In their first meeting in six years, Trump and Xi agree a trade truce



Given the hostility towards China of some in Washington, the deal could very easily have been worse. They urgently want America to decouple from its biggest geopolitical rival but, with this summit, the first since 2019, Mr Trump has shown that he values the commercial relationship too highly to throw it away. At the same time, the president did not sacrifice Taiwan for a heap of soyabeans.

Unfortunately, the summit also shows how much is wrong. For one thing, the agreement leaves an American tariff of 47% on Chinese goods. In the pre-Trump world that would have been an extraordinary level of protection. The terms of the agreement are also temporary--explicitly so, in the sense that many of the terms of this deal will be reviewed in a year's time; but also implicitly, because Mr Trump sees it within his power to lash out with a tariff here or a non-tariff barrier there at any time over almost any issue.

Another source of potential conflict is the fact that, in contrast to every other country, China is more than a match for America. The Busan summit came after Mr Trump's royal procession through much of Asia in which one leader after another showered him with praise and gifts, including a golden golf ball and a replica crown. Japan, Malaysia and South Korea all made concessions, including over market access and with pledges to invest hundreds of billions of dollars in America, in exchange for a modest reprieve on tariffs. Reliance on America for security and markets made retreat the only option.

China is different. It can withstand American pressure. It is also retaliating in areas where America is vulnerable--rare earths and soyabeans are good examples. As it embraces the combative nature of the new trading system, Mr Xi's project to make China more resilient has been vindicated.

All that makes the Busan summit a pause rather than a conclusion. As China and America, consumed by mutual distrust, continue to tussle with each other, a row will surely break out sooner or later. The good news is that, for the time being at any rate, both sides still believe they have more to gain from tolerance than confrontation. #

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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Argentina
Javier Milei's chance to transform Argentina and teach the world
Lessons in public finance from the original sinner
Oct 30, 2025 03:41 PM



JAVIER MILEI is making a habit of beating expectations. When he announced a presidential run, people laughed. After he won, they said protests would scupper his reforms. When he scored early successes, they played them down. Now, after a bumpy year, the irascible libertarian has surprised the world again with a big win in legislative midterms. He must use it to revitalise his programme of radical reform.

Mr Milei's spending cuts are perhaps the deepest and fastest ever imposed on a country through broad democratic consent. When he won the presidency, promising intense austerity, voters had not yet felt his chainsaw. Now they have: cuts so vicious that the only comparison is post-crisis Greece, where a troika of international institutions imposed austerity in the face of popular outrage. And yet the voters have backed him again. Because only some seats were contested, Mr Milei was never going to gain a majority in Congress. But he now has enough deputies to block any attempts to restore public spending;  and he can build a coalition to pass further reforms.

Dig deeper

	Javier Milei has won a fresh mandate to remake Argentina



This matters beyond the Rio de la Plata. Many rich-world governments are struggling with fiscal deficits and soaring debt. Their problems are not at Argentine levels, but rich-country leaders can still learn from Mr Milei. His success shows the power of tough-but-coherent economic messages that are proclaimed with clarity and conviction. True, blunt fiscal realism may play better with Argentines than with Europeans or Americans, who have no direct experience of the miseries of repeated bouts of hyperinflation and labyrinthine price controls. But until Mr Milei, sceptical pundits held that Argentine voters could never be persuaded to back deep cuts.

The president now has a welcome opportunity to launch a second tranche of reforms. The urgent task is to complete Argentina's transition to macroeconomic normality. That starts with fully floating the peso. Mr Milei came to rely too heavily on an artificially strong currency to curb inflation, which hampered growth and hindered the accumulation of foreign reserves. His victory makes an orderly float possible, but the clock is ticking. After a brief post-election rally, the peso has again fallen towards the weaker limit of the band within which it is currently permitted to range.

Alongside removing the band--or at least widening it--the government needs a clear monetary policy that uses interest rates to anchor inflation. It should also accumulate foreign reserves. Do this, and Argentina could regain access to global capital markets, allowing it to roll over some of its debt. Roughly $20bn of this will come due next year.

Mr Milei must also create the conditions for growth. Liberalising labour markets and simplifying the tax system would be a good start. This would reinforce the financial reforms, boosting the economy and Mr Milei's popularity, paving the way to dealing with tougher policies like pension reform. The president needs a coalition to pass laws in Congress, as well as the support of provincial governors. Investors want legal certainty and stability. The government's aggression, sometimes aimed at independent institutions, must not undermine that. A cabinet reshuffle would help.

Mr Milei has a chance to improve Argentina in a way that will last long after he leaves office, by transforming the terms of political debate. Every election year markets gyrate at the prospect of a victory for the wild-spending Peronists. Argentina will not become a normal country until it has an opposition that also believes in fiscal discipline. If Mr Milei's reforms make Argentina a more prosperous and stable place, it could force the Peronists to embrace fiscal rationality.

The path is littered with obstacles. Hubris and a bludgeoning political style may trip Mr Milei up. Yet his journey already holds lessons for the world--and it may soon offer more. #

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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Development 
The Trump administration's approach to global health is flawed but fixable  
America First need not put Africans last
Oct 30, 2025 03:41 PM



"SELDOM HAS history offered a greater opportunity to do so much for so many," argued George W. Bush in 2003, when launching the President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief. Known as PEPFAR, it has saved more than 25m lives, mostly in Africa, through anti-HIV treatment. Today it seems like a relic: a symbol of a receding era in which rich countries, led by America, were willing to spend ever-increasing sums of money on stopping disease in poor countries.

America used to be the source of more than two-thirds of the aid destined to improve the health of people in sub-Saharan Africa. The Trump administration has dismantled the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the main disburser of overseas assistance. It has proposed further large cuts over the next few years, as have other big donors. Although that is not the end of aid, it does mean that what is spent must be spent wisely.

Dig deeper

	Aid cuts are devastating health services in Africa



Dismantling USAID has caused chaos. Marco Rubio, the secretary of state, has denied that it has caused any deaths. And since American-funded data systems have gone dark, it is hard to be sure what is happening. However, in southern Africa clinics supplying HIV patients with antiretrovirals (ARVs) have run out. Programmes that reached the most vulnerable have stopped. Elsewhere in Africa, deliveries of antimalarial treatments have been disrupted, leading to warnings of rising case numbers. Deaths from cholera have risen in places that once received American help. Vaccination drives have stalled. Food rations in refugee camps are shrinking. Some forecast hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of extra deaths. Although no one can say how many will die, it is certain the final toll will not be zero.

The better news is that the Trump administration's "America First Global Health Strategy", published in September, shows that it is not withdrawing entirely from the fight for better health in Africa. It aims to protect Americans from infectious disease and pledges to bypass the "wasteful" projects of NGOs. Instead it will strike deals directly with governments, most of which will reach "full self-reliance". Having proposed that funding for bilateral health aid should be cut by two-thirds, the administration argues that it can fund "front-line" work while no longer spending on superfluous extras.

The Trump strategy gets several things right. American aid has fostered a "culture of dependency" in poor countries. A focus on specific diseases has led to "parallel" delivery systems. But the approach risks failing on its own terms. Americans will not be protected if surveillance is defunded and infections spread across borders. The poorest African countries will struggle to do more without funding to boost their health systems.

The irony is that new technologies promise to help run programmes with less bureaucracy. For instance, malaria vaccines and ARVs that need be taken only twice a year will reduce the need for the large NGO-led programmes that the Trump administration has in its sights. But these treatments still require some funding and governments will need aid to deploy them.

Mr Bush once said he was confident he could explain "how saving lives in Africa served our strategic and moral interests". To this day, whereas most Republicans do not like the idea of spending money promoting democracy, economic development and cultural activities, more than three-quarters support American aid for saving lives. Their instincts are the right ones. When it comes to global health, America First should not mean Africa last. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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A selection of correspondence
Do Republicans in the West want to kill more wolves?
Also this week, Steve Bannon, voting in America, rats in New York, barefoot running, surveys
Oct 30, 2025 02:04 PM



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

Dire times for wolves

Your article about Montana's decision to allow the hunting of more wolves portrayed a "battle between farmers and conservationists", describing the debate and its participants as heated and horrified ("What big quotas!", October 4th). I recently spent a month in the American West interviewing hunters, ranchers and conservationists about wolves. I encountered only moderation. Ranchers explained that despite compensation payments for livestock lost to predation, it hurt them to see the animals they raised ripped apart by the wolves. Similarly, hunters, who placed great importance on making clean kills to minimise animal suffering, were disturbed by the wolves' ruthlessness in bringing down elk and other prey.

But when I pushed ranchers and hunters they almost always said they would not eradicate wolves. Their reasons varied. Wolves belong in the ecosystem; local people like to hunt them so it's good to have some around; they understand that much of the land is public and other people want wild carnivores on it. They lamented that a minority of radicals gave them all a bad name.

In this they were at one with conservationists, who explained how extreme voices within their movement vilified ranchers and hunters, making it hard to collaborate with these groups. Given the extent to which wolves tap into broader social and political divisions (liberal versus conservative, rural versus urban), and the deeply polarised times in which we live, we would do well to amplify the moderate majority and sideline the radical few.

Dr Rogelio Luque-Lora
Leverhulme early career fellow
School of GeoSciences
University of Edinburgh

Battling Bannon

I had to switch off your interview with Steve Bannon on The Insider (October 23rd) after a few minutes because I was so offended when he talked about "trying to help the little guy" and reining in the big corporations. Donald Trump clearly favours his big corporate buddies. On the day you aired the interview the president pardoned Changpeng Zhao, the co-founder of Binance, a cryptocurrency exchange. I'm sorry that you chose to give Mr Bannon a platform to spew his rhetoric.

Gary Gand
Chicago

The approach that the team took to interviewing Mr Bannon allowed viewers to cut through the cacophony of the information age. It let me understand his point of view without distraction. The interview gave a perspective on the MAGA force that the normal press coverage does not convey. By the way, I think that Mr Bannon's reference to "The Fourth Turning", a book which argues that history moves in cycles of roughly 80 to 100 years, could be more significant in the movement's actions than would otherwise be recognised.

John Aydelotte
Fort Collins, Colorado

Voter choice

The solution to gerrymandering in America ("Cracking up", October 18th) is to change the voting system to multi-member districts and proportional representation. Many cities in Utah, the focus of your article, including Salt Lake City, have experimented with a new voting system using ranked-choice voting, albeit not the proportional version.  So people in that state are probably more open to improving their way of voting.

Kathrine Santos
London

"The mapmakers' war" (October 25th) described California's Proposition 50, a ballot measure that will allow the state's legislature to implement a new congressional map that favours Democrats, as a tactical response to Republican gerrymandering elsewhere. But Prop 50 is not the right answer. The measure rests on a troubling assumption: that voters are immutable, that persuasion and participation no longer matter. By treating politics as a zero-sum contest of demographics rather than a contest of ideas, Prop 50 abandons the democratic purpose of parties.

It also exemplifies the doom dichotomy of American politics, where both parties rely less on the promise of their programmes and more on the prophecy of pain to rally their supporters. Fear may mobilise voters, but it corrodes civic trust and narrows choice into a single "vote this, or else" imperative.

History warns against granting extra power to ruling majorities under "temporary emergency" conditions. California once led the way by establishing an independent redistricting commission, a triumph of civic principle over party advantage. It should be lead again, by launching a  movement for equal representation and a constitutional campaign to abolish gerrymandering nationwide.

Dirk Evenson
Mill Valley, California

Voracious vermin

New York is winning the race against rats, you argue ("Rats and charts", October 11th). Living beside Tompkins Square Park in East Village, we find that hard to believe. During a typical evening stroll in the park, our dog  chases at least 20 rats. That makes Hamilton Heights in north Manhattan, where 61 rats were reported in an entire year, seem like a rodent-free paradise.

Perhaps word has spread among Manhattan's food-deprived rodents that the feast has moved downtown, where large open bins still offer an all-day buffet of the finest leftovers from our neighbourhood's renowned eateries. Until all food waste is kept under lids, the East Village dog community will at least try to keep rats on their back paws.

Julian Slotman
New York



Barefoot doctor

I was pleased to read your article on whether "minimalist footwear", which mimics the experience of running barefoot, is good for runners ("Well informed", October 18th). It offered an excellent and balanced overview of the evidence on the risks and benefits of barefoot and minimal-footwear running. In 2015 we measured running styles based on data from over 220 members of the Barefoot Runners Society. We found that the risk of injury increased at least threefold during the transition from conventional to minimal-footwear or barefoot running. This supports your key point. Although minimal-footwear running may bring long-term benefits, the transition phase carries significant risk and must be approached gradually. Avoid the common pitfall of "doing too much too fast".

DR MARTIN DAUMER
Professor of computational medicine
Technical University of Munich

We took a poll

It is unclear, you said, why the response rate to surveys has dropped sharply since the 1990s ("Question 1: why are questionnaires in trouble?", October 19th). Anyone with email can tell you why. The internet has eliminated any barrier to creating a survey, guaranteeing that if something can be asked, it will, and repeatedly.

Everything from the banal ("Out of ten, how did you rate our customer service today?") to the harrowing ("Out of ten, how well did I run this afternoon's meeting?") must be probed. But the internet has also eliminated the awkwardness of not answering.  No longer must you make your apologies to a student with a clipboard. You can simply close your laptop and get on with your day. Questionnaires are useful. But fatigue has set in. So many are sent out, on every conceivable topic. Ignoring them is a reasonable choice.

Craig McCluskie
Edinburgh

After reading your piece on the diminishing responses to surveys, a pop-up question immediately appeared on your website asking if I had enjoyed the article. I declined to respond.

Neil Cowan
London




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/letters/2025/10/30/do-republicans-in-the-west-want-to-kill-more-wolves



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Letters
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Briefing
          
        

      

      By Invitation

      
        Peter York on Donald Trump's dictator-chic White House
        The new Gilded Age :: A style guru muses on the links between tackiness and tyranny

      

      
        
          	
            Letters
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Briefing
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The new Gilded Age
Peter York on Donald Trump's dictator-chic White House
A style guru muses on the links between tackiness and tyranny
Oct 30, 2025 06:02 PM



IT ALL STARTED with the multiplying golden blobs over everything in the Oval Office. The room is typical of the White House, a restrained building completed in 1800. The city around it is deliberately low-rise and "classical" by design, a capital built to express the "no kings" dignity of the late-18th-century republic.

Design geeks like me watched the constant Trump shows in that office aghast. The president and foreign leaders, from Volodymyr Zelensky to Sir Keir Starmer, sat on either side of the formerly plain white-marble chimneypiece. Over months of meetings more of these gilded mouldings appeared, some round, some rococo flourishes (ordered from Home Depot, said the comedians). They sprouted around the chimneypiece and also, shockingly, were stuck onto the fireplace marble itself--an act inconceivable to designers of the kind who advise on historic houses.

But the White House has moved into its own new Gilded Age. By mid-October, when Mark Rutte, NATO's secretary-general, visited, the Oval Office was covered in yet more bright new bits. Gilt vases on the chimneypiece, shiny cartouches under the historic pictures, which were themselves reframed in gilt, rather than wood. It couldn't have looked less Preppie, less Establishment, less Washington. It couldn't have looked more like Dictator Style, the look of absolute rulers around the world.

On July 31st the whole thing moved up a gear: Mr Trump announced that a beautiful ballroom would be built for the White House. There were no problems with planning or cost, he said, as it would be built near to but separate from the East Wing, leaving it unharmed but "modernised"; and rich friends would pay.

But on October 20th the demolition gangs arrived and began bulldozing the East Wing, which had been built in 1902 (making it historic by American standards) and contained a number of familiar offices including, notionally, the First Lady's. The whole thing was mostly rubble within days. After squeals of outrage Mr Trump changed his tune. He said that the East Wing had never been anything special anyway and after a "tremendous amount of study with some of the best architects in the world" (he didn't say who) they'd decided it all had to go, like unsavable rotten teeth.

The beautiful new ballroom would hold 900 people and cost over $300m. In the polystyrene model you could see that the familiar plan--the original house with its two later wings--was banged completely out of shape by the loss of the East Wing and the addition of a 90,000-square-foot room that looked like something attached to a Dubai hyper-hotel. A good comparison would be knocking down 11 Downing Street and replacing it with a mock-18th-century high-rise double the size of Number 10.

I was appalled, but not remotely surprised, because I'd literally written the book on Dictator Style back in 2006. My book described the interior style of 20th-century absolute rulers, from the Mexican dictator Porfirio Diaz through to Saddam Hussein, via Hitler, Mussolini, Marcos, Mobutu and Bokassa. I codified the style similarities of very dissimilar people in a parody of the "Get The Look" guides seen in smart design magazines.

Among these rules of thumb: make it the biggest anywhere, with mega-hotels your inspiration; go for "repro" styles inside and out (real old stuff looks dowdy; you want bright and new); gold everywhere, from walls and furniture to taps; huge chandeliers and mirrors; giant 19th-century oil paintings--nothing earlier or later--plus portraits of yourself; oodles of shiny new marble.

These rules came in handy when, ten years after the book came out, people asked me about the Trump look as seen in Mar-a-Lago, his Florida estate, and the Trump Tower penthouse in Manhattan. Was it Dictator Style? When I first saw the Trump Tower pictures in 2017, I couldn't believe that a real Manhattan American lived there--it looked more like a Saudi prince's place.

I reformulated the Dictator Style rules, aware that shocking the historian-curator class is exactly what they love to do in MAGA-land. It's called "owning the Libs" there. It means upsetting the "metropolitan liberal elite", life's over-educated regulators and clever-dick commentators. Upsetting them to the point of aesthetic PTSD. And Mr Trump's love of gold fits neatly within the logic of all dictators. For men who fear being forgotten, it promises permanence; for those with fragile egos, it signals power; and for those who dream of being kings, it gleams like a divine right.

At the White House Correspondents' dinner in 2011 President Barack Obama joked elegantly from the dais, showing a mock-up of what Mr Trump might do to the building if he ever became president. It featured an extra three storeys, a portico with gilded columns and a huge chandelier. On the top storey was the Trump brand in gigantic Times Roman. Below, it promised "Hotel. Casino. Golf course. Presidential suite".

The implication was that not only would Mr Trump vulgarise the place, he'd privatise it too, even turn it into a club like Mar-a-Lago. Mr Trump, who was in attendance, looked furious. Many commentators date his resolve to be president from that evening.

The East Wing was never marvellous, but it was seen as part of the historic whole. And the whole was a metaphor for the way Americans used to think about themselves and their constitution.

Paul Krugman, an American economist, recently wrote that "Tackiness and tyranny go hand in hand." One of Mr Trump's latest plans is for an overscale Arc de Triomphe in central Washington to celebrate America's 250th birthday. According to CBS News, when a White House correspondent asked the president who the arch was for, Mr Trump pointed at himself and said: "Me". #

Peter York is a consultant, broadcaster and author, whose books include "Dictator Style: Lifestyles of the World's Most Colourful Despots". He hosts the Peter York's Culture Wars House Party podcast. His books include "Dictator Style: Lifestyles of the World's Most Colourful Despots"  was published in and, most recently, "Dead Cat on the Table: Culture Wars and How Not to Lose Them".
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Core weakness
As new jobs in finance dry up, New York City's fiscal model is wilting
High taxes irk the rich and high prices plague everyone else
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM | New York, New York



AT 270 PARK AVENUE in midtown Manhattan, employees have moved into the immense new headquarters of JPMorgan Chase. The building boasts 2.5m square feet of office space and is almost 1,400 feet tall--more or less the same as the Empire State Building a mile to the south. Measuring an entire city block across, and built by a bank whose market capitalisation is climbing towards $1trn, the building gives the impression of unshakable dominion. For more than two centuries New York City has been a behemoth of trading, banking and money-management and an imposing gateway to capital markets for America and the world.



But below the towering spires, the city is losing its swagger. Whereas many parts of the world that once hosted humming factories gripe about deindustrialisation, New York faces a different challenge: call it "definancialisation". Its grip on America's finance industry, and its high-paying jobs, has weakened, and it is also losing its allure for the ultra-rich. That poses a threat to New York City's generous municipal welfare system, which is funded by milking the financiers using some of the highest local taxes in America. The ultra-rich and the finance industry are on a collision course with the city's likely next mayor, cheery left-winger Zohran Mamdani, who hopes to supercharge the city's tax-and-spend model, soaking businesses and the rich to pay for new social programmes.

The share of New York City's workers employed in finance and insurance has been in decline for years, falling from 11.5% in 1990 to 7.7% in August (see chart 1). Of the 233,000 jobs in the industry created in America over the past five years, the state of New York secured only around 19,000, behind Texas, Florida, North Carolina and Georgia. JPMorgan, its vast new skyscraper notwithstanding, employs more people in Texas than New York.
Start spreading the blues

Why is the city's financial pre-eminence slipping? Kathryn Wylde, head of the Partnership for New York City, an influential business group, blames a double-whammy of high costs and heavy taxes. New York state's corporate income tax, at 7.25%, is not especially burdensome. But the city, unusually, piles its own corporate income tax on top, as well as a levy for the regional transport network, leaving some local businesses paying more than 18% in local taxes alone.

Another burden comes from exacting local regulations on hiring, such as rules that prevent firms using AI tools without an independent audit on their bias, or those that stop employers asking potential employees about their criminal or salary history. The result is that financial firms can cut costs dramatically by shifting work to cheaper places. Goldman Sachs has nudged managers to move to Dallas and Salt Lake City. As of last year, Morgan Stanley is the largest employer in Alpharetta, Georgia, a distant suburb of Atlanta. In July Citigroup announced that it will expand its operations in Charlotte, North Carolina, hiring 510 people with an average salary of around $132,000, almost twice the state's median household income.

The shift at the corporate level is possible only because educated workers have been gravitating elsewhere, too. Between 2010 and 2024 the number of people with at least a bachelor's degree living in the New York metropolitan area rose by 32%, to 3.6m--by far the greatest concentration of skilled workers in America. But the overall number of Americans with a degree rose by 44% over the same period, meaning that their ranks have been swelling much faster in other cities. In Miami and Dallas the number of graduates has risen by more than 60%. In Charlotte and Austin, Texas, the number has more than doubled. Employers can find the workers they need in many more places.

Workers have good reason to shun New York, too. They also face high taxes and other costs. According to Bankrate, a price comparison website, the average cost of the most basic car insurance in New York is $1,729 a year, about $400 more than in the next-highest state. The average annual cost of a spot at a nursery in the city rose to $26,000 in 2024, a figure that has leapt by 43% since 2019. More than anything else, the sky-high cost of housing is a burden on both employers and employees alike. The median monthly rent for an apartment in New York City is around $3,600 according to Realtor.com, a property-listings website, more than twice the average of around $1,700 in America's 50 largest cities.

For the very richest, a change to federal tax laws in 2017 has been particularly important in driving people away from New York. Until then, taxpayers could deduct state and local taxes (SALT) from their income when calculating their federal tax bill. The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act passed during Donald Trump's first term as president capped this deduction at $10,000. That constituted a big increase in taxes for high-earners in places with high local taxes.
Longing to stray

Paul Singer and Carl Icahn, respectively the founders of Elliott Management and Icahn Enterprises, both big investment firms, are among the ultra-wealthy New Yorkers who have decamped to Florida. Mr Trump himself relocated there in 2019. According to the Citizens Budget Commission, a think-tank, New York state's share of American taxpayers reporting more than $1m in income declined from 12.7% in 2010 to 8.7% in 2022. Such people paid $34bn in income tax to the state and city in 2022, a figure that would have been $13bn higher if New York's share of millionaires had held up. Estimates from Goldman Sachs suggest that fully 10% of households in New York City with incomes of more than $10m established residency elsewhere between 2018 and 2023.

As the ultra-rich have headed for the exit, the city's employment growth has become concentrated in much worse-paid industries than finance. Since the end of 2019, New York has added more than 268,000 jobs in health care and social assistance, particularly home health care. Employment as a whole rose by just 220,000 over the same period, meaning that, if it was not for that industry, overall employment would have shrunk.



The shift is visible in pay packets. Wage growth accelerated in most of America in the aftermath of the covid-19 pandemic, as inflation surged and a tight labour market allowed workers to extract more from their employers. Not so in the country's biggest city. Whereas hourly wages in the private sector have risen by around 3% across the country since January 2020, after accounting for inflation, they have dropped by around 9% in New York City (see chart 2). No wonder Mr Mamdani's campaign platform, which focuses on the cost of living, has resonated so widely.

Optimists see a ray of hope in jobs in tech. Employment in the industry in New York City rose by 64% between 2014 and 2024, according to the Centre for an Urban Future, a local think-tank. Alphabet, which owns Google, opened a campus on the Hudson river in 2022. Last year OpenAI and Anthropic, two big artificial-intelligence firms, opened offices in the city, too.

It's been waiting for you

Even after the city government's efforts to persuade Amazon to move its headquarters to New York collapsed in 2019 under local opposition, the e-commerce giant has quietly expanded in the city. In 2023 it opened an office for 2,000 employees in Manhattan. In April it leased another 330,000 square feet nearby, taking over offices once occupied by HSBC--a symbolic handover from finance to tech.

But the tech industry cannot compensate entirely for the dearth of new jobs in finance. As of August, New York City hosted 84,000 employees in computer-systems design and related services, the group which includes well-paid software developers. That is less than a quarter of the 383,000 employed in finance and insurance. What's more, the industry and its employees face many of the same disincentives to expand in New York, including high taxes and a daunting cost of living.

For the city's government, a leaner finance industry, a smaller slice of the ultra-rich and a growing share of the population in low-wage work are big problems. No state spends more per person on welfare and education. New York shelled out $9,761 a head on the two in 2022, 72% more than Texas and 130% more than Florida (see chart 3). Daniel Wortel-London, a professor of history at Bard College and author of "The Menace of Prosperity", a recent book about New York's fiscal history, notes that the rise of the city's welfare state has been bound up with "elite-driven growth". Politicians have promoted the expansion of the highest-paying businesses to benefit from the tax revenue the firms and their employees generate.



The most expensive part of Mr Mamdani's platform is his plan to spend as much as $6bn a year to provide New Yorkers with free child care. Even for some of the city's well-paid finance workers, the idea sounds appealing. Mr Mamdani hopes to pay for this by getting the state government to raise New York's corporate tax rate to 11.5%, bringing it to the same level as neighbouring New Jersey, and by levying an additional 2% income tax on those with incomes of over $1m. Although New York's profligate legislature might embrace this idea, Kathy Hochul, the governor, would have to sign off on any tax rises, too, and she has repeatedly said she will not allow them. For the very wealthy and for businesses, the additional tax would simply strengthen the case for decamping to Fort Lauderdale or Dallas.

The fewer well-paid jobs there are, the more painful the city's housing costs will become. Complaints about ruinous rents in New York City are hardly new. But across the income distribution, housing is becoming a more pressing issue, both politically and economically.
Big town blues

For poorer New Yorkers, rent swallows up an ever-expanding proportion of their already constricted salaries. Over the past 20 years the amount of rent paid by low-income New Yorkers has climbed steadily. According to the city housing and vacancy survey, conducted every three years, households earning less than $70,000 (roughly the median for tenants) spent 54% of their incomes on rent. Among households earning the equivalent of $70,000 in 1991, rent accounted for less than 40% of their income.

The cost of housing is a headache for better-paid workers, too. According to The Economist's Carrie Bradshaw index, named for the protagonist of "Sex and the City", a television show set in the posh bars and expensive shoe stores of New York, locals would have had to earn $151,600 to be able to afford (ie, spend no more than 30% of their gross income on) the rent on a studio apartment in 2024. That is 50% higher than pricey cities like Boston and San Francisco. The Centre for an Urban Future, which published a bullish report on the prospects for the tech industry in the city, notes that the daunting cost of housing is the biggest constraint on its expansion.



Recently, there has been some good news about New York's housing squeeze. In December the city council approved the "City of Yes" amendments to zoning laws, which make it easier to convert offices into housing, loosen parking requirements for some new developments and allow taller buildings in less dense areas near public transport. The liberalisation may be the most positive outcome of the scandal-ridden tenure of Eric Adams, the current mayor. Last year 34,000 new apartments were built in the city, the highest number in 60 years. Developers were chasing an expiring tax relief when they rushed to complete projects, however. The performance is unlikely to be repeated this year.

Mr Mamdani's most notable policy on housing is to freeze rents for the roughly 1m "rent-stabilised" apartments across the city. That would be a boon to the millions of New Yorkers fortunate enough to live in such homes, but it would not help the remainder of the city's residents. Landlords who own both rent-stabilised apartments and ones rented at market rates would probably raise bills where they could, driving up costs for those already paying higher rent on the open market. With their incomes frozen, landlords would also drag their feet about maintaining rental properties. Developers and investors gripe that a freeze would discourage construction, too, since new buildings must include some rent-stabilised apartments to receive property-tax exemptions.



Mr Mamdani supported the "City of Yes" amendments and says that he wants 200,000 rent-stabilised apartments to be built over the next ten years, triple the current rate of construction. Some of the city's YIMBYs ("yes, in my back yard") are excited by promises to fast-track projects that include lots of rent-stabilised units. In a recent debate among candidates, Mr Mamdani said he wanted to make it easier to build apartments with free-market rents, too, by cutting red tape for all developers.

Whether Mr Mamdani's housing policy ends up including enough liberalisation to offset its socialist kludge remains to be seen. But nothing would do more to improve the economic circumstances of most New Yorkers than a dramatic expansion of the supply of housing.

Without a resurgence in high-paying jobs and a big jump in the number of homes in which workers of all incomes can live, New York will become a more economically ordinary American city--albeit one with extraordinary housing costs and a generous welfare system that its politicians wish only to expand. Worse still, the dimming of the city's pre-eminence in finance comes at a time when markets are booming, banks are in rude health and unemployment is low. What might happen if America's economy were to slow and the banking industry fall on hard times? As Ms Wylde says with resignation, "I'm afraid we're going to find out." #
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Schools in England
England's broken system for meeting special educational needs 
How a decade-old law created a public-policy disaster
Oct 30, 2025 03:54 PM



THE CLASSES at Westmorland Primary School are small, between five and eight pupils, and the atmosphere is calm. "Pupils, and their families, appreciate the great lengths that staff go to for them," Ofsted, the inspectorate, wrote after a visit in July, in which it judged the school "good". There are 80 pupils on the roll, but Westmorland is growing fast. This year it opened a secondary campus.

Westmorland is one of 35 schools for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) run by Witherslack Group, a private company. It in turn is owned by Mubadala Capital, the asset-management arm of Abu Dhabi's sovereign-wealth fund. You might wonder what attracts an Emirati private-equity company to a special-needs school in Chorley, an old mill-town in Lancashire. The answer helps explain just how broken England's special-needs system has become.



In the past decade spending on children with SEND in England has almost doubled, reaching PS11.6bn ($15.5bn). Yet even as costs have soared, no one thinks the system is working (Scotland and Wales have different systems which are less problematic). Teachers say they cannot cope; children are suffering; parents are pulling their hair out.

SEND is a broad category: it spans communication, cognition and learning, physical and sensory needs, and mental health. The number of children with SEND has risen steadily across the world for three decades. There is debate about how much of this is due to changes in society versus changes in diagnostic practices. Most experts say it is both. The covid-19 pandemic did not help.

Spend time in a classroom and you will see pupils with real difficulties. "I now see far more children with limited social skills, not interacting with other children, unable to sit still, just not ready for school," says an educational psychologist. England, however, has devised a uniquely bad system for supporting them. Its problems stem from the 2014 Children and Families Act--indeed they are a case study of how law can produce unintended consequences.

The act set out to enshrine "parent power", granting parents a legal right to financial support for their child based on an assessment, called an education, health and care plan (EHCP). These plans were supposed to be for children with severe needs. Critically, however, the money would follow the pupil. And at the same time other support--such as teaching assistants and speech-and-language services--was pared back due to funding cuts.

The result is an all-or-nothing system, which guarantees conflict. Schools tend to get extra support only if they can show a child is not succeeding. Their incentive is to get pupils onto plans, but more widely secondary schools in particular are pushed to focus on attainment over inclusion. Cash-strapped councils (which foot the bill for children with EHCPs) try to minimise costs, and struggle to keep pace with demand for assessments.

Nervous parents see an EHCP as the only way to get any support. Many have to wait years for an assessment, which can involve a maze of paperwork, expert reports and appeals. While parents usually win, the process takes a toll, and leaves educational psychologists tied up in bureaucracy rather than working practically with children and schools. Even if a child gets a plan, there is little guarantee that their school will be able to meet it.



Since the 2014 law came into effect the number of children with an EHCP has doubled. It is now more than 500,000 (see chart 2), or one in 20 pupils. As numbers have risen, the average level of per-pupil support has fallen by a third. There is huge variation across schools, with some secondary schools offering good SEND support and others very little. Some parents take matters into their own hands: since 2020 the number of children with SEND who are taught at home has doubled.

Demand has also surged for special schools, outside mainstream provision. The sector has grown by 50% in a decade, to 160,000 children. State schools have been unable to keep up, so the number of children in private special schools has soared, from 10,000 to 30,000. Most of these schools achieve good standards, but at a premium. Westmorland charges annual fees of PS85,617 ($114,000) per pupil, which must be paid by local authorities.

In the past private special schools had a niche role, says Luke Sibieta of the Institute for Fiscal Studies, a think-tank. In recent years they have become an "overflow". Their growth accounts for nearly a quarter of the rise in overall spending since 2018. Investors like Mubadala Capital are betting the trend will continue.

All this adds up to a gross misallocation of resources. The vast majority of children should be able to thrive in mainstream education, but many don't, which pushes money elsewhere, creating a downward spiral. The trial-by-combat system also penalises poorer families. A paper by the Sutton Trust, a think-tank, finds that two-thirds of middle-class parents spend money on ECHP applications, often running into four figures. They are almost twice as likely to secure a special-school place, compared with working-class parents.

A white paper was due this autumn. But on October 22nd the government said it would be delayed, to allow more time for consultation. Ministers could easily face a repeat of the summer rebellion over welfare--in which they were accused of fixing a hole in the public finances at the expense of the most vulnerable.
Doubling down

The best long-term solution would be to go back to a system in which schools are given funding to meet all of their pupils' needs, and the ability to decide how to use it. Wider education policy should encourage schools to see SEND as a core function. Ofsted could then hold them to account. Some schools already do a good job with limited resources. Making this the norm would require investment, but it would lower costs over time.

The problem with such a plan is that it would involve removing a legal power which, for battle-weary parents, has become a life raft. It could be deeply unpopular. A successful transition is therefore likely to require some element of double-funding (paying for the new, more flexible system while only gradually running down the existing one), to convince parents that provision will indeed improve. Building more special schools would also reduce the need for costly private places.

The trouble with all this, though, is that the government has no money for it. But if it does nothing, spending on special needs will keep rising, and producing the same maddening results. #

Clarification (October 28th 2025): The article was amended to clarify that Mubadala Capital is the asset-management arm of Abu Dhabi's sovereign-wealth fund.

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Pioneering Portsmouth
A fresh approach to helping children with special educational needs
An experiment with "neurodiversity profiles" is spreading across England
Oct 30, 2025 01:50 PM | Portsmouth



PANELS WITH colourful drawings hover over the canteen at Mayfield School in Portsmouth, a sprawling new building for nearly 1,500 pupils aged four to 16 years. It is more than decor: they are part of recent measures to make hallways calmer. Sensory problems, such as heightened sensitivity to noise or bright lights, are common in people with attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), autism and other "neurodivergent" conditions. They can make a child feel overwhelmed.

One in four pupils at the school--and one in five in England as a whole--has special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), based on assessments by their teachers. Nationwide, external assessment designate a quarter of those pupils as complex cases, requiring legally binding plans for support.

A new government programme, covering one in six primary schools, is training teachers in how such children understand the world. This initiative is borne out of desperation. Children who received a diagnosis in 2022-24 were waiting an average of two years for a first assessment through the National Health Service (NHS). In some areas the waiting time is now ten years. But when they finally reach the front of the queue, parents realise that a diagnosis does not resolve their child's problems. "It felt like a cliff," says Elise Meyer, a parents' representative in Portsmouth's council, about her son's ADHD diagnosis. "It's a report. And you're left on your own."

In 2022 Portsmouth pioneered a different model, which is now being tested in other parts of England, including Bristol, Cornwall, Kent and Manchester. In Portsmouth, students with behavioural and learning difficulties are no longer referred to the NHS automatically for a medical diagnosis. Instead, each school's SEND co-ordinator or a designated teacher sits down with parents to draw up the child's "neurodiversity profile". The goal is for teachers and parents to understand when the child is at their best and at their worst. This helps identify specific things that can help, including the child's strengths (creativity, say, or a keen eye for patterns).

The adaptations are often simple. At Mayfield, some students have a timeout pass to leave class for a few minutes when they need a quiet space to reset or a short break to run up and down the stairs. Tinted plastic overlays help children with dyslexic symptoms (the colour stops letters and words from dancing on the page). Knowing what it takes for some children to just show up at school, teachers don't make a fuss if they are missing the uniform's tie.

Verity Howard, who manages Mayfield's SEND programme, says the profiles have been "really useful". Classes are now organised with neurodiversity in mind. They include group-work (to move around and learn how to work with others), as well as deep-focus tasks (a mode relished by autistic people). For a worked-example exercise, a teacher may use lyrics from a child's favourite pop star or themes from their favourite film. A fidgety child may be tapped to clear the board or hand out the worksheets in class, to get them moving.

Parents in Portsmouth get more help too. The city council has set up a neurodiversity service hub, staffed by educational psychologists, therapists and counsellors. They provide advice to parents on how to manage challenging behaviour, improve sleep, reduce anxiety and try small things that help some children, such as weighted blankets for sensory issues.

Researchers are just starting to look at what difference this approach makes. Anecdotally, officials in some places that have tried it reckon it improves school attendance. In Portsmouth new referrals for diagnostic assessments have plateaued, but partly because the bar is now set higher: a referral is considered if two rounds of the neurodiversity profile, weeks apart, show that a child is not doing better. In some cases what looks like ADHD stems from poor sleep or too much screen time--so parents get advice on that instead. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Running clubs
Parkrun has become an unwitting British public-health success
A 5km Saturday jog has captured runners and non-runners around the world
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM | Bushy Park

Running, not racing

BUSHY PARK, in London's leafy Richmond area, has become an unlikely place of pilgrimage. Annie, a warehouse worker, travelled here from Belfast after her running friends clubbed together to buy flights for her 60th birthday. She joins parents with pushchairs, pensioners and puppies as they get ready to charge--or chat--their way around the park. Home of the first Parkrun event 21 years ago, Bushy is the "Holy Grail", says a veteran of 350 such runs.

Every Saturday at 9am starting guns sound in 880 spots around Britain, from Land's End to Shetland, for a 5km run or walk. Parkrun is free. Attendance has grown from 13 at the opening run in 2004 to 200,000 across the country on a typical Saturday now. In Britain nearly 3.9m people have completed at least one parkrun. The simple formula has spread to 23 countries, as far as Australia and Eswatini. On Sundays there are now 490 children's 2km runs as well.

What began as a way for Paul Sinton-Hewitt, a keen runner, to stay in touch with friends has unwittingly turned into one of Britain's most successful public-health schemes. A recent study by Steve Haake, at Sheffield Hallam University, estimates the benefits to the country could be as high as PS668m a year. The World Health Organisation has given it a seal of approval.

The secret behind Parkrun's popularity is its inclusivity. Its mantra is "a run, not a race". Some runners obsess over personal records, but most turn up for the fun and friendships. The scheme has been found to reduce loneliness and 70% of participants report an improvement in mental health. A partnership with the Royal College of General Practitioners has led GPs from 2,000 practices to prescribe Parkrun to patients.

In 2024 the charity removed the course records from its website to deter overly competitive running, much to the chagrin of overly competitive runners. Participation is lower in more deprived areas; a particular shame as poorer people who take part report the greatest improvements to their fitness and happiness. It is, as one supportive GP put it, "still quite middle-class". An annual grant of PS1m ($1.3m) from Sport England, a public sport-funding body, aims to remedy that. A quarter of new parkruns are in deprived areas. There are also around 20 parkruns in British prisons.

The success of Parkrun has been precisely that it did not start as a public-health initiative, notes David Hindley, of Nottingham Trent University. For Annie, it is a reason to go the extra mile. Past the finish at Bushy she ranks it among her other parkruns: "Absolute number one," she beams. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Questionable value
Question 1: why are questionnaires in trouble?
A literary genre that changed the world is struggling 
Oct 30, 2025 01:50 PM

Can you spare 45 minutes?

THE QUESTIONNAIRE began simply. What, asked Q1, "is her name"? It was followed by Q2: "When was she born?" Then, because witches can be tricky, the questions on this 17th-century form took a tougher turn. When, asked Q28, did she first keep "the company of the evil enemy"? There were queries on whether she "did help exhume children" (Q71) or (Q75) shape-shifted. Questionnaires have always been a trial: in early-modern Europe, more literally so than later.

Questionnaires have changed the world. Interest-rate decisions are in part based on them; GDP is calculated using them; sexual revolutions have been spurred on by them. Their insistent inquiries--are you M or F? White, black, Asian or other? 35-44, 45-54?--form a background hum to modern life. It is hard to buy a product, or run a country, without one. Britain questions its citizens on everything from their religious habits to their drugs ones ("Thinking only about the LAST TIME you took drugs", asks one national survey, "WHICH drug did you take?").

Or tries to. Britain is suffering from a "crisis" in survey-response rates. Responses to Britain's labour-force survey, which helps central bankers set interest rates, have fallen from 70% in the late 1990s to 20% now. Those to surveys on the cost of living, crime and health have also declined precipitously. The cause of this crisis is not clear: a fall in civic-mindedness is one possibility; a fall in attention spans (some surveys take 45 minutes) is another. What is clear is that the questionnaire is in trouble.

The witch trials died out; the format did not. By the 18th and 19th centuries, English enlightenment ideals were spreading across the world. With them went lists of questions that quizzed everyone from farmers ("59. What quantity of Cyder is generally made yearly?" asked one clergyman of his parishioners in the 1750s) to foreigners. "May a man have several wives?" asked an explorer's survey in 1889. And, nervously: "72. Is cannibalism practised?"

Quite when such lists of questions gained that -aire and their scientific air is debated. Most credit the one sent in 1874 by Francis Galton, a polymath and eugenicist who would later survey where the prettiest women in Britain were (London, he thought) and the most hideous (Aberdeen). But first he surveyed the "English Men of Science" on their "Nature and Nurture", asking them about everything from their education to the size of the "inside of rim of [their] hat". Those men of science were distressed; Charles Darwin found answering such questions "impossible".

Such distaste did not matter: the prospect of studying mankind en masse was too tempting for intellectuals to ignore. Though respondents remained reticent: in 1880 Karl Marx sent 25,000 copies of a questionnaire to workers, asking them about their "capitalist owners". The workers of the world--who were presumably too busy working--did not respond. For decades the questionnaire was less a scientific tool than, as the writer Evan Kindley puts it, "a utopian literary genre".

Yet it became a ubiquitous one. Response rates improved; by the 1940s in America Gallup used the questionnaire to ask "What is the common man thinking?" (thus laying the foundations of modern opinion polling); Alfred Kinsey, a biologist, asked the American male about "premarital petting" (laying the foundations of modern notions of sexuality); Isabel Briggs Myers, a novelist, asked people whether they "(a) eat to live, or (b) live to eat" (laying the foundations for a lot of nonsense). Questionnaires, says Daniel Midena, an academic, have "changed how we view ourselves".

Not always, many felt, for the better. Humanity, having put itself into boxes, promptly felt boxed in by them. In 1945 the British poet W.H. Auden was sent to Germany with the United States Strategic Bombing Survey to, as another surveyor put it, "go round and ask the Germans how they felt about being bombed" ("not good", in short). Auden was repelled by the process of sifting and organising humanity: "Thou shalt not answer questionnaires," he later wrote in a poem. Britons, it seems, are now listening to Auden. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Catch and release
Britain's overstretched prisons are releasing inmates by mistake
The release of a convicted sex offender is a particularly egregious example
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM



THE EPISODE is a justice secretary's worst nightmare. An asylum-seeker arrives on a small boat, and is arrested days later for sexual assault of a woman and a 14-year-old schoolgirl. Protests outside the hotel that housed him follow; dozens of protesters are arrested and the offender is eventually sentenced to 12 months in prison. After a few weeks he is accidentally released.



Hadush Kebatu, from Ethiopia, was awaiting deportation after his sentencing, but a comedy of errors led to his release from Chelmsford prison. Mr Kebatu was meant to remain in custody, but instead was instructed to take a train to find an immigration-removal centre. Seemingly wanting to follow these instructions, though thoroughly confused, he returned to the prison's reception multiple times before making his way to the train station and on to London, where he was caught again two days later. On October 28th he was deported to Ethiopia.

Mistaken releases, where a prisoner had no intent of escaping, have surged at prisons in England and Wales, to 262 in 2024-25 (see chart). This is more than double the number of the previous year, and nearly five times the average of the prior 15 years. Such errors happen when resources are stretched. Overcrowding is leading to a higher churn of prisoners and increased administrative burden on inexperienced staff, warns Charlie Taylor, the chief inspector of prisons. As blunders go, this was an especially impressive one. It won't be the last. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Defying gravity
A Welsh startup wants to make semiconductors in space
If successful, Space Forge could send the chip wars into orbit
Oct 30, 2025 01:50 PM



IN A BUSINESS park near Cardiff Steven Grey, an engineer for Space Forge, a British startup, watches a yellow dot inch across his screen. It is ForgeStar-1, a satellite drifting over the Pacific, one speck among more than 14,000 in orbit. "We're in quite a boring phase right now," says Mr Grey. He spends his days checking readouts from the satellite and watching for glitches from the South Atlantic Anomaly, a patch of fierce radiation. (The last thrill was a 0.002% chance of colliding with the fag-end of a Chinese rocket.) Yet if things go to plan far more excitement awaits for Space Forge. Its mission is to make material for semiconductors in space.

Space Forge's ambitions have long defied gravity. Before founding their firm in 2018 two colleagues, Josh Western and Andrew Bacon, toyed with other zany ideas--mining asteroids, charging tourists to play Quidditch on the International Space Station (ISS), even building hotels on the moon. Then, in a pub, they hit on the notion of using the peculiarities of the orbital environment, with its microgravity and easy access to vacuum, to revolutionise manufacturing. The startup grew in the garage of Mr Bacon's girlfriend.

Today, Space Forge shares the Cardiff estate with a boiler-maintenance firm and a paving company, and lacks room for its 75 staff. Yet from this unlikely base it has secured partnerships with BT, a telecoms firm, and Northrop Grumman, an American defence giant. In May it raised PS22.6m ($30m) in a funding round led by NATO's Innovation Fund, the largest "Series A" funding for a space-tech startup in Britain.

Why all the interest? The world runs on semiconductors and the electronics they enable. Chips, built on wafer-thin slices of semiconductor materials made from pure crystal, are vital for artificial-intelligence models and defence systems. In an age of geopolitical tension, making semiconductor materials in Europe (or indeed above it) is seen as crucial to building resilience and sovereignty, as the Dutch government's recent seizure of Nexperia, a chipmaker, from its Chinese owner shows. As well as defence and telecoms, Space Forge says it has potential buyers for its semiconductor material lined up in the automotive and quantum-computing industries.

The idea of making semiconductors in space is not new. Astronauts first grew crystals on NASA's Skylab space station in 1973. Subsequent experiments on shuttles and the ISS have shown that space is a near-perfect factory for yielding purer, higher-grade materials. With almost no gravity, it should be easier to keep crystals from warping or cracking as they form; in an ultra-clean vacuum, it is harder for materials to be contaminated as they can be on Earth, resulting in fewer impurities. Yet until recently manufacturing on a commercial scale has proved too difficult. Costs were prohibitive, and there was no safe way to return the crystals to Earth.

Now the barriers are falling. To protect its cargo as it re-enters Earth's atmosphere, Space Forge engineers have built a folding ceramic heat shield named Pridwen, after the shield of King Arthur, a national hero of Welsh origin. It will also act like an umbrella, slowing the speed at which satellites land, and enabling them to be reused.
Land of fly farther

Other costs are also going down. Space X, Elon Musk's rocket firm, takes satellites into low-Earth orbit for around $2,000 per kilogram--a fifteenth of the cost in 2010. Investors, including World Fund, a climate venture-capital firm, believe Space Forge's work could save vast amounts of energy. Manufacturing in orbit should produce semiconductor materials with fewer defects, making the technologies they power more energy-efficient. Some firms are attempting similar things in other industries: to improve certain drugs Varda Space Industries, an American startup, is also trying to crystallise ingredients in orbit.

The ride has not always been smooth. In 2022 Space Forge lost its first satellite when the rocket carrying it, launched by Virgin Orbit in Cornwall, failed. The mishap is commemorated at Space Forge on a wall of framed certificates for "Failure of the Month". Yet in June, ForgeStar-1 successfully detached from a Falcon 9 rocket made by Space X and entered orbit (one of 70 satellites launched from Florida on that rocket). Engineers are now twiddling dials to adjust the microwave-oven-size satellite, trying to create the right conditions for the crystal seeds they hope to grow in their space factory on future flights. They would then aim to finish growing the crystals on land, before slicing them into wafers for their customers.

The company's future depends most on whether its celestial mission succeeds. But it has earthly concerns too. Britain's energy prices are among the world's highest. The firm was quoted PS1m ($1.3m) to dig eight metres of road to a substation. Mr Western, a former civil servant, laments that the government lacks a cohesive strategy. Ten agencies oversee space activity, and co-ordination between them is poor. Space Forge has Britain's first in-space manufacturing licence, but not one for re-entry (though officials at the Civil Aviation Authority, one of those dastardly regulators, point out that they have licensed around 400 activities in space).

Despite the Union and Welsh flags on the wall, the pull from abroad may get harder to ignore. Space Forge has set up an American arm, drawn in part by the subsidies offered by the previous administration's CHIPS Act and Donald Trump's onshoring drive. "We've had very high offers from Europe and the US to move," says Mr Western. For now, a key hope for British space manufacturing rests in Cardiff.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bagehot
The idolatry of victimhood 
An obsession with victims leads to bad policy, dire politics and more pain
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM



WHEN FOUR grooming-gang victims resigned from an inquiry on the topic, they called for Jess Phillips, the minister whose portfolio includes safeguarding women and girls, to quit. Kemi Badenoch, the Conservative leader, joined in. Nigel Farage even held a press conference alongside Ellie Reynolds, one of the four, calling both for Ms Phillips's exit and a parliamentary inquiry. One factor helped keep Ms Phillips in place: other victims who in turn promised to quit if Ms Phillips were removed. It took a victim to stop a victim.

There is no better summary of the increasingly dominant role victims play in British politics. Since the start of 2020 "victims" have been mentioned in Parliament 16,515 times, more than "Brexit" (10,797 times), "welfare" (9,978), "immigration" (8,644), "pensioners" (3,438) and "voters" (2,540).

It was not always like this. Once, the British state cared little about the victims of its failures. In 1966 a coal tip collapsed at Aberfan, a Welsh village, sending 150,000 tonnes of spoil onto a school. It killed 144 people, including 116 children. The National Coal Board, the state body responsible, denied any wrongdoing before offering PS50 ($66) compensation for each dead child. Eventually it gave PS500, or about the price of an Austin Mini, a car.



Until well into the 1970s and 1980s it was the norm, rather than the exception, for the state to treat people with casual contempt or outright brutality. Whether it was police lying about how 97 Liverpool football fans died due to a crush at Hillsborough stadium, or the National Health Service carelessly infecting patients with HIV and other diseases via tainted blood, the British state mixed cruelty, incompetence and impunity. Only in the late 1990s and 2000s did this attitude begin to shift. Victims could fight back. The Human Rights Act made it simpler to challenge government failure. And so began the ascent of the victim in political life.

Now, victims dominate. A victims' commissioner (the current one a victim herself) was created in 2010. Inquiries, once a rarity, became an instinctive reaction to any government mistake. Laws named after victims pass Parliament with ease, dealing with everything from mould in flats to terrorism. A victims and courts bill, which will give victims more rights in their dealings with the police, is weaving its way into law.

If any man personifies the rise of the victim it is Sir Keir Starmer. The prime minister has few fully formed political beliefs beyond a vague idea that human rights are good because the state can be very bad. Victims are mentioned 24 times in Labour's most recent manifesto. For comparison, "pensioners" appear twice. At the party's annual conference in Liverpool the Labour leader was introduced on stage by Margaret Aspinall, whose son died at Hillsborough. "This party was founded to hear working-class people like that," said Sir Keir. "To look directly into the eyes of their suffering." Labour once advanced their economic interests, now it manages their emotional needs.

It is, however, a hollow politics that leads to bad policy. Victims petrify politicians. They are apex stakeholders. Normal rules for decisions--risk, cost, proportionality--are thrown away when they are involved. What if a headline suggests ministers snubbed victims? Write the cheque. Civil servants, always cautious, become cowards. Campaigners know this. The unedifying spectacle of a grieving parent wheeled in front of cameras to push a particular policy, whether limits on smartphones or ninja swords, has become a political trump card.

Trade-offs are ignored when victims campaign. Martyn's law, named after a victim of a suicide-bombing at a concert in Manchester in 2017, requires any venue that can hold more than 200 people to have an anti-terror plan, even if it is a village hall. It is likely to cost businesses about PS170m ($225m) a year to comply and bring about PS2m of benefits, mainly from lower crime. A careful balancing of interests is close to impossible if a victim's mother is involved. "This would not have happened without your campaigning," said Sir Keir at a meeting with Martyn's mother, rightly. 

Justice is often delayed in the name of victims. Inquiries are now sprawling affairs, with victims involved at every step. The result is a less nimble and more costly process (which the state will soon finance for any victim, thanks to a bill named after the Hillsborough disaster). Short, sharp inquiries have become impossible. One on covid-19 is in its third year, with costs projected to be over PS200m. Yet victims rarely leave the process happy. Anyone responsible has probably left office; any advice is dangerously late. Placating victims potentially creates more. The state can harm when it is callous, and it can harm when it is trying to be kind.
From stiff upper lips to blubbering Blighty

Allowing victims a hallowed status in British politics ignores the fact that state failures are collective scandals. Hillsborough could easily have happened at another stadium to other fans. Grenfell was not the only tower caked in flammable material. Grooming gangs were so widespread that any vulnerable girl could have been dragged in. When victims play such a large role, what should be society's problem becomes an individual one. What is left is a mangled Thatcherite philosophy: there is no such thing as society, only victims and their families. 

In this way British politics becomes an autocracy of lived experience, in which politicians advise and victims decide. For a politician as vapid as Sir Keir or as cynical as Mr Farage perhaps this is no bad thing. A world in which rape victims are compelled to argue with each other over the future of a government minister, cheered on by elected politicians, is a depressing one. But it is the one Britain inhabits. It is a final dereliction of duty to people the state has already failed once and now does again. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Paying the charge
Europe's need for green electricity is blowing fuses
Grid operators plan to spend hundreds of billions to keep up
Oct 30, 2025 04:23 PM | Delft



DELFT UNIVERSITY'S Electrical Sustainable Power Lab occupies a 25-metre-tall peak-roofed shed, a cross between a hayloft and an aeroplane hangar, not far from where Vermeer painted his celebrated view of the city. The inside has a Frankenstein feel: arrays of corona rings on poles, a multistorey stack of power cells that can simulate lightning. The supercomputer is upstairs, inside a Faraday cage that insulates it from magnetic fields (a wise precaution when there is mock lightning about). But the most unusual thing at the lab is the software running on that supercomputer: a virtual model of a high-voltage electric grid, with all of its power plants, transmission lines and substations.

The model, one of the most sophisticated in Europe, is known as a "digital twin". "For 150 years electrical engineers were trying to predict grid responses using differential equations," says Peter Palensky, the lab's head. Now they can experiment with a mock-up based on real-world data. An unexpected change can ripple out and cause a blackout, as happened in 2022 when Russian hackers inserted malware into circuit-breakers in Ukraine, or last April when frequency disturbances crashed the grids in Spain and Portugal.

Beyond preparing for calamities, digital twins have a broader mission: understanding the complexity of modern grids. Cars, homes and industries are switching from fossil fuels to electricity, and data centres' thirst for kilowatt-hours is insatiable. Renewable power sources such as solar and wind are intermittent; they may supply too much or too little at a given time. So grids need to shuffle huge amounts of current all over Europe, shutting down overloaded nodes or using batteries to store charge.

All this requires enormous upgrades. Local electricity suppliers, or distribution system operators (DSOs), have long queues of businesses waiting to be connected. Transmission system operators (TSOs), which run the regional or countrywide grids that bring power to DSOs, are frantically building high-tension lines, substations and interconnectors between countries. Italy's national grid operator, Terna, is investing EU18bn ($21bn) in  2024-28. France's RTE plans to invest EU100bn between 2025 and 2040. TenneT, the sole TSO in the Netherlands and the biggest in Germany, plans to spend a whopping EU200bn by 2034. ENTSO-E, the European TSO regulator, estimates the total amount needed to meet the European Union's electrification goals by 2050 at a staggering EU800bn.





The economic implications are stark. Last year's report on the EU's competitiveness problems written by Mario Draghi, a former governor of the European Central Bank and Italian prime minister, started its recommendations with energy costs. Electricity prices in Europe are typically two to three times those in America. The continent has largely exhausted its fossil fuels and has banned Russian gas. That leaves renewables, which require fixing the grids.

One measure of the challenge is the backlog in hook-ups. Italy's national renewable-energy plan envisaged 65 gigawatts (GW) worth of capacity by 2030. In fact the country already has 350 GW-worth of applications. In the Dutch grid, congestion at one point led the government to block permits for non-residential connections. In Germany 500 GW-worth of battery projects have applied for connections, more than 20 times the current capacity. (Not all are serious: the country's first-come, first-served rule for electric hook-ups encourages entrepreneurs to file speculative applications and sit on them.)



Another is the increasing frequency of negative prices in electricity markets. When supply exceeds demand, whether because of a lack of storage or an inability to get current to where it is needed, many grid operators pay consumers to take their power. In 2024 Germany had negative prices 5% of the time, up from 3% in 2023 (though nowhere near the 25% rate in parts of Australia). In the first eight months of this year that rose to 10% (see chart 1). "The market is screaming for capacity," says Michael Waldner, CEO of Pexapark, a Zurich-based renewable energy consultancy.

Volatile markets do, however, incentivise entrepreneurs to build storage. Battery operators earn money by taking power from the grid when prices are low and selling it back when they rise. Such arbitrage is one reason for Europe's battery boom: grids added a record 8.8 GW-hours of storage in 2024, 80% more than in 2023 and ten times as much as in 2020 (see chart 2).

Yet if batteries are built willy-nilly wherever land is cheap, they add headaches for grid operators who must connect and send them power over congested lines. "They exacerbate the flow problems," says Vera Brenzel, policy director at TenneT. Governments should require that battery entrepreneurs build close to renewable power sources, she argues.



Some of Europe's problems are the same ones arising everywhere. For example, renewable energy sources do not naturally supply "system inertia", the tendency of traditional generators to resist frequency deviations because they are powered by heavy turbines spinning at a constant rate. Hence modern grids need electronic devices to create synthetic inertia. Renewables are also less able to supply reactive power, the unconsumed power needed simply to keep current moving.

But other challenges are about regulation, not technology. In theory, it is in Europeans' interests to have seamless markets that link power-rich places (Scandinavia with its hydroelectric dams) with power-hungry ones (southern Germany's factories). But countries with cheap, stable power often worry that linking to their neighbours will raise domestic prices.

Indeed, an evaluation by ENTSO-E found that permitting delays are the most important barrier to grid upgrades. One interconnector project between Italy and Slovenia has been authorised on the Italian side since 2012 but is only now finishing the permitting process; on the Slovenian side it is still under consideration. To speed up permitting in Italy, last summer the grid operator introduced a new system that breaks the country into "microzones"; those that issue permits faster will get priority for connections.

The grid's cross-border nature makes it a logical job for the EU. The bloc's next seven-year budget proposes to raise its spending on grids to over EU30bn, from EU5.8bn in the previous seven years. But ultimately, whether Europe can lower its electricity costs quickly enough to stay competitive depends on how fast its industry can build power lines, batteries and substations. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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A silent crisis
Aid cuts are devastating health services in Africa 
The sudden dismantling of USAID has led to more death and disease 
Oct 30, 2025 01:50 PM | KIRYANDONGO and SAMBAVA 



"IT'S HEARTBREAKING," says Velontafa Jackia, a doctor based in Sambava, in the north-east of Madagascar. Until this year she was part of a project funded by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) that helped send health workers to even the remotest parts of the impoverished island. But since the funding stopped, fewer patients have been seen. Ms Jackia lists the effects: more birth complications, more maternal deaths, more malarial deaths and "lots of outbreaks". She sighs: "We've been reliant too much on aid and now it's gone."

Nine months after Donald Trump's administration began dismantling USAID the effects are being felt across sub-Saharan Africa, where America supplied more than two-thirds of the bilateral aid for public health. The Trump administration says the largesse created a "culture of dependency". Its America First Global Health Strategy, published in September, says recipient governments must do more of the work and pay for more of it themselves. This is a good idea in theory, but in practice many people are going to die as aid is reduced.



America became the "indispensable nation" for African public health, notes Jeremy Nel, a South African doctor specialising in HIV. In 21 African countries its aid equalled at least 20% of government health spending; in eight it was over 50%; and in three countries (Somalia, South Sudan and Malawi) it exceeded government spending (see chart). America was also the largest single donor to global bodies like the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, and UN agencies like Unicef (which helps children), the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the World Food Programme (WFP).

These contributions have "collapsed", notes Charles Kenny of the Centre for Global Development (CGD), a think tank. According to estimates of disbursals for the 2025 fiscal year (which runs from October to September), WFP received $326m v $4.3bn in the previous fiscal year. Also cut were funds for the WHO ($133m v $553m), the Global Fund ($1.3bn v $2.3bn) and Unicef ($265m v $1.1bn).

The fate of bilateral aid--ie, money not spent via international groups--is harder to gauge. Typically this aid was disbursed via thousands of contracts with third parties, usually NGOs, who then implemented programmes in the relevant country. As of August 1st, 86% of USAID contracts (and 77% of those related to health) had been terminated. Since some of the largest contracts remain in place, the percentage drop in funding is less dramatic. Mr Kenny estimates that there will be a 38% drop in aid spending in 2025 from 2024.

Foreign aid could be constrained for many years; 2024 and 2025 will probably mark two years of consecutive bilateral aid cuts by the four largest donors (America, Britain, France and Germany) for the first time since the OECD, a club of mainly rich countries, started collecting data. Britain is cutting its aid spending from 0.5% of gross national income to 0.3% by 2027. Mr Trump's proposed budget for 2026 has a two-thirds cut in bilateral health funding relative to 2025, and no money for the WHO, GAVI (a vaccine funder) or the Global Fund.

The impact of aid cuts on Africans' health is obscured by the fact that the data systems used to track disease were paid for by American aid--and have largely been shut down. But two sources of information suggest reasons to worry. The first are analysts' estimates that take the relationship between previous aid spending and the deaths that it averted, then in effect undo it to estimate the additional mortality. Mr Kenny and Justin Sandefur, another economist, reckon that Mr Trump's recent budget proposals would put as many as 1m lives at risk, mostly from more untreated cases of HIV, tuberculosis and malaria.

The State Department, which has absorbed some of USAID's functions, has said it would maintain "life-saving" work. This includes antiretroviral drugs for HIV and salaries for health workers who administer them as part of PEPFAR, America's flagship anti-AIDS programme. But another analysis for CGD found that contracts for these elements affecting 2.3m people had still been cancelled. In addition, cuts to preventive programmes put hundreds of thousands at risk of new HIV infections.

State has said it will provide "bridging" funding for countries until they strike new bilateral deals with America, but there is little sign of the money. And many of the NGOs best placed to spend it have closed down operations. Meanwhile, the European governments that many Africans hoped might help fill gaps are, at least in some cases, doing the opposite.

The second source of information comes from on-the-ground reports of chaos across Africa. In South Africa, where PEPFAR paid for only a minority of anti-HIV programmes, clinics have been receiving "HIV migrants" from neighbouring Eswatini, Lesotho, Mozambique and Zimbabwe, unable to find drugs in their countries. "We are going backwards," says Olive Shisana, a South African epidemiologist, who cites estimates by the UN that there could be more than 6m new HIV infections and 4m more deaths from AIDS by 2030 than would otherwise be the case.

In Madagascar people who used to work for American-funded projects worry about a looming crisis in the island's south. The area is subject to regular drought and mass hunger. But the supply of emergency food is "a tenth of what it was" last year, says a senior humanitarian figure.

Across Africa, refugee camps are vulnerable. In Kiryandongo, in Uganda, America paid for about 60% of the WFP budget. Ronald Onen, from South Sudan, says that in April he was told he no longer qualified for food rations. "You can imagine the problems, the stress, this has caused," he says.

In July hundreds of South Sudanese refugees with sticks and machetes attacked a compound housing newcomers who had fled the war in Sudan--and supplies. Over a hundred were injured and one killed. One mother said the attackers stole food, including the dinner her children were about to eat, which was part of their food aid.

Similarly troubling reports come from north-eastern Nigeria, where America footed the bill for 60% of humanitarian costs. NGOs say they are turning away famished children. In Somalia the WFP says it must cut the number getting food aid from 1.1m in August to 350,000, less than a tenth of those the agency says require help.

Basic preventive health care has suffered too. In early October CGD noticed a rise in cholera in Angola, Congo, Sudan and South Sudan. In each case there was a reduction in American funding for "WASH" projects--water, sanitation and hygiene.

African policymakers are paying lip service to the idea that the crisis offers an opportunity. "We cannot build healthier populations purely on the generosity of other nations," said Muhammad Ali Pate, the Nigerian health minister, in August. But the NGOs and local officials dealing with the fallout are gloomier. Seramila Teddy, who governs the Madagascan province where Dr Jackia works, says he has no money to dispatch health workers to remote areas. South Africa's government has said it will replace the lost PEPFAR funding, but NGOs say no cash has arrived.

A silent crisis could be dangerously convenient for both sides. America does not want to be blamed for contributing to the deaths of Africans; African governments do not want to look weak and incompetent. All the while, the signs are growing that America First also means Africa last. #

Sign up to the Analysing Africa, a weekly newsletter that keeps you in the loop about the world's youngest--and least understood--continent.
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Defending Ukraine
What will it cost to make Vladimir Putin stop?
Europe must offer Ukraine a big enough financial package to deter the Kremlin
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM | BERLIN, BRUSSELS AND KYIV



"HISTORY TEACHES that wars begin when governments believe the price of aggression is cheap," argued President Ronald Reagan in 1984. He oversaw a vast increase in America's defence budget that the Soviet Union could try to counter only by wrecking its economy. By the end of the decade the "evil empire" was collapsing.

Today Europe is confronted by a similar external threat in the form of an aggressive Russia that is determined to destroy Ukraine and break the unity of NATO. To stop it, Ukraine needs to be supplied with enough money and materiel to defend itself, keep its economy afloat and impose a punishing cost on Russia. Ukraine's backers also need to signal credibly that they will support the country for as long as it takes to make it clear to Vladimir Putin that he cannot win a long war. The difference now is that Europe will have to foot this bill almost entirely without America, which under President Donald Trump is walking away from an alliance that kept the peace in Europe for 70 years.

The task is daunting. We calculate that Ukraine will need approximately $389bn in cash and arms over the four years from 2026 to 2029 (for consistency we are using dollars and constant prices throughout), mainly from Europe. That is almost double the roughly $206bn that Europe has supplied since just before the war started in February 2022. Over the same period America gave about $133bn in cash and weapons. Put another way, the cost of supporting Ukraine without America to the remaining members of NATO will need to increase from about 0.2% of GDP to 0.4%. Whether Europe rises to this challenge will be a test of its aspirations to "strategic autonomy", by which it means it can act in its own foreign-policy interests without depending on America (or China).

Ukraine's government currently has a direct defence budget of about $65bn a year. It also spends another $73bn a year on all other government services and outlays, according to Dragon Capital, an investment firm in Kyiv. The government raises close to $90bn in revenues domestically, leaving it with an annual budget deficit of about $50bn. In addition it relies on donated weapons, such as American rockets and European air-defence systems, which are valued at some $40bn this year, according to data from the Ukrainian defence ministry shared with The Economist.

This has been enough for Ukraine to hold the line, but only just. Ukraine's own spending on defence has been increasing by about 20% a year to stay at roughly two-thirds the value of Russia's rising spending, though this comparison may flatter Ukraine. A senior Ukrainian official suggests Russia's actual expenditure on the war may be more than double its official budget.

How much more Ukraine needs depends largely on the future structure of its defence force, says a government insider. The Economist has assumed that Ukraine's total defence needs (including donated kit) will increase by 5% a year in real US dollar terms. We assume other government spending will remain flat, with one exception. Repairing Ukraine's war-damaged infrastructure and starting to rebuild the country will cost $5bn a year, we reckon. 

In addition, Europe will need to provide about $181bn-worth of weapons and ammunition to Ukraine. America, which had pledged or provided about $75bn-worth of kit under the Biden administration, has now turned off the taps (though it still gives crucial intelligence and communications support). There are other European programmes, but they are not big enough. For instance, Britain's arms supplies are worth some $4bn a year, while Denmark and others are allocating $8bn between 2022 and 2028 to supply Ukraine with weapons made by its own industry.

Adding up Ukraine's needs over the next four years, including donated arms, budget support and some reconstruction costs, comes to $389bn. If this were to be funded entirely by Europe, the European Union and its members would have to provide $328bn and Britain about $61bn. Funding would have to continue even if the war stopped, as Ukraine would need to replenish ammunition stocks and maintain a standing army to deter Mr Putin. 
Digging deep

Where is this to come from? The EU has budgeted to provide $15bn by 2027. Non-European partners other than America will probably give Ukraine $2bn a year, as will domestic buyers of government bonds, who are encouraged by regulation and capital controls to hold them. The IMF is expected to provide about $10bn. Although the programme would be small, it "is the anchor that allows others to contribute", says Kostiantyn Kucherenko of Dragon Capital, referring to how the fund's economic oversight can provide confidence. 

There are two initial pots of money the EU could use to fill the remaining gap. The first is its own budget. Although the current one has been tapped out, the European Commission wants to provide Ukraine with $117bn in the next seven-year cycle, starting in 2028. Doing so would need big savings elsewhere. A more realistic estimate is $30bn a year in 2028 and 2029.

The second pot is a so-called "reparations loan" that would be made using $163bn-worth of Russian state assets frozen in European (mostly Belgian) accounts. The recent conversion of Friedrich Merz, Germany's chancellor, to this cause helped energise efforts to pursue it. The idea is for clearing houses to lend the money to the EU (through issuing special bonds), which then would pass the proceeds onto Ukraine. The catch for Russia is that the loans would be repayable only if it agreed to pay Ukraine reparations after the war. But Belgium fears the mooted national guarantees for the new EU bonds are not sufficient and could leave it on the hook. Its unexpectedly entrenched opposition has stalled the plan.



There is also considerable disagreement over what this $163bn can be spent on. Mr Merz says the new money must be used only to buy weapons, not to fill the hole in Ukraine's budget. Ukrainian officials see that as unfeasible. But Mr Merz's real intention may be to press other international donors, such as Japan or Canada, to fill the budget gap, and to prod Ukraine to raise more revenue or cut its spending. 

A related debate is where money for weapons should be spent. European aid to Ukraine surged to $23bn from April to June this year, as America's has declined. Much of the European cash has found its way to America regardless. Under a scheme known as the Prioritised Ukraine Requirements List, America sells weapons at cost price to Europeans, who send them on to Ukraine. Sending oodles of cash across the Atlantic is increasingly awkward at a time when Europe is trying to build up its own arms industries to wean itself off American weapons.

But there are some capabilities that only America can provide. The French-Italian SAMP/T air-defence system is not as good at shooting down ballistic missiles as America's Patriot. Europe has yet to field its own equivalent of the HIMARS, which fires precision-guided rockets, or the Tomahawk cruise missile, which has a longer range than European missiles. 

Europe is better placed to provide jets. On October 22nd Ukraine and Sweden signed a deal that could lead to Ukraine buying 100-150 Gripen fighter jets to rebuild its air force over many years. The Gripen is relatively cheap and especially well suited to Ukraine's needs. If Ukraine follows through on the order, it would boost Sweden's aerospace industry. Even France, which makes competing planes, would prefer this to it buying American ones.

Mark Rutte, NATO's secretary-general, says that Europe is on track to produce 2m rounds of artillery ammunition annually by the end of the year. In some cases Europe might also funnel its money towards the production of American arms on European soil. Raytheon, which makes Patriot missiles, collaborates with MBDA Deutschland to produce the interceptors in Germany. Feeding Ukraine from that production line could serve as a happy compromise.

Ukraine insists it should have full control over where the money is spent: on its own industry, on European weapons, or, where needed, American ones. "We know better what needs to be covered with this money," says Iryna Mudra, the deputy head of Ukraine's presidential office. Officials say Ukraine's own defence industries are efficient and can produce pioneering drone technologies at scale. But questions of corruption persist. One model being pursued is joint production in Europe using Ukrainian designs. "It's a win-win," says a Ukrainian official. "We get more capabilities. You get new capabilities."
Dirigisme and defence

France, however, has been pushing for the EU to spend more in Europe. "The politics, the geopolitics and the economics of European defence for 80 years have been: 'We have a US umbrella.' This has a cost," says Roland Lescure, France's finance minister. "Let's make sure that that umbrella, at least most of it, is made in Europe." Others, notably in northern and central Europe, are comfortable buying from America or South Korea. "In practice it will be a mix," says an EU official. "Ukraine needs Patriots and the like, but they also understand that it is easier for European politicians to write large cheques to Ukraine if some of that money helps bolster European defence capabilities."

Those problems will probably be resolved through what the EU does best: compromise that leaves everyone a bit unhappy. Few doubt that the "reparations loan" will happen, Belgian resistance or not, because it is the only game in town to fund Ukraine in the coming year or two. When that runs out, the obvious solution would be joint European borrowing along the lines of the bloc's EU800bn post-pandemic recovery fund. Yet German officials fear that EU bonds would undermine fiscal discipline in Europe and would also be vulnerable to vetoes wielded by Russia-friendly leaders in the EU. "The main problem is not the Bundestag but [Hungary's] Viktor Orban," says one.

Still, the continent knows what must be done, and is finding the backbone to do it. "Europe now looks switched on, and takes the Russian threat seriously," says Vladyslav Rashkovan, who represents Ukraine alongside 15 other countries on the IMF's executive board. "This is now about Europe, not just Ukraine." #
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Back Story
The serious reasons for wearing silly costumes to protests
Making an impression on the streets is an art
Oct 30, 2025 01:49 PM



BRING PLENTY of flowers and musical instruments, such as bongos and tambourines. Don't forget the sweets and paper halos to give to the police. In the event of trouble, start dancing or intoning "Mary Had a Little Lamb". If a fight breaks out, send in trained seducers to charm the enemy mid-battle.

That last bit was a joke by Allen Ginsberg. But the other ideas were among the poet's suggestions for turning a protest--in this case an anti-war march in Berkeley in 1965--into a spectacle. The event should embody an alternative psychology, Ginsberg argued, and be "an example of peaceable health". He was onto something. At its best, protest is a kind of art, framing its messages in street theatre and visual tableaux. This art form has its own motifs and canonical images--and it is flourishing, as the frogs of Portland, Oregon, show.

Earlier this year a shrewd protester there donned an inflatable frog costume for a demo at an Immigration and Customs Enforcement building. Others in the city followed suit. Before long the frog spawned the menagerie of inflatable animals, from unicorns to axolotls, who paraded at the recent "No Kings" marches held across America.



The frog-marcher is an image with a rich impact and lineage. It is a species of what is sometimes referred to as "laughtivism", which infuses protest with photogenic mockery, and of what Srdja Popovic, a Serbian activist, calls "dilemma actions". These give the authorities lose-lose problems. Collaring an inflatable animal--or pepper-spraying the costume's air-vent, as a cop did in Portland--seems heavy-handed. But restraint can look like a concession. Russians who held blank placards at anti-war protests posed a similar conundrum.

These absurdist sketches cast the enforcers as stooges in the protesters' joke. Just as important, people in inflatable outfits are ostentatiously harmless--cuddly rebuffs to claims that today's demonstrators are maniacs and terrorists, whose rampages justify the use of troops and emergency powers. The quirky pictures from Portland and elsewhere are thus part of another iconography of protest: scenes in which the peaceful face down the mighty, often alone.

For the most influential images of protest are not of vast crowds in, say, Tahrir Square in Cairo in 2011 or at the March on Washington of 1963. They are of a solo high-school student being mauled by a police dog in Alabama, or a man putting a flower in a rifle's barrel pointed at his head. More recent classics include snaps of a young woman in Tbilisi, Georgia, using the reflection in a riot shield to apply her lipstick, and a lady in a red dress being sprayed with tear-gas in Istanbul. The greatest may be the shot of a lone figure blocking a column of tanks in Beijing, armed only with his shopping bags.

Rationally, you might expect pictures of such lopsided stand-offs to nurture obedience to the overlords, rather than solidarity with dissident underdogs. Besides the threat of grievous harm, the teenager kneeling before a phalanx of riot police, and the inflatable amphibian dicing with armoured feds, risk seeming foolhardy and doomed.



Yet such images evoke primitive instincts that hijack the viewer's sympathy. One is a natural fellow-feeling with those in adversity. "By changing places in fancy with the sufferer", Adam Smith wrote in "The Theory of Moral Sentiments", observers perforce "enter as it were into his body and become in some measure him", and so "tremble and shudder at the thought of what he feels". Then there is an ingrained respect for physical bravery and a belief in fair play that seems to be hard-wired (witness the fact that a child's first sentences typically include "It's not fair!").

Crafting such meme-worthy scenes requires ingenuity. It takes imagination to be funny on the streets; when the skull-crackers muster, it takes discipline to remain "hip, calm and tranquil", as Ginsberg enjoined. Even so, mastering the art of protest can boost the assets on which all movements for change depend: numbers, momentum and morale.

Artful protest transmutes the state's might into a liability, its power into bullying paranoia, fear of it into ridicule. It converts the vulnerability of a peaceful crowd into courage and charisma. And it simplifies the moral choices of onlookers. Do they back the serene woman in a summer frock or the visored robocops who are arresting her? When it comes down to it, whose side are they really on: the guy dancing in a carnival costume or the one wielding a truncheon? #

For more on the latest books, films, TV shows, albums and controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/culture/2025/10/24/the-serious-reasons-for-wearing-silly-costumes-to-protests
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