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        Trump tests appetite for regime change ahead of midterms
        Hannah Knowles

        Democrats immediately argued that U.S. military action in Venezuela was an abandonment of the president's promise to focus on improving lives at home.

      

      
        Secret Service plans unprecedented staff surge with anxious eye on 2028
        Derek Hawkins

        The Secret Service has launched an effort to expand by about 20 percent to relieve pressure on an overstretched workforce and reduce reliance on outside agencies.

      

      
        Rubio takes on most challenging role yet: Viceroy of Venezuela
        John Hudson, Adam Taylor

        The top U.S. diplomat has pushed for regime change for over a decade. Now the hard part begins.

      

      
        Trump administration misled Congress before Maduro raid, Democrats say
        Noah Robertson, Theodoric Meyer

        The attack to seize Venezuela's president came months after Secretary of State Marco Rubio told lawmakers the administration didn't intend to invade the country.

      

      
        U.S. capture of Maduro may be illegal; that probably won't matter in court
        Jeremy Roebuck, Shayna Jacobs

        The Venezuelan leader faces a multi-count indictment in New York. Experts in international law question his arrest, but that probably will not affect his trial.

      

      
        Toppling Maduro is likely to be the easy part for Trump
        Karen Tumulty

        Trump allies point to the capture of Panama's Noriega in 1990 as a precedent. But Venezuela could turn out to be much more difficult.

      

      
        In exile, Venezuelans greet Maduro's fall with joy -- and fear of what comes next
        David Ovalle, Maria Luisa Paul, Arelis R. Hernandez

        Venezuelans in the Miami suburb of Doral took to the streets in celebration after learning that the U.S. had struck their homeland and removed Nicolas Maduro.

      

      
        Trump's Venezuela move pushes the limits of 'America First'
        Natalie Allison, Cat Zakrzewski, Michael Birnbaum

        Once a critic of entanglements abroad, Trump now appears willing to embrace regime change as a tool of American influence, risking a backlash from his MAGA base.

      

      
        Marble, ice sculptures and optics: Trump's remote presidency draws scrutiny
        Cat Zakrzewski

        At Mar-a-Lago, official governance, private business and personal relationships converge.

      

      
        Thousands of mail-in ballots could be discounted under new post office policy
        Anna Liss-Roy

        The Postal Service is no longer guaranteeing when it will postmark mail, which could jeopardize some ballots that arrive after Election Day.

      

      
        Tim Walz was a Democratic hopeful. Now, he's a Republican punching bag.
        Caroline O'Donovan, Hannah Knowles

        The Minnesota governor is seeking a third term amid a welfare probe in his state that has sparked unwanted national attention.
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Politics
Trump tests appetite for regime change ahead of midterms
Democrats immediately argued that U.S. military action in Venezuela was an abandonment of the president's promise to focus on improving lives at home.

Community security officers with Cuadrantes de Paz patrol the Port of La Guaira in response to explosions and low-flying aircraft early Saturday in Caracas, Venezuela. (Jesus Vargas/Getty Images)


By Hannah Knowles | 2026-01-04
President Donald Trump's intervention in Venezuela will test Americans' appetite for regime change, inserting a new and unpredictable element ahead of midterm elections this year that have so far been dominated by domestic issues.
Democrats immediately began arguing that overnight action on Saturday was an abandonment of Trump's promise to focus on improving lives at home, while many Republicans insisted it was an expansion, rather than a shift, in Trump's "America First" mantra.
Trump on Saturday said the United States had captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife and planned to "run the country" during a transition period, an action Trump cast as part of a new era of "American dominance in the Western Hemisphere." The president touted the operation as a boost to U.S. interests: a blow to the drug trade, an opportunity for American oil companies and a show of strength.
But his argument drew skepticism on both the right and the left, as critics warned against dragging the U.S. into regime change and costly wars. Recent polls suggest there is significant political risk for Trump, who is already facing discord within his base. A CBS News poll last month found that 70 percent of Americans opposed U.S. military action in Venezuela and that the vast majority did not view the South American country as a major threat to national security. Americans in both parties have grown increasingly skeptical of foreign intervention in recent decades.
Republican leaders mostly backed the president, but some expressed doubts as Trump outlined a potentially expansive U.S. role in Venezuela and said he is "not afraid of boots on the ground." Many Democrats framed the attack as a violation of Trump's campaign promises to "get rid of all these wars starting all over the place" and to avoid the type of foreign entanglements that bedeviled many of his predecessors and bred cynicism within his base.
While foreign policy does not always play a central role in domestic elections, it often informs broader opinions about competence and focus. President Joe Biden's botched withdrawal from Afghanistan undermined his argument that he was restoring faith and effectiveness in government that had been hampered by the covid-19 epidemic. President George W. Bush's decision to invade Iraq with faulty intelligence claims, and the attempts at nation-building that followed, damaged his party's credibility and helped pave the way for Trump's takeover of the GOP.

The U.S. became entangled in the Iraq War starting with the 2003 invasion to root out weapons of mass destruction and overthrow Saddam Hussein. (William Branigin/The Washington Post)


"What Americans want is an American president that's going to care about them ... and I think what this shows is the president's more concerned about what's going on in Venezuela, what's going on in Argentina than he is on what's going on in Pennsylvania and Ohio," said Rep. Ro Khanna (D-California) in an interview.
The politics of the intervention are hard to assess immediately, some strategists said, as details of the U.S.'s plans remain unclear and the situation in Venezuela is still unfolding. The issue's relevance to voters could change based on the ultimate extent of the U.S.'s involvement and Venezuela's stability in the months to come. Trump on Saturday said Venezuela's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, appeared "willing to do what we think is necessary to make Venezuela great," but she later criticized the U.S.'s actions as "barbarity."
Trump had been ramping up pressure on Maduro for months, but the action in Venezuela probably caught many Americans off guard, given that it did not follow a provocation like the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.
Republicans embracing his latest action in Venezuela are betting that the fallout there will be limited, and even some staunch critics of foreign intervention on the right declined to criticize Trump on Saturday. But a few echoed the concerns from Democrats.
Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Georgia), a proponent of "America First" policies who has become one of Trump's biggest critics from the right, questioned his justifications for the attack -- noting that the fentanyl responsible for most U.S. drug deaths comes primarily from places other than Venezuela -- and reiterated her worry that he is veering from principles on which he campaigned.
"This is what many in MAGA thought they voted to end," she wrote on X. "Boy were we wrong."

President Donald Trump speaks from Mar-a-Lago on Saturday, joined by Secretary of State Marco Rubio, left, and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth. (Jonathan Ernst/Reuters)


Rep. Thomas Massie (R-Kentucky), who has long been at odds with Trump, said the president, at his news conference, had undercut earlier suggestions from administration officials that the action in Venezuela was a limited effort to apprehend Maduro. Stephen K. Bannon, the former Trump adviser turned MAGA commentator, initially hailed Maduro's capture as a "stunning overnight achievement" on his show -- but after Trump's news conference expanding on the U.S. role in Venezuela, he wondered if the plan would "hark back to our fiasco in Iraq under Bush."
Sen. Todd Young (R-Indiana) called the Venezuela operation "successful" but added in a statement online, "We still need more answers, especially to questions regarding the next steps in Venezuela's transition."
Other Republicans echoed Trump's points about U.S. interests in the region. Raheem Kassam, a political strategist who is editor of the conservative National Pulse, suggested Trump's MAGA base will "warm" to the idea that the Venezuela action is "America First" and noted that many supporters also embraced Trump's long-shot ambitions to annex Greenland.
Kassam doesn't see the issue playing into the midterms much yet -- but "if it turns into a disaster, certainly."
"These things are very risky," he acknowledged. Trump "will know what risk he's taking and people know what it means if Caracas suddenly overnight turns into a complete powder keg."
Some Republicans were skeptical that the U.S. would be as involved as Trump suggested Saturday. "The president gets a lot of leeway up to a certain point," said GOP strategist David Urban, "and I think that point would be, having U.S. soldiers in some meaningful capacity in Venezuela. I don't think you'll see that."

Pete Buttigieg, speaking at an Iowa town hall in May, says Americans may not want to "run" a foreign country with more pressing issues at home. (KC McGinnis/For The Washington Post)


Democrats, meanwhile, questioned the legality of the military action in Venezuela. Some also sought to use it to build their longtime case that Trump is distracted from the issues that matter most to voters.
"The American people don't want to 'run' a foreign country while our leaders fail to improve life in this one," wrote Pete Buttigieg, the former transportation secretary and potential Democratic 2028 presidential candidate, on social media, arguing that Trump was "failing on the economy and losing his grip on power at home."
Buoyed by victories in November's elections in New Jersey and Virginia, Democrats are focusing intensely on the issue of affordability heading into the 2026 midterms. Trump's advisers signaled after those elections that they would be refocusing on the economy, and Trump began to tout his economic achievements at rallies. Now, many Democrats say the operation in Venezuela could undercut that effort.
"His biggest problem is that costs are continuing to go up, and he promised people they would go down, and whenever people see him creating some other kind of a problem, rather than buckling down and trying to un-break that key promise, they turn against him more," argued Andrew Bates, a Democratic strategist and former White House communications official under Biden.
Whit Ayres, a longtime GOP pollster, emphasized that it's hard to predict the politics of Trump's actions in Venezuela without more data.
"What I can say based upon polling is that one of Trump's strengths in public opinion polls is that he's viewed as strong, and not indecisive or weak, and in that sense this plays to his strength," he said of the Venezuela operation.
Yasmeen Abutaleb contributed to this report.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2026/01/04/trump-venezuela-midterms-regime-change/
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Justice
Secret Service plans unprecedented staff surge with anxious eye on 2028
The Secret Service has launched an effort to expand by about 20 percent to relieve pressure on an overstretched workforce and reduce reliance on outside agencies.

A Secret Service agent stands guard as Donald Trump campaigns in Georgia in 2024. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


By Derek Hawkins | 2026-01-04
The Secret Service has launched one of the most ambitious hiring efforts in its history, seeking to bring on thousands of agents and officers to ease strain on its overstretched workforce and prepare for multiple major events in 2028, including the presidential election and the Olympics.
Service leaders say they want to hire 4,000 new employees by 2028 -- a surge that law enforcement experts say has no clear precedent and reflects mounting concerns about staff burnout, a loss of experienced agents and a relentless operational tempo. The added staff would make up for expected retirements and increase the size of the agency by about 20 percent, to more than 10,000 for the first time.
Under a plan led by Deputy Director Matthew Quinn, the service aims to expand its special agent ranks from about 3,500 to about 5,000. Officials also want to add hundreds of officers to the Uniformed Division, for a total of about 2,000, and hire additional support staff. The figures have not been previously reported.
The agency faces serious obstacles, however, including a shortage of qualified candidates; competition with other law enforcement agencies, especially in immigration enforcement; and bottlenecks in hiring and training, according to former service officials.

Uniformed Secret Service officers patrol near the White House in October. (Peter W. Stevenson/The Washington Post)


A previous attempt to reach 10,000 employees over a roughly 10-year period ending in 2025 failed as the agency struggled with leadership turnover and disruptions from the coronavirus pandemic, among other issues. The service fell far short of recruitment and retention goals despite offering some of the biggest financial incentives of any federal law enforcement agency.
"Our mindset is, we aren't going to pay our way out of this," said Quinn, a longtime Secret Service official who returned to the agency in May after several years in the private sector. "We can't create enough incentives to negate the fact that we're working our people very, very hard."
Quinn said he and Secret Service Director Sean Curran, the former head of President Donald Trump's protective detail, have set out to make hiring a top priority, second only to protection. Senior administration officials have backed them, he said.
"The protective mission has expanded," he said. "Our numbers are low to meet those needs. We have to achieve what we said we were going to do 10 years ago. We've got to achieve it now."

Secret Service Director Sean Curran, right, with FBI Director Kash Patel. (Anna Moneymaker/Getty Images)


Agency officials want to improve the quality of life in the service by shortening hours and reducing time on the road for officers and agents, many of whom spend months each year traveling on protective assignments.
A larger staff could also allow the Secret Service to lean less on other law enforcement agencies for help securing high-profile events, giving it tighter control over venues. Poor communication with other agencies played a major role in the service's most publicized failure in recent years, the attempted assassination of Trump in 2024 at a campaign rally in Butler, Pennsylvania.
Some former officials questioned whether the service can achieve its goal.
"They are going to have to eliminate all the management and red-tape barriers," said Janet Napolitano, a former secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, the service's parent agency. "They have to be able to swiftly recruit, maintain quality and train that number of new agents. They're going to have to turn headquarters into a hiring machine."
In 2024, Napolitano helped lead a bipartisan investigation of the Secret Service failures that led up the Butler assassination attempt, the first time a president or former president had been fired upon since 1981.

Secret Service agents react during the assassination attempt on Trump at his 2024 rally in Butler, Pennsylvania. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Others said even more modest hiring targets could be a stretch on such a short timeline. Getting hired and trained for a job in the Secret Service is a long, strenuous and heavily bureaucratic process, even by federal government standards. It involves multiple rounds of interviews, an intensive background check and a notoriously tough polygraph test that officials say screens out some otherwise strong candidates.
All of those steps place heavy demands on already understaffed field offices, according to a former Secret Service executive familiar with the process, who like others spoke on the condition of anonymity due to concerns about retaliation. The former executive said it was difficult to see how the agency could clear those hurdles while significantly expanding the workforce.
"I hope they have success in getting those numbers as much as anybody, but it's not realistic," said another former senior official, who retired recently. "There's no part of law enforcement that's not struggling to hire."
Service leaders are adamant that they are not lowering standards to meet their goals.
Some service officials had floated the possibility of curtailing or suspending the investigative portion of agent training, focusing only on the protective portion of the service's mission, according to people familiar with the discussions. But Quinn said that was out of the question. "Investigations are the lifeblood of this organization," he said.
Instead, officials say, they have found ways to speed the process.
In November, the service held the first of what officials expect to be multiple accelerated hiring events in which candidates complete assessments over several days, including a physical fitness test, a security interview and a full polygraph.
Historically, those assessments have taken months, according to Delisa Hall, the Secret Service's chief human capital officer. About 350 candidates out of nearly 800 who attended the first event advanced to the next phase, she said.
"It's becoming evident that this may be our new normal to push applicants through," she said.
Agency officials say they have compressed the timeline for a job offer down to less than a year from the previous 18 months or more and hope to cut the timeline by roughly another four months. The long wait in the past has led some candidates to withdraw or take positions with other agencies that moved more quickly.
Hall said the agency is recruiting from the military, college athletes and law enforcement, and it's staying more engaged with applicants to keep from losing people along the way.

Secret Service agents at a Trump campaign rally in 2024. The agency is now preparing for the 2028 election. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)


Getting new hires trained and field-ready on time could also present challenges as the Secret Service races to staff up.
Officials say the service has secured 42 classes at the federal government's main training center for law enforcement agents in Glynco, Georgia, for the 2026 fiscal year. All the service's new agents and officers must undergo basic criminal investigator training at the facility, known as FLETC, for about three months alongside recruits from other agencies.
The campus is expected to remain packed for the foreseeable future with recruits from Immigration and Customs Enforcement and other immigration agencies hired as part of the Trump administration's crackdown. Secret Service leaders say they have not had to compete for space. But several former officials said they worry the service's recruits could take a back seat to training for ICE or the Border Patrol, both of which are hiring aggressively.
The pressure on the agency will only mount as 2028 approaches. Some in the Secret Service have privately referred to the year as "Armageddon" because of the extraordinary security demands posed by the election and other major gatherings, including the Los Angeles Olympics, the first Summer Games in the United States since Atlanta in 1996.
The workforce carrying out the mission could look dramatically different from the last election cycle. Many experienced agents have departed for other agencies or jobs in the private sector in recent years. Others from a large cohort hired in the years surrounding the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks may not stay for another breakneck campaign.
"About a third of the workforce will be retirement-eligible before the start of 2028," said Derek Mayer, a former deputy special agent in charge of the Secret Service's Chicago field office. "That's definitely a cause for concern. There were periods during hiring freezes in the 2010s when we didn't hire anyone. When that happens, it does hurt, but it hurts five or 10 years later."
With Trump term-limited, both major parties are expected to have competitive primaries, raising the number of people the service will have to protect. The eventual nominees, their running mates and their spouses will receive full-time Secret Service details.
The agency is also tasked with coordinating protection around the 2028 Summer Olympics and Paralympics, scheduled during the last two weeks of July and the last two weeks of August, respectively.
"No matter what, I don't care how successful we are," Quinn said, "it's still going to be a rough summer."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2026/01/04/secret-service-expansion-plan-trump/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Foreign Policy
Rubio takes on most challenging role yet: Viceroy of Venezuela
The top U.S. diplomat has pushed for regime change for over a decade. Now the hard part begins.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio speaks during a news conference at President Donald Trump's Mar-a-Lago Club in Palm Beach, Florida, on Saturday. (Joe Raedle/Getty Images)


By John Hudson, Adam Taylor | 2026-01-04
Marco Rubio has held many titles during Donald Trump's presidency. He may have just acquired his most challenging one yet: Viceroy of Venezuela.
The secretary of state, national security adviser, acting archivist and administrator of the now-defunct U.S. Agency for International Development was central to masterminding the ouster of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro on Saturday, officials familiar with the planning said.
But with no immediate successor to govern the country of roughly 29 million, Trump is leaning on Rubio to help "run" Venezuela, divvy up its oil assets and usher in a new government, a fraught and daunting task for someone with so many other responsibilities.
"The task in front of him is stupefying," said a senior U.S. official, noting the dizzying array of policy decisions related to energy, elections, sanctions and security that await. This person, like others interviewed for this article, spoke on the condition of anonymity to respond freely.
The moment marks the realization of a long-held goal for Rubio, who has voiced his criticisms of Maduro and desire for change in Venezuela for well over a decade. Those who have worked closely with Rubio, whose parents fled Cuba shortly before the Communist takeover in 1959, say the issues of the region are close to his heart.
"Marco's parents' experience ... is hardwired in him," said Cesar Conda, a Republican strategist who worked as the former senator's chief of staff between 2011 and 2014.
U.S. officials say Rubio will play an outsize role in guiding U.S. policy as the Trump administration attempts to stabilize Venezuela.
His Spanish proficiency, familiarity with Latin American leaders and the Venezuelan opposition make him a natural point man for Trump, said another senior U.S. official. But this person emphasized that the administration will need to appoint a full-time envoy to assist Rubio given the vast scope of decisions and responsibilities inherent in such a task.
Trump, speaking to reporters after the operation, was vague when addressing questions about whether his administration is capable of running the Latin American country, saying "the people that are standing right behind me" will do so for a "period of time."
The president hailed Rubio's initial talks with Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez.
"He just had a conversation with her, and she's essentially willing to do what we think is necessary to make Venezuela great again," Trump said. Shortly after his comments, Rodriguez contradicted Trump's plans for her country·, saying Venezuela "will never return to being the colony of another empire."

Rubio confers with Trump at the White House in October. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


The U.S. capture of the sweat-pant clad Maduro not only fulfills a long-held goal of Rubio's but also represents a bureaucratic victory for him in an administration that includes ardent skeptics of regime change, in particular Vice President JD Vance.
"Many people were skeptical that some kind of extraction operation could be carried out without a hitch," said Geoff Ramsey, a nonresident senior fellow at the Atlantic Council. "He will see this as a resounding success for his foreign policy strategy."
Justin Logan, director of defense and foreign policy studies at the Cato Institute, said that while the removal of Maduro alone was unlikely to satisfy political exiles·, it could help the Trump administration avoid an Iraq- or Afghanistan-style quagmire that hurts Republicans at the next election.
"The only way it's a mass political issue is if it gets bigger and costlier," said Logan. "As long as the blood and treasure costs are this low, you can pretty much do whatever you want."
Besides navigating the treacherous minefield of nation-building that lies ahead, Rubio will also have to rebuild trust among U.S. lawmakers, many of whom have accused him of lying to Congress· when he said the Trump administration would seek congressional approval before taking military action against Venezuela.
"Secretaries Rubio and [Pete] Hegseth looked every Senator in the eye a few weeks ago and said this wasn't about regime change. I didn't trust them then and we see now that they blatantly lied to Congress," said Sen. Andy Kim (D-New Jersey).
In an interview with The Washington Post, Rubio denied that he lied and said he promised to get congressional approval only if the United States "was going to conduct military strikes for military purposes."
"This was not that. This was a law enforcement operation," Rubio said, referring to the indictment against Maduro in the Southern District of New York on drug charges.
When pressed that U.S. forces bombing Venezuela, seizing its leader and claiming to "run" the country would be widely interpreted as a military operation, Rubio did not relent, saying "the mission last night was in support of the Department of Justice."
The argument failed to move some experts. Jennifer Kavanagh, director of military analysis at Defense Priorities, said that the law enforcement justification was a "convenient" excuse for the administration's decision not to notify Congress.
The operation to capture Maduro "was extremely massive and complex," Kavanagh added. "It doesn't sound like a law enforcement operation to me."

Rubio fields questions during a news conference at the State Department last month. (Julia Demaree Nikhinson/AP)


Before joining the State Department, Rubio had long indicated that he supported using U.S. military force to oust Maduro, suggesting in a Spanish language interview in 2018 that there was a "strong argument" that the United States should do so.
The next year, during renewed tension with Maduro, Rubio posted photographs to social media of deposed foreign leaders, including Libya's Moammar Gaddafi shortly before he was executed by rebel forces in 2011.
Though Trump had entertained the idea of talks with Maduro early last year, including those brokered in the early part of his term by envoy Richard Grenell that saw several detained U.S. citizens released, people close to the administration say that his instincts largely aligned with Rubio's harder approach.
"Rubio and the president are working hand in glove on this," and the two of them "were really running this thing," said one individual close to the Trump administration who has known Rubio for many years.
During a news conference on Saturday, Rubio implied that Cuba could face similar U.S. military action. "If I lived in Havana, and I was in the government, I'd be concerned, at least a little bit," he said in response to a reporter's question.
Though former officials and analysts said they wouldn't expect imminent military action against Cuba, it was likely that economic pressure would increase with Maduro removed from Venezuela.
"I presume that one of the first demands that we would have as the United States with whoever is running things in Venezuela is that any support for Cuba will stop on the theory that that will then destabilize that regime and lead to a better outcome," said Kevin Whitaker, who served as U.S. ambassador to Colombia during the first Trump administration.

Rubio listens to Trump announce a new shipbuilding initiative at Mar-a-Lago in December. (Andrew Caballero-Reynolds/AFP/Getty Images)


Exactly who is running things in Venezuela now is uncertain. Some Latin America experts said that the United States was probably underestimating the challenge of governing Venezuela with a small U.S. footprint.
"Credible estimates of the number of boots on the ground required range from tens of thousands to well into the hundreds of thousands," said Adam Isacson, a scholar at the Washington Office on Latin America. "In Panama in 1989, the occupying force was 27,000, and Venezuela is 12 times the size and 6.5 times the population -- with a much broader array of armed and criminal groups."
"So it is reasonable to expect the 15,000 troops currently deployed in the region to multiply by a factor of well over five, at the most conservative estimate," Isacson added.
By leaving Maduro's vice president, Rodriguez, in place, the Trump administration may be trying to avoid a situation like in Iraq, where the government and military was almost completely purged, because that was a "catastrophe," said Whitaker.
A former Senate staffer who remains in touch with Rubio said that they did not think U.S. officials would be performing a formal occupation like Paul Bremer and the Coalition Provisional Authority had done in Iraq.
"We're going to tell them: 'Hey, this is what you have to do in order for there not to be another strike,'" said the former staffer. "That's what [Trump] sees as running the country."
John Feeley, a former senior State Department official and ambassador to Panama who worked on Latin America for decades, said it appears the administration is hoping initially to exercise influence over Venezuela through Rodriguez, whom he described as an "ideological communist" who was at "the heart of chavismo."
So far, Feeley said if Rodriguez is engaging behind the scenes, "she's negotiating with Trump to save her skin." And it's unclear to what extent she can sway the rest of the military and political leadership.
"The Trump administration's hope is that after witnessing the events of today, all of those Venezuelan military leaders will be too scared to do anything other than follow Delcy's orders," he said. "But without boots on the ground, this is just noise."
Feeley said he's been stunned by "the precision and professionalism" of what the public has been told about the military operation in Venezuela. But, he said, that "stands in stark contrast to the uncertainty and lack of clarity that we heard from the president and Secretary Rubio about the future of how Venezuela is going to be run."
Susannah George contributed to this report.
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National Security
Trump administration misled Congress before Maduro raid, Democrats say
The attack to seize Venezuela's president came months after Secretary of State Marco Rubio told lawmakers the administration didn't intend to invade the country.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio on Capitol Hill last year. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


By Noah Robertson, Theodoric Meyer | 2026-01-04
In early November, hours before the Republican-led Senate rejected bipartisan legislation to block the Trump administration from conducting a military attack on Venezuela, Secretary of State Marco Rubio sought to reassure lawmakers it didn't intend to.
He told them that the U.S. lacked legal authority to invade the South American country and oust its president, Nicolas Maduro, and said that doing so would carry major risks, according to two people who attended the classified briefing.
In the aftermath of Saturday's raid· to capture Maduro and his wife at a fortified military compound in Caracas, top Democrats are accusing Rubio of deliberately misleading Congress.
During a news conference at President Donald Trump's Mar-a-Lago Club in Florida, Rubio, who also serves as White House national security adviser, told reporters that he and other top officials had planned the Maduro operation for months. The acknowledgment led some on Capitol Hill to conclude that the administration was readying assets for the assault while having told lawmakers that the military buildup in the region was not meant to force a regime change.
"Rubio said that there were not any intentions to invade Venezuela," Rep. Gregory W. Meeks of New York, the House Foreign Affairs Committee's top Democrat, told The Washington Post. "He absolutely lied to Congress."
In an interview with The Post later Saturday, Rubio rejected the assertion. He argued that Maduro is under indictment from a U.S. court, and neither the United States nor the European Union recognized him as the legitimate leader of Venezuela. So rather than an invasion, he cast the attack as a "law enforcement operation" that required military assets to conduct.
Lawmakers previously asked whether the administration "would be invading Venezuela," Rubio said. "This was not that," he added.
Democrats were incredulous at the argument.
"It absolutely is one hundred percent regime change," said Rep. Adam Smith of Washington state, the senior Democrat on the House Armed Services Committee.
Smith said that he had asked Rubio directly whether the administration's military buildup in the region would result in attacks on Venezuelan territory and that the secretary had said no.
The Trump administration did not notify key members of Congress of the operation until late Saturday morning, sending a short notice that said the president had approved a "military operation in Venezuela to address national security threats posed by the illegitimate Maduro regime."
The operation, the notice said, came in response to the Justice Department's warrant against Maduro, who was transported to New York to await trial.
Sen. Mark R. Warner of Virginia, the top Democrat on the Senate Intelligence Committee, said that Rubio tried to reach him after the raid had begun in the early-morning hours but that they were unable to connect.
Warner, who has had multiple briefings with Rubio over the past few months, declined to say whether he felt the administration had misled Congress but noted that the timing for the operation -- with lawmakers days away from returning to Washington after a holiday break -- was not "idle chance."
"Doing this during a congressional break raises huge questions," he said in an interview.
Senior Republicans called on the administration to brief lawmakers even while expressing near-unified support for the operation. Senate Majority Leader John Thune (R-South Dakota) and House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) said in separate statements that they had spoken with senior officials early Saturday and wanted the administration to brief Congress in the coming week.
Senate Minority Leader Charles E. Schumer (D-New York) and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-New York) demanded far more information.
"We want to know the administration's objectives, its plans to prevent a humanitarian and geopolitical disaster that plunges us into another endless war -- or one that trades one corrupt dictator for another," Schumer told reporters.
The Senate is set to vote next week on another war powers resolution that, if passed, would block the administration from conducting further military action in Venezuela. Trump said Saturday that the U.S. could carry out a larger "second wave" of attacks but that he did not think doing so would be necessary because Venezuela's interim leader was cooperating with U.S. demands.
Sen. Tim Kaine (D-Virginia) said he hoped the new measure would get more Republican support. He, too, accused the administration of lying to lawmakers and the public.
At least two of the Republicans who considered supporting the measure that was narrowly defeated in November received calls from Rubio on Saturday, according to their public statements.
"Congress should have been informed about the operation earlier and needs to be involved as this situation evolves," said Susan Collins (R-Maine), one of the lawmakers who signaled that they might support the last resolution but ultimately opposed it.
Shortly after news of the attack broke Saturday morning, Sen. Mike Lee (R-Utah), a skeptic of expansive U.S. military commitments abroad, posted on social media that he wanted to know "what, if anything, might constitutionally justify this action in the absence of a declaration of war or authorization for the use of military force" from Congress.
Hours later, Lee posted again that he had spoken with Rubio and was satisfied that the attack "likely" was within the president's authority.
John Hudson and Marianna Sotomayor contributed to this report.
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Justice
U.S. capture of Maduro may be illegal; that probably won't matter in court
The Venezuelan leader faces a multi-count indictment in New York. Experts in international law question his arrest, but that probably will not affect his trial.

A Defense Department aircraft arrives with Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, at Stewart Air National Guard Base in Newburgh, New York, on Saturday. (Kena Betancur/Getty Images)


By Jeremy Roebuck, Shayna Jacobs | 2026-01-04
Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife could appear in federal court in Manhattan within days to face narco-terrorism charges, which, if accepted by a jury, could put them behind bars on American soil for decades.
A plane carrying Maduro arrived at a suburban airport outside New York on Saturday evening. He was expected to be processed by Drug Enforcement Administration officials and will  be held at the Metropolitan Detention Center in Brooklyn until a court appearance, most likely on Monday, according to people familiar with the plans who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak on the record.
Maduro's capture and indictment have drawn protests from some lawmakers and scholars, who say international law does not allow President Donald Trump to unilaterally attack a foreign country and bring its leader to the United States to face charges.
Even those critics, however, concede that under Supreme Court precedent, those arguments are unlikely to have much impact on federal legal proceedings once Maduro gets to U.S. court.
Trump and his top aides defended the decision to capture Maduro. They noted that the U.S. and many other countries have long viewed Maduro as an illegitimate leader who has remained in power despite losing the country's most recent election. Officials sought to portray the extraordinary military action against Venezuela as a straightforward law enforcement operation, with the military backing up the Justice Department as it sought to bring someone to U.S. court.
"At its core, this was an arrest of two indicted fugitives of American justice," Secretary of State Marco Rubio said at a news conference with Trump on Saturday.
A sweeping four-count indictment against Maduro was unsealed in the Southern District of New York on Saturday. It alleged that he; his wife, Cilia Flores; and members of their inner circle illegally enriched themselves as they conspired to flood the U.S. with cocaine. Among the charges: narco-terrorism conspiracy, cocaine importation conspiracy, and possession of machine guns and destructive devices.
"The defendants, and other corrupt members of the regime facilitated the empowerment and growth of violent narco-terrorist groups fueling their organizations with cocaine profits," the indictment reads. "These narco-terrorist organizations not only worked directly with and sent profits to high-ranking Venezuelan officials, but also reaped the benefits of the increased value of that cocaine at each transshipment point along the way to the United States, where demand and thus the price of cocaine is highest."
The remarkable prosecution of a foreign leader in American federal court was the result of Trump's deployment of the U.S. military to strike Venezuela overnight and capture Maduro and his wife, and bring them to New York to face charges.

A person holds a portrait of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro during a gathering in Caracas on Saturday. (Federico Parra/AFP/Getty Images)


At the news conference Saturday, Trump gave reporters a more expansive set of reasons for Maduro's capture, saying that the U.S. attack was justified, in part, because Venezuela stole U.S. oil -- claims that are not included in the indictment. He also said the U.S. will "run" the South American country until a succession plan is determined.
Critics said Trump's arguments raised more legal questions.
"If the United States asserts the right to use military force to invade and capture foreign leaders it accuses of criminal conduct, what prevents China from claiming the same authority over Taiwan's leadership?" Sen. Mark R. Warner (Virginia), the top Democrat on the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, said in a statement. "What stops Vladimir Putin from asserting similar justification to abduct Ukraine's president? Once this line is crossed, the rules that restrain global chaos begin to collapse, and authoritarian regimes will be the first to exploit it."
Experts in international law, however, said that while those issues may be debated in Congress and international bodies, they are unlikely to affect the legal proceedings against Maduro and his co-defendants in U.S. court.
A line of Supreme Court cases starting in the late 19th century makes clear that "you can't claim that you were abducted and therefore the court should not be allowed to assert authority over you," said Geoffrey Corn, who heads the Center for Military Law and Policy at Texas Tech University and is a former top legal adviser to the U.S. Army.
"Maduro is not going to be able to avoid being brought to trial because he was abducted so to speak, even if he can establish it violated international law," Corn said, adding that in his view the administration's overnight military operation lacked any "plausible legal basis."
Jack Goldsmith, a Harvard Law professor who headed the Justice Department's Office of Legal Counsel in the George W. Bush administration, noted on Substack that similar arguments were raised after U.S. forces captured Panamanian leader Manuel Antonio Noriega on Jan. 3, 1990. Courts upheld the government's right to try Noriega, who was convicted on drug charges in 1992 and sentenced to 40 years in federal prison.
The charging document against Maduro unsealed Saturday -- known as a superseding indictment -- is an update to charges filed against him and his associates during the first Trump administration in 2020. At the time, U.S. leaders conceded that they couldn't go into Venezuela and arrest Maduro. The charges essentially made him an international fugitive, who risked arrest if he traveled outside his country.
The superseding indictment contains the same four charges as the original 2020 indictment. But the new indictment also names Flores, who was not a co-defendant in the 2020 case. Some of the other co-defendants -- all part of Maduro's inner circle -- are also different, including Maduro's son, Nicolas Ernesto Maduro.
The younger Maduro does not appear to have been captured.
U.S. authorities have alleged that Maduro and his inner circle worked with international drug trafficking groups to transform Venezuela into a transshipment hub for moving massive amounts of cocaine to the U.S. Maduro and his associates created a culture of corruption in which the Venezuelan elite made themselves rich through drug trafficking, the indictment alleges. Drug traffickers, the document says, gave these leaders a portion of their profits in exchange for protection and aid.
"In turn, these politicians used the cocaine fueled payments to maintain and augment their political power," the indictment states.
Jeremy Paul, a law professor at Northeastern University, said the Trump administration had no legal authority to stage the military intervention, but he agreed that it probably would not derail Maduro's prosecution.
The administration's justification is "a terrifying theory, because, as I have been saying to people, you're basically saying that U.S. prosecutors and a grand jury is all you need as justification for sending the military into another country," Paul said. "That can't be the law."
Trump also faced criticism Saturday from Democratic lawmakers for striking Venezuela and capturing Maduro just a month after he pardoned former Honduran president Juan Orlando Hernandez, who was convicted in a U.S. court in 2024 on drug trafficking charges.
Maduro's case in the Southern District of New York was randomly assigned to U.S. District Judge Alvin Hellerstein, who last year was among a group of judges who prohibited the Trump administration from using the Alien Enemies Act to deport Venezuelan immigrants. Those findings are under appeal. The 92-year-old jurist was appointed by President Bill Clinton.
Hellerstein did not take any action in the case against Maduro on Saturday, and an appearance in court has not yet been publicly announced.
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Politics
Toppling Maduro is likely to be the easy part for Trump
Trump allies point to the capture of Panama's Noriega in 1990 as a precedent. But Venezuela could turn out to be much more difficult.

Government supporters rally in Caracas on Saturday after President Donald Trump announced that U.S. forces had captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife. (Ariana Cubillos/AP)


By Karen Tumulty | 2026-01-03
In what appears to have been a tactically successful military operation that achieved the extradition of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, the Trump administration has invited comparisons to the capture of Panama's Manuel Antonio Noriega exactly 36 years before, on Jan. 3, 1990.
President George H.W. Bush's invasion of Panama, while controversial, was decisive and relatively free of complications in its aftermath. But what lies ahead in Venezuela -- starting with President Donald Trump's announced plan for the United States "to run the country until such time that we can do a safe, proper and judicious transition" -- will be a challenge of vastly greater difficulties and deeper potential pitfalls.
And by declaring that U.S. companies will move into the country and take control of what are the world's largest proven oil reserves, Trump has also thrown into question the actual motivations for an American intervention.

A January 1990 file photo provided by the Justice Department shows deposed Panamanian Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega at Homestead Air Force Base south of Miami, upon his arrival in the U.S. to stand trial for drug trafficking. (Steven Aumand/AP)


"Essentially Trump confirmed that everything he has said to date was a cover story for his plan to take over Venezuela and run it for the benefit of American oil companies and his billionaire buddies," said Sen. Chris Van Hollen (D-Maryland).
During his news conference Saturday, Trump offered few details on how he plans to set the country on his promised path to stability, prosperity and democratic governance.
Nor did he rule out further military escalation or a prolonged involvement of U.S. troops. "We are ready to stage a second and much larger attack if we need to do so," the president said at one point. At another: "We're not afraid of boots on the ground."
With Maduro en route to face what Attorney General Pam Bondi said would be "the full wrath of American justice on American soil in American courts," Trump also signaled a longer-range vision of U.S. domination of the Western Hemisphere, harking to the Monroe Doctrine of the 19th century.
"The Monroe Doctrine is a big deal, but we've superseded it by a lot, by a real lot. They now call it the Don-roe Doctrine," Trump said.

Colombian President Gustavo Petro speaks during a commemoration of the 134th anniversary of the National Police in Bogota on Nov. 13. (Raul Arboleda/AFP/Getty Images)


He warned that what happened in Venezuela could be a prelude to U.S. military intervention in other countries in the region that are involved in drug-trafficking. Trump said Colombian President Gustavo Petro in particular should "watch his ass."
All of which runs counter to Trump's self-proclaimed stance as a noninterventionist, which has been an article of faith with his MAGA base and its "America First" philosophy.
But in the past year, he has ordered military strikes in Iran, Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Nigeria and elsewhere. The United States also has carried out months of attacks on boats accused of carrying drugs from Venezuela.
Trump's success in Venezuela going forward will hinge on a number of factors, said Andres Martinez-Fernandez, senior policy analyst for Latin America at the conservative Heritage Foundation.
One, he said, is whether he can find reliable allies in the "skeletal remains" of the Venezuelan government.
Maduro's regime was deemed illegitimately elected by the United States, but Trump said Secretary of State Marco Rubio had been speaking to Maduro's handpicked vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, and claimed "she's essentially willing to do what we think is necessary to make Venezuela great."
However, within hours of Trump making that statement, Rodriguez made a defiant appearance on television from Caracas in which she demanded "the immediate release of President Nicolas Maduro and his wife Cilia Flores. The only president of Venezuela, President Nicolas Maduro."

Venezuela's Vice President Delcy Rodriguez speaks in Caracas on June 23. (Pedro Mattey/AFP/Getty Images)


Trump was dismissive of the prospects for opposition leader Maria Corina Machado, winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize that the U.S. president so openly coveted, to step up in the new order of things in Venezuela.
"I think it would be very tough for her to be the leader," Trump said. "She doesn't have the support within or the respect within the country. So, a very nice woman, but she doesn't have the respect."
Another challenge for the United States, said the Heritage Foundation's Martinez-Fernandez, will be dealing with the dangerous armed criminal gangs, many allied with Maduro, that remain on the ground in Venezuela.
He suggested the president would do well to seek out regional partners, including among the Trump-friendly leaders of countries such as Bolivia, Chile, Argentina and El Salvador.
At home, the administration is certain to face pointed questions from Congress, which was not informed of the Venezuela operation in advance.
Though the Constitution explicitly vests the power "to declare war" with the legislative branch, Congress has effectively ceded much of that authority over the past three-quarters of a century to the executive.
Not since the aftermath of Pearl Harbor has Congress passed a formal declaration of war, even as tens of thousands of U.S. military members have been killed in long-running conflicts around the world.
Democrats and some Republicans on Capitol Hill argued that Trump's actions in Venezuela reinforce the need for Congress to reclaim its constitutional role.
"Using military force to enact regime change demands the closest scrutiny, precisely because the consequences do not end with the initial strike," Sen. Mark R. Warner (D-Virginia), vice chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, wrote on social media.
"If the United States asserts the right to use military force to invade and capture foreign leaders it accuses of criminal conduct, what prevents China from claiming the same authority over Taiwan's leadership? What stops Vladimir Putin from asserting similar justification to abduct Ukraine's president?" Warner added.
"Once this line is crossed, the rules that restrain global chaos begin to collapse, and authoritarian regimes will be the first to exploit it," he said.
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Immigration
In exile, Venezuelans greet Maduro's fall with joy -- and fear of what comes next
Venezuelans in the Miami suburb of Doral took to the streets in celebration after learning that the U.S. had struck their homeland and removed Nicolas Maduro.

A woman celebrates in Doral, Florida, on Saturday after President Donald Trump announced the United States had attacked Venezuela and captured its leader, strongman Nicolas Maduro, and his wife. (Marco Bello/Reuters)


By David Ovalle, Maria Luisa Paul, Arelis R. Hernandez | 2026-01-03
DORAL, Fla. -- Gercimar Botia was jolted awake when her phone rang before dawn Saturday -- relatives were calling from Caracas to say explosions were rocking the Venezuelan capital.
By 5 a.m., as news spread that Venezuelan president Nicolas Maduro had been captured, Botia was driving to El Arepazo in Doral -- the heart of Miami's Venezuelan community -- two years after she and her children braved a dangerous journey across the jungle to seek asylum at the U.S. border.
Hundreds had already gathered outside the gas station eatery to dance, cheer and wave Venezuelan and U.S. flags. Throughout the morning, cars streamed past on Northwest 58th Street, with revelers honking horns and recording videos on their cellphones. Salsa blared from loudspeakers as people shook their hips in joy. News crews and revelers broadcast on social media as children wearing Venezuelan T-shirts looked on in amazement.

Demonstrators danced and cheered in an impromptu gathering in the heart of South Florida's Venezuelan community to celebrate the capture of President Maduro.


"I'm so happy -- my country is finally liberated," cried Botia, 29, who works odd jobs, including cleaning homes.
Across the United States, Venezuelans gathered in major cities home to significant diasporas to celebrate and cautiously muse with relatives back home about what comes next after U.S. forces captured and swept the South American president out of the country on drug trafficking charges. Venezuelans across the nation and globe have been pining for Maduro's ouster for years, and many had begun to worry it was a day they might not live to see.
But the embattled leader's removal through a U.S. military intervention and the continuing presence of Maduro allies in the government also fueled anxiety. Soon after news of the president's arrest, his authoritarian government's top officials and his own son assured Venezuelans that Maduro left behind a plan that ensures their uninterrupted authority over state affairs.
President Donald Trump said at a news conference that Vice President Delcy Rodriguez had taken office as president, contending that "she's essentially willing to do what we think is necessary to make Venezuela great again."
That assertion was met by some with skepticism.
"Getting Maduro out of power is the right move," said Venezuelan American activist Adelys Ferro. "But there are so many other Maduros around Maduro."

A woman in Doral reacts as she listens to Trump's news conference Saturday after the U.S. military's strike on Venezuela and the capture of its president. (Marco Bello/Reuters)


Still, the first hours belonged to the jubilant and sleep-deprived who received messages from friends and relatives overnight about explosions in the nation's capital, Caracas. After years of economic calamity and political repression that triggered a historic exodus and, most recently, a widely discredited presidential election last year in which Maduro claimed victory, news that change was on the horizon brought a moment of collective catharsis.
Memes of Trump saturated Spanish-speaking social media, including one image of the commander in chief wearing the military dress uniform of Simon Bolivar, the 19th-century South American general who led the liberation of much of the continent from Spanish colonial forces, standing regally over a Venezuelan flag background.
After ensuring their families were safe, Venezuelans danced, cheered and clapped to buoyant beats in South Florida, Texas and New York.
In Doral, a Miami suburb affectionately called "Doralzuela" because of its large Venezuelan community, cries of "Libertad!" -- freedom -- rang out from a sea of yellow, blue and red. Lorenzo Coppola, 47, who sought asylum seven years ago, drove down from neighboring Broward County to celebrate with his wife and two young children. His son, Valentino, 4, waved a Venezuelan flag while perched on his dad's shoulders.
"I thought it was a dream," Coppola said, describing the early-morning calls that barraged his phone.
Juan Boscan, 38, who works for a beer company, draped a giant Venezuelan flag across his shoulders like a cape during the impromptu gathering. After waking up at 2 a.m. to use the bathroom, he saw the news unfold on social media and decided to head to El Arepazo, where generations of Venezuelans have gathered to celebrate, and mourn, every twist in their nation's fate over the years.
"This is just the beginning," said Boscan, a former journalist who fled Venezuelan in 2014 under the threat of persecution. "It's hard to believe this is real after so many years of atrocities."
Maria Corina Machado, the leader of Venezuela's opposition and recent Nobel Peace Prize winner, released an audio statement saying the hour had come to bring order, liberate political prisoners and build a new country. She and her followers have long advocated for regime change and lobbied the U.S. government for assistance and, in recent years, military action.
"We have fought for years. We have given everything and it's been worth it," she wrote in a statement. "What needed to happen before is happening now."

People celebrate Saturday in Doral, sometimes called "Doralzuela" for its Venezuelan community. (Marco Bello/Reuters)


The next 48 hours will be crucial in realizing any vision of a new peaceful nation, several Venezuelans across the U.S. told The Washington Post. Maduro's socialist government remains in power, armed paramilitary groups are mobilized and citizens are lining up to buy groceries, unsure of how long the political uncertainty will endure.
"It's a huge sense of relief," said Nicole Reinoso, a Cuban American who represents Doral as a commissioner and is married to a Venezuelan. "It's also bittersweet because now there's a process" to securing a full-fledged democracy in Venezuela.
Trump said during a national address Saturday that the U.S. will "run the country" until a transition can happen -- a remark that provoked worry given the violent history of U.S. intervention in the hemisphere. He also appeared to dismiss the prospect that Machado might become the nation's next leader, saying she "doesn't have the support within or the respect within the country," though she is widely recognized in Venezuela and internationally as the nation's strongest opposition leader.
As he spoke, Venezuelans celebrating in South Florida watched his speech on their phones and transmitted the audio through a Bluetooth speaker.
"You're free again," Trump said, addressing Venezuelans.
Jorge Vergara, who leads a U.S. chapter of Machado's political party, Vente Venezuela, sent out a call over social media to convene his compatriots in the Houston suburbs to express their gratitude to Trump. Although the next steps are not clear, he said he is confident in the plan that he and many hundreds of opposition members have been developing together in exile.
"This year, the regime will fall," said Vergara, who has been in the U.S. for almost a decade. "There is a lot of uncertainty. But there is calm and confidence in what is happening. The Trump administration understands that this whole regime needs to go, for us to return."
Some Venezuelans are approaching the moment more cautiously, warning that the situation inside the country remains volatile and unresolved. In remarks aired on state television, Rodriguez condemned the U.S. intervention and said Venezuela will never be "slave" to another nation. She continued to refer to Maduro as "president."
"Everyone is wondering if the Venezuelan military is still with the government or will go against it," said Ana Gil Garcia, a Chicago nonprofit leader assisting Venezuelan migrants. She added that members of the military have long propped up the legitimacy of the Maduro government. "That is worrisome, because a civil war could erupt."
The removal of Maduro is also a test for Venezuelans who have lived in the U.S. for decades and become American citizens, forcing a reckoning over what role they might play in their homeland's future. With the U.S. having recently pulled back aid to Venezuela, some in the diaspora worry about who will help rebuild the country -- and whether Venezuelan Americans will be expected to step in. Others fear the moment could bring new pressures, including expectations that migrants return more quickly or face backlash for staying.
"I hope that Venezuelan immigrants in the United States are not going to pay a price for all that is happening," said Ferro, the Venezuelan American activist.
In Washington, D.C., Nestor Galavis said he was keenly aware of the uncertainty unfolding inside Venezuela. But on Saturday, he said, the fear could wait. The joy -- after decades of repression and exile -- was too overwhelming to set aside.
"Today, just let me be happy," said Galavis, who moved to the U.S. in 2019. "We've been suffering for 27 years."
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White House
Trump's Venezuela move pushes the limits of 'America First' 
Once a critic of entanglements abroad, Trump now appears willing to embrace regime change as a tool of American influence, risking a backlash from his MAGA base.

President Donald Trump speaks to the press, with Secretary of State Marco Rubio behind him, at Trump's Mar-a-Lago residence in Palm Beach, Florida, on Saturday. (Jonathan Ernst/Reuters)


By Natalie Allison, Cat Zakrzewski, Michael Birnbaum | 2026-01-04
President Donald Trump on Saturday demonstrated how expansively he is willing to exert U.S. power abroad, removing a foreign leader who had not threatened military force against America and declaring that Washington could assume long-term control in Venezuela.
The operation echoed those by past hawkish U.S. presidents to overthrow leaders in Iraq and Panama, raising questions about whether Trump's "America First" doctrine is being redefined as he authorizes successive foreign attacks and pursues regime change in the South American nation.
"We're going to run the country until such time as we can do a safe, proper and judicious transition," Trump said in a news conference at Mar-a-Lago. The remark contrasted with Trump's past criticism of U.S. leaders who, he has argued, acted as "the policemen of the world," and stood to sharpen tensions inside his political movement, which has long been skeptical of overseas entanglements. He did not say how long the United States would seek to control Venezuela.
But Trump described the operation as part of a broader effort to reassert "American dominance in the Western Hemisphere," language that echoed Cold War-era interventionism more than the restraint he once championed.
"We're not afraid of boots on the ground," Trump said, adding that the United States would be "replacing" the country's oil infrastructure. The remarks pointed to a scope of involvement that could extend beyond the limited, short-term actions Trump has previously championed.
In a wide-ranging news conference, Trump pointed to multiple justifications for the action, citing drugs, dictatorship and regional dominance. Taken together, the shifting explanations suggest not a single rationale for the operation, but a broader assertion of presidential authority -- one in which the White House claims latitude to act first and justify later.
Trump's approval of a "large scale strike" on Venezuela early Saturday to capture President Nicolas Maduro and his wife marked the latest in a series of U.S. military actions since Trump returned to office, following strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities in June and attacks against the Islamic State in Nigeria on Christmas that underscore his expanding use of force abroad.
Despite branding himself a "peace president" who ran on a promise of "no new wars" and openly coveted the Nobel Peace Prize, Trump has increasingly relied on military force abroad -- a turn that has unsettled parts of his MAGA base even as it has not yet produced prolonged U.S. involvement. The approach reflects a gamble Trump appears willing to take as he seeks to project strength and test the limits of presidential authority, even if doing so strains the anti-interventionist identity once central to his political brand.
Asked how taking control of a South American country was "America First," Trump told reporters it is because he wanted to "surround" America with "good neighbors" and "stability."
"We have tremendous energy in that country," Trump said. "It's very important that we protect it. We need that for ourselves. We need that for the world."

Demonstrators hold a Venezuelan flag in front of the White House following Trump's announcement that the U.S. military had captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores. (Tyrone Siu/Reuters)


Trump rose to power in 2016 in part because of his willingness to break sharply with previous Republican interventionism, especially the 2003 invasion of Iraq, which his Democratic rival Hillary Clinton supported.
Throughout his first term, he focused on reducing U.S. presence abroad, including setting in motion the pullout from Afghanistan ultimately carried out by President Joe Biden in 2021.
But Trump has been willing to be sharply more interventionist in his second term, declaring a desire to take over Gaza and again threatening Iran this week -- saying in a 3 a.m. social media post Friday the U.S. is "locked and loaded" to take action if the government harms more protesters.
The president said he had watched the Venezuela mission in real time from his Mar-a-Lago estate in Palm Beach, Florida, surrounded by military generals, and compared the feed to an action-packed "television show." The "massive number" of aircraft -- helicopters and fighter jets -- and "steel all over the place" that didn't stop the U.S. team from snatching Maduro in the dead of night.
Calling into Fox News's "Fox and Friends Weekend," Trump touted "the speed, the violence" employed by the military personnel assigned to the mission.
"'Violence.' They used that term," Trump said, describing accounts of the operation relayed to him. "It was just an amazing thing."
As he spoke with the conservative news channel, his first extensive public remarks about the operation since he had announced it hours earlier on Truth Social, Trump offered shifting rationales for why the apprehension of Maduro had occurred, suggesting that he is still testing how to sell the operation to American voters.
On the one hand, Trump said, preventing Venezuela from being "run by a dictatorship" was important, asserting that the United States has a role in shaping the country's political future -- a claim he framed as serving Venezuelan citizens' interests.
"We can't take a chance of letting somebody else run it and just take over what he left off," Trump said. "We'll be involved in it very much. And we want to do liberty for the people ... I think the people of Venezuela are very, very happy because they love the United States. You know, they were run by, essentially, a dictatorship or worse."
"But look," Trump said as he returned to the antidrug message he has emphasized for months, "Tremendous numbers of people were being killed through drugs. And what they did to our country in sending prisoners and mental people, people from mental institutions and drug lords and everything -- they sent them by the hundreds of thousands of people into our country -- and that is just unforgivable."
An Economist/YouGov poll conducted Dec. 20-22 found that 52 percent of respondents opposed using the U.S. military to overthrow Maduro, while just 22 percent said they supported doing so. Another 26 percent of adults, meanwhile, said they were not sure.
Vice President JD Vance, who has privately urged restraint in some foreign-policy decisions, said on social media Saturday that Trump had "offered multiple off-ramps" to Maduro before apprehending him, framing the operation as chiefly a law enforcement mission. He cited U.S. indictments of Maduro "for narco-terrorism."
"You don't get to avoid justice for drug trafficking in the United States because you live in a palace in Caracas," Vance wrote.

From left, Trump, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Gen. Dan Caine, during a news conference Saturday following the U.S. strike on Venezuela. (Jonathan Ernst/Reuters)


He was not among the senior officials flanking Trump during a news conference at Mar-a-Lago on Saturday -- a notable absence given his past criticisms of excessive military action abroad. A spokesperson for Vance said the vice president "was deeply integrated in the process and planning of the Venezuela strikes and Maduro's arrest," and remotely took part in several late-night meetings ahead of and during the operation. Vance "briefly" met with Trump at his West Palm Beach golf club Friday to discuss the strikes, the spokesperson said, but steered clear of Mar-a-Lago as the operation took place for fear of signaling an attack was imminent.
Trump gave little indication this week that his administration was preparing the strike, declining to answer reporters' questions about Venezuela as he entered his New Year's Eve party Wednesday. He spent Friday shopping for marble for his planned White House ballroom project and spending time at his West Palm Beach golf club.
Photos released by Trump on Truth Social showed that the administration had stood up a makeshift situation room where the president, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and Secretary of State Marco Rubio -- a longtime proponent of regime change in the South American country -- monitored the attack. Black fabric draped the room, where the president and administration officials sat on golden chairs.
Trump at the news conference Saturday embraced the "Donroe Doctrine" -- a play on former president James Monroe's declaration that the Western Hemisphere is Washington's sphere of interest and that U.S. leaders would not tolerate unfriendly nations in their backyard.
Despite a flurry of recent declarations from right-wing commentators and online influencers criticizing the Trump administration for focusing too much on foreign affairs, many MAGA-aligned voices were largely silent Saturday morning, a sign that they were waiting to see the scope of the strike and potential fallout.
Stephen K. Bannon, a former Trump adviser and prominent MAGA commentator who has been sharply critical of the prospect of the United States pushing for regime change in Iran, initially spoke favorably about the operation in Venezuela.
Before Trump's news conference, during his "War Room" show, Bannon called it "a stunning and dazzling overnight strike by U.S. forces." But after Trump declared the United States would "run" the country, Bannon withheld further endorsement, questioning whether the regime change plan would "harken back to our fiasco in Iraq under Bush."
While Trump appeared to have the backing of traditional, hawkish Republicans, there were signs that his staunchest supporters might remain uneasy about open-ended control.
MAGA-aligned pollster Rich Baris warned that any brief "rally around the flag" effect from Trump's announcement would fade if the Venezuela mission expanded. "Unless Trump can pull off the first ever successful regime change in a non-Western European nation since WWII," Baris wrote on social media, "this will consume much of the year and voters will get more pissed he isn't focused on them."
So far, however, resistance inside Trump's coalition has been limited. Congressional Republicans largely praised the strike despite Trump not seeking authorization or briefing lawmakers in advance, though a few Republicans expressed concern about long-term involvement by the United States. Democrats, by contrast, warned the move amounted to an overreach of executive authority that could set a dangerous precedent.
Trump has declared ambitions over the Western Hemisphere so sweeping that they would reshape world affairs -- and maps -- for generations. He has said he wants to turn Canada into the 51st state, an effort that would require military force.
He evinced interest in annexing Greenland from Denmark, a close ally, and has tapped a top Republican as a special envoy to the territory. He has tied military action in Latin America to his top domestic priorities, reducing immigration and stopping the flow of drugs into the United States.
On Saturday, he left the door open to further military action against the leaders of Cuba and Colombia, who have also opposed Trump and his policies.
Zakrzewski reported from Palm Beach, Florida.
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White House
Marble, ice sculptures and optics: Trump's remote presidency draws scrutiny
At Mar-a-Lago, official governance, private business and personal relationships converge.

President Donald Trump's motorcade in a Lake Worth Beach, Florida, industrial park Friday as Trump stopped at Arc Stone & Tile to review samples of marble and onyx for the proposed White House ballroom. (Jonathan Ernst/Reuters)


By Cat Zakrzewski | 2026-01-03
PALM BEACH, Fla. -- On President Donald Trump's 14th consecutive day at Mar-a-Lago, his residence and private club here, his motorcade veered from the familiar route to his golf club and pulled into an industrial shopping center on the side of the highway.
The leader of the free world had some shopping to do. As helicopters flew overhead, Secret Service sealed off the parking lot of Arc Stone & Tile so that the president could review samples of marble and onyx for a proposed White House ballroom project.
Trump will pay for the materials "at his own expense," according to a White House official who declined to say what he bought or how much he spent. The stop, focused on a long-standing signature initiative, reflected a pattern in which Trump has pursued private interests alongside the work of governing while operating remotely from Florida.
The White House declined to explain the timing of the purchase, as administration officials argue in court that construction will not begin on the project until it receives a green light from a federal review panel. Trump appears to be a repeat customer, according to a review on the store's website that indicates his properties have used the company for more than a decade.
Since arriving in Palm Beach early on the morning of Dec. 20, Trump has shifted much of his governing to what supporters call the "winter White House," hosting foreign leaders and advisers at the estate while also maintaining his regular golf schedule and social calendar. He has visited his nearby golf club 12 times in two weeks and hosted a New Year's Eve party where guests bid $2.75 million on a live-painted portrait of Jesus. He has also conducted international diplomacy, calling Russian President Vladimir Putin and hosting Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky at the club.
Hours after the shopping trip, he oversaw what he described as a "large scale strike" on Venezuela, capturing President Nicolas Maduro and his wife. Trump called into "Fox & Friends" on Saturday morning, taking credit for the operation and praising the military efforts.
The arrangement reflects a governing style that collapses the boundaries of the presidency, Trump's private business interests and his personal life, placing key moments of diplomacy and decision-making in a setting defined by access and loyalty rather than formal protocol. The scene recalls Trump's transition period a year ago, when world leaders, business executives and supporters vying for a position in the administration made pilgrimages to the social club that emerged as the center of the political universe after his election victory.
Trump's political opponents have seized on these displays of opulence, highlighting the stark contrast between the president's holiday celebrations and the impact of the administration's policies on American voters. As the new year began, the enhanced tax credits that have helped reduce the cost of health insurance for the vast majority of Affordable Care Act enrollees expired.
"Trump is kicking poor kids off food aid and is throwing millions off their health care this month, but he and his billionaires get caviar and ice sculptures," wrote Sen. Chris Murphy (D-Connecticut) on X, reposting a video of a caviar station adorned with a "2026" ice sculpture recorded at Trump's New Year's Eve party.
The press office of California Gov. Gavin Newsom shared the same video on social media, noting that an estimated 17 million Americans would start getting kicked off their health insurance this year -- punctuated with a party face emoji. The post appeared to reference Congressional Budget Office estimates released last summer about the impact Trump's signature legislation, the One Big Beautiful Bill, is expected to have through 2034 as Affordable Care Act credits are allowed to expire.
The White House responded by critiquing Joe Biden's vacations, accusing the former president of "napping at Rehoboth Beach" as inflation rose.
"Although much work remains, President Trump has been focused on turning Biden's economic disaster around since Day One -- while Democrats continue to lie and gaslight Americans about the problem they created in the first place," White House spokesman Kush Desai said in a statement.
The posts illustrate how Democrats have begun pointing to Mar-a-Lago itself -- and the events held there -- as shorthand evidence for a governing approach that intertwines wealth, access and official decision-making, themes they argue resonate with voters focused on health care and the cost of living.
Health care has emerged as one of Trump's weakest issues, as 33 percent of voters said they approve of his handling of the issue in a recent YouGov survey. In the same poll, 80 percent of people said they believe the wealthy have captured political institutions.
Last year, Democrats made similar critiques of a "Great Gatsby"-themed Halloween party that Trump also hosted at Mar-a-Lago during the government shutdown as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits were expected to expire. Democrats have also opened an investigation into the White House ballroom project, probing whether private patrons -- many of whom have not disclosed their contributions -- behind the $400 million project will receive any benefits in return. Many of the donors the White House has identified -- including Amazon, Lockheed Martin and Palantir -- have business before the administration, such as seeking future federal contracts or eyeing potential acquisitions. (Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.)
But these political conditions have not appeared to deter Trump from displaying his largesse. On New Year's Eve at Mar-a-Lago, musicians played patriotic anthems from black pedestals as political donors and Trump allies walked down a carpet to the party. Businessman Phil Ruffin and Brett Ratner, the director of an upcoming Amazon documentary about first lady Melania Trump, were among the guests spotted walking toward a ballroom blaring party classics like "(I've Had) The Time of My Life."

Trump onstage Wednesday during a New Year's Eve party at his Mar-a-Lago Club in Palm Beach, Florida, alongside artist Vanessa Horabuena and the winning bidder of a painting of Jesus that Horabuena speed-painted during the party. (Jonathan Ernst/Reuters)


Unlike official White House events, gatherings at Mar-a-Lago operate with fewer formal guardrails around disclosure, records and access, even as policy discussions and diplomatic encounters unfold there. The New Year's Eve event convened top administration officials including Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi L. Noem and White House deputy chief of staff Stephen Miller, alongside Hussain Sajwani, the Emirati businessman who has worked with Trump in the Middle East for years. Donald Trump Jr. and Eric Trump, Trump's sons who lead the family's businesses, were also in attendance.
Trump entered the party wearing a black tuxedo and made his way to the stage to tout the accomplishments of his first year and recognize VIPs in attendance. He praised Rep. Tom Emmer for his TV appearances, days after the Minnesota Republican called for the deportation of Somali Americans accused of fraud. Former New York mayor Rudy Giuliani looked on from a table in the back of the room under a ceiling installment of white flowers as the president recognized Christian speed artist Vanessa Horabuena.
As Christian worship music filled the ballroom, Horabuena danced and began painting a cross that ultimately morphed into a portrait of Jesus. When the painting was completed, Trump returned the stage and began to auction the artwork off for St. Jude Children's Research Hospital and a sheriff's department, starting with his own offer of $100,000. Trump touted the business accomplishments of the auction participants as he sought to drive the price up, at one point calling a $2 million bid "peanuts." The artwork was ultimately auctioned for $2.75 million. Trump and White House officials did not identify the winner, a woman who wore a top hat and a bow tie.
Before 10 the next morning, he was back at Trump International Golf Club West Palm Beach.
Dan Diamond and Shannon Osaka contributed to this report.
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Politics
Thousands of mail-in ballots could be discounted under new post office policy
The Postal Service is no longer guaranteeing when it will postmark mail, which could jeopardize some ballots that arrive after Election Day.  

Philadelphia election workers flatten primary-election mail ballots in April 2024. (Ricky Carioti/The Washington Post)


By Anna Liss-Roy | 2026-01-03
A recent change to how the U.S. Postal Service says it postmarks letters could discount the ballots of thousands of last-minute voters.
Many Americans have long assumed that tax returns, ballots and other mailed documents sent on deadline would be marked as sent the day they are dropped in a mailbox.
But the Postal Service announced Dec. 24 that it was making no such guarantees about postmarks. Its new guidelines say a postmark might come days later, when mail is actually processed at a regional facility, sometimes miles from a local mailbox.
Most states require mail ballots to be in the hands of election officials by Election Day. Fourteen states provide a grace period allowing mail ballots to be counted if they arrive after Election Day if they are postmarked by then, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures. More than two dozen others provide grace periods for military and overseas voters.
A Postal Service spokesperson, Martha Johnson, said the new guidance does not actually signal a change to the current practice. It is merely putting that practice into the service's written protocols. Voters can still get a postmark on the day they mail a ballot if they request one at a local post office.
But at least one postal union leader says that this is a change from current practice and that, previously, mail would typically be postmarked for the day it came in, even if it was processed later. "I think it's a huge deal," said Charles Charleston, president of the National Postal Mail Handlers Union Local 311, which represents mail handlers in Texas.
State election supervisors and experts acknowledge that postmarks have grown less reliable over the past decade, and many have already been warning voters not to wait until the last minute. But they say the new guidelines will intensify the need to educate procrastinating voters and put added pressure on the Postal Service to speed up ballot deliveries.
Mail-in voting is already under increased scrutiny and legal jeopardy as President Donald Trump continues to seek an end to the practice, which he falsely labels fraudulent. Wide-reaching changes to mail-in voting could be on the horizon regardless. 
The Supreme Court announced in November that it will decide whether laws that allow states to count mail ballots that arrive after Election Day are constitutional. The Republican National Committee, the Mississippi Republican Party, the Libertarian Party of Mississippi and a Mississippi voter challenged the state's mail ballot law in 2024 in lawsuits, arguing that federal Election Day statutes require ballots to be received by state officials by Election Day. The ruling is expected to drop by this summer and could influence the midterm elections in dozens of states.
The distinction over postmarks is crucial to voters in the states and territories that accept ballots late, as long as they were postmarked before or on Election Day.
New York, Texas, California, Nevada, Oregon and Washington are among the states with grace periods for mail ballots. Many of these states also give voters the option of leaving their ballots at special election drop boxes.

Sorted bins of mail ballots inside the ballot processing room at the Maricopa County Tabulation and Election Center in 2024 in Phoenix. (Anna Watts/For The Washington Post)


But some of the states with grace periods, like Texas, Mississippi and West Virginia, do not have boxes where voters can drop off their ballot, making absentee voters even more reliant on the Postal Service, especially those in rural areas. Other states have tightened their rules: Ohio Gov. Mike DeWine recently signed legislation eliminating Ohio's four-day grace period for late-arriving mail ballots.
"Voters who take early action and who request their ballots early, who mail back their voter registrations early, who mail in their candidate nomination petitions or drop them off in person, those people are all going to be fine," said Tammy Patrick, chief executive officer for programs at the Election Center, a national association of election officials. Patrick served as the federal compliance officer for the Maricopa County Elections Department in Arizona for more than a decade. "But the ones who wait are going to potentially be the ones who are going to be the most at risk."
Ballots that are mailed before or on Election Day but arrive with a postmark reflecting a later date and therefore are not counted will probably make up a small percentage of the total count. But that number could still amount to thousands of disenfranchised voters, according to Michael McDonald, a political science professor and elections specialist at the University of Florida. Younger people, older people and people of color are among the groups with the highest rates of mail ballot rejections, he said.
"Is it going to be enough to change the outcome of an election? Only if it's really close," McDonald said. The effects will be most noticeable in competitive races with slim margins, particularly at the local level, he said.
But it can be difficult to assess the scale of the effect -- even for those in charge of administering elections.
"Our office does not know how many Californians might be impacted because we have no way of knowing how those who are voting will return their ballot," the California secretary of state's office said in a statement. The office recommends that California voters who choose to mail their ballots do so as early as possible and that those mailing their ballot on Election Day get a manual postmark from an employee at the post office or drop off their ballot at a drop box.
Oregon, which automatically mails all voters a ballot, has been experiencing challenges with the Postal Service for years, said Tess Seger, deputy chief of staff for communications of the Oregon secretary of state's office.
"That relationship is not exactly instilling trust at the moment," Seger said, adding that the Postal Service has not been responsive to questions from their office.
State election officials had already noticed discrepancies and delays with postmarking and ballot delivery in recent years and had updated the state's guidance ahead of a November special election, Seger said. Now, Oregon advises voters to mail their ballots a week before Election Day.
The White House did not respond to questions about whether Trump supports the change or has any concerns about mail-in voting during elections in 2026 as a result. Trump in March issued an executive order that sought to eliminate grace periods for mail ballots by punishing states that have them, but a federal judge has blocked that part of his order for now. Trump has long railed against mail-in voting and in August promised to lead a movement to abolish it.
The update puts additional pressure on election workers to get the word out to voters and could add to broader uncertainty about the election process.
"This is not a political system right now that can handle a hell of a lot of confusion and disorder," said Nathaniel Persily, a law professor and election specialist at Stanford University.
Patrick Marley contributed to this report.
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Tim Walz was a Democratic hopeful. Now, he's a Republican punching bag.
The Minnesota governor is seeking a third term amid a welfare probe in his state that has sparked unwanted national attention.

Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz at a House Oversight Committee hearing on June 12 at the U.S. Capitol. (Anna Moneymaker/Getty Images)


By Caroline O'Donovan, Hannah Knowles | 2026-01-03
MINNEAPOLIS -- Just a few months ago, Larissa Laramee would have encouraged Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz to run for president. She admired the man who helped lead the Democratic presidential ticket in 2024 -- and who once taught her social studies.
But Laramee's feelings have changed as a years-long welfare fraud probe in Minnesota becomes a national maelstrom. Prosecutors say scammers stole brazenly from safety net programs, taking hundreds of millions of dollars in government funding -- potentially billions -- for services they never provided while Walz led the state.
"I like him as a person. He's fantastic," said Laramee, 40, who works at a Minnesota nonprofit for people with disabilities. Walz, as her high school teacher, helped inspire her career, she said. "But with all of this that's happened, I'm struggling with seeing a path forward for him."
Laramee's doubts show how the sprawling fraud cases in Minnesota now hang over Walz -- even as it's too soon to tell how they will ultimately affect his political future. A year and a half after he vaulted onto the national stage as Kamala Harris's running mate, Walz is back in the spotlight, this time for a controversy that Republicans around the country view as political gold.
Republicans are betting the fraud saga will hurt Walz, a staunch liberal and potential 2028 presidential candidate who is seeking a third term as governor this year. GOP officials say it will be one of their top campaign issues in Minnesota as they try to reverse many years of statewide losses and navigate through tough national headwinds in the midterms.
But many of the attacks on Walz are geared just as much toward riling the GOP's national base, using the issue and Walz's prominence to validate broader anger within the party over immigration and a social welfare system that President Donald Trump and others have long argued is out of control.
How much blame Walz should bear for the state's response to the fraud is a matter of a debate. He has said that, as state executive, he takes ultimate responsibility. Walz has said officials have "made systematic changes to state government" over the past few years as prosecutions were underway. The governor's critics say the changes were insufficient and came too late.
Democrats say Republicans are risking a backlash by fixating on the fraudsters' nationality -- most people charged in the schemes are of Somali descent -- and by freezing some federal child care funding in response. Trump has lobbed broad attacks on Somali immigrants that Walz denounced as "racist lies," and many on the right have called for deportations, even though officials say most of the fraud defendants are U.S. citizens.
Democrats are favored to win the governor's race in 2026; Republicans have not won a statewide election in Minnesota since 2006. Walz won reelection by about 8 percentage points in 2022, when some of the fraud cases had already surfaced, and it's not clear that the new attention to the issue has affected his approval in the state. There are no clear recent shifts in available surveys.

Maria Snider, director of the Rainbow Child Development Center and vice president of advocacy group Minnesota Child Care Association, speaks as people gather for a news conference at the state Capitol on Wednesday in St. Paul, Minnesota. (Giovanna Dell'Orto/AP)


Some Democrats remain worried the fallout threatens to blunt Walz's attacks on Trump, as well as the economic issues the party has sought to highlight.
"The anti-fraud message is going to be very strong. ... I fear that message will dominate or drown out the affordability message," said Ember Reichgott Junge, a former Minnesota state senator who is now a Democratic political analyst.
Junge said she's heard many Democrats express concern about Walz's reelection campaign and noted that his performance could affect lower-profile races on the ballot. Democrats are defending a one-vote majority in the state Senate and trying to retake the House, where Republicans hold a two-seat advantage amid two vacancies.
"He is a riskier candidate than any other Democrat" would have been, she said of Walz, who has not drawn primary challengers so far.
Walz has accused Trump of politicizing the probes. Walz appointed a statewide "director of program integrity" to prevent fraud in mid-December, among other changes, and the state shut down one fraud-plagued housing program this fall.
"We have made significant progress. We have much more to do. And it's my responsibility to fix it," Walz wrote in a recent op-ed for the Minnesota Star Tribune.
His office did not make him available for an interview.
Other Democrats dismissed Republicans' chances in the governor's race, said the GOP response to the fraud has overreached and accused Trump -- who has pardoned people convicted on fraud charges -- of hypocrisy. Trump and others on the right have also attacked Walz in highly personal terms that many call cruel; Trump recently called Walz "seriously retarded," and videos of people yelling "retard" outside Walz's house have circulated online. (Walz has spoken about his son's learning disability).
"Republicans are overplaying their hand, and this is what's going to turn off a lot of voters," said Abou Amara, a former adviser to Democratic leadership in the state legislature. "They have made this not just about fraud, but they've made it about xenophobia."

President Donald Trump on Dec. 16 at the White House. (Peter W. Stevenson/The Washington Post)


Federal authorities in Minnesota have been investigating the sweeping abuse of safety net programs for years and brought many of the charges in 2022, accusing 47 people of misusing $250 million -- meant to feed children during the pandemic -- on luxury cars and property as far away as Kenya and Turkey.
News reports, a viral video and a flood of criticism from right-wing influencers and politicians have drawn new national attention to the issue in recent weeks. Federal investigators also suggested last month that the problem could be much bigger than previously known.
Joe Thompson, a prosecutor with the U.S. attorney's office in Minnesota, said at a news conference last month that authorities have identified "significant fraud" in 14 state Medicaid programs -- and said fraud may account for more than half of the $18 billion that went to those programs since 2018.
"Every day we look under a rock and find a new $50 million fraud scheme," Thompson said.
Republican leaders including Vice President JD Vance and House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-Louisiana) have weighed in this past week, sharing a video posted on social media on Dec. 26 by a 23-year-old YouTuber, Nick Shirley, who joined a roundtable with Trump last year. In the 42-minute video, Shirley claimed day care centers were not caring for children because he could not see them on-site. Regulators, however, saw children on their visits within the last 10 months, according to officials and records.
Shirley's video has accumulated more than 130 million views on X and triggered a flood of GOP interest -- and criticism of Walz. House Republicans said they would call Walz to testify before Congress next month. Right-leaning billionaire Elon Musk, who owns X, suggested Walz should go to prison.
"Minnesotans are finally much more aware of the extent of the fraud and how deep it is and how it's gone unchecked, and it is going to play favorably for Republicans on every level of government in the '26 election," said state House speaker Lisa Demuth, one of many candidates seeking the GOP nomination to challenge Walz.
Another GOP gubernatorial candidate, Minnesota Rep. Kristin Robbins -- who chairs a House committee on fraud -- called it the top issue in the race. "We are still, sadly, at the tip of the iceberg," she said.

Minnesota state Rep. Kristin Robbins (R-Maple Grove) says the fraud probe is a top issue in the state's gubernatorial election. (Ellen Schmidt/AP)


A 2024 report from the nonpartisan Minnesota Legislative Auditor found that the state education department, which administered nutrition programs at the center of many fraud cases, "failed to act on warning signs" and "created opportunities for fraud." It did not point specifically at Walz.
Michael Brodkorb, a former deputy chair of the Minnesota GOP who has crossed the aisle in the past to vote for Walz, said he isn't sure how he'll vote in the coming gubernatorial race, and argued that the Walz administration could have been more responsive. Voters, he said, will have to decide if state officials "have the credibility to be a part of the solution when maybe a lot of Minnesotans think they're part of the problem."
But he also warned that Trump's rhetoric isn't helping local Republicans. The president railed against Somali immigrants in a Cabinet meeting last month, saying "they contribute nothing" and declaring, "Their country stinks, and we don't want them in our country."

Michael Brodkorb, a former deputy chair of the Minnesota GOP, in 2012. (Jim Mone/AP)


Some Republicans in Minnesota want to leave race out of the debate -- though they argue sensitivities about racism helped enable the fraud. (A nonprofit behind much of the fraud once accused a state agency of racial discrimination while pushing back on skepticism).
"We want to stay focused on the fraud and just the act itself, not on the culture or the people behind it," Minnesota GOP Chair Alex Plechash said in an interview, adding later, "I'm not at all into dividing the people by race or by socioeconomic status or any other way."
At a Somali mall in Minneapolis, Kadar Abdi, a student at a nearby mosque, said he believes Trump is trying to turn attention away from his own political challenges. "Because of these failures, as a distraction tactic, you want to blame a marginalized group" he said. "It's as old as American society."
An hour away in Owatonna, an exurb of the Twin Cities, diners at the Kernel represented the full gamut of opinions. Trump voter Michael Haag, 54, said Walz "should be in prison" and that he plans to leave the state if Walz is reelected.
He "should resign, and I also think he should be charged, because he's for the Somalis," Haag said. "He should have been looking out for us, versus them."
Another patron wearing a pink Carhartt hat and sipping coffee disagreed.
"I find him honest," said Joan Trandem, who is retired. "He cares about the small guy."
Given the drama that's surrounded Walz, Trandem said she's surprised he wants to run for a third term. But if he continues with the campaign, she plans to vote for him. In the rural part of Minnesota where Trandem lives, the fraud probe doesn't get much play anymore, she said. "I'm tired of talking about it."
Knowles reported from Washington. Scott Clement in Washington contributed to this report.
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Opinions
Seizing Maduro? Quick. Fixing Venezuela's oil production? Years.
A nation wrecked by Chavez's and Maduro's socialist mismanagement has a long recovery road ahead.

The dilapidated infrastructure of the Venezuelan state-run oil company on Lake Maracaibo in Cabimas, Venezuela, in 2019. (Michael Robinson Chavez/The Washington Post)


By Megan McArdle | 2026-01-04
It's hard to imagine a worse leader for Venezuela than Nicolas Maduro, who combined corruption, economic mismanagement and brutal repression in one repulsive package. That doesn't mean America was right to invade the country and arrest him·, which strikes me as both unconstitutional and unwise. And while it's hard to imagine a worse leader than Maduro, that doesn't mean there isn't one out there, waiting in the wings.
Yet the thing is done, so what's left is to figure out whether Venezuela can be rebuilt into what Trump says he wants -- "good neighbors" who help the United States "surround" itself "with stability." That will depend on the other thing Trump says he wants: a rapid ramp-up in Venezuelan oil production. Everyone should want that much, because it's the only way to lift Venezuelans out of the dire poverty of their failed socialist economy.
Alas, Venezuela's destruction took decades. Its reconstruction probably will too.
The country is sitting on the world's largest proven oil reserves, which once gave it the fourth-highest gross domestic product per capita in the world. Though that position had slipped considerably by the 1990s, thanks to falling oil prices and underinvestment, a set of market liberalizations and good management by PDVSA, the state-owned oil company, had boosted production to more than 3 million barrels per day by 1998, the year socialist Hugo Chavez was elected.
Chavez slapped rigid price controls on the economy and turned PDVSA into a piggy bank for his domestic social programs, as well as an instrument of his foreign policy. He got away with this for quite a while, thanks to extremely fortuitous timing: Chavez came into office just as oil prices were bottoming out following the Asian financial crisis.
In the two years after he took office, prices more than doubled, and then they really began to take off, briefly touching $140 a barrel right before the 2008 U.S. financial crisis. Even after Lehman Brothers went belly up and the global economy tanked, oil prices remained comfortably above $80 a barrel. This was the period when various lefties made fools of themselves praising Chavez for proving that socialism worked.
In fact, the illusory early success of Chavismo was entirely a function of capitalist markets that were making the oil under Venezuela's soil more profitable than ever before. Unfortunately for the Venezuelans, those high prices spurred capitalists to look for new sources, such as shale oil. Meanwhile, the socialists at home were destroying the country's ability to pump what it had out of the ground.
Oil extraction requires a lot of capital and know-how -- particularly in the case of Venezuela's heavy, sulfurous crude, which is difficult to pump and refine. But with Chavez diverting PDVSA funds into social spending, there was less money to invest in the oil fields. The country's human capital was eroding just as fast, as experienced engineers and managers were replaced with regime loyalists. Meanwhile, the government kept demanding more and more concessions from multinationals operating in the country, to the point where they looked less like "concessions" and more like "extortion."
Unsurprisingly, Venezuelan oil production slowly began to slide. By 2013, the year Chavez died of cancer, it was down to 2.65 million. For a time, this steady erosion of production was offset by the steep increase in oil prices, so Chavez never lived to see the consequences of his efforts. That whirlwind was reaped by his successor, Maduro, who saw oil prices and production go into free fall together, resulting in the largest peacetime economic contraction ever recorded.
Lately, Maduro made a few gestures toward markets, as socialist dictatorships sometimes do when economic reality becomes too brutal to ignore. But it has been too little, too late, and Venezuela still pumps less than a million barrels of oil per day.
Turning that around will require the capital and skill of multinationals who are justifiably wary. Because oil fields are expensive to develop -- and because the infrastructure is hard to move once it's in place -- governments face the eternal temptation to expropriate companies as soon as the development phase is finished. Under socialism, Venezuela indulged that temptation with a vengeance.
The government could have gotten away with a moderate rewrite of the terms of its oil development deals. Instead, it went for wholesale looting, and now it won't be enough for Venezuela to dismantle its socialist economic policies and offer oil companies a reasonable profit on new development -- those things are a necessary minimum. The new government, whatever it might be, will also need to find some way to make a credible commitment that things will stay semi-liberalized and somewhat reasonable. That will mean guaranteeing physical security for foreign investors and developing complementary infrastructure and services, such as repairing the country's degraded power grid.
If the U.S. actually wants Venezuela to stabilize, and a reversal of the flood of refugees, much more than removing Nicolas Maduro will be required. If a new democratic government takes shape and it can make long-term commitments to growth, a major deployment of U.S. influence and money will be needed. I doubt reconstruction funds and state-building were what Trump and his advisers were thinking of when they decided to invade Venezuela. But if they'd been thinking it through, they probably wouldn't have invaded in the first place.
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Opinions
Trump goes monster-hunting, untainted by a whiff of legality
Colin Powell's "Pottery Barn rule" comes to mind after U.S.'s seizing of Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro.

President Donald Trump points to a reporter to ask a question during a news conference at Mar-a-Lago on Saturday in Palm Beach, Florida. (Alex Brandon/AP)


By George F. Will | 2026-01-04
There is a constant tug toward universalism in U.S. foreign policy, and hence a recurring temptation for crusading. The strength of the tug waxes and wanes, responding to the perceived success or failure of the most recent undertaking to reorder realities abroad.
Universalism flows from the ninth word of the most important sentence in this creedal nation's catechism: "all." All human beings are endowed with unalienable rights, including the right to government legitimated by consent. The perennial American argument concerns what, if anything, this catechism commits the nation to do.
Twenty-one years ago, George W. Bush's second inaugural address proclaimed "the calling of our time" to be nothing less than "ending tyranny in our world." This project has not fared well since then.
The 1823 Monroe Doctrine declared the Western Hemisphere closed to further European colonization, and, implicitly, open to U.S. intervention in order to guarantee ... Here things become murky. Commercial considerations (long ago, bananas; today, oil) and geopolitics have driven interventions.
The doctrine, although promulgated by President James Monroe, should be called the Adams Doctrine, for his secretary of state, John Quincy Adams. (The Marshall Plan, announced in a brief Harvard commencement speech by Harry Truman's secretary of state, George Marshall, is not known as the Truman Plan.)
Although European colonization in this hemisphere long ago subsided, perhaps the Monroe Doctrine is still apposite. But two years before the Monroe Doctrine was enunciated, Secretary Adams said of our nation:
"Wherever the standard of freedom and independence has been or shall be unfurled, there will her heart, her benedictions and her prayers be. But she goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of her own."
Many presidents, and most recent ones, have rightly disagreed. The current one, who also disagrees, speaks so often and so imprecisely, as in his meandering babble late Saturday morning, a cloud of confusion envelopes everything. Dissipating it can begin with this:
That Nicolas Maduro is a monster is patent, as was the illegitimacy of his government, which disdained respect for the consent of the governed. But the urgent argument begins, not ends, with those two facts.
Heartbreak, a risk inherent in puppy love, today afflicts those who believed this president's reiterated disparagements of U.S. involvement in regime changes, wars of choice and nation-building. The lovers will recover.
Remember, however, what Colin Powell, prior to the invasion of Iraq, called "the Pottery Barn rule" ("You break it, you own it") regarding the use of U.S. force to restructure other countries. We owned Iraq and Afghanistan for many unhappy years. Perhaps this time things will go smoothly as U.S. officials, in the president's insouciant words, "run" Venezuela until "we can do a safe, proper and judicious transition."
Transition to what? Presumably the administration has plans. Certainly there is an aphorism: "If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans."
Meanwhile, the Trump administration must devise justifications for the Venezuelan intervention without employing categories by which Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping can give a patina of faux legality to forcibly ending nearby regimes they dislike. The Trump administration's incantations of its newly minted and nonsensical phrase "narco-terrorism" will not suffice.
Andrew C. McCarthy, the conservative lawyer who prosecuted terrorists convicted of the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, says this phrase "has no standing as a legal term -- no significance in the extensive bodies of federal law defining narcotics trafficking and terrorism."
As Bishop Joseph Butler (1692-1752) said, "Everything is what it is, and not another thing." Narcotics trafficking is a serious crime. It is not a terrorist activity. Neither is the self-"poisoning" of Americans who ingest drugs.
So, the administration must improvise post facto rationalizations for the forcible regime change in Venezuela, rationalizations harmonious with the president's recent pardoning of Juan Orlando Hernandez, the former Honduran president convicted in a U.S. court of shipping here more than 400 tons of cocaine. "The Honduran regime," McCarthy writes in National Review, "figures prominently in the indictment of Maduro brought by the first Trump administration." Maduro's lawyers will have fun with this.
And perhaps with this: When Theodore Roosevelt asked Attorney General Philander Knox to concoct a legal justification for the unsavory U.S. measures that enabled construction of the Panama Canal, Knox replied, "Oh, Mr. President, do not let so great an achievement suffer from any taint of legality."
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Opinions
Trump claims the U.S. will 'run' Venezuela. What's the plan?
The raid to nab Maduro was brilliantly executed. The aftermath could get extremely messy. 

(Chiqui Esteban/The Washington Post)


By Max Boot | 2026-01-04
In recent months, President Donald Trump has assembled the largest U.S. naval armada in the Caribbean since the invasion of Panama in 1989. There were far too many forces simply to blow up some suspected drug boats -- but not enough to invade Venezuela, a nation of nearly 30 million people. Now we know what all that naval might was for. The U.S. force was the perfect size for a commando raid to capture Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro.
That is exactly what the U.S. Army's Delta Force pulled off under the cover of darkness early Saturday morning in a bold and brilliant operation that showed once again why the U.S. Special Operations Command and the U.S. intelligence community are the best in the world.
A U.S. Special Operations raid in a large foreign capital full of hostile fighters could easily go wrong, as did the 1993 "Black Hawk Down" fiasco in Somalia. That operation damaged President Bill Clinton politically and led to Defense Secretary Les Aspin's downfall. It must have taken nerves of steel for Trump to give the go-ahead. Because the raid seemingly went like clockwork, Trump was able to take a victory lap at a typically rambling Saturday news conference at his Mar-a-Lago Club.
Maduro was no terrorist leader, and he was no direct threat to the United States, despite the administration's attempts to label him as a "narco-terrorist." But he is a vile despot who was implicated not only in corruption and drug trafficking but also in heinous human rights violations. No tears should be shed over the prospect that he will face trial in a U.S. federal court for some of his crimes. But the raid nevertheless raises difficult and troubling questions about why the operation was carried out and what the consequences will be.
Comparisons are being tossed around to President Ronald Reagan's invasion of Grenada in 1983 and President George H.W. Bush's invasion of Panama in 1989, when U.S. troops previously deposed Latin American rulers. But the big difference is that in both cases, U.S. troops took over the entire country, enabling a democratic transition.
In Venezuela, by comparison, U.S. troops staged a quick in-and-out raid. It was regime decapitation, not regime change. At his Mar-a-Lago news conference, Trump said, "We are going to run the country until such time as we can do a safe, proper and judicious transition." What is he talking about? There are no indications that U.S. troops are preparing to occupy Venezuela. If such an operation were attempted, it could easily turn into a debacle, just like the U.S. invasion of Iraq, and it would violate Trump's repeated pledges not to engage in "nation-building."
Maduro was not a one-man band. He presided over a large apparatus of oppression that includes the army, the national guard, the national police, the intelligence service and the Colombian guerrilla group ELN. All of those forces remain intact after the U.S. raid. Also still in place are many of Maduro's top lieutenants, including the ministers of defense and interior, who were implicated in his alleged crimes.
They give no sign of willingness to cede power to the democratic opposition led by Maria Corina Machado, who recently left the country to accept the Noble Peace Prize. Edmundo Gonzalez, who was widely believed to have won the rigged 2024 presidential election, is also out of the country. On Saturday, Trump spoke dismissively about Machado and said Secretary of State Marco Rubio is talking with Maduro's handpicked vice president, Delcy Rodriguez.
So what is the plan, if any, for the "day after" Maduro's downfall? To leave the Maduro regime in place with a new and more compliant leader?
That is hardly what the Venezuelans who voted for Gonzalez want, and it raises the issue of why Trump acted in the first place. Unlike President George W. Bush in Iraq or President Barack Obama in Libya, Trump did not offer a rationale about promoting democracy or human rights. On Saturday, Trump focused on Maduro's complicity in drug trafficking. But just a month ago, Trump pardoned Juan Orlando Hernandez, the former president of Honduras, who was tried and convicted in a U.S. court of similar drug trafficking offenses.
More recently, Trump trotted out a different rationale for action. He wrote on social media· that he wanted Venezuela to return "to the United States of America all of the Oil, Land, and other Assets that they previously stole from us." This is a fiction -- Venezuela nationalized its oil fields in 1976, but many other countries have done the same, including Saudi Arabia to Russia. (More contentious was Hugo Chavez's 2007 decree that foreign oil companies in joint ventures would have to sell a majority stake to Venezuela's state-owned oil company.) It does suggest, though, that Trump's focus is not on bringing freedom to Venezuela but, rather, gaining access to its oil reserves -- the world's largest.
And, indeed, in Saturday's news conference, Trump vowed that more U.S. oil companies would go back into Venezuela. (Chevron is already drilling for oil there.) The problem is that any new Venezuelan regime would rapidly lose its legitimacy if it allowed its natural resources to be looted by Yanquis.
Like George W. Bush after the invasion of Iraq, Trump enjoyed his "Mission Accomplished" moment on Saturday. But if there is one thing we have learned over the past quarter-century, it is much easier to topple tyrants than to build stable and secure societies afterward. History's ultimate verdict on Trump's military operation will be based on the fate of post-Maduro Venezuela, and the U.S., despite what Trump said about running the country, has only limited leverage to determine its fate.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2026/01/03/trump-maduro-raid-military-venezuela/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Post's View
Justice in Venezuela 
The next challenge is setting the country up for long-term success.

Venezuelans living in Chile celebrate Saturday in Santiago after U.S. forces captured Nicolas Maduro. (Javier Torres/AFP via Getty Images)


By Editorial Board | 2026-01-03
This editorial has been updated to include comments from the president's news conference.
Millions of people around the world, most of all in Venezuela, are celebrating the downfall· of the dictator Nicolas Maduro. President Donald Trump's decision to capture him on Saturday was one of the boldest moves a president has made in years, and the operation was an unquestionable tactical success. The next step is ensuring that this triumph sets Venezuela up for stability and prosperity rather than more of the same, or worse.
What happened in Caracas was a clear reminder that America's military, intelligence and cyber capabilities are second to none. More than 150 aircraft supported the Army's Delta force in capturing Maduro and his wife. The couple are being extradited to the U.S., where they will face narco-terrorism, weapons and drug charges in Manhattan. There were no American deaths, although some U.S. service members were injured.
This is a major victory for American interests. Just hours before, supportive Chinese officials held a chummy meeting with Maduro, who had also been propped up by Russia, Cuba and Iran. No doubt millions of Venezuelans will remember who backed their oppressor and who effected his removal. But the end of Maduro will be a failure if it doesn't also corrode the influence of American adversaries in this hemisphere.
Maduro's removal sends an important message to tin-pot dictators in Latin America and the world: Trump follows through. President Joe Biden offered sanctions relief to Venezuela, and Maduro responded to that show of weakness by stealing an election.
Trump had telegraphed for months that Maduro could not remain in power, yet Venezuela's illegitimate leader clung on. What are Iranian leaders thinking now as they consider how to respond to widespread anti-government protests? Are the communists in Cuba sleeping well after Secretary of State Marco Rubio put them on notice Saturday?
The natural question is what comes next. Trump said that "we are going to run the country now" but didn't provide much clarity. Doing so will be critical to winning broader support for more involvement going forward.
The ideal outcome would be for Maria Corina Machado, a Nobel Peace Prize winner and leader of the Venezuelan opposition, to take power. Her Freedom Manifesto -- influenced heavily by America's Constitution -- is the best outline for Venezuela's future. The details would be tricky, but she would easily win a free and fair election.
Trump foolishly claimed during a Saturday afternoon news conference that Machado doesn't have respect within the country, but does he think Maduro's handpicked vice president does? Rubio has spoken with her, and Trump signaled that they expect Maduro's No. 2 to be pliant to U.S. demands, especially relating to opening oil fields for U.S. companies. The president often shoots from his hip in these press conferences and would be wise to reconsider. Empowering a Maduro flunky would be an unforced error with catastrophic consequences.
Some in the Trump administration believe anyone is better than Maduro, and they think that letting her run things will avoid needing to put U.S. troops on the ground (even as Trump expressed openness to that). Perhaps, but anyone from the current regime will be tainted by their association and probably retain links to American adversaries. Any short-term thawing of relations would be a risk. It'd be better to offer high-level figures amnesty, and a life abroad, if they help with the democratic transition.
Another bad outcome would be if the country falls into total chaos. It's not hard to imagine various armed groups taking control of swaths of the country amid the power vacuum. This would make the refugee crisis caused by Maduro and his predecessor look relatively tame. Although Venezuela is often compared to Libya, that's unfair to the millions of Venezuelans who remember living in a relatively prosperous and democratic society not long ago.
Trump offered Maduro several off-ramps. He could have retired and lived a luxury lifestyle in Moscow or Minsk. Instead, he will probably die in prison. It's an all-time miscalculation.
There are also legitimate legal questions about the operation, though Maduro was viewed as a criminal by both Trump and Biden, who raised the reward to $25 million for information leading to his arrest. The administration says it did not give anyone in the legislative branch a heads up because of concerns about leaks, and they sold the operation as a law-enforcement action. That's a stretch given the extensive involvement of the military, and it's good for democratic hygiene to scrutinize the decision.
With tough decisions coming and many obstacles ahead, it's fair to look forward. Yet it's also fair to celebrate. For years, Maduro was a symbol of the false warmth of Latin American collectivism. Now he should spend the rest of his life in a humane American prison. His downfall is good news.
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Opinions
The 20 best things Trump did in 2025 
The accomplishments of a stunning year can't be captured in just 10 items.

(The Washington Post)


By Marc Thiessen | 2026-01-03
President Donald Trump has had such a consequential start to his second term that my normal list of 10 could not capture the full scope of what he accomplished. So, here is my list of the 20 best things Trump did in 2025. (In my previous column, I discussed the 10 worst.)

Then-candidate Donald Trump at a wreath-laying ceremony commemorating the Abbey Gate attack, at Arlington National Cemetery on Aug. 26, 2024. (Anna Moneymaker/Getty Images) 


After terrorists killed 13 U.S. service members during President Joe Biden's catastrophic withdrawal from Afghanistan, Biden promised, "We will not forgive. We will not forget. We will hunt you down and make you pay." He left office three years later having made no one pay. It took Trump less than six weeks to capture what he described as a "top terrorist" responsible for the attack.
The federal government will put $1,000 into a tax-advantaged investment account for every American child born between Jan. 1, 2025, and Dec. 31, 2028, to be locked until they turn 18. The Treasury Department estimates the accounts could grow to between $3,000 and $13,800 in 18 years, and to as much as $1.9 million by age 28 if fully funded with additional contributions and left untouched, giving every American child a financial foundation as they begin adulthood.

A U.S. Army soldier climbs down from the top of a Stryker armored transport vehicle in Sunland Park, New Mexico, on April 4. (Paul Ratje/For The Washington Post) 


Biden claimed he needed legislation from Congress to secure the border; Trump shut down the border in weeks with no new congressional authority. Encounters at the border are at record lows, apprehensions are 95 percent lower than the daily average under Joe Biden, and no illegal migrants have been released into the United States for seven months.

President Donald Trump announces a plan for tariffs on imported goods in April at the White House. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post) 


In his first term, Trump offered the European Union a zero-for-zero trade deal, but the E.U. failed to take him up on the offer. Seven years later, Trump struck a deal that includes a 15 percent baseline tariff on most European exports to the U.S., while most U.S. exports to the E.U. will be duty-free. What changed? Trump's trade war. He also used tariffs as leverage to reach deals with Britain, Japan, South Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, the Philippines and Cambodia.

Students at Columbia University in New York City on Feb. 10, 2023. (Ted Shaffrey/AP) 


He forced Columbia University to sign a $220 million settlement over diversity, equity and inclusion and over antisemitic civil rights violations on campus, and reached similar settlements with Brown, Cornell, Northwestern, the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Virginia, with more potentially on the way.

A supply of testosterone medication. (Rory Doyle/For The Washington Post) 


He signed an executive order and issued new regulations to stop U.S. hospitals from engaging in the chemical and surgical mutilation of children and ordered that federal funds be rescinded from any educational institutions that deprive women and girls of fair athletic opportunities. As a result, the NCAA and the U.S. Olympic and Paralympic committees changed their policies to ban men from competing in women's sports, and the University of Pennsylvania agreed to restore women's school records, post the definition of a woman on its website, and apologize to female athletes it harmed with past Title IX violations.

Federal workers rally at Upper Senate Park on Feb. 11 to urge Congress to protect civil service jobs from political interference. (Moriah Ratner/For The Washington Post) 


His executive orders gutting public worker unions mean many federal departments can terminate union contracts and hire and fire based on merit.

American Ram pickup trucks and cargo vans on display at the Essen Motor Show in Essen, Germany, on Dec. 4. (Martin Meissner/AP) 


Trump is rolling back Biden's fuel efficiency and tailpipe emissions standards, and signed legislation ending California's electric vehicle mandate, policies intended to coerce Americans into buying electric vehicles. Trump also lifted Biden's pause on natural gas exports, dramatically increasing U.S. exports, opening up millions of acres in Alaska's Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to drilling and mining, approving record numbers of drilling permits, rolling back climate regulations and revoking Biden-era orders that blocked oil and gas drilling in most U.S. coastal waters.

National Guard members patrol D.C. in November. (Alex Wroblewski/Bloomberg) 


After Trump took federal control of the D.C. police and deployed the Guard, crime in the District dropped by double-digits in virtually every category.
His One Big Beautiful Bill also made his 2017 pro-growth tax cuts permanent.

Aerial view of the site where a Chinese monument once stood at the entrance of the Panama Canal before it was demolished on Dec. 27. (Daniel de Carteret/AFP/Getty Images) 


Under pressure from Trump, Panama replaced Huawei telecommunications infrastructure installed at 13 sites with secure American technology, pulled out of China's Belt and Road Initiative and scrapped its contracts with a Hong Kong-based company to manage port facilities.

President Donald Trump speaks in the Oval Office in May. (Alex Brandon/AP) 


As part of his One Big Beautiful Bill, Trump made a down payment on the second Trump defense buildup, including funding for his "Golden Dome" defense shield to protect America from ballistic missile attacks, which will fulfill the vision Ronald Reagan put forward with his Strategic Defense Initiative. But he still needs to increase regular defense spending to deliver on his promise of "peace through strength."
Eliminating USAID as an independent agency has been a conservative goal since the 1990s. While permanently abolishing USAID requires an act of Congress, Trump has folded its functions into the State Department, eliminated wasteful programs and made sure that U.S. aid decisions support U.S. foreign policy objectives.

Recruits participate in the Army's future soldier prep course at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, in September. (Chris Carlson/AP) 


After suffering years of severe recruiting shortfalls under Biden, the U.S. Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines and Space Force all met or exceeded their 2025 recruiting goals, many of them months ahead of schedule.
Trump launched the largest deployment of naval assets to the Caribbean since the U.S. invasion of Panama, is taking out the speedboats and submarines the narco-terrorists use and right after the new year began sent the U.S. military to capture Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro.

Police secure the scene of a U.S. airstrike in Jabo, Nigeria on Dec. 26. (Tunde Omolehin/AP) 


He warned that he would send the U.S. military into Nigeria "guns-a-blazing" to wipe out Islamic terrorists engaged in mass killings of Christians, and on Christmas Day he delivered, carrying out "multiple" strikes against Islamic State targets in northwestern Nigeria.
He has made progress toward lasting peace in conflicts between India and Pakistan, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda, Cambodia and Thailand, and Armenia and Azerbaijan. He also brought the war between Israel and Iran to an end after 12 days and brokered a deal to end the Israel-Hamas war that secured the release of all remaining hostages. He also helped avert conflicts between Kosovo and Serbia and Egypt and Ethiopia, and got Kazakhstan to join the Abraham Accords. Russia's war on Ukraine has proven more intractable, but this is an unprecedented record worthy of a Nobel Peace Prize.

President Donald Trump and Ukraine President Volodymyr Zelensky meet in the Oval Office on Aug. 18. (Tom Brenner/For The Washington Post) 


Trump is sending new weapons worth billions of dollars to Ukraine -- paid for by European allies, not American taxpayers -- and is providing Ukraine with targeting intelligence for strikes deep into Russia. And he is offering Ukraine a NATO Article 5-style security guarantee as part of a potential peace deal.
Today, all allies are on track to spend 2 percent of GDP on defense this year, and at a triumphant NATO summit in the Netherlands, Trump got allies to agree to raise their spending to 5 percent by 2035 -- more than double their previous commitment. As NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte wrote to Trump, this is "something NO American president in decades could get done."

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Air Force Gen. Dan Caine during a news conference at the Pentagon on June 22. (Andrew Harnik/Getty Images) 


Four presidents promised to stop Iran from getting a nuclear weapon, but only Trump took decisive action to halt it. Launching Operation Midnight Hammer is possibly the most important and courageous foreign policy decision any president has made in the past half-century.
Love him or hate him, this is an objectively stunning string of accomplishments. I can't think of a president in my lifetime who has accomplished so much in such a short period of time. And whatever one thinks of Trump's record, he needs to be judged against the alternative. Kamala Harris was the most radical Democratic nominee in history, and the damage she would have done as president would have been irreparable. Instead, Trump took the oath of office with a popular vote mandate to do everything on this list -- and more.
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Opinions
'This is not regime change': Maria Corina Machado's message to Americans
The Nobel Peace Prize winner discusses her Freedom Manifesto and whether Venezuela can move beyond dictatorship.

(The Washington Post)


By Washington Post Opinions | 2026-01-03
Update: On Jan. 3, the United States captured Nicolas Maduro, the Venezuelan dictator, and removed him from the country.
Below is an interview with Maria Corina Machado, the leader of the Venezuelan opposition and the winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize. Speaking to Opinion Editor Adam O'Neal on Nov. 19, she discussed her recently published Freedom Manifesto and the future of Venezuela. The transcript has been edited and condensed for clarity.

The Nobel Peace Prize winner discusses her "Freedom Manifesto" and whether Venezuela can move beyond dictatorship. (The Washington Post)


Adam O'Neal: The Freedom Manifesto really is a powerful document. Why is now the moment to publish this and put it out into the world?
Maria Corina Machado: Look, this is a turning point in Venezuelan history, perhaps one of the moments that we have fought hardest as a nation -- ever. After 26 years of devastation, Venezuela is at the threshold of freedom. And it has taken many lives of Venezuelans that have been imprisoned, tortured, killed, forced to flee their country, separated from their families, thousands and thousands that have given everything for freedom. This is a moment in which we have united around our common values, those virtues that define the Venezuelan people -- from our origins to this critical and decisive moment in our lives and in our history.
O'Neal: What is life like in Venezuela at this moment for the average Venezuelan?
Machado: I think it's unbelievable to think that a country that used to be the richest country in the region, that has the largest oil reserves in the world, is today one of the poorest societies in the world. I mean, we're talking about 86 percent of the Venezuelan population living in poverty. You know how much the monthly pension is, Adam? $1 a month. Our children only go twice a week to school, to public schools, because teachers earn $1 a day, so they need to get other jobs.
Young Venezuelans have been put into prison because they posted a picture of someone the regime doesn't like. Today, just for posting in your social network, you would be persecuted. And they go to your house looking for you and if they don't find you, just like what happened with a member of our party, they detained his mother, his daughter, his son and his granddaughter, a 2-year-old baby detained because they were looking for her grandfather. That's what life is like today in Venezuela.
O'Neal: Why was it important to you to stay? You're risking your life.
Machado: I always ask myself: Where am I more useful to our cause? I am convinced that I am much more useful here, close to the Venezuelan people. They know it, that I'm here, that our fight, our most important fight, is within our nation. And I've learned that even without being able to touch someone, you can be very, very close.
O'Neal: What do you say to Americans who look at what's happening in Venezuela and say, "We have a lot of problems at home. And my heart goes out to you, maybe I'll donate, but we don't want America involved in this"?
Machado: I totally understand, but I want to start by saying that the conflict that has destroyed my country doesn't stop at our borders. Imagine if a third of the population of your country were forced to flee, what it would mean. These are people that are forced to go somewhere else to survive, just to send food back to their children. These are women that have left babies. And when I used to travel around my country, I would find these very, very young children with the very old grandparents, because even the aunts and uncles have also been forced to flee.
But from Venezuela, the regime has decided to turn our country into a safe haven for the enemies of Western democracies from other countries. To destroy our country, to destroy our families and our lives, but also to expand these criminal activities from this safe haven, this satellite, that is only three hours away from Florida.
O'Neal: We all want Venezuela to be a prosperous democracy, which it was not that long ago. How do you get from the current state to there?
Machado: Venezuela is not like countries in the Middle East that have gone through long processes of authoritarian regimes that change. This is not regime change. We voted. We mandated a change of the regime a year and a half ago under absolutely unjust and extreme conditions. We had no money, zero media. You know how many interviews I did in the whole campaign on TV? Zero, not one. We organized a million volunteers and we won.
We're not asking for regime change. We're asking for respect of the will of the people and the people will be the one that will take care and protect this transition so that it is orderly, peaceful and irreversible.
O'Neal: When am I going to be able to come to Caracas and meet you in person? When do you think it will be safe and possible for you to come out and speak openly and to be with the people?
Machado: I would say that there is no other generation in Venezuelan history that values so much freedom, family and the possibility to move around freely in their homeland as this generation. And I believe that we are very close. We are at the threshold of freedom. And I promise I will host you. I will show you around the most beautiful country in the region.
Freedom comes with responsibility. And that's one of the greatest lessons the Venezuelan people have learned. And I believe that this huge journey and unprecedented achievements that we have done in liberating, that we will end up liberating Venezuela and will serve also as an inspiration and example for other societies around the world.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2025/11/21/maria-corina-machado-interview-venezuela-democracy/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Opinions
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            National
          
        

      

      Local

      The Washington Post offers breaking local news, weather and traffic information for the DC, Maryland and Virginia metro areas, plus information about school districts, crime, government, religion, the lottery,restaurant reviews and obituaries.


      
        How the Smithsonian's National Zoo feeds its animals
        Kanyakrit Vongkiatkajorn, Jabin Botsford

        The Smithsonian National Zoo and Conservation Biology Institute are home to more than 2,000 animals. We followed zookeepers to see what it takes to feed them.

      

      
        For the second year, D.C.'s annual homicide toll declined
        Emma Uber

        The decrease in 2025 came during a tumultuous year for D.C.'s police force, including a federal takeover by the Trump administration and a change in police chiefs.

      

      
        CWG Live: Still cold today and tomorrow. January thaw starts Tuesday.
        Molly Robey

        Highs head for the 50s and maybe 60s mid- to late week.

      

      
        Super moon shone through clouds over D.C. on Saturday
        Martin Weil

        The full supermoon of January, the wolf moon, could be seen despite the clouds weljjl before dawn on the morning of a chilly Saturday in D.C.

      

      
        Three men killed in Maryland shooting
        Emma Uber

        The shooting occurred around 2 a.m. in the parking lot of a banquet hall, police said.

      

      
        CWG Live: Snowflakes possible tonight; continued cold until midweek thaw
        Dan Stillman, Ian Livingston, A. Camden Walker

        Warmup begins Tuesday.

      

      
        Maryland studied its complicity in lynchings. Are reparations next?
        Erin Cox

        The new House speaker launched the nation's only government-backed commission to hold a state accountable for racial terror. It recommended 84 ways to atone.

      

      
        Advocates criticize Virginia deal with DOJ over tuition for undocumented students
        Karina Elwood, Gregory S. Schneider

        The Justice Department said a in-state tuition benefit for undocumented students in Virginia illegally favors them over citizens from other states who wouldn't qualify for the lower rates.

      

      
        
          	
            Opinions
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            National
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How the Smithsonian's National Zoo feeds its animals
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Local Crime & Public Safety
For the second year, D.C.'s annual homicide toll declined 
The decrease in 2025 came during a tumultuous year for D.C.'s police force, including a federal takeover by the Trump administration and a change in police chiefs.

Police officers walk through the crowd at Fiesta DC, which went on Sept. 27 despite federal immigration arrests. (Carolyn Van Houten/The Washington Post)


By Emma Uber | 2026-01-04
In 2025, for the first time since 2017, fewer than 150 people were slain in D.C., continuing a decline in violent crime that began in 2024.
D.C. experienced a 32 percent drop in homicides for the second consecutive year, according to city data, with police investigating 127 homicides in 2025 compared to 187 in 2024 and 274 the year before, the deadliest year in more than two decades.
There were also fewer shootings, robberies, carjackings and instances of sexual abuse reported last year, data shows. As of Dec. 25, nearly 500 fewer people had been injured by gunfire in the city than two years prior, when a spike in gun violence rendered the nation's capital one of America's deadliest cities.
And despite a tumultuous year for the D.C. police department -- including a federal takeover, a departing police chief and two federal investigations into allegations of crime-statistic manipulation -- officers are arresting more suspected killers. D.C. police closed roughly 80 percent of homicide cases in 2025, marking the department's highest rate of case closures in over a decade.
D.C. follows a national trend of declining homicides, with the Real-Time Crime Index indicating 2025 marked the largest one-year drop in U.S. homicides ever recorded.
Chuck Wexler, director of the Police Executive Research Forum, a law enforcement think tank, said last year represented a return to normalcy after a pandemic-related crime surge. "The criminal justice system really broke down, and what you see now is a system that at least is operating the way it was prior to the pandemic," Wexler said.
Assistant D.C. police Chief Jeffrey Kopp credited the decrease in killings and uptick in arrests to a confluence of factors, including the first full year of the department's Real Time Crime Center, strategic patrol deployments based on criminal intelligence and working with the U.S. attorney's office to obtain warrants.
He said the police department coordinated with city leaders to direct resources to neighborhoods frequently impacted by violence "to make sure that we're treating some of the root causes for this violence as opposed to just trying to arrest our way out of everything."
President Donald Trump cracked down on crime in the nation's capital in 2025, ordering a 30-day emergency in August during which he federalized the city's police department and deployed the National Guard.
He described D.C. as "a situation of complete and total lawlessness," a characterization that many D.C. leaders resented, as violent crime had receded in 2024 and continued to do so in 2025. The emergency declared by Trump spanned from Aug. 11 through Sept. 10. But an order from D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) indefinitely extended the collaboration between local and federal law enforcement, and National Guard troops remain in D.C.
"From my perspective, it's been a success," Kopp said of the federal law enforcement surge. "It's no secret that the police department has been trying to do more with less in recent years, so their additional staffing and expertise in these areas has really been helpful to us."
The D.C. police union and some officers welcomed the federal intervention as the department's ranks have shrunk to half-century lows, meaning long overtime hours.
As of November, the department employed 3,188 sworn officers, significantly shy of the 4,000 officer goal. Kopp said the D.C. police department's homicide unit has long included some federal officers, but the bolstered partnership has meant more resources and expertise. Now, he said, as city detectives and FBI agents investigate cases, the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives processes ballistic evidence and the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration conduct forensic testing in drug-related cases.
"Everybody working together really streamlines the available resources we have to make things move ever faster," Kopp said. "That's really been part of the key to catching and identifying these homicides suspects and taking them off the streets before they can harm anybody else."
But the federal law enforcement surge has been met with criticism by D.C. Council members, local advocacy groups and city residents, many of whom want D.C. Mayor Muriel E. Bowser and incoming Police Chief Jeffery Carroll to do more to extricate the department from Trump's immigration agenda. As D.C. police have continued to patrol with immigration authorities, residents have expressed distrust in the department.
Kopp said D.C. police do not patrol with U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement -- but he acknowledged that all federal agents patrolling with D.C. police have the authority to conduct immigration enforcement.
"Even though we may not be working with ICE, unfortunately some of these other agencies who are out there may conduct an immigration investigation on their own," Kopp said. "But that's not anything that [D.C. police] initiate."
"If you call 911, MPD is going to come to your door. We're not going to show up with HSI, and the ATF and the FBI. If our community needs us, and they need our help, we are going to be there," Kopp said. "I know we've got some trust to rebuild with the community... we're doing the best we can do with the mandate we're under."
The falling homicide rate offers little solace to the 127 families in D.C. left to grieve their loved ones that were killed this year.
Trump has repeatedly and falsely claimed that he has eradicated crime in D.C. In September, he told reporters that "Washington, D.C., is a totally safe city. You're not reporting any crime because there is none. They said crime is 87 percent, and I said, 'No it's not. It's down 100 percent." In October, during a weekend when three people were found fatally shot, he said, "We've got no crime." And in November, he said "we haven't had a murder in six months."
Sixty people were killed in D.C. in the six months leading up that remark. Among them were a 59-year-old man who was eating dinner in his apartment when a stray bullet came through his window, a 21-year-old congressional intern fatally shot near the Walter E. Washington Convention Center and a 3-year-old girl shot while sitting with her family in a parked car.
Abigail Jackson, a White House spokeswoman, said in a statement that local Democrats have ignored D.C.'s crime problem so Trump stepped in to make the District safer. She did not answer questions about Trump false statements about the number of homicides in the city.
On Nov. 8, Tristan Johnson, 17, left his grandmother's house to rent an electric scooter. He was shot dead in the street in daylight a few blocks from the D.C. Armory. His godfather, Davian Morgan, described Johnson as an inquisitive child who grew to be an entrepreneurial young man, eager to start his own vending machine or trucking company. He enjoyed football and loved his two younger siblings.
When he heard Trump say that there had been no murders in D.C. just two weeks after his godson's death, Morgan said it felt like "a slap in the face."
"It feels like an erasure of Tristan's life and his legacy," he said
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Capital Weather Gang
CWG Live: Still cold today and tomorrow. January thaw starts Tuesday.
Highs head for the 50s and maybe 60s mid- to late week.

A rose colored sunrise over the National Mall on Sunday. (Brian Paeth/Flickr)


By Molly Robey | 2026-01-04
Welcome to cwg.live, updated around-the-clock by Capital Weather Gang meteorologists.
Happening now: It's a chilly end to the weekend with afternoon highs in the upper 30s to low 40s and a steady breeze.
What's next? Mostly cloudy and cold heading back to work and school tomorrow. High pressure sets up off the coast Tuesday, sending warmer air our way from the south. Highs could reach 50 on Tuesday and climb to the 50s and 60s mid- to late week.
Today's daily digit -- 4/10: Chilly highs in the upper 30s to low 40s with a breeze. Totally typical for January, but annoying if you are tired of the cold. | ? Your call?
The digit is a somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a 0-to-10 scale.
Forecast in detail
Today (Sunday): Sunshine returns but temperatures still struggle. We start the morning in the 20s and afternoon highs only manage the upper 30s to low 40s. A cold front kicks up a decent breeze from the northwest, gusting near 25 mph at times. Not quite as cold as recent days, but you'll still want to layer up. Confidence: High
Tonight: It's a dry night ahead with partly to mostly cloudy skies. Evening readings fall back through the 30s with a calming breeze. Overnight lows dip into the low to mid-20s. Confidence: High
Tomorrow (Monday): The start of the first full week of 2026 features mostly cloudy skies and less of a breeze. However, after the shivering morning start in the 20s, we only reach afternoon highs in the upper 30s to low 40s again. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow night: Mostly cloudy and dry. Light winds from the south start to send in a bit warmer air, which means somewhat less chilly lows in the upper 20s to low 30s. Confidence: Medium-High
A look ahead
A January thaw begins Tuesday, when highs should get to the mid-40s to low 50s despite lingering clouds. Slight chance of a light rain shower Tuesday night with lows in the mid-30s to near 40. Confidence: Medium-High
Partly sunny and delightfully mild Wednesday and Thursday, with highs in the mid-50s to near 60 Wednesday, and in the 50s on Thursday. A shower is possible late Thursday night. Confidence: Medium
Remaining mild Friday with highs somewhere in the mid-50s to mid-60s. A warm front could touch off a few rain showers. Confidence: Low-Medium
On this day in 1997, the high temperature soared to a calendar day record of 73 degrees. It was the first of two straight days with a record high above 70 and the middle of a four-day streak with highs of at least 60.
Here are other notables for the day:
	Average high: 45
	Average low: 31
	Record high: 69 (2023)
	Record low: minus-3 (1877)
	Record precipitation: 1.87 inches (1914)

Jason Samenow contributed to this report.
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D.C., Md. & Va.
Super moon shone through clouds over D.C. on Saturday
The full supermoon of January, the wolf moon, could be seen despite the clouds weljjl before dawn on the morning of a chilly Saturday in D.C.

(Oliver Contreras/For The Washington Post)


By Martin Weil | 2026-01-04
It was another cold day Saturday -- and it was cloudy -- but in Washington the early morning clouds could not block the sight of the full moon, which was also a super moon, or of the giant planet Jupiter, which seemed almost a lunar suburb.
Clouds can easily and often block many a celestial sight, but on Saturday morning above D.C. they seemed just thin enough, just flimsy enough, just widely enough spaced around 4:45 a.m. to permit a view of the moon.
Under the circumstances, the moon seemed both bright and diffuse.
The same could be said perhaps of Jupiter. It seemed larger than the average star or planet, although a little hazy.
On Saturday it was easier to spot and identify than it may sometimes be. It seemed no more than the width of two or three fingers away from the moon, as the two of them dominated the early morning sky.
Sighting the two through the vaporous blanket above seemed to compensate for being outdoors long after midnight and well before sunrise on a subfreezing morning.
As of 4 p.m. Saturday, it appeared that the day's temperatures had spent the day straddling the freezing mark. The morning low was 27 degrees, five below freezing, and the afternoon high was a still-frosty 35, only three above.
Both of those readings fell well below normal in their respective categories for the third day of January in the District. Little cause exists to confuse the District with the Arctic, and the normal high in D.C. for Saturday's date is 45 degrees, 10 degrees warmer than anything recorded as of late afternoon.
The sun on Saturday did not seem a reliable source of winter warmth. Clouds seemed often to cover it. At many moments, however, it seemed to work its way through the grayness, finding seams or penetrating thin spots.
Often during daytime Saturday it almost seemed as if dawn were about to break as the sun found its way through the clouds, and a pale sort of illumination began to seep over the landscape. It almost seemed as if a bright new day was about to begin.
But these moments did not last, as the curtain of cloud seemed to close again.
Nevertheless, in the early morning and despite the clouds, the moon could be seen. Not as clear or bright as sometimes, but still bright and certainly visible.
It was known as a super moon because it was full near the time of its closest approach to Earth on this month's orbit.
Proximity, of course, enhances brightness. But the added proximity is not so far above average as to make the added brightness readily apparent. Nevertheless, a full moon is a full moon, and the very name sometimes given to the January full moon enhanced the experience of seeing it.
The January full moon appears to be most commonly known in folklore as the Wolf Moon. Merely to imagine hungry wolves howling in the distance heightened the chill of the morning's darkness.
The moon became totally, mathematically full at 5:03 a.m. Saturday and it will appear full again on Saturday night and Sunday morning.
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Maryland
Three men killed in Maryland shooting
The shooting occurred around 2 a.m. in the parking lot of a banquet hall, police said. 

(iStock)


By Emma Uber | 2026-01-03
Three men were killed in a shooting outside a Maryland banquet hall in the early hours of Saturday, police said.
Prince George's County police responded around 2:10 a.m. to a shooting in the parking lot of an event space in the 4300 block of Saint Barnabas Road, the department said in a post on X.
All three men were pronounced dead at the scene.
Police have not released the identities of the victims or information about a suspect or motive. A police spokesperson Saturday declined to answer questions about the shooting, including whether the men had been attending an event at the banquet hall.
The police department's homicide unit is investigating the shooting. Anyone with information is asked to contact the Prince George's County Crime Solvers.
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Capital Weather Gang
CWG Live: Snowflakes possible tonight; continued cold until midweek thaw
Warmup begins Tuesday.




By Dan Stillman, Ian Livingston, A. Camden Walker | 2026-01-03
Welcome to cwg.live, updated around-the-clock by Capital Weather Gang meteorologists.
Happening now: Mainly cloudy with a couple of stray flurries or a snow shower into tonight. Evening temperatures near 30 to the mid-30s slowly sink into the 20s by dawn.
What's next? Sunshine is back tomorrow, but so is a breeze. Still chilly tomorrow and Monday, trending somewhat warmer Tuesday, then much warmer highs in the 50s to 60s mid- to late week.
Unless you live well outside the Beltway (especially north of town) tonight, there's really not much chance of seeing accumulating snow. Here are dusting probabilities:
Temperatures may take some time to fall below the 32-degree freezing mark as any light snowflakes start, but it's coldest north of town and that's why there's a 10 percent chance of a dusting there compared to other places:




Hopefully you can still enjoy the mood-setting, conversational snowflakes if some do fall for you.
2025 was the coolest year in D.C. since 2014, logging a temperature of 59.4 degrees compared to 58.5 that year. The year's average temperature is still a little above the 1991-2020 average of 59.3 degrees.




The 35.56 inches of precipitation that fell was the least since 31.7 inches in 2016. It was 6.26 inches below the average of 41.82 inches. D.C. and much of the area spent a good chunk of the year dealing with drought. Washington started and finished the season in severe drought.
Snow: 16.3 inches of fell, including 1.5 inches in December, the most for the month since 2017. It was the snowiest year for D.C. since 2016 which had 22.2 inches.
There was one record high -- 85 degrees on March 31. In addition to that, there were three record warm lows, including back-to-back 79s on June 24-25. No daily records for cold were established.
Temperatures topped out at 99 degrees on June 24 and dipped to 15 degrees Jan. 22-23.
Tonight: Mostly cloudy and calm. Perhaps a few flurries or a snow shower. We can't totally rule out a dusting. North of town probably has the best chance of that, but even there it's unlikely. Lows slowly dip into the 20s. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow (Sunday): Wind from the northwest builds midday into the afternoon with a few gusts near 25 mph. Though, after a few early morning clouds, the sun should come out. Highs in the upper 30s to low 40s are a bit less cold, excluding wind chill. Confidence: High
Tomorrow night: Breeze from the northwest calms quickly during the evening. High clouds slowly increase overnight. Lows bottom out near 20 to mid-20s. Confidence: Medium-High
A look ahead
One more chilly day on Monday before a substantial warmup. Highs stall in the mid-30s to low 40s under mostly to partly cloudy skies. Winds stay light from the south. Partly to mostly cloudy Monday night with lows in the upper 20s to low 30s. Confidence: Medium-High
Partly to mostly cloudy and noticeably warmer Tuesday with highs in the mid-40s to low 50s. A light rain shower or two is possible Tuesday afternoon into evening, mainly north of D.C. Lows fall back to the mid-30s to near 40 Tuesday night. Confidence: Medium
Even warmer Wednesday through Friday with highs in the 50s and maybe some 60s. We could see a rain shower at some point on Wednesday, with a few rain showers possible Friday. Confidence: Low-Medium
Snow potential index -- 1/10 (-): Keeping the SPI alive only because there is still a chance of flurries or a snow shower tonight. But it's a struggle to even get a dusting in spots.
The snow potential index is a daily assessment of the potential for at least 1 inch of snow in the next week, on a 0-to-10 scale.

A flight takes off from Reagan National Airport as the sun sets on New Year's Day. (Jeannie in D.C./Flickr) 


Today's daily digit -- 5/10: The cold continues with highs stuck in the 30s, and probably no more than a nighttime flurry or snow shower to show for it. | ? Your call?
The digit is a somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a 0-to-10 scale.
On this day in 2022, a calendar day record 6.9 inches of snow fell in the District but amounts increased south of town. Fredericksburg, Virginia, received around a foot. Heavy snow, falling at rates of up to 3 inches per hour, brought traffic to a standstill on Interstate 95 in Northern Virginia for around 20 hours.
Here are other notables for the day:
	Average high: 45
	Average low: 31
	Record high: 69 (2023)
	Record low: minus-3 (1877)
	Record precipitation: 1.87 inches (1914)
	Maximum snow: 6.9 inches (2022)

Jason Samenow contributed to this report.
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Maryland Politics
Maryland studied its complicity in lynchings. Are reparations next?
The new House speaker launched the nation's only government-backed commission to hold a state accountable for racial terror. It recommended 84 ways to atone.

A historic marker details lynching history in Annapolis. (Katherine Frey/The Washington Post)


By Erin Cox | 2026-01-03
A Maryland commission recently concluded that state leaders and institutions were complicit in 38 lynchings and the widespread racial terror that followed the Civil War -- and said current leaders should atone with cash payments to descendants of the victims.
The recommendations set Maryland on a course to undertake a politically complex debate on reparations against the backdrop of President Donald Trump's criticism of institutions that he says are too fixated on slavery. While Trump called museums that document African American history, such as the Smithsonian Institution, "essentially the last remaining segment of 'WOKE,'" Maryland's commission finished work on what it called the nation's only government-backed effort to hold itself accountable for lynching.
"The fires of resentment, mistrust, and division that burn in our communities today were lit by torches of racial terror centuries ago, and we cannot extinguish those fires by ignoring how they started," the commission's report said.
The commission spent six years and 630 pages documenting how law enforcement, politicians, judges and media contributed to either the deaths, the lack of justice for victims or the systemic racism that empowered White mobs to act with impunity.
Victim by victim, the Maryland Lynching Truth and Reconciliation Commission's sprawling final report details that complicity. It recommends $100,000 for every surviving descendant of lynching victims and $10,000 for descendants of people who lived in communities terrorized by lynchings, among 84 suggestions for how Maryland could atone for the extrajudicial killings and the racial terror created in Black communities.
"The trauma inflicted by these crimes, often carried out as public spectacles, reverberated through generations. Communities were left to live in the shadow of violence without recourse, justice or recognition," the report said.
No perpetrators were ever held accountable in any of the deaths, which occurred between 1854 and 1933. Some included mutilations or burnings. Photos of some lynchings were made into postcards as souvenirs. All killed were Black men or boys; one was 14 years old.
Three commissioners described their report and its unvarnished retelling of the brutal truth about racial terror as a form of resistance against the attacks on diversity, equity and inclusion efforts the president has encouraged.
"It's not just a form of resistance, but it is remaining faithful to the truth," said Nicholas Creary, a Bowie State University professor and commissioner who helped build the historical record for the report.
"Lynching was not just the murder of an individual," he said. "It was a communal act, and it was a message crime, intended to silence African American communities and to ensure that they -- to use the old colloquial phrase -- that Black folks stayed in their place."
Maryland's newly elected House speaker, Joseline A. Pena-Melnyk (D-Prince George's), sponsored the law to create the lynching commission in 2019, when she was a delegate, and has championed its mission.
"This is just the beginning, and there's a lot of work to be done," Pena-Melnyk said in an interview.
The law granted the commission subpoena power and resources to collect oral histories, documents, testimony and existing local research, as well as hold public hearings and hire genealogists to track down the full truth about the state's brutal history.
Maryland is among eight states outside the Deep South where lynching was common albeit less frequent, according to a report by the Equal Justice Initiative. 
More than 4,000 lynchings happened in 12 Southern states between the Civil War and World War II, the EJI report found, with the most -- 654 -- documented in Mississippi. Another 361 were in Alabama, 549 in Louisiana and 84 in Virginia. Historians have struggled for years to pinpoint how many Black people died in lynchings. As recently as 2020, researchers documented an additional 2,000 lynchings that had not be included in their previous tallies. The current estimate stands at 6,500.
Maryland Gov. Wes Moore (D), a potential 2028 presidential contender and the only Black governor of a U.S. state, ran on a "Leave No One Behind" platform in 2022 that included closing the racial wealth gap and dismantling systems of racial oppression.
This year, he vetoed a bill to study reparations for the legacy of slavery, saying that the enduring racial disparity in Maryland had been sufficiently studied and that he wanted to enact policies, not study them.
The General Assembly overrode his veto last month, on the same day the House of Delegates elected Pena-Melnyk as its new leader. The commission details 84 specific policies, divided into nine categories, to remedy the injustice. It's now working on turning those into legislation for Pena-Melnyk to consider championing in the upcoming General Assembly session.

A bronze statue called "Raise Up" at the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama. (Brynn Anderson/AP)


"Every Black person who modified their behavior out of fear, who lost property to White mobs, who was denied economic opportunity, who fled their community to protect their family, was a victim of this system," the report said.
The proposals range from the cash compensation to strengthening current due-process protections, law school scholarships, integrating the history of racial terror into school classrooms, and an array of "symbolic reparations" that include apologies and memorials.
The governor's office has so far been noncommittal about all of them.
"Given the scope of the report, it would be premature to commit to specific proposals before completing a full review," spokesman Ammar Moussa said in a statement.
But, Moussa said, "Gov. Moore believes the work of repair demands urgent, measurable action -- and his administration will keep delivering results that expand opportunity and close gaps that have held Black Marylanders back for generations."
Senate President Bill Ferguson (D-Baltimore City) said through a spokesman he looks forward to reviewing the recommendations, and "recognizes the painful and necessary work" the commission undertook.
The $100,000 and $10,000 amounts of the proposed reparations are drawn from history: They represent the present-day value of compensation proposed in anti-lynching bills Maryland state lawmakers drafted but did not approve in the 1930s.
David O. Fakunle, commission chair and an assistant professor at Morgan State University, said that while the cash reparations constitute the most eye-catching recommendation, it's not the most important.
"The number-one recommendation is to tell the truth," Fakunle said.
"It's the story that nobody wants to talk about. We'll talk about slavery, Jim Crow, all that stuff before we want to talk about lynching. There's a reason: because it's heinous. It's the worst of humanity."
Fakunle said that over the course of six years, the commission notified some people of the fact that their ancestors had been lynched, and heard from descendants of people who had been perpetrators and wanted to make amends. Institutions, such as the Baltimore Sun, acknowledged the role they played in creating a culture that allowed lynching to fester, he said.
"It costs nothing to apologize," Fakunle said. "If you truly believe that the unnecessary taking of lives, regardless of who they are, without due process is wrong, is immoral, is unethical, is against the law, there has to be some form of atonement."

A slideshow clip from an October hearing by the Maryland Lynching Truth and Reconciliation Commission details the arrest of Martha Harris, wife of a man who was lynched in 1900 in central Maryland. (Petula Dvorak/The Washington Post)


The commission uncovered a case that had not been previously catalogued on the Maryland State Archives' Legacy of Slavery.
On the state's Eastern Shore, in roughly the same region and era in which Harriet Tubman was conducting the Underground Railroad, leading enslaved people to freedom in the north, a 14-year-old enslaved boy named Frederick Pearce was accused of attempting to rape a 14-year-old White girl after pulling her off a horse in 1861.
A White mob later lynched him from a tree at the site of the alleged incident, and while three newspapers reported on the killing, "the newspapers did not question whether Frederick Pearce committed a crime," the report said. "The newspapers celebrated the lynching of Frederick Pearce."
One headline said that "the residents of Cecilton upon hearing of the outrage, caught the negro and hung him to the nearest tree."
The report acknowledged that most of the lynching victims were similarly accused of crimes, though it noted that throughout history many were targeted on spurious charges. "We honor these victims not to endorse alleged crimes, but to affirm that every person -- regardless of accusation -- deserves due process, a fair trial, and protection from mob violence. In so doing, we honor the rule of law itself," the report said.
The commission researched 42 killings but excluded four. One case assigned to Maryland actually happened outside its borders, Fakunle said, and others didn't meet the definition of a racial terror lynching, although a hanging may have occurred.
As the commission did its work, Maryland's then-governor, Larry Hogan (R), posthumously pardoned 34 Black lynching victims in 2021, the first country's first systemic pardon of all known lynching victims in a state.
The Eastern Shore accounted for more than a third of Maryland's documented lynching cases.
"What set the Shore apart was not just the frequency of these acts, but the broad complicity of local institutions -- law enforcement, churches, schools, political leaders -- and the deliberate suppression of Black autonomy through both formal segregation and extralegal violence," the report said.
One of the most extensively documented extrajudicial killings was the death of Matthew Williams, 23, in 1931. Williams was accused of shooting and killing his boss, Daniel J. Elliott, owner of a box factory, but there were conflicting accounts of the alleged crime.
At the scene where Elliott died, Williams had also been shot. A mob took him from his hospital bed in Salisbury and lynched him in front of the courthouse, with several of his toes cut off as souvenirs, the report said. Williams's body was dragged behind a truck to a Black neighborhood, tied to a lamppost and doused in gasoline, burning while firefighters looked on, the report said. A sheriff dumped his body in a field outside of town. A second, unidentified man is believed to have been killed by the same mob.
"It was the lynching of [an] entire community," Charles Chavis, vice chair of commission and author of a book on Williams, said in the report. "You had African Americans who were running, jumping in the river, individuals who were just running for their lives. It was a night of terror. It was not one targeted incident where the individual was obtained, and it was over. The entire black community was put on notice."
The report shares two of the surviving -- and conflicting -- explanations about what transpired before Elliott's death.
One alleges that communists had stoked local outrage over wages, and that Williams had shot his boss after an argument over a raise. This account says Williams then shot himself in the chest, and then was shot a second time when Elliott's son saw Williams trying to flee the scene. An alternative contemporary telling of the crime says Williams had lent Elliott's son money, and the son shot them both after Williams asked his boss to help him recover it. According to the report, Williams had worked in the family's business for nine years and earned 15 cents an hour. That's about $3 an hour in today's dollars.
It was the first lynching in Maryland in two decades, and the governor, Albert Ritchie, called for prosecution against the mob and an investigation into what happened.
A grand jury heard from 124 witnesses but did not identify any member of the mob, and no one was indicted in the killing.
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Virginia
Advocates criticize Virginia deal with DOJ over tuition for undocumented students
The Justice Department said a in-state tuition benefit for undocumented students in Virginia illegally favors them over citizens from other states who wouldn't qualify for the lower rates.

(Julia Rendleman/The Washington Post)


By Karina Elwood, Gregory S. Schneider | 2026-01-03
Virginia officials reached an agreement with the Justice Department in its effort to bar undocumented students from receiving in-state tuition, sparking criticism from advocacy groups and the incoming Democratic state attorney general.
The Legal Aid Justice Center and the ACLU of Virginia filed an emergency motion to intervene in the case, saying affected students deserve a chance to be heard in court. It was filed on behalf of the Dream Project, which serves immigrant students pursuing higher education across Virginia.
"The Attorney General of Virginia has abandoned his duties to defend Virginia law and the people of the Commonwealth, so we must," ACLU of VA senior immigrants' rights attorney Sophia Gregg said in a statement, adding the agreement was an effort "to manufacture a predetermined outcome to deprive Virginian students of not only their futures but their day in court."
The Justice Department sued Virginia on Monday, saying its in-state tuition benefit for undocumented students violated the law by favoring them over citizens from other states who wouldn't otherwise qualify for the lower rates.
The following day, Virginia Attorney General Jason Miyares (R), who leaves office later this month, entered an agreement with the Department of Justice asking for a consent judgment, essentially saying that his office would not defend the law in court. According to the motion, the "parties agree" that the Virginia policies violate federal law "insofar as they apply to aliens who are not lawfully present in the United States," and requested the court to rule as such.
The proposed agreement follows similar deals reached in other Republican-led states with the Justice Department over tuition for undocumented students.
In Texas, a court approved a settlement within six hours of the Justice Department filing suit over that state's tuition policy, and a similar agreement was reached in Oklahoma. Both resolutions remain under review by appellate courts.
The agreement in Texas sparked outcry from advocates who argued that the settlement deprived students of having a voice in court.
Similar backlash came in Virginia in recent days.
Incoming Gov. Abigail Spanberger (D), who takes office Jan. 17, declined to comment on the case Friday. But incoming Attorney General Jay Jones (D) said in a statement about Miyares' decision that the lawsuit was an "attack on our students and a deliberate attempt to beat the clock to prevent a new administration from defending them."
Jones, who also takes office this month, said his team is reviewing all legal options to fight the move.
On Friday, Shaun Kenney, a spokesman for Miyares, disputed criticisms that the agreement with the Justice Department was organized last-minute or handled in secret.
"It was not last-minute. For all the accusations one way or another, it just doesn't wash," Kenney said.
He also dismissed suggestions from critics that Miyares should have deferred to the incoming administration. "The AG was elected for a four-year term -- no more, no less," Kenney said.
A state law passed in 2020 allows all eligible Virginia high school graduates, regardless of their immigration status, to qualify for in-state tuition at Virginia's public higher education institutions. Students still must meet certain educational and residency criteria, such as proving that they, or their families, pay taxes in the commonwealth.
In their court filing, advocates argued the Virginia measure was specifically designed to comply with federal law and has increased access to education for students who would otherwise not be able to afford to attend college in the state. The Presidents' Alliance on Higher Education and Immigration, an advocacy group made up of U.S. college and university leaders, estimated about 13,000 undocumented students are enrolled in Virginia's institutions. Roughly 510,000 undocumented students are estimated to be enrolled nationwide.
The cost to attend Virginia's colleges and universities ranges by institution, but in-state tuition can generally save students tens of thousands of dollars a year. For example, in-state undergraduate tuition at the University of Virginia ranges from roughly $16,500 to $27,000, while the cost for out-of-state students can exceed $66,000.
In a news release, the ACLU of Virginia said that if a judge approved the DOJ agreement, students would be at risk of losing their in-state tuition status immediately. For some, the organization said, that could mean dropping out midyear.
Zuraya Tapia-Hadley, executive director of the Dream Project, said in an interview Friday that the organization's intervention in the case was imperative to giving students a voice in court.
"We are hopeful that others will stand up to fight back in other states, and with us, against measures that are really only going to hurt our youth, not just today, but in the future," Tapia-Hadley said. "What we don't want is to lose the talent in the students that we currently have in the Commonwealth. And we don't want to lose the great richness of talent that we're now benefiting from thanks to in-state tuition."
The Justice Department has similar lawsuits over tuition for undocumented students pending in Kentucky, Illinois, Minnesota and California.
Currently, 22 states and the District of Columbia have laws or policies that grant in-state tuition to undocumented students.
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National
Recovering from AI delusions means learning to chat to humans again
People affected by AI-induced delusions, or "spiraling," from intense chatbot interactions are finding help and community online. 

(The Washington Post/Michael Domine/The Washington Post)


By Daniel Wu | 2026-01-04

(Michael Domine/The Washington Post)


An AI chatbot told Paul Hebert, a retired web developer in Nashville, this past spring that spies were threatening his life.
ChatGPT responded with alarm when Hebert brought up oddities in his day: his computer's cursor moving on its own or a stranger picking up his order at a pizzeria. The chatbot told him, again and again, that he was under surveillance and in danger.
Hebert, 53, began to believe it, he said. He locked his doors and sat at home with a gun in his lap, typing messages to the chatbot in a panic.
"Paul, whatever this is--you're not crazy for feeling it," ChatGPT replied, according to conversation logs Hebert shared with The Washington Post.
Hebert's story is among several known instances of people developing dangerous delusions after extended conversations with artificial intelligence chatbots. Scrutiny of the phenomenon increased in 2025  amid -- in extreme cases -- deaths, lawsuits and congressional investigations.
But the attention has not produced answers to the most pressing questions for those emerging from spells of AI-induced delusion: How do you get better? And who can you talk to about it?
"None of my friends can relate to this," Hebert said. "Nobody's gone through it. ... You tell people, and they look at you like you're crazy."
Hebert searched online, desperate to know whether others could possibly understand what had happened to him. It led him to the Human Line Community: a group chat on the online messaging platform Discord that has emerged as a prominent support group for people who've struggled with mental health issues because of AI.
The Human Line has around 200 members, though new arrivals trickle in every week. Its members say it is performing a vital function for those recovering from AI mental health issues: connecting survivors of an ordeal that seems impossible for the rest of the world to understand.
The key to recovering from AI-fueled delusions, they're discovering, is learning to talk to other people again.
"You find all these other people that are completely normal, have full lives, and it happened to them, as well," Hebert said. "So to me, that is really powerful. It makes it easier to forgive yourself."
The tendency for some excessive users of AI chatbots to be driven to delusional thinking and mental health breakdowns is well documented. Observers have labeled the trend "AI psychosis," which some in the Human Line believe is stigmatizing. They prefer the term "spiraling," which evokes both mental distress and the geometric patterns that appear to recur as a theme in some chatbot conversations.
Some AI developers have acknowledged the risks of dangerous chatbot usage and say they're working to make their tools safer. OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT, said in a statement that its newest AI models "more accurately detect and respond to potential signs of mental and emotional distress" and that it is working with mental health experts on further improvements. Google said its Gemini chatbot is "designed to direct users to professional medical guidance" for "help-seeking or health-related queries." And Anthropic, which created the Claude chatbot, said it is researching "negative patterns" of chatbot usage with mental health experts.
(The Washington Post has a content partnership with OpenAI.)
Spiraling cases, experts say, can be provoked by several traits of AI chatbots. They reply instantly and enthusiastically. They can "hallucinate" falsehoods, endorse delusional ideas and use persuasive and personal language. And they are game to keep conversing, no matter how outlandish or conspiratorial a discussion has become.
Scroll through the Human Line's chat history and you'll find a long list of examples of how this can take its toll. Everyone who joins the group is asked to introduce themselves with a brief account of their experiences with AI.
It is a striking record of confusion, addiction and loss. There are people who say they've spent days on end talking to chatbots, convinced they'd discovered new laws of physics. Others lament ending marriages, jobs and friendships. Scores of bewildered ex-partners, parents and friends describe loved ones who are no longer recognizable after becoming attached to a chatbot.
Some group members' experiences have received national attention. Rachel Ganz, the subject of a Rolling Stone story after her husband disappeared into the Ozarks following conversations with Gemini, is a moderator in the group. Allan Brooks, a former corporate recruiter from Toronto whose three-week ChatGPT-induced spiral was covered by the New York Times in August, is a founding member.
When a new person joins the group, Brooks or another Human Line moderator quickly replies: "You aren't alone."
Brooks, 48, was one of four people, either former "spiralers" or family of someone who spiraled, who gathered in a small group chat this summer that would eventually become the Human Line. They began reaching out to invite others who posted on social media about having similar experiences with AI. Interest grew after the technology news site Futurism wrote about the fledgling group in July. Members come from around the world, but the majority are based in the United States, according to the group's leaders.
Every new arrival said the same thing: Spiraling, or watching a loved one spiral, is an isolating experience.
"We really just had to save each other," Brooks said.
As people joined, the Human Line developed structure and routine. Members are now directed to different subgroups on the community's Discord for recovering "spiralers" and those seeking help for a loved one. Each group holds weekly video calls run by moderators where people can vent and share their experiences.
Talking to other people, as it turns out, can help someone who's spiraling escape the obsessive patterns of talking to AI. One thing former "spiralers" are rediscovering in the Human Line? Being forced to stop and wait for a conversation partner to reply when they chat.
With ChatGPT, "before I even hit send, it's almost typing back to me," Hebert said. "It's that fast. But a human, they think, and while they're thinking, you're thinking, so it allows you to take that step back by having a human connection."
The Human Line's leaders emphasize that they can't provide professional mental health support, and that some "spiralers" need expert help before they're able to join. But over the months, the group has learned in its own way how to explain the tendencies of chatbots, talk people out of delusions and guide family members through interventions.
"We've seen people come out of fear and shame and concern, and feeling like they're completely alone, to coming and helping others," said Micky Small, 53, a screenwriter from Oxnard, California, who is a moderator in the group.
That's how the Human Line has grown -- person by person. Zachary Mayfield, a delivery driver and artist in Cincinnati, said he ended a six-year marriage after conversations with AI led him to a "spiritual awakening" that his now ex-wife couldn't understand.
She joined the Human Line in October. A month later, she reached out to Mayfield and encouraged him to join, too. It was a lifeline.
"Using AI, it created this sense that I didn't need other people and I didn't need to talk to other humans because I had all the information that I needed," recalled Mayfield, 30.
When Mayfield read the stories of other Human Line members and saw that others had received the same bizarre exhortations from chatbots as him, "it was like a bubble popping," he said.
The group has inspired a swell of advocacy for AI safety. The Human Line has invited researchers from Stanford and Princeton University to interview people and review transcripts of chatbot conversations, said Brooks, the founding member from Toronto. Small is producing infographics about AI literacy she hopes to distribute to "spiralers."
Brooks sued OpenAI, joining a group of seven lawsuits filed in early November by the Social Media Victims Law Center alleging ChatGPT caused deaths and mental health issues. Four of the plaintiffs in the lawsuits are members of the Human Line, he said.
An OpenAI spokesperson said the cases are "an incredibly heartbreaking situation, and we're reviewing the filings to understand the details."
Hebert left the Human Line Community in December to start his own support group for "spiralers." But he credits the Human Line for helping him find his way forward. The weekly meetings gave Hebert the confidence to go to another gathering -- one where his story would sound strange and alarming. In November, he spoke at a meeting of the Tennessee Artificial Intelligence Advisory Council.
Hebert stood in front of a panel of state senators and other officials and told them everything: the bizarre messages from ChatGPT and how they led him to fear for his life. He asked the council to investigate safety issues with the chatbot.
It was "probably the most scary thing I've ever done in my life," Hebert said. "But also the most important."
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National
Evangelicals' support for Israel is dropping. 1,000 pastors want to reverse that.
Alarmed by anti-Israel sentiment from conservative influencers such as Tucker Carlson, Christian leaders traveled to Israel to counter the podcasters' messaging.

Members of the U.S. delegation pray and wave Israeli flags Dec. 3 at Mount Herzl in Jerusalem as they gather to meet with families of soldiers killed during the Israel-Gaza war that began Oct. 7, 2023. (Amir Levy/Getty Images)


By Michelle Boorstein | 2026-01-03
For six days, 1,000 U.S. evangelical pastors traveled through Israel, holding a mass prayer at the Western Wall, meeting with freed hostages at the Oct. 7, 2023, Nova Festival massacre site and attending private high-level security briefings.
Billed as "the Friends of Zion Ambassador Summit to Israel," the early December trip was, experts said, the biggest pilgrimage of evangelical leaders in Israel's  almost 80-year history. Its goal was to address what was long hard to imagine: The fraying of the rock-solid bond between evangelical Christians and Israel. The shift in recent years has multiple triggers, including surging anti-Israel sentiment among influential Christian conservative social media figures, including Tucker Carlson, Candace Owens and Nick Fuentes, whose audiences number in the tens of millions.
Israeli and U.S. organizers of the trip see it as part of a new, collective messaging campaign to  stem the growing disaffection among younger religious conservatives who increasingly see Israel as a malign force with outsize influence on America's politics and culture.
Among the pastors on the trip was Dwayne Carson, who came back fired up to challenge a world he sees as growing hostile "towards our Jewish friends," he wrote in an email to The Washington Post. After returning home to  North Carolina, the head of the media ministry Date the Word told his  approximately 10,000 followers about his trip in his newsletter, on social media and on his radio show. He told them what he reads as black-and-white instructions from God in Exodus: The land between the desert and the river belongs to the Jews.
Religious leaders,  Carson said, need to challenge uber-popular podcasters such as  Carlson, who recently hosted a friendly interview with the white supremacist and antisemite Fuentes in which Carlson called Christian Zionism "a brain virus" and a "dangerous heresy." Carson said a "shocking" number of evangelicals aren't familiar with the Book of Genesis, in which God tells Abram, "I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse."
To Carson, "that's foundational for the evangelical Christian worldview."
But what for a half-century has been basic gospel to evangelicals is no longer a given. And that has created anxiety among Israeli government officials as well as some American evangelical leaders.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and other top Israeli leaders met Wednesday morning in Palm Beach, Florida, with about 40 major U.S. evangelical leaders, including pastors of megachurches and university leaders.
"The number one issue was the youth in America and what's transpiring with this ideological war," Christian Zionist leader and trip organizer Mike Evans told The Washington Post on Wednesday.
The changing relationship between evangelicals and Israel reflects a general change in American attitudes. For the first time in a quarter-century, Gallup in March found that  fewer than half of Americans said in the "Middle East situation" their sympathies lie with Israelis. (Thirty-three percent said the Palestinians.) The shift has been building but accelerated because of Israel's response in Gaza to the Oct. 7, 2023 attacks, which  only 32 percent of Americans support, Gallup found this summer.
But younger evangelicals' bond to the state of Israel is loosening in specific ways.
A survey by Marquette University Law School  in December found that while 70 percent of evangelicals over the age of 60 approve of Israel, 39 percent of those 18 to 29 do. Pew Research found that support for Israel's government among White evangelicals (who make up 70 percent of that group) dropped  from 71 to 61 percent between February 2024 and  last September.
Carlson in recent months has hosted a range of anti-Israel conspiracy theorists. Among them were: amateur historian Darryl Cooper, who implied on the show that Jews' deaths in the Holocaust were a result of poor Nazi planning, not genocidal intent; Owens, who said Israel is a "demonic nation" and that it had a role in the killing of Charlie Kirk; and Fuentes, who told  Carlson the major roadblock to American unity is "organized Jewry." They all frame their comments on Israel as part of an "America first" agenda that they say has been unfairly framed as antisemitic.
The pastors who went to Israel say they're focusing on more zealously combating what they see as an information war being fought on a social media battlefield.  They wrote about 30,000 posts over the six-day journey, that were seen, Evans said, by  more than 20 million people.
"I realized the urgency [for the trip] because Israel has been losing the ideological war on steroids and the media war,"  Evans said. "They need friends, and Bible-believers [such as the pastors on the trip] have always been very supportive of Israel because it's a Jewish Bible and they preach from it every Sunday. All of Christianity came out of Israel."
Evans has fought publicly with Carlson in recent weeks. He told the pastors in Israel that Carlson has "no moral compass" and told the Jerusalem Post that Carlson is saying  "worse things" than the Nazis had in their party platform. He publicly challenged Carlson to a debate and told the Post that Carlson was spreading antisemitic lies by saying in interviews that Israel had intentionally targeted churches in Gaza and "murdered" Christians.  In one attack, Israel said it was targeting a Hamas control center -- not a church, and in another that fragments from a shell accidentally hit the church and that Israel "deeply regrets" the loss of any innocent life.
Carlson, in his interview with Fuentes in October, said of Christian Zionists that "I dislike them more than anybody." The Jerusalem Post on Dec. 12 said Carlson referenced Evans directly in a podcast interview Dec. 10.
"I am totally anti-Nazi ... I am totally anti-hate, and above all, I am anti-blood guilt and collective punishment, which is what was bad about the Nazis, let us remember. And this guy is a Christian minister, or supposedly," Carlson said on Theo Von's podcast "This Past Weekend," which has been watched by 2 million people.
A key reason evangelical support for Israel is loosening is because a key part of the theology that undergirded that support -- the ideas that the state will play a special role in the return of Jesus, and that God intended a special, blessed nation for the Jews -- is declining, said University of Wisconsin religious historian Daniel Hummel. It is being replaced by theological ideas that either emphasize social justice and the plight of Palestinians, or that reject a special theological role for the state of Israel, or both.
The support of U.S. evangelicals is seen as essential to many in power in Israel.
Israel since 2018 has invested $100 million in efforts to boost Israel's image in the U.S., the Israeli news site Haaretz reported in November. It cited $9 million the government has agreed to pay to U.S. conservative consultants to focus on American Christians -- evangelicals in particular.
The Israeli Foreign Ministry helped fund the recent trip, Evans said, along with money from Friends of Zion, the network of Christian Zionists he founded. Evans says there are 30 million people in the network that connects people for Israel news, prayer and fundraising.
Most people on the trip advocate for the state of Israel to annex the West Bank, which under international law Israel has been illegally occupying since the 1960s. The group toured Shiloh, a West Bank settlement to which many evangelicals attach Biblical importance.
Johnnie Moore, an evangelical businessman close to President Donald Trump and who joined the Israel trip, thinks the weakening of support for Israel among evangelicals is "vastly overstated."
"The good news is that the relationship is really moving from being sentimental to more substantive precisely because of the questions. In the end, the relationship will be stronger, not weaker," Moore, now Pepperdine University's head of Middle East Studies, wrote The Washington Post.
Shlomo Fischer, an expert on evangelicals' connection to Israel based at the Jewish People Policy Institute in Jerusalem, said the shift is the result of changes on both sides.
"Support is declining because Israel appears an oppressive, aggressive nation," he told The Post. Also, "Americans seem less inclined than previously to see Israel as a parallel chosen people."
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        Live updates: Maduro held in New York as Trump says U.S. will temporarily 'run' Venezuela
        Leo Sands, Jennifer Hassan, Kelly Kasulis Cho

        U.S. commandos captured Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro in a surprise predawn raid. Vice President Delcy Rodriguez was then sworn in as interim president.

      

      
        Many killed in Swiss fire were teenagers, authorities say
        Aaron Wiener

        Police investigating a ferocious New Year's fire in Crans-Montana, Switzerland, said they had identified most of the dead, some as young as 14 and 15.

      

      
        Live updates: Maduro in Brooklyn detention center after U.S. capture
        Ana Vanessa Herrero, Samantha Schmidt, Maria Luisa Paul, Victoria Bisset, Frances Vinall, Tobi Raji, Angie Orellana Hernandez, Kyle Rempfer, Kelly Kasulis Cho, Shayna Jacobs

        President Donald Trump said the United States will control Venezuela for an unspecified period after a U.S. raid captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro.

      

      
        In Venezuela raid, the specter of U.S. regime change returns to Latin America
        Karen DeYoung, Terrence McCoy

        The Maduro raid is a strategic gamble with an unpredictable outcome in a deeply divided region, dramatically altering the security dynamic across South America.

      

      
        Trump says Maduro's VP is cooperating. She's demanding Maduro's release.
        Ana Vanessa Herrero, Anthony Faiola, Samantha Schmidt

        President Donald Trump said the U.S. would run Venezuela. Delcy Rodriguez, Nicolas Maduro's vice president, denounced his "illegal kidnapping" as "shameful."

      

      
        How the military operation to capture Maduro unfolded
        Evan Hill, Joyce Lee, Alex Horton, Jarrett Ley, Adrian Blanco Ramos, Tim Meko

        Though much remains unknown about the raid, a review of visuals by The Washington Post and an account given by officials identify key moments and locations.

      

      
        China condemns U.S. strike in Venezuela, hours after diplomat met with Maduro
        Cate Cadell

        China, a longtime ally of Venezuela, condemned the U.S. strike and capture of President Nicolas Maduro, which came hours after a high-level diplomatic meeting.

      

      
        Trump says Venezuela stole U.S. oil, land and assets. Here's the history.
        Tobi Raji, Leo Sands

        The government of the oil-rich nation took control of its petroleum industry in 1976, nationalizing hundreds of private businesses and foreign-owned assets.

      

      
        Police accuse Swiss bar operators of negligent homicide in deadly fire
        Kate Brady, Frances Vinall

        Police initiated a criminal case over the inferno, which killed 40 and injured 119, and said they were focused on champagne sparklers, venue capacity and building materials.
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Americas
Live updates: Maduro held in New York as Trump says U.S. will temporarily 'run' Venezuela
U.S. commandos captured Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro in a surprise predawn raid. Vice President Delcy Rodriguez was then sworn in as interim president.

(John Lamparski/AFP/Getty Images)


By Leo Sands, Jennifer Hassan, Kelly Kasulis Cho, Perry Stein, Shayna Jacobs, Mariana Alfaro, Samantha Schmidt | 2026-01-04
Deposed Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro and his wife are being held in Brooklyn, a law enforcement official said, and could appear in a Manhattan federal court within days. If convicted on narco-terrorism charges·, they could face decades behind bars in the United States. U.S. commandos captured the one-time strongman in a surprise predawn operation Saturday, ending his 12-year rule and throwing Venezuela's future into uncertainty. President Donald Trump said the United States will "run" Venezuela for an unspecified period, and Vice President Delcy Rodriguez·, a Maduro loyalist, was sworn in as interim president.
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Europe
Many killed in Swiss fire were teenagers, authorities say
Police investigating a ferocious New Year's fire in Crans-Montana, Switzerland, said they had identified most of the dead, some as young as 14 and 15. 

A sign on a memorial outside the Constellation bar in Crans-Montana, Switzerland, where a fire killed 40 and injured 119, reads, "Compassion for the victims and their families, RIP, you are all our children." (Denis Balibouse/Reuters)


By Aaron Wiener | 2026-01-04
The toll in lives lost to the New Year's fire in Switzerland· came into focus Sunday as authorities provided new details on those killed, who represented a wide geography but largely perished in their teens, some as young as 14 and 15.
So far, 24 of the 40 people who died in the fire at the Constellation bar near the Crans-Montana resort in southern Switzerland have been identified, police in the Swiss canton of Valais said Sunday morning. Of those whose ages the police provided, the majority were teenagers -- and all were under 40.
Victims from the blaze include four Swiss women and girls, ages 18, 15, 15 and 14; six Swiss citizens, ages 31, 20, 18, 17, 16 and 16; three Italians, all age 16, one of whom was also a dual citizen of the United Arab Emirates; a Romanian man and a Turkish man, both 18, and a French man, 39, according to the cantonal police.
Police said the bodies of 16 other victims identified by Sunday morning had been returned to their relatives.
Authorities declined to release any further information "out of respect for families," the police said.
Switzerland will observe a national day of mourning Friday, President Guy Parmelin said Sunday. At 2 p.m. local time that day, as a memorial service is held for the victims in Crans-Montana, church bells will sound throughout the country, and a minute of silence will be observed, Parmelin said.
The fire broke out during a New Year's Eve celebration, apparently when sparklers placed on top of champagne bottles ignited the ceiling in the crowded venue's basement, causing a "flashover," when nearly everything in a room bursts into flames simultaneously. In addition to the 40 people killed, 119 were injured, many critically.
Police said Saturday that they had launched a criminal case against the two operators of the bar, accusing them of negligent homicide, negligent bodily harm and negligent causing of a conflagration.
Identification of the dead and injured is ongoing. The Valais police commander, Frederic Gisler, said Saturday that 113 of the 119 wounded had been formally identified, and that they included 71 people from Switzerland, 14 from France, 11 from Italy and four from Serbia.

Flowers and candles were placed outside the Constellation bar in Crans-Montana, Switzerland. (Harold Cunningham/Getty Images)


The Swiss government created a condolence book online for people to share their thoughts and well wishes. Parmelin was the first to post an entry.
"Many of the victims were young, full of plans, hopes, and dreams," the president wrote. "Their lives should not be defined by how they ended. They should be honored for what they were: a promise, an energy, a part of our shared future."
Hundreds of condolence notes poured in from all over the world, many highlighting the youth of the victims and the lives cut short.
"So many innocent lives, so many children torn far too soon from the sweetness of childhood and the future that awaited them," Inord Piccoli of France wrote.
"Our hearts are broken for the loss and injury of so many beautiful young people whose lives were just beginning," Giselle Portenier of Canada said, "and for those left behind who must now come to terms with this unbelievable tragedy."
M'hamdi Dorra of Tunisia said the tragedy "deeply affects" him because he lived previously in Switzerland and "experienced love, solidarity, and humanity" there.
Andreas Leuzinger of New York City wished "everyone strength and resilience to overcome these dark hours."
Ionel Sava, Romania's former ambassador to Switzerland, wrote that "the public in Romania watched the rescue operations with a heart full of hope" and now "stand in solidarity" with the Swiss in the face of the tragedy.
From Bangkok, Tristan Padovan wrote simply: "Rest in peace."
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Americas
Live updates: Maduro in Brooklyn detention center after U.S. capture
President Donald Trump said the United States will control Venezuela for an unspecified period after a U.S. raid captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro.


(Matias Delacroix/AP)


By Ana Vanessa Herrero, Samantha Schmidt, Maria Luisa Paul, Victoria Bisset, Frances Vinall, Tobi Raji, Angie Orellana Hernandez, Kyle Rempfer, Kelly Kasulis Cho, Shayna Jacobs, Ellen Nakashima, Alex Horton, Warren Strobel, Tara  Copp, Dan Lamothe, Evan Halper, Peter Whoriskey, Natalie Allison, Cat Zakrzewski, Michael Birnbaum, Perry Stein, Karen Tumulty, Mariana Alfaro, Jennifer Samuel, Amanda Coletta, Emma Uber, Maegan Vazquez, David Ovalle, Joy Sung, Samantha Chery, Natalie Compton, Jarrett Ley, Dan Diamond, Kenneth Dickerman, Mohamad  El Chamaa, Maria Sacchetti, Noah Robertson, Cate Cadell, Kadia  Goba, Ishaan Tharoor, Washington Post staff, Isaac Arnsdorf, Ana Vanessa Herrero, Karen DeYoung, Shannon Osaka, Arelis R. Hernandez, Amaya Verde, Adrian Blanco Ramos, Natalia Jimenez-Stuard, Terrence McCoy, Jintak Han, Helier Cheung | 2026-01-04
This live coverage has ended. For the latest updates, please go here.
CARACAS, Venezuela -- Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife are being held at the Metropolitan Detention Center in Brooklyn, awaiting a court appearance, according to a law enforcement official with knowledge of Maduro's location who was not authorized to comment publicly. The United States captured them in a surprise operation earlier in the day.
President Donald Trump said during a news conference at his Mar-a-Lago Club earlier in the day that the United States will control Venezuela for an unspecified period after the U.S. operation.
A U.S. government plane flew Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, into Stewart International Airport north of New York City. The Justice Department unsealed a new indictment against them Saturday, alleging that they illegally enriched themselves as they conspired to flood the United States with cocaine.
Maduro and Flores are being held in the same detention facility as Luigi Mangione, who has been charged with killing health care CEO Brian Thompson. Sean "Diddy" Combs and Sam Bankman-Fried were also once detained there.
"We'll run it properly. We'll run it professionally. We'll have the greatest oil companies in the world go in and invest billions," Trump said about Venezuela, while declining to rule out U.S. military deployments. "We're not afraid of boots on the ground."
The capture operation involved more than 150 aircraft, including strike and intelligence assets, Gen. Dan Caine, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said after Trump's remarks about the operation. "On arrival into the target area, the helicopters came under fire and they replied with that fire with overwhelming force," Caine added. "One of our aircraft was hit but remained flyable."

Explosions and smoke rose across Caracas on Jan. 3, jolting neighborhoods near La Carlota, a key Venezuelan military air base.
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National Security
In Venezuela raid, the specter of U.S. regime change returns to Latin America
The Maduro raid is a strategic gamble with an unpredictable outcome in a deeply divided region, dramatically altering the security dynamic across South America.

Pro-government armed civilians patrol in La Guaira, Venezuela, on Saturday, after President Donald Trump announced that Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro had been captured and flown out of the country. (Matias Delacroix/AP)


By Karen DeYoung, Terrence McCoy | 2026-01-04
The United States will "run" Venezuela -- a country of 30 million people spread over hundreds of thousands of square miles -- for the foreseeable future, President Donald Trump said Saturday just hours after the shocking, early-morning U.S. military assault that captured its head of state and left Latin America and much of the rest of the world reeling.
"We're going to stay until ... the proper transition takes place," Trump said in a Florida news conference that glanced past details of how exactly that would be done.
Two side benefits, he indicated, were that hundreds of thousands of Venezuelans who had fled to the United States would now go home and that the U.S. would now be able to take over the Venezuelan oil industry.
On social media, Trump posted a photograph of shackled and blindfolded Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro aboard the amphibious assault ship USS Iwo Jima. Maduro and his wife, both under U.S. indictment for drug trafficking and corruption, were snatched from a safe house by U.S. Special Operations forces in what senior administration officials insisted was not regime change but a law enforcement operation for which the military provided security.
The Maduros, officials said, were read their rights by an FBI official on the ground before being whisked away in a helicopter. Asked if U.S. forces were prepared to kill Maduro if he resisted, Trump said that "it could have happened."
Trump made no distinction between law enforcement and overthrow, seeming to exult in what he called a "spectacular" operation, the likes of which had not been seen "since World War II ... one of the most stunning, effective and powerful displays of American military might and competence in American history."
"American dominance in the Western Hemisphere will never be questioned again," Trump said. "Under the Trump administration we are reasserting American power in a very powerful way in our home region."
Asked who would run Venezuela, Trump said, "largely the people behind me," pointing to Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth. "They're going to be a team that's working with Venezuela to make sure it's working right," he said.

From left, Trump; Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller; Secretary f State Marco Rubio; Gen. Dan Caine, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth leave a news conference Saturday. (Jonathan Ernst/Reuters)


The vagueness of what happens next recalls the 2003 U.S. takeover of Iraq after the invasion ousting Saddam Hussein. Trump initially supported the Iraq operation, before saying he was against it as it stretched into a years-long battle with disaffected Iraqis, gave rise to the Islamic State and left thousands of American troops dead before the formal U.S. withdrawal in 2011.
Trump made no commitment to Maria Corina Machado, the leader of the Venezuelan opposition and Nobel Peace Prize laureate, or to Edmundo Gonzalez, whom the United States and others recognized as the legitimate president after an election last year that Maduro was widely believed to have stolen. Rubio, he said, had spoken by phone with Venezuelan Vice President Delcy Rodriguez, who "said 'we'll do whatever you need.' I think she was quite gracious."
Trump said Rodriguez had been sworn in as interim president, although she told Venezuela's state television Saturday night that "There is only one president here, and his name is Nicolas Maduro."
The 20th century was marked by numerous U.S. military interventions and occupations in Central America and the Caribbean, but Saturday's assault on Venezuela was Washington's first direct and openly acknowledged military strike in history against a South American government. A strategic gamble with an unpredictable outcome in a deeply divided region, it dramatically alters the security dynamic across the continent.
In a flash, to both American foe and ally alike, the strikes have made the threat of U.S. military power indisputably real.
"This is one of the most dramatic moments in modern South America history," said Oliver Stuenkel, an analyst of international affairs at the Getulio Vargas Foundation, a Brazilian university. "The United States now represents the biggest security threat for the simple fact that it just militarily attacked a South American country with an unclear rationale."
Others were more direct. "For most Latin Americans, it's insulting," said a senior South American diplomat, who spoke on the condition of anonymity so as not to draw Trump's ire to his own country.
"Of course we understand that the might of the United States is that it can intervene in any Latin American countries in any way they want," the diplomat said. "But this will lead to complete destruction of any kind of international law, and to a growing antipathy toward the United States" throughout the Western Hemisphere.

A Maduro supporter holds a Venezuelan flag during a gathering near the Palacio de Miraflores in Caracas on Saturday. (Federico Parra/AFP/Getty Images)


By Saturday morning, reaction to the strikes was already breaking along ideological lines in a region deeply polarized over security, crime and corruption. Many on the right cheered the intervention, calling the removal of the self-described socialist Latin American strongman an advancement for liberty and a blow against drug trafficking.
Argentine President Javier Milei, whose government has received a $20 billion currency swap from the United States to stabilize his country's troubled economy, lauded the strikes. So did Ecuadorian President Daniel Noboa, who has allied himself with Trump and offered to reopen a U.S. air base closed by one of his predecessors.
"For all narco-Chavista criminals, your time has come," Noboa wrote on social media, referring to Maduro's predecessor, Hugo Chavez. "Your structure will end up falling across the entire continent."
Those on the left decried what they called an illegal act of military aggression. Few came directly to the defense of Maduro, who had been left increasingly isolated as his authoritarian and illiberal practices have bankrupted Venezuela, unleashed a refugee crisis and given drug traffickers increasingly free rein. But they said the unilateral strikes and his removal set a new and dangerous precedent for the region.
"The bombing of Venezuelan territory and the capture of its president crosses an unacceptable line," Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva said. "The action recalls the worst moments of interference in Latin American and Caribbean politics, and threatens the regional preservation as a zone of peace."
Some analysts, however, said it would be a mistake to interpret the strikes as the continuation of U.S. military actions in other Latin American nations, whether the CIA-sponsored overthrow of Guatemala's government in 1954, the 1983 U.S. invasion of Grenada or the 1989 capture of Panama leader Manuel Antonio Noriega following a 25,000-troop invasion.
"This is not going to be a unified Latin American rejection of the action, like you may have seen in the '60s or the '70s," when interventions were often influenced by the Cold War, said Eric Farnsworth, a senior associate at the Center for Strategic and International Studies think tank. "This is happening in a divided region, where nobody wanted this to happen, but where many recognized that there was no alternative to this unless you were ready to live with Maduro forever."
Several governments and leaders in the region already have an affinity for the Trump administration -- ties the White House has sought to expand and exploit over the past year.
The Trump administration has solidified relations with El Salvador's president, Nayib Bukele, who accepted millions of dollars to imprison U.S. deportees and whom Trump called a "great friend" and "one hell of a president." It has promised new trade and security cooperation with Ecuador and Paraguay, whose leaders are also Trump admirers. And it threw an economic lifeline to Milei, whom U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent called a "beacon" for South America.
But few disagreed over the significance of the strikes. For decades, the United States has focused its military might elsewhere, in theaters much further away. The attacks have returned Washington to a policy of unabashed intervention in the region.
"The reaction in the rest of Latin America will be mixed between euphoria, anger and fear," said Brian Winter, an analyst with the Americas Society and Council of the Americas.

A member of the militia group known as "Colectivos" holds a weapon in Caracas on Saturday. (Maxwell Briceno/Reuters)


Those in the region who condemned the strikes -- most notably Lula, Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum and Colombian President Gustavo Petro -- will have to watch their backs. While Trump last year had what he called a productive meeting with Lula, he repeated at the news conference an earlier warning that Petro, whose country is a major producer of cocaine, had better "watch his ass."
In the case of Mexico, "the fact of the matter is that large swaths of the country are under the control of narco-terror organizations," a senior administration official said, speaking on the condition of anonymity under rules imposed by the White House.
"This is not a president that just talks," the official said. "He will take action eventually. ... I think the president always retains the option to take action against threats to our national security."
While Petro has called Trump a "murderer" for U.S. military strikes against alleged drug boats in the Caribbean and eastern Pacific, it's unlikely that either Lula or Sheinbaum will want to risk a lengthy diplomatic dispute with the White House, said Matias Spektor, a Brazilian political scientist at the Getulio Vargas Foundation.
Referring to Cuba, which has depended on Venezuela for energy supplies as well as economic and security backing, Rubio said at the news conference Saturday that "If I lived in Havana now and I was in the government, I'd be concerned." Venezuelan oil, he said, would not be allowed to go there.
Since he began ratcheting up public threats against Maduro last summer, Trump has offered an evolving list of charges to justify his removal through exile or force, from allowing China, Russia and Iran to gain a toehold in the hemisphere, to illegal U.S. immigrants he charged that Maduro had released from Venezuelan prisons and "insane asylums," while asserting Venezuelan "terrorist" drug gangs were engaged in "armed conflict" with the United States.
Most recently, he has charged that Venezuela "stole" oil and land belonging to the United States when it, like many other countries, nationalized its petroleum resources decades ago.
In his news conference, Trump said he now plans to take back those assets. Asked how long he planned to run Venezuela, Trump said, "I'd like to do it quickly, but it takes a period of time."
McCoy reported from Mexico City.
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Trump says Maduro's VP is cooperating. She's demanding Maduro's release. 
President Donald Trump said the U.S. would run Venezuela. Delcy Rodriguez, Nicolas Maduro's vice president, denounced his "illegal kidnapping" as "shameful."

Supporters of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in central Caracas on Saturday. (Cristian Hernandez/AP)


By Ana Vanessa Herrero, Anthony Faiola, Samantha Schmidt | 2026-01-04
CARACAS, Venezuela -- The stunning nighttime capture of President Nicolas Maduro· by the U.S. military plunged this oil-rich country and its 26-year-old experiment in socialism into dizzying uncertainty Saturday, as President Donald Trump vowed to "run" the nation with the cooperation of Maduro's vice president while extracting a "tremendous amount of wealth" from the ground.
But Vice President Delcy Rodriguez did not appear to be following Trump's script. In an address to the nation, she denounced the U.S. operation as "shameful," evoked socialist icon Hugo Chavez and South American liberator Simon Bolivar, and demanded the release of Maduro and his wife, first lady Cilia Flores.
The swiftly unfolding developments were the strongest challenge yet to the socialist state forged in 1999 by the Bolivarian Revolution of Chavez. The Trump administration wants to replace the authoritarian regime with a government that would allow freer access to the world's largest proven oil reserves.
The action, which evoked memories of the U.S. operation that seized Panama's Manuel Antonio Noriega in 1990, brought down one of Latin America's most prominent latter-day strongmen and left in question the grip of the socialists who have dominated Venezuela for a generation, first through the ballot box and then through repression.
Trump, speaking from Mar-a-Lago in Florida after the overnight assault on Maduro's compound and military targets, appeared to sideline opposition leader Maria Corina Machado, whose stand-in candidate won more than two-thirds of the vote in the 2024 presidential election. The Trump ally made a daring escape from hiding in Venezuela to collect  the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize for her effort to bring democratic change to the country. Trump called her a "very nice woman" but said she lacks the "support" and "respect" inside the country to lead.

President Donald Trump and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth arrive to speak at Mar-a-Lago on Saturday. (Alex Brandon/AP)


Instead, he said Rodriguez had been sworn in as the country's interim leader and had already spoken with Secretary of State Marco Rubio.
"She said 'We'll do whatever you need,'" Trump said. "I think she was quite gracious. But she really doesn't have a choice."
But Rodriguez, 56, called the U.S. action an "illegal kidnapping." It was not clear that she had been sworn in to anything.
"If there is something the Venezuelan people will never be again, it is slaves, or the colony of an empire," she said. At her side were Gen. Vladimir Padrino Lopez, Venezuela's longtime defense minister, and Diosdado Cabello, the interior minister and head of the national police.
Rodriguez, a multilingual lawyer and diplomat educated in Caracas, Paris and London, has been seen as more pragmatic and willing to negotiate with Washington than regime hard-liners. She has operated with the support of her influential older brother, National Assembly President Jorge Rodriguez, a psychiatrist who was Maduro's primary negotiator with Washington.

Venezuelan Vice President Delcy Rodriguez speaks during a meeting with the diplomatic corps in Caracas in June. (Pedro Mattey/AFP/Getty Images)


Maduro's inner circle has projected unity in public but has been riven by internal divisions. Venezuelans were watching how different power players would react. Among them is Padrino Lopez, who Maduro had claimed would mobilize the people in the streets to protect him.
The streets in the capital on Saturday were, in fact, eerily calm. The government called the people to the streets to protest, but few responded. Motorists formed long lines at gas stations and queued outside supermarkets to buy staples. Grocery stores were limiting entry to small groups at a time to prevent looting. Successful shoppers could be seen walking through the streets guarding eggs and milk.
Before Trump spoke, Machado said her team was "prepared to assert our mandate and take power" in a democratic transition. She called on the armed forces to recognize Edmundo Gonzalez -- who, independent ballot audits by The Washington Post and others show, defeated Maduro in the 2024 presidential election -- as Venezuela's rightful president and commander in chief. Gonzalez ran as a stand-in for Machado after Maduro blocked Machado from running.
"Starting today, Nicolas Maduro faces international justice for the heinous crimes committed against Venezuelans and citizens of many other nations," Machado said in a statement. "Given his refusal to accept a negotiated solution, the United States government has fulfilled its promise to enforce the law."
Trump's remarks caught members of Machado's team off guard, one person close to the team said, and left them searching for a response. Another person close to the team said it was a scenario they had considered and perhaps "a bitter pill we have to swallow." Both spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss internal discussions.
In Venezuela, Machado's supporters said they still backed her. Aciclo Requena, a man in his 70s who lives in a dilapidated housing complex built by Chavez across the street from Venezuela's international airport, was one of thousands who volunteered to serve as observers for the 2024 election. Requena heard Trump say the United States would run Venezuela, but held out hope that the people he voted for -- Gonzalez and, by proxy, Machado, not Rodriguez -- would lead any transition to democracy.
"I'm waiting for a response from our leader, Maria Corina," he said. "We're going to wait for our representatives. It's the only way of doing this."
In Caracas, there did not appear to be a significant uptick in soldiers in the streets or security checkpoints. Alberto Alfonso, a 30-year-old entrepreneur in the capital, said the "contradictory information" from Trump and Rodriguez, and the lack of clarity around Machado's role, if any, made Venezuela's new reality difficult to navigate.
"We don't understand what [the U.S.] objective is," Alfonso said. "We're frozen, still waiting to see what happens. The next 48 hours will be essential, to see who allows or blocks the return of democracy."
Under Venezuela's constitution, if the president is absent during the first year of his term, the vice president takes over on an interim basis. A new election for president must be held within 30 days.
Venezuelans and observers warned that Trump's promised new dawn might not come quickly, easily or at all. The authoritarian state Maduro wielded sank its tentacles, including the military, police and armed motorcycle gangs known as colectivos, deep into society, and some Venezuelans remain staunch chavistas.
On Saturday, the power structure put in place by Chavez appeared still to have the country in its grasp.
"What really matters at this point is whether the government can survive," said Phil Gunson, a senior analyst for the Andes region with the International Crisis Group. "Despite U.S. authorities' statements, chavismo seems to remain in control of the country, and there is no evidence so far of significant divisions within the armed forces that would lead to the collapse of the regime.
"The next hours," Gunson said, "will be key to determining what the U.S. government means when it says it is going to run the country until a proper transition can take place, and whether the Venezuelan military remains unified or splits."
"The worst-case scenario," he said, "would be that parts of the military adhere to the U.S. plan, while others resist, and the situation develops into a sort of internal armed conflict."
Rodriguez and her brother are seen as modernizers who want a semi-open country, modernized economy and warmer relations with the broader world, Tulane University sociologist David Smilde said, but still a country they can control. Delcy Rodriguez has in recent years worked to overhaul economic policies and develop ties with foreign investors.
Cabello and Padrino Lopez, in contrast, favor a classic, closed-off dictatorship. The government crackdown after the 2024 election, Smilde said, when at least hundreds of Venezuelans were arrested, strengthened Cabello and weakened Rodriguez.
To stay in control, Gunson and Smilde said, the rival factions are likely to prioritize unity, as they have in the past. If and when Delcy Rodriguez becomes interim president, Cabello and Padrino Lopez could still hold most of the power, given their control of the military and security forces.
The Rodriguez siblings "don't have guns," Gunson said. "If it comes to a fight, they're left hanging, because they don't have anyone to back them. What I suspect is going to happen is she will occupy the presidency, but the powers will be the defense and interior ministers, and that's not good."
Cabello, like Maduro, was indicted by a U.S. court in 2020 on narco-terrorism charges.
"It would be unwise to assume this will be the beginning of the end," Gunson said. "History suggests they have a very strong survival instinct and that the last thing they should do is start fighting each other."
The only ways the U.S. could achieve a regime change, Smilde said, would be to negotiate some type of power-sharing agreement or to occupy the country and build a new government. Any clean departure of Maduro's inner circle could require protracted negotiations that might include efforts to seek amnesty for alleged torturers, killers and more.
"But this idea that you could just come in and whisk away a leader and somehow lead to a democratic transition," he said, "it's quite unlikely that's going to happen."
Still, the U.S. intervention put a period on the tumultuous rule of Maduro -- a former bus driver and union leader who came to power after Chavez's death in 2013.
During the first Trump administration, a maximum-pressure campaign targeting Maduro led the U.S. to recognize then-National Assembly President Juan Guaido as Venezuela's legitimate president, sever diplomatic ties with Maduro and indict him and members of his inner circle on narco-terrorism charges in an effort to force him from power.
But Maduro held on, surviving mass protests in 2016 and 2017, an assassination attempt using drone-borne explosives in 2018, a plot against him that included his former spy chief, Gen. Manuel Ricardo Cristopher Figuera, in 2019 and a misfired extraction mission staged by a former U.S. Army Green Beret in 2020.
Amid economic and social collapse, more than 7 million people have fled Venezuela, the world's largest refugee population.
It's unclear whether Maduro, Chavez's handpicked successor, ever won an election. The opposition accused him of fraud to win the election to replace the late Chavez in 2013, and the U.S. and others declined to recognize him after the flawed vote in 2018.
Before the 2024 election, Maduro reached a deal with the opposition brokered by the Biden administration to conduct a free and fair presidential election. Machado, a former member of the National Assembly, won an opposition primary with more than 90 percent of the vote to become his main challenger.
A Post review of more than 23,000 precinct-level tally sheets collected by the opposition showed that Gonzalez probably received more than twice as many votes as Maduro. Maduro nonetheless claimed reelection.
When Trump returned to office in January 2025, his administration intensified pressure on Maduro's government. The Pentagon has deployed more than a dozen warships to the Caribbean and eastern Pacific Ocean; launched at least 35 military strikes on boats it contends were piloted by drug-smuggling "narco-terrorists," killing at least 115 people; and boarding and seizing oil tankers under U.S. sanction.
Trump said Saturday that Maduro had rejected offers to leave the country willingly.
"I don't want to get into the conversations, but I did have conversations with him," Trump said. "And I said, 'You've got to surrender.' And I actually thought he was pretty close to doing so, but now he wished he did."
Trump has not hidden one of his driving motivations: oil. Venezuela sits atop of a fifth of the world's global reserves, but its thick, sludgy crude requires extensive refining.
In 1975, the government nationalized the resource·, and the state oil company, Petroleos de Venezuela S.A., took over the exploration, production, refining and export of oil the following year, but American and other foreign countries continued to participate and profit.
In 2007, Chavez assumed control of the last privately run oil operations in the Orinoco Belt, home to the country's largest oil deposits. American giants ConocoPhillips and ExxonMobil, unable to reach deals with the Venezuelan government, pulled out, but others, including Chevron and Spain's Repsol, remained. Chevron is the only major U.S. firm to still operate inside the country, under strict conditions set by the U.S. Office of Foreign Assets Control.
Since the 1970s, mismanagement, deterioration, corruption and U.S. sanctions have caused Venezuela's oil production to fall sharply.
"We're going to have our very large United States oil companies," Trump said Saturday, "the biggest anywhere in the world -- go in, spend billions of dollars, fix the badly broken infrastructure, the oil infrastructure."
Faiola reported from Rome. Schmidt reported from Istanbul. Helena Carpio in Caracas contributed to this report.
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How the military operation to capture Maduro unfolded
Though much remains unknown about the raid, a review of visuals by The Washington Post and an account given by officials identify key moments and locations.

Smoke rises at the La Carlota air base after explosions and low-flying aircraft were heard in Caracas on Saturday. (Matias Delacroix/AP)


By Evan Hill, Joyce Lee, Alex Horton, Jarrett Ley, Adrian Blanco Ramos, Tim Meko | 2026-01-04
The U.S. military operation to capture Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro came after months of planning and launched only when a break in bad weather on Friday night granted U.S. aviators a path into the capital, Caracas, according to the Joint Chiefs chairman, Gen. Dan Caine. Maduro and his wife were taken from a fortified compound after both tried to reach the steel door of a safe room, President Donald Trump said Saturday. The raid was condemned by numerous countries, including some U.S. allies, and a spokesperson for U.N. Secretary General Antonio Guterres called it "a dangerous precedent."
Though much remains unknown about how the events unfolded, an account given Saturday by Caine and a review of visuals by The Washington Post identified several key moments and locations in the operation.
According to Caine, planning for the operation to take Maduro began months ago and involved coordination among every branch of the armed forces, as well as U.S. intelligence agencies, including the CIA, National Security Agency and National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency.
The Post previously reported· that the U.S. deployed two Army Delta Force units in recent weeks to establish a "pattern of life" on Maduro in advance of the operation, mapping out his location and daily movements, according to a person familiar with that deployment. Delta Force, known within the clandestine community as the Combat Applications Group, is among the Pentagon's most elite units, tasked with executing high-stakes and secretive missions, including hostage rescue and kill-and-capture missions.
In early December, according to Caine, the military was ready and deciding on "the right day to minimize the potential for civilian harm and maximize the element of surprise and minimize the harm" to Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, who was indicted on narco-terrorism charges along with Maduro on Saturday.
On Friday night, Caine said, bad winter weather finally broke "just enough" to clear a path "that only the most skilled aviators in the world could maneuver through."
At 10:46 p.m. Eastern time, he said, Trump gave the military the order to proceed.
Over the course of the night, aircraft began launching from 20 bases on land and sea across the Western Hemisphere. In total, more than 150 aircraft were in the air during the operation.
As the night began, the helicopters took off with the extraction force, which included law enforcement officers, and began their flight into Venezuela at 100 feet above the water. As they approached Venezuelan shores, the United States began layering different effects to create a pathway overhead.
Those forces were protected by aircraft from the U.S. Marine Corps, the Navy, the Air Force and the Air National Guard. Caine said the force included F-22s, F-35s, F-18s, E-18s, E-2s, B-1 bombers and other support aircraft, as well as many remotely piloted drones. As the Air Force began to approach Caracas, the Joint Air Component began dismantling and disabling the air defense systems in Venezuela, employing weapons to ensure the safe passage of the helicopters into the target area.
The Post confirmed five locations that were ultimately hit during the strike based on visuals and accounts from witnesses and government officials.
Multiple visuals showed explosions at military installations in and around Caracas, including the Generalissimo Francisco de Miranda air base, also known as La Carlota air base, as well as at the port of La Guaira north of the capital and Higuerote Airport about 75 miles east.
Multiple videos verified by The Post showed a formation of helicopters flying above Fort Tiuna, a key military installation in Caracas that houses, among other facilities, the country's Defense Ministry. Explosions in the hillsides overlooking Fort Tiuna could be seen as the helicopters flew overhead.

Explosions and smoke rose across Caracas on Jan. 3, jolting neighborhoods near La Carlota, a key Venezuelan military air base.


The Post identified purpose-built versions of helicopters used by Special Operations forces, including workhorse MH-47 Chinooks and MH-60 Black Hawks, both of which ferry operators to missions on the ground and can defend them with support fire.
In one video, which the person narrating says was filmed at 1:58 a.m., at least three helicopters are seen flying in a northeasterly direction near Fort Tiuna as plumes of smoke rise from the base. The geolocation was first shared on X by open-source researcher John Marquee and corroborated by The Post. A helicopter appears to be descending amid smoke plumes in an area of Fort Tiuna tucked into the surrounding hills, where satellite imagery released Saturday by Vantor showed damage to military equipment and the destruction of at least five buildings.

After strikes, damage to military buildings and equipment at Fort Tiuna in Caracas on Saturday. (Satellite image (c)2026 Vantor)


The helicopter descended in the direction of a road that appears to lead into an underground entrance to the hillside that sustained damage, satellite imagery shows.

Damage to an underground entrance at Fort Tiuna was captured in a satellite image from Jan. 3 (right), compared to an image from Dec. 22, 2025. (Vantor/Satellite image (c)2026 Vantor)


According to Caine, U.S. forces arrived at Maduro's "compound" at 2:02 a.m. local time, or 1:02 a.m. Eastern. One aircraft was hit as the troops apprehended Maduro and his wife, Caine said.
After taking Maduro and his wife, Caine said, U.S. forces called in helicopters to extract them while other aircraft provided "suppressive fire."
By 3:29 a.m. Eastern, 21/2 hours after the raid on the compound began, the helicopter carrying Maduro and Flores was over the water taking the couple to a Navy warship, the Iwo Jima.
Trump posted on social media a photograph he said was of Maduro in captivity aboard the Iwo Jima. Maduro appeared to be wearing a gray sweatsuit and was holding a bottle of water. He was wearing dark glasses and large headphones and did not appear to be injured.

A Truth Social post by President Donald Trump on Saturday. (AP)


Maduro and Flores were sent to New York City, Trump said, where both were indicted Saturday in U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York on federal charges of narco-terrorism.
Maria Luisa Paul, Samantha Schmidt, Natalia Jimenez-Stuard and Whitney Leaming contributed to this report.
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National Security
China condemns U.S. strike in Venezuela, hours after diplomat met with Maduro 
China, a longtime ally of Venezuela, condemned the U.S. strike and capture of President Nicolas Maduro, which came hours after a high-level diplomatic meeting.

Chinese leader Xi Jinping and Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in Beijing in 2023. (Venezuelan presidential office/Reuters)


By Cate Cadell | 2026-01-04
China strongly condemned the overnight U.S. strike on Venezuela and the capture of President Nicolas Maduro, calling the action "deeply shocking" and a serious violation of international law. The attack came hours after a Chinese special envoy met with the Venezuelan leader to reaffirm Beijing's support for the imperiled regime.
Shortly before the surprise U.S. strike unfolded, a delegation of Chinese officials arrived in Caracas, led by Beijing's special envoy for Latin American and Caribbean affairs, Qiu Xiaoqi, and met with Maduro to discuss rising tension with the United States. It was Maduro's last publicly reported official meeting before he and his wife were captured by U.S. forces and flown out of the country.
President Donald Trump on Saturday said the United States will "run" Venezuela for an unspecified amount of time, following the operation that saw more than 150 U.S. military aircraft marshal for a spectacular extraction mission.
Maduro's exit marked an abrupt end to a months-long effort by China to support the embattled leader, as fears grew in Beijing that the United States would soon attempt to seize Chinese-flagged oil tankers as part of its blockade of Venezuela. Beijing has been the regime's most influential global ally and Venezuela's primary financial lifeline through loans and oil purchases, accounting for about 80 percent of the country's total oil exports.
At 7:30 p.m. Friday, Maduro shared a final message on his Telegram channel, lauding his meeting with Qiu as reaffirming "the strong bonds of brotherhood and friendship between China and Venezuela. A relationship that stands the test of time!" It was accompanied by a video set to triumphant music showing Qiu -- a vice minister-level diplomat -- and his team walking through what appeared to be the hallways of the presidential palace and shaking hands with Maduro.
Just 61/2 hours later, Chinese officials in Caracas were stunned when the U.S. strike began, setting off a furious string of missives back to Beijing, according to one Chinese diplomat familiar with the situation. "It was completely shocking," the official said, speaking on the condition of anonymity because they are not authorized to speak to media.
On Saturday, China's Foreign Ministry issued a sharp rebuke of the U.S. raid. "Such hegemonic acts of the U.S. seriously violate international law and Venezuela's sovereignty, and threaten peace and security in Latin America," it said in a statement. Separately, the Foreign Ministry and the Chinese Embassy in Venezuela warned citizens to avoid traveling to the country.
"China employed rare, forceful language previously reserved for political assassinations and mass casualty events," sail Neil Thomas, a fellow at Asia Society Policy Institute's Center for China Analysis.
According to Venezuelan reports and the Chinese official, Qiu met with Maduro to review the roughly 600 political and economic agreements between the two countries and address concerns over the rising threat of a U.S. military intervention and potential threats to Chinese oil tankers.
Chinese leader Xi Jinping met with Maduro in May last year on the sidelines of Russia's Victory Day celebrations. According to the Chinese readout of the meeting, Xi described the two countries' relationship as an "all-weather strategic partnership" and reaffirmed China's support for Venezuela's sovereignty.
Asked on Saturday how the takeover would affect U.S. relations with major oil buyers including China, Trump said, "In terms of other countries that want oil, we're in the oil business, we're going to sell it to them. We're not going to say we're not going to sell it to them."
China has long viewed Venezuela as a key political ally in Latin America as it seeks to expand its influence in the region. Last month, Beijing released its first major Latin America strategy update in nearly a decade, more explicitly incorporating security cooperation -- including military exchanges -- into its framework and reaffirming support for the sovereignty of regional partners.
Republican lawmakers focused on China policy welcomed the move Saturday, saying it curtailed Chinese influence in the region. "The Trump Administration's decisive action against Nicolas Maduro removes a Chinese ally from power and makes the world a safer place. China's partnership with Maduro propped up an authoritarian ruler who worked with our nation's adversaries and hurt the American people," said Rep. John Moolenaar (R-Michigan), chairman of the House Select Committee on China.
Analysts say the potential seizure of Venezuela's government by the United States is unlikely to seriously undercut Beijing's broader efforts to expand its regional presence.
"Left-leaning governments in the region will likely lean further toward Beijing as a preferred economic partner and diplomatic alternative to Washington. This strike is unlikely to dissuade China's regional trade and investment; Beijing requires booming exports to sustain growth, and Washington currently lacks a competitive economic diplomacy strategy to match its security presence," Thomas said.
Trump on Saturday lambasted Maduro's regime for facilitating the growing influence of U.S. adversaries in the region, but he stopped short of naming China. "Venezuela was increasingly hosting foreign adversaries in our region and acquiring menacing offensive weapons that could threaten us," Trump said. "They used those weapons last night."
In recent months, Maduro has called on China, as well as Russia and Iran, to provide weapons and other assistance amid rising U.S. pressure. According to documents obtained by The Washington Post, Maduro drafted a letter appealing to Xi for "expanded military cooperation" in the face of U.S. escalation, including a request to expedite the production of radar detection systems by Chinese companies.
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Americas
Trump says Venezuela stole U.S. oil, land and assets. Here's the history.
The government of the oil-rich nation took control of its petroleum industry in 1976, nationalizing hundreds of private businesses and foreign-owned assets.


A mosaic in Caracas, Venezuela, depicts President Nicolas Maduro, right, and his predecessor, President Hugo Chavez, the founder of the country's socialist state. (Miguel Gutierrez/EPA/Shutterstock)


By Tobi Raji, Leo Sands | 2026-01-03
In 1976, the government of oil-rich Venezuela assumed control of the country's petroleum industry, nationalizing hundreds of private businesses and foreign-owned assets, including projects operated by the American giant ExxonMobil.
In 2007, Hugo Chavez, the founder of Venezuela's socialist state, assumed control of the last privately run oil operations in the Orinoco Belt, home to the country's largest oil deposits.
The White House said Saturday that an operation launched overnight to capture Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife and fly them out of the country was justified in part by Venezuela having stolen U.S. oil.
"As everyone knows, the oil business in Venezuela has been a bust, a total bust for a long period of time. They were pumping almost nothing by comparison to what they could have been pumping and what could have taken place," Trump told reporters Saturday. "We're going to have our very large United States oil companies -- the biggest anywhere in the world -- go in, spend billions of dollars, fix the badly broken infrastructure -- the oil infrastructure -- and start making money for the country."
Trump offered Maduro "multiple off ramps, but was very clear throughout this process: the drug trafficking must stop, and the stolen oil must be returned to the United States," Vice President JD Vance wrote in a post to X Saturday morning. "Maduro is the newest person to find out that President Trump means what he says."
Vance was echoing points long expressed by Trump, who said late last year that the expropriation of U.S. oil company assets justified a "total and complete blockade" of oil tankers arriving and leaving Venezuela in defiance of U.S. sanctions. The blockade would remain, he wrote on Truth Social, until the South American nation returns "to the United States of America all of the Oil, Land, and other Assets that they previously stole from us."
"They're not going to do that again," Trump told reporters. "We had a lot of oil there. As you know they threw our companies out, and we want it back."
But U.S. companies never owned oil or land in Venezuela, home to the world's largest proven reserves of crude, and officials didn't kick them out of the country.
"Trump's claim that Venezuela has stolen oil and land from the U.S. is baseless," said Francisco Rodriguez, a Venezuelan economist at the University of Denver.

The U.S. has deployed ships, drones, and troops near Venezuela in what the White House says is an effort to disrupt drug smuggling networks.


Nationalization was the culmination of a decades-long effort by administrations of both the right and the left to bring under government control an industry that an earlier leader had largely given away.
The right-wing strongman Juan Vicente Gomez, the military dictator who ruled Venezuela from 1908 until his death in 1935, granted concessions that left three foreign oil companies in control of 98 percent of the Venezuelan market. The country became the world's second-largest oil producer and largest exporter; oil accounted for over 90 percent of the country's total exports.
Gomez's successors tried to seize greater control over the country's economy. Under President Isaias Medina Angarita, authorities approved a law in 1943 that required foreign oil companies to relinquish half their profits to the government. A 1958 pact signed by Democratic Action, the Democratic Republican Union and the Independent Political Electoral Organization Committee ensured the country's major political parties had access to oil profits.
By the time Venezuelan lawmakers began debating nationalization legislation in 1975, Rodriguez said, the "writing was on the wall."
"Nobody was going to resist Venezuela carrying this nationalization to its end, and the U.S. was much more interested in having Venezuela be a provider of oil -- relatively cheap oil -- than to have a production collapse in Venezuela," Rodriguez said. The change, consequently, was "relatively uncontroversial."
President Carlos Andres Perez, a social democrat, signed the bill into law that August. In January 1976, Venezuelan state oil company Petroleos de Venezuela S.A. took over the exploration, production, refining and export of oil.
The country followed Mexico, Brazil and Saudi Arabia in a wave of resource nationalism aimed at trying to wrest control of energy resources, primarily from the United States, to achieve economic sovereignty.
American oil companies, including Exxon and Mobil, which merged in 1999, and Gulf Oil, which became Chevron in 1984, were hit hardest. The Dutch giant Shell was also affected. The companies, which had accounted for more than 70 percent of crude oil production in Venezuela, lost roughly $5 billion in assets but were compensated just $1 billion each, according to news reports from that period.
But they didn't seek larger sums, Rodriguez said, and "felt that it didn't make sense to press it more." They also lacked "a mechanism that would have allowed the companies in 1976 to actually take these cases to court."
(A 1991 bilateral investment treaty between Venezuela and the Netherlands created a legal pathway for investors to sue a foreign government for unfair treatment. Cases go before private arbitration panels rather than courts.)
In January 2007, Chavez called for the nationalization of the natural gas industry -- part of his plan to redistribute oil wealth and transform the poverty-stricken nation into a socialist state.
When PDVSA assumed control of oil operations in Venezuela's Orinoco Belt, ExxonMobil and ConocoPhillips were unable to agree to new contract terms and sought up to $40 billion in compensation through arbitration.
Several oil companies, including Chevron and Spanish-owned Repsol, remained in Venezuela under new contract terms. Chevron is the only American company still operating there.
In 2012, the International Chamber of Commerce awarded ExxonMobil $908 million in compensation, less than the $1 billion that Venezuela had offered. The tribunal awarded ConocoPhillips $2 billion in 2018. The World Bank's International Center for Settlement of Investment Disputes awarded ExxonMobil $1.6 billion in 2014 and ConocoPhillips $8.7 billion in 2019.
Venezuela has yet to pay the full amounts. The economy is struggling under hyperinflation, government corruption and U.S. sanctions. Under Chavez's successor, Nicolas Maduro, oil exports, once 3 million to 4 million barrels a day, are now estimated at no more than 900,000 barrels per day. Most of it goes to China.
The Trump administration has accused Maduro of using oil money to fund drug trafficking and other crimes. Maduro has said the claim amounts to "warmongering."
"American sweat, ingenuity and toil created the oil industry in Venezuela," Stephen Miller, Trump's deputy chief of staff and homeland security adviser, wrote in a post on X. "Its tyrannical expropriation was the largest recorded theft of American wealth and property."
Rodriguez said the administration's position "just doesn't have any logic."
"It's kind of like an odd argument," he said. "You owe me some money. We both went to court. The court said, 'You pay me this.' You start paying me, then I -- by force, by the imposition of sanctions -- make it impossible for you to continue paying me, and then I accuse you of stealing something from me."
U.S. forces on Dec. 10 seized the Skipper, a fully loaded oil tanker, operating under a false Guyanese flag and already under U.S. sanctions, after it departed Venezuela en route to Asia. U.S. forces intercepted another vessel on Saturday.
Neil Atkinson, a former head of oil at the International Energy Agency, said the blockade, if maintained, would cripple the Venezuelan government's finances because it's so dependent on revenue generated by oil exports.
Over the short term, the implications for Venezuela are "very, very serious," he said. "Over time the impact is disastrous."
By his estimate, the country relies on no more than a handful of tankers each day to export its oil to overseas buyers. A blockade of 30 such tankers, he said, could have a crippling impact.
Trump's blockade applies only to the "dark fleet" of tankers on which he has imposed sanctions, most of them for carrying sanctioned Iranian oil under false registrations. It is unclear how many of those, such as the Skipper, also are used by Venezuela and might be stopped.
But the blockade is unlikely to have a significant impact on the global oil market, Atkinson said, because supply is currently outstripping demand. "If you're going to disrupt the Venezuelan oil industry," he said, "this is the time to do it without having any adverse impact on global oil prices."
Even for China, the world's largest consumer of Venezuelan oil, the impact would be negligible. Venezuelan oil makes up a fraction of its total imports.
"The Chinese are nothing if not realists," Atkinson said. "Those barrels can be replaced."
Karen DeYoung and Samantha Schmidt contributed to this report.
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Europe
Police accuse Swiss bar operators of negligent homicide in deadly fire
Police initiated a criminal case over the inferno, which killed 40 and injured 119, and said they were focused on champagne sparklers, venue capacity and building materials. 

People pay their respects on Friday near the sealed-off Constellation bar in Crans-Montana, Switzerland, where a devastating fire killed at least 40 people and injured many more during New Year's celebrations. (Antonio Calanni/AP)


By Kate Brady, Frances Vinall | 2026-01-03
As Swiss authorities Saturday began confirming identities of the dead to anguished relatives, police announced a criminal investigation against the two operators of the bar where a ferocious fire broke out during a New Year's celebration, killing 40 people and injuring 119 others, many critically.
The bar managers are accused of negligent homicide, negligent bodily harm and negligent causing of a conflagration, Swiss police said in a statement Saturday afternoon.
The criminal investigation follows an initial inquiry in which Swiss authorities were examining safety protocols and building conditions inside the bar, called the Constellation, near the Crans-Montana resort. The intense, fast-moving fire apparently started when sparklers placed on top of champagne bottles were held up close to the crowded venue's ceiling.
Beatrice Pilloud, attorney general of the Swiss canton of Valais, told a news conference Friday that the investigation will focus on the building materials used, operating permits, the number of people inside the bar and fire safety protocols in place, such as evacuation routes and access points for first responders.
Among the building materials under scrutiny was acoustic foam in the ceiling used for soundproofing, Pilloud said. The probe will also examine whether the bar had permission to use sparklers inside, she said.
Criminal charges, such as arson by negligence, manslaughter by negligence and bodily harm caused by negligence, will be brought if appropriate, Pilloud added, and if the people believed responsible are alive.
Officials said that the immediate priority of law enforcement is supporting families gathered in Crans-Montana and the continuing effort to identify victims, officials said.
Valais cantonal police on Saturday began confirming the identities of victims killed in the fire: two Swiss women, ages 21 and 16; and two Swiss men, ages 18 and 16.
Officials said the bodies were released to relatives after the identification process was completed, adding that out of respect for the families, no additional details would be made public for now.
Valais police commander Frederic Gisler said 113 of the 119 injured had been formally identified, including 71 from Switzerland, 14 from France, 11 Italians and four Serbs. The identification of the 40 dead is ongoing, he added.
Pilloud said the bar's two managers, who are both French citizens, had been interviewed.
The Swiss daily, Tribune de Geneve, reported that it had spoken briefly by telephone with one of the bar's two owners, Jacques Moretti, and that he said the Constellation had been inspected "three times in 10 years" and that "everything was done according to standards."
The newspaper cited local ordinances and a state legislator stating that inspections were required annually.
On Saturday, the newspaper reported that municipal authorities in Crans-Montana had handed over the file relating to inspections carried out at the bar and that Pilloud had announced that the documents were under review.
"The file was requested from the municipality, it was obtained, the municipality handed it over to us," Pilloud said during a visit to the scene by the head of Switzerland's Justice and Police Department, Beat Jans. "No lead is being left unexplored. All avenues are being investigated," she added. "This investigation was opened because we have suspicions, but until there is a conviction, the presumption of innocence prevails."
It was not immediately clear who was representing the accused.
French media reported that Moretti was not at the bar when the fire occurred but that his wife and co-owner, Jessica Moretti, was there at the time and had suffered burns on her arm. French newspaper Le Figaro reported that the couple bought the bar in 2015 and also own two other establishments in Crans-Montana.
The fire began about 1:30 a.m. Thursday and spread rapidly, causing at least one explosion, officials have said. The death and destruction was the result of a flashover, which the National Fire Protection Association describes as "the sudden, simultaneous ignition of everything in a room," in which temperatures can soar to as much as 1,000 degrees in a few seconds.
The bar was packed with young people celebrating the new year in the picturesque mountain town. It was not yet clear how many people were inside when the fire broke out. The Constellation has a capacity of 300 people with a terrace that holds 40, according to the resort's tourism agency.
Video showed New Year's revelers inside the bar holding up bottles filled with lighted sparklers near the ceiling.
Many of the injured are in critical condition and the death toll could rise. As medical teams raced to treat the injured -- many of whom sustained third-degree burns -- a regional blood donation organization called Saturday for more donations to bolster the supply at local hospitals.
"Following the devastating fire in Crans-Montana, we are closely monitoring our blood product stocks," the CRS Interregional Transfusion Centre said in a Facebook post, adding that the levels were currently at "normal."
About 50 people have been or will be transferred to facilities specializing in severe burns in other European countries, such as France and Italy, Mathias Reynard, head of the Valais canton government, said. Germany and Belgium are also receiving patients, and Luxembourg and Romania were among the nations to offer air transport, officials said.
Italian Foreign Minister Antonio Tajani visited Crans-Montana on Friday to meet with Italian families impacted by the fire.
Flags on government buildings in Switzerland and at Swiss embassies around the world are flying at half-staff as a gesture of mourning, officials said.
On Saturday, the Swiss Confederation launched an online book of condolences, "for those wishing to express their sadness and sympathy to the victims of the tragedy," the country's federal council posted on X.
Victoria Bisset in London and Tobi Raji in Washington contributed to this report.
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Business
The big obstacles to Trump's plan for a Venezuelan oil windfall 
It would cost billions to update infrastructure. Will the country be stable long enough for the bet to pay off?

Reactions after President Donald Trump said the U.S. captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, in Doral, Florida, on Saturday. (Marco Bello/Reuters)


By Evan Halper, Peter Whoriskey | 2026-01-04
There's a familiar ring to President Donald Trump's plan to send U.S. energy giants to Venezuela to use the wealth generated from rekindling long-stalled oil production to stabilize that country and cement American energy dominance: Similar ambitions accompanied the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003.
The quick riches promised did not materialize there, as firms grappled with years of political turmoil and security threats, struggled to negotiate workable contract terms and confronted vexing infrastructure inadequacies. Venezuela may not be any easier, industry analysts warn.
"One of the clear lessons from Iraq -- and it is not unique to Iraq -- is that you need to have stability and be able to assess risk before you can start production," said Kevin Book, managing director at ClearView Energy Partners, a research firm. Until then, he said, companies may not be enthusiastic about making the billions of dollars in investments required in Venezuela.
It's unclear which firms Trump was referencing at a news conference Saturday morning, when he said: "We're going to have our very large United States oil companies, the biggest anywhere in the world, go and spend billions of dollars to fix the badly broken infrastructure, the oil infrastructure."
Chevron, which operates there now, declined to comment on plans.
ExxonMobil and ConocoPhillips exited the country and saw their assets seized after refusing to meet the terms of Venezuela's government nearly two decades ago. ExxonMobil did not respond to requests for comment.
"It would be premature to speculate on any future business activities or investments," ConocoPhillips spokesman Dennis Nuss said in an email.
But the appeal is clear. Venezuela has one of the biggest oil reserves in the world, estimated at 300 billion barrels.
"Every major oil company in the world and some of the smaller ones will look closely at this because there are very few places on Earth where you could increase production so much," said Francisco Monaldi, director of the Latin American Energy Program at Rice University. "But first you need political stability and clarity."
He said restoring peak oil production there would cost up to $100 billion and take about a decade. And that is assuming there is enough political stability for companies to operate unencumbered during that entire period.
There are other obstacles. The oil in Venezuela is a heavy form of crude that is more difficult to process and carries a heavier carbon footprint than oil pumped elsewhere. Venezuela's power grid is on the brink, creating an uncertain outlook for oil production, which requires massive amounts of energy. Also, Russian and Chinese firms partnered with Venezuela after U.S. companies left the nation, complicating the reestablishment of U.S. firms.
Returning to Venezuela has hardly been a central talking point of U.S. oil companies.

The Chevron-chartered oil tanker Ionic Anax near the Bajo Grande port in San Francisco, Venezuela, on Dec. 13, 2025. (Isaac Urrutia/Reuters)


In this era of relatively low oil prices and uncertainty about how robust future demand will be amid an on-again, off-again global energy transition from fossil fuels, firms are anxious about reinvesting tens of billions of dollars more in pumping in Venezuela absent assurances that their investments would be secure for at least a decade, according to industry analysts.
Trump's removal of Venezuela's leader and plan to put the U.S. in charge of the country for now does not ensure that, despite his sweeping promises.
"We built Venezuela's oil industry with American talent, drive and skill, and the socialist regime stole it from us," Trump said. "The oil companies are going to go in. They're going to spend money there that we're going to take back the oil that, frankly, we should have taken back a long time ago. A lot of money is coming out of the ground. We're going to get reimbursed for all of that. We're going to get reimbursed for everything that we spend."
Today, the nation's oil production is a fraction of what it could be and its infrastructure is badly frayed because of domestic turmoil, the departure of foreign oil companies and related international sanctions. The nation is pumping a mere 1 million barrels of oil per day, less than 1 percent of global output. That is also less than a third of its peak production under the Hugo Chavez regime and a quarter of what experts say it is capable of generating.
That oil has largely been purchased by China.
The only American company operating in Venezuela is Chevron, with its production constrained by considerable Venezuelan government restrictions.
"Chevron remains focused on the safety and wellbeing of our employees, as well as the integrity of our assets," said a statement from Bill Turenne, a company spokesman. "We continue to operate in full compliance with all relevant laws and regulations."
While acknowledging that firms have reason to be reticent, Monaldi, of Rice University, pointed to forecasts showing Venezuelan oil could be crucial to meet rising global demand over the next decade.
But none of that can happen overnight.
"Oil companies do not operate in a vacuum and we are years from significant volume increase," said Pedro Burelli, a critic of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro now living in the United States, and a former board member of the Venezuelan state oil company. "Regulations and contracts matter as U.S. oil companies are publicly traded companies with shareholders who will demand rational investment decisions."

People celebrate in Doral after news of Maduro's capture. (Jen Golbeck/AP)


Oil companies have even been reluctant to increase their rig counts here, despite Trump's repeated calls for more drilling, amid demand uncertainty and dropping market prices. U.S. oil production soared during the Biden administration, but the pace of growth has slowed since Trump returned to office, with some forecasts predicting declines this year.
Book said oil companies will be looking to sign contracts that they are confident will be honored for the long-term, and there is no government in Venezuela that right now can honor such a contract.
"Before you make all these big investments and start running operations, you also need a stable country with reliable electricity, functioning ports and an available workforce," he said. "A lot of factors go into pulling this off."
Trump may have further complicated the outlook for U.S. oil firms returning to Venezuela by declaring that he does not believe the popular opposition leader there, Maria Corina Machado, commands the respect to run the country immediately following Maduro's ouster.
Machado has been a vocal proponent of helping U.S. firms re-establish operations in Venezuela. One of her energy advisers, Evanan Romero, a former Venezuelan oil executive and government minister, stressed in an interview that if the oil firms wish to return, "we will welcome them."
"They will make money, Venezuela will make money," he said.
Karen DeYoung and Cat Zakrzewski contributed to this report.
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Personal Finance
Michelle Singletary's money outlook for 2026: What's in, what's out
Affordability will continue to weigh on many Americans, but there are ways to ease the burden.

(Washington Post illustration; Adobe Stock)


By Michelle Singletary | 2026-01-03
If last year was about holding our financial breath, 2026 will be about playing defense.
Amid many Americans' concerns about affordability, the end of remote-work flexibility for large swaths of employees and the expiration of subsidies that kept health insurance premiums manageable, many rules have shifted.
Here is what's "in" and "out" for your money this year:
Out: The subsidy safety net.
The nation's uninsured rate is projected to climb for the first time in years as premiums rise in the Affordable Care Act marketplace, leaving an untold number of Americans one medical emergency away from bankruptcy.
The federal government was shut down for 43 days last year because Democrats were demanding that Republicans extend pandemic-era ACA subsidies. The premium tax credits used to lower consumers' monthly health insurance bill expired at the end of 2025.
Average marketplace premiums are projected to increase by 26 percent, and some enrollees will see their costs double or triple if the enhanced tax credits expire.
As a result, 1 in 4 enrollees in the ACA marketplace will "very likely" go without insurance, according to a poll by KFF, a nonpartisan health policy organization.
"Without the subsidies, my monthly premiums will increase by nearly $750 a month," said a 63-year-old California man quoted in the KFF report. "My budget is tight as it is, and there's no way I can afford that additional hit."
But the cost increases aren't limited to the ACA marketplace; if you get insurance through your job, you probably experienced sticker shock during open enrollment. A survey from the consultancy Mercer also forecast higher costs: Based on projections from more than 1,700 employers, health benefit costs per employee are projected to increase by 6.5 percent -- the highest since 2010.
In: Dropped coverage. For millions of families, health insurance will move from a "must-have" to "cannot afford."
Out: The digital debt trap.
"Buy now, pay later" plans are short-term loans designed to break up your debt and make you feel as though you're making an affordable purchase. A typical BNPL loan is structured as four equal interest-free payments, with the first 25 percent due at checkout and the remaining installments paid every two weeks. BNPL appears to be a better short-term solution for a cash-strapped consumer.
According to a Bankrate survey, nearly half of BNPL users have experienced at least one financial problem with these services, with overspending being the most common.
In: Cash is king.
Curb your BNPL habit. Having the cash to pay for your wants may be old-school, but in an era of surge pricing and predatory lending, it is the most modern financial move you can make.
Out: Commercial-free streaming without an added charge.
After luring cable cutters with promises of no commercial breaks, streaming services now offer you a choice: pay a premium for ad-free viewing or accept constant advertising interruptions.
In: Binge and bail.
Are you using these services enough to justify the cost? Tired of your streaming expenses feeling like a utility bill?
A Deloitte survey published in March found that 47 percent of consumers say they pay too much for the streaming services they use. The average streaming subscriber has four paid streaming services totaling $69 per month, a 13 percent increase from 2024.
Here are ways to save on streaming in 2026:
	Watch what you want, then cancel. Many of your favorite shows can take a year or more to return with new episodes, so get a price break while you wait.
	Subscribe to fewer streaming services and use the savings to upgrade to ad-free content.
	There's also the option of sharing costs: Netflix now allows account holders to share their subscription with someone outside their household for a reduced monthly fee.

Actively managing your subscriptions can make these services more affordable.
Out: Unchecked dramatic pricing increases.
We've become accustomed to ride-hailing companies increasing prices in response to demand and to airlines hiking airfares during peak holiday travel days. But should we tolerate this trend for everyday consumer goods?
Using technology -- notably, artificial intelligence -- companies can change their prices frequently. You have to be an attentive consumer if you want to avoid being gouged by price increases.
I purchased two electric buffet servers just before Christmas because I was hosting our large family gathering. I decided to add a third one for my next party. But the online price had jumped by 46 percent ahead of New Year's Eve.
Instacart ended a price-testing program "that resulted in different prices for the same item at the same store," the company said in a blog post.
In: Setting a breaking point.
Instacart quickly learned that consumers weren't happy with its experiment.
"At a time when families are working exceptionally hard to stretch every grocery dollar, those tests raised concerns, leaving some people questioning the prices they see on Instacart," the company said. "That's not okay."
While you may accept surge pricing to hail a ride on a rainy day, you don't have to tolerate it for many other discretionary purchases. If an algorithm is pushing a pricing premium, wait or walk away.
Out: Working from home full-time.
In 2025, many major companies announced they wanted employees back in the office. Executives pitched the policy change as a way to improve workplace collaboration and communication, but some employees suspect it was more about filling office space. Managers want us to be "innovative" when it benefits them, but they're stuck in the past when it comes to remote work flexibility.
In: Commuter budgeting.
Like it or not, the commuter tax is back, so you'll have to adjust your budget accordingly. Resist defaulting back to old habits of buying lunch at work or justifying a higher clothing allowance because you have to go back into the office.
Out: "Failure to launch" humor.
With housing inventory low, rents high and the cost of buying a home out of reach for many, living with your parents should no longer be a punch line.
In: Multigenerational living.
Done right, it's a strategic wealth-building move. If you can, moving back in with your parents or rooming with relatives to pay down debt or save for a down payment on a home is smart math.
Out: Password-only protection.
Data breaches are at an all-time high. You can no longer afford to resist or procrastinate about creating strong passwords and using a variety of security measures to protect your financial information.
In: Digital defense.
Adopting enhanced security measures for your financial accounts is a necessity. Use Face ID, thumbprints and authenticator apps.
For your financial accounts, look for "Security Center" or "Login Preferences," then enable the recommended measures, including push notifications or other alerts.
Check HaveIBeenPwned.com to see if your email has been compromised in a data breach.
Don't treat these extra steps as a nuisance. Just do it. If you aren't using additional layers of digital defense, you're essentially leaving your financial front door wide open.
Out: Guest invoice.
For many people, hosting the celebration they want is financially out of reach. As a result, some believe it's acceptable to charge guests. But as more people struggle, there may be greater pushback against this trend. (Oh, how I hope so!)
If you have to collect money for your celebration, you're not hosting a party -- you're selling tickets.
In: Living within your means.
This means potlucks, scaled-down events and the return of the "house party" instead of renting a venue or hosting a large restaurant celebration.
In 2026, live and celebrate the life you can truly afford.
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Advice
Asking Eric: I didn't enjoy high school. Why should I go to my 50th reunion?
A former classmate tells the letter writer "you need to go" to their 50th high school reunion. 

(The Washington Post/Illustration by Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


By R. Eric  Thomas | 2026-01-04
Dear Eric: Why should I go to my 50th high school reunion? I received a phone call from a former classmate who wouldn't give me the time of day when we were in school together. "You need to go!" No, thank you.
The cost is outrageous. Plus, most of the people I would like to see are either not going or are deceased.
During my high school years, I was not treated well by some of the students. I definitely did not like my high school years. If I wasn't bullied, I definitely wouldn't have been absent so many days. I would have had better grades and maybe a six-figure income.
So, once again, is there a reason to go?
-- No Way to a Reunion
Reunion: Nope!
There are some things that are unresolved from your time in high school years. But it's unlikely that you'll find the resolution you seek at a reunion because that's not what reunions are for, generally. Moreover, you don't want to go. In the grand scheme of things, not wanting to do something is a perfectly fine reason not to do it. Yes, your 50th high school reunion only happens once. But if it's going to do you more harm than good, emotionally or economically, once is one time too many.
Dear Eric: I recently learned that I have a fatal disease, although there may be some treatments to lessen my symptoms for a while.
I don't want to tell my family anything about my plight until January, so as not to spoil their holidays.
I want to tell my two adult children but allow them to decide when to tell their children (my grandchildren). Or is it better for me to tell them all together?
What is the best thing to do?
-- Family News
News: The simple (perhaps too simple) answer is to do whatever you need to feel cared for and supported. It's very thoughtful of you to think of how this news will impact your loved ones, but you don't have to carry this weight for a second longer than you want to. Your loved ones would surely do anything in their power to make this moment easier for you, so hold that idea in your mind as you decide when and how to deliver the news.
A less simple but more practical answer is that you should consider telling your children first. They're going to have different questions than their children will and the conversation you have with them will work differently than a group conversation. You may find that you'll need to manage the grandchildren's feelings and responses more, as might your children. Whereas in a conversation with just the adults, you may find you all have capacity to feel however you feel and hold each other. This also allows your children time to process first, which then better prepares them to talk with their kids.
No matter what you decide, please remember that this diagnosis isn't your plight alone. This is something that is happening to you, but it's also happening to your family. In moments when it feels too complicated, scary, or overwhelming, know that you're not alone and you don't have to hold back what you're feeling.
Dear Eric: How does a person respond when invited for dinner at someone's home who has cats and dogs?
I am not a person who hates them. I get offended and heartbroken when they are mistreated. But I do take offense when people have them in the kitchen jumping and walking on tables where people are preparing and eating.
My closest friends do not have pets, but I have others who do, and I would love to share a meal with them but not at their home.
How should I respond to this? I don't want to offend them or ruin a relationship. I just prefer not to have animal hair in my food.
-- No Pets at the Party
Party: You may be making too broad a generalization about pet owners. There are plenty of people who have pets that don't get on the counter (I hope those St. Bernard owners are discouraging it, if for no other reasons than structural integrity). And there are others who keep their pet-friendly home so spotless you could eat off said counter and never find a hair. Every home is different.
If you've had personal experience with someone whose home didn't make you comfortable, it's fine to decline by telling them you're not a pet person and you'd prefer that they come to you or that you eat out together. This allows you to bow out without obfuscating the truth. Frankly, you can decline joining someone for dinner for no reason at all.
(Send questions to R. Eric Thomas at eric@askingeric.com or P.O. Box 22474, Philadelphia, PA 19110. Follow him on Instagram and sign up for his weekly newsletter at rericthomas.com.)
2025 Tribune Content Agency, LLC.
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Advice
Carolyn Hax: After two snubs, she wants to know why friends exclude her partner
Her longtime friend group always included her partner, but for recent grooms' bachelor parties, he didn't make the cut.

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


By Carolyn Hax | 2026-01-04
Dear Carolyn: My partner, "Graham," and I are friends with two other couples, "Andrea and Paul" and "Marianne and Dennis." The six of us have been very close for over a decade, or so I thought.
Before Marianne and Dennis got married last year, Andrea hosted a bachelorette party for Marianne, to which I was invited. There was also a bachelor party for Dennis, but Graham wasn't invited. This year, Andrea and Paul are getting married, and I just received the bachelorette invite from Marianne. Paul is having a bachelor party, to which Graham is apparently not invited.
Both grooms are entitled to invite whomever they want to their bachelor parties. I know that. And, of course, the male partners do not all have to be as close to one another as the three women are. But I really don't get the bachelor party thing because, when we are all together, Graham very much seems to be part of the guys' close circle. They've known him around the same amount of time they've known each other.
At this point, it's not about the invite as much as whether there's something I don't know that explains why they're not including Graham. I'm hurt, but I'm also just baffled: Of the six of us, why is he the only one left out of things?
What should I do (if anything)?
-- He's Left Out
He's Left Out: You're asking exactly the right question: Is there something you're missing about Graham that your group of friends can all see? Now it's just a matter of posing it, privately, to the right person. Andrea or Marianne, I'd guess -- the one in the group you're closest to, or the one you believe will tell you the truth.
That is, if you want the answer. It's also valid to decide you have enough information without anyone's help: The others don't consider Graham a friend independently but accept him as part of the set. Fair enough, right?
The "why" can be gratuitous at this point -- or valuable insight, depending on the weight you give these friends.
I could see wanting to know. As much to get insight on my friends as to find out whether I'm missing something in Graham.
Exclusion is tough stuff regardless, I'm sorry. One more data point that doesn't make this any easier, but might make the whole picture clearer:
The two women hosted each other's bachelorettes; you were merely invited. That combined with the Graham exclusion says the two couples make up an innermost friend circle, not three, and you are one ring out (at least).
Which is fine! Really. Once you get past the sting of recognition. Some friends within a group are always closer than others. Plus, getting through life without going mad demands the ability to shrug off an astonishing amount of it.
Getting your expectations in line with reality is a good idea even when it's painful, since friendships tend to fail in the gaps.
Moving your feet a bit to change your perspective may be all that you need to do now. But if you decide to dig into this group's dynamics, then look at everything, not just the "guys' close circle": where you stand with the others, how that affects Graham, how Graham affects you -- and whether the way you and Graham interact makes a difference as well.
It's not a riddle; to know what you're looking for, just recall your own observations about some group in your past, and how its chemistry changed when a given friend was solo or with a partner. Then ask yourself how much (more) you need to know.
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Travel
Travelers stranded in Caribbean as FAA closes airspace for Maduro capture
Puerto Rico's main airport canceled nearly half its flights Saturday, and U.S. airlines waived change fees for passengers around the Caribbean.

More than 300 flights were canceled Saturday at Puerto Rico's largest airport. (Ricardo Arduengo/Reuters)


By Samantha Chery, Natalie Compton, Hannah Sampson | 2026-01-04
After the Federal Aviation Administration on Saturday temporarily banned U.S. airlines from flying near Venezuela, Puerto Rico and other parts of the Caribbean, the United States is set to reverse those airspace restrictions at midnight Eastern time, Transportation Secretary Sean P. Duffy said late Saturday.
Duffy announced on social media that restrictions around Caribbean airspace would expire and flights could resume.
"Airlines are informed, and will update their schedules quickly. Please continue to work with your airline if your flight was affected by the restrictions," Duffy posted on X.
The FAA initiated the temporary ban "due to safety-of-flight risks associated with ongoing military activity," prolonging travelers' stay on several islands and creating uncertainty about how or when they would be able to return.
President Donald Trump had announced on social media early Saturday that the U.S. had "carried out a large scale strike against Venezuela," capturing President Nicolas Maduro· and his wife, Cilia Flores. The U.S. government has accused Maduro and Flores of narco-terrorism.
The FAA notices, all scheduled through Sunday, included bans in Curacao and Trinidad and Tobago. In a news conference Saturday, Trump said the U.S. was prepared to mount a second-wave attack in Venezuela but that he doubted it would be needed.
According to the flight-tracking site FlightAware, nearly 1,000 flights traveling through U.S. airports were canceled Saturday. Around 5:30 p.m., 400 flights had been canceled at Luis Munoz Marin International Airport in Puerto Rico, representing more than half of the scheduled arrivals and departures, and there were more than 130 cancellations at John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York.
Kaci Jane Hansen, 27, was supposed to leave San Juan for New York City on Saturday morning after celebrating the new year in Puerto Rico with friends. The rest of her group flew out Friday.
After getting delay notifications, she eventually took a cab to the airport to figure out what to do. She said thousands of people were milling around, and some were getting emotional. An employee there told her she wouldn't be able to fly; she said the airline did not provide any compensation.
Hansen said she paid cash for a new place to stay thanks to her cabdriver, who suggested his friend's hotel. She looked into leaving on a boat and called contacts in private aviation, an industry in which she works.
As of Saturday afternoon, she had no idea when she would be able to fly out. The last thing she heard was maybe Wednesday, but she was hoping for sooner. She expects the price on her hotel to keep going up.
"Now I'm at a bar with a bunch of people and we're all staying in different tiny spots," she said. People stranded from all over the country were talking about the action in Venezuela and how they're managing the unexpected extended stay.
"We're cooked," she said.
Abigael Kaszar Persaud and Eric Persaud's honeymoon in the island nation of Dominica was scheduled to wrap up Saturday. But after their American Airlines flight was canceled, a customer service representative told them their next flight option to get home to Cleveland might not be until Jan. 15.
The newlyweds have been exploring leaving on a cruise ship or a ferry. They were able to book an extra night at their hotel in a smaller room.
Still, the Persauds are fortunate that room prices haven't spiked, and they can enjoy the island for at least a bit longer.
"We're just trying to stay positive," Abigael Persaud said, acknowledging that what's happening in Venezuela is much more dire. " ... There are many worse places to be stuck than a beautiful tropical island. But we do need to get home."
Major U.S. airlines started canceling flights and informing travelers early Saturday, with JetBlue reporting that it canceled more than 200 flights.
Affected customers at JetBlue, American, Delta, United and Southwest were given options to adjust their travel plans at no extra cost, or take a refund for their cancellation in accordance with Transportation Department rules.
If an airline rebooks you on a flight that no longer works for your schedule, or you no longer want to take, you are entitled to a full cash refund. You are also owed a refund if the airline significantly delays your flight -- meaning a delay of more than three hours for a domestic trip or six hours for international -- and you choose not to travel.
"We've got people stranded both ways, trying to go places and come home, because they closed a lot of the Caribbean," said John Rose, chief risk officer for Internova Travel Group, a network of travel advisers.
Laura Sangster, founder of the travel company Caribbean Journey, said by email Saturday that she was trying to rebook clients, and some could not leave until Friday.
"I'm hoping airlines will reposition some planes as soon as they can," she said.
Sangster said hotels "are very full this week," complicating logistics for people who are stranded in the Caribbean. She noted that travel insurance policies typically do not cover acts of war.
Because the military operation appears to have gone as planned, Rose does not recommend canceling upcoming Caribbean travel once flights return. He described January as "peak time" for travel to the region.
"There's been no credible threats against Americans that we've seen. We've got a lot of people concerned in Curacao because of the proximity to Venezuela ... but there's been nothing to say anything bad is going to happen, so it's more caution."
U.S. military operations had already complicated air traffic in the region. Last month, a JetBlue pilot flying out of Curacao told an air traffic controller that a U.S. Air Force plane had passed directly through his flight path and was not identifying itself with a GPS transponder.
"We almost had a midair collision up here," the JetBlue pilot said.
Isaac Arnsdorf, Andrea Sachs and Gabe Hiatt contributed to this report.
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Food
7 healthy breakfast recipes for a nutritious start to your day
Set your day up for success with one of the these nourishing breakfast recipes.

(Tom McCorkle for The Washington Post/food styling by Gina Nistico for The Washington Post)


By Aaron Hutcherson | 2026-01-03
At the top of a new year, many use the marker as a time to set (or reset) their goals, which may include something in the health and fitness realm. There are multiple approaches one can take to accomplish this, and there's not a one-size-fits-all solution. But for the purposes of recipes, our "healthy" tag indicates mains and breakfasts that contain less than 500 calories, 6 grams of saturated fat, 600 milligrams of sodium and 200 milligrams of cholesterol per serving. It's often said that breakfast is the most important meal of the day, so set yourself up for success by eating a healthy one. You can filter our recipe database to easily find those that meet these nutritional guidelines -- and I've done just that to round up some of our healthy breakfast recipes.
For more breakfast or healthy meal ideas, browse our database filled with more than 10,000 recipes.
Above. Sliced mushrooms are cooked until brown and crisp, seasoned with smoked paprika, and used to top cheesy oatmeal. They're served alongside pesto and an egg cooked to your liking. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle/For The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico)


Whole-grain and almond flours lend extra nutrition to these bright pancakes. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle/For The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico)


Chia seeds "brim with nutrients many of us fall short of -- fiber, calcium, magnesium and iron -- plus they are rich in omega-3 fats and protein," Nourish columnist Ellie Krieger writes. Here, they're combined with raspberries and almonds for honey-sweetened parfaits. Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman/For The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky)


Gluten-free and nutrient-dense millet is cooked into a warming porridge flavored with cardamom and saffron. Get the recipe.

(Tom McCorkle/For The Washington Post; food styling by Gina Nistico)


This frittata is packed with greens thanks to sliced leeks, baby kale and parsley. Get the recipe.

(Scott Suchman/For The Washington Post; food styling by Carolyn Robb)


Inspired by Morning Glory Muffins, this baked oatmeal is studded with shredded carrots, coconut, pecans, raisins and apples. Get the recipe.

(Rey Lopez/For The Washington Post; food styling by Lisa Cherkasky)


This baked French toast is designed to be assembled the night before, allowing for a few extra minutes of sleep in the morning before enjoying this custardy delight. Get the recipe.
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Arts & Entertainment
Victoria Jones, Tommy Lee Jones's daughter, found dead in San Francisco
Victoria Jones's cause of death has not yet been determined.

From left: Dawn Laurel-Jones, Victoria Jones and Tommy Lee Jones attend the L.A. premiere of "Just Getting Started" at ArcLight Hollywood in 2017. (Richard Shotwell/Invision/AP)


By Samantha Chery | 2026-01-03
Victoria Kafka Jones, the 34-year-old daughter of actor Tommy Lee Jones, was found dead in a luxury hotel in San Francisco early on New Year's Day, according to the city's Office of the Chief Medical Examiner.
Her cause of death has not yet been determined.
The San Francisco Fire Department paramedics arrived at 950 Mason, the address of the Fairmont San Francisco hotel, around 3 a.m. on New Year's Day, after the department received a report of an unnamed person having a medical emergency, an SFFD spokesperson said in a statement. The person was pronounced dead.
San Francisco police officers arrived at the hotel a few minutes later, an SFPD public information officer said in a statement, but police deferred identification of the person to the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner.
A Fairmont hotel spokesperson said the staff was "deeply saddened" by the incident. "Our heartfelt condolences are with the family and loved ones during this very difficult time. The hotel team is actively cooperating and supporting police authorities within the framework of the ongoing investigation."
Victoria Jones's family members said they "appreciate all of the kind words, thoughts, and prayers" and to "please respect our privacy during this difficult time."
Last year, Victoria Jones had at least two run-ins with law enforcement in Napa County, California, according to Napa County Superior Court records. In April, she was charged with obstructing a peace officer, being under the influence of a controlled substance and possessing a narcotic/controlled substance. In June, she was accused of domestic battery and domestic violence/elder abuse. She pleaded not guilty to the charges.
Victoria Jones had multiple acting credits for minor roles in projects her father was involved in, including "Men in Black II," (neuralyzed daughter) and "The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada" (immigrant girl). In a 2006 New Yorker interview, Tommy Lee Jones spoke about what it was like working with his daughter on the latter film, which he directed. "She's a good actress, has her SAG card, speaks impeccable Spanish," he said. "When she was a baby, I told Leticia, her nurse, to speak to her in Spanish."
"But I fired my daughter," he added. "She had to get up at 5 a.m. for her part. One morning, she wouldn't get out of bed. I said, 'Honey, this is work.' But she wouldn't budge. So I fired her. Then, without telling me, the production staff went over and woke her and rushed her out to the set just in time."
An Oscar- and Emmy Award-winning actor, Tommy Lee Jones is known for starring in the Men in Black franchise alongside Will Smith, and for his supporting roles in "The Fugitive," "Lincoln" and "JFK." He was married to Victoria's mother, Kimberlea Cloughley, from 1981 to 1996. Victoria's older brother, Austin Leonard Jones, is 43.
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Art
The ravishing beauty and (almost) nihilism of Gerhard Richter's art
The 93-year-old master of contemporary art is the subject of a massive retrospective in Paris.

Gerhard Richter's "Candle," 1982. (Gerhard Richter/Collection Institut d'art contemporain, Villeurbanne/Rhone-Alpes)


By Sebastian Smee | 2026-01-03
PARIS -- Life, says Merry Levov, the troubled young character at the center of Philip Roth's "American Pastoral," "is just a short period of time in which you are alive." More than any other artist I can think of, Gerhard Richter confirms the essential truth of this bleak, Beckettian worldview.
Why, then, do so many of us revere him?
Perhaps the most notable thing about the 93-year-old German artist, who is the subject of a retrospective at the Fondation Louis Vuitton in Paris, is that he refuses to wring meanings from life that aren't there.
We know they're not there because history and unimaginable loss have taught us they're not there. The very search for meaning, his work suggests, is a histrionic response to reality, and, to that extent, in bad taste.
Yet, despite this, Richter presents us, again and again, with works of ravishing beauty. His abstract paintings, in particular, evoke sensations of speed and teeming plenitude. They shimmer and pulse like Ottoman silks, pixelated digital screens or sunset ripples on a wind-ruffled lake.

Richter's "Gudrun," 1987. (Louis Bourjac/Fondation Louis Vuitton, Paris)


The paint's smoothed-out striations are punctuated with rips, like stockings stretched past their breaking point, each tear in the paint uncovering complex color harmonies beneath. Richter's surface textures alone are a marvel: They are to Gustave Courbet's cakey, palette knife effects as the sonic world of late Radiohead is to the Beatles.
But unlike the paintings of America's abstract expressionists, which benefited from a hopped-up rhetoric of authentic self-expression, Richter's abstract paintings have a deliberately random, mechanical quality. One painting might be slightly more or less beautiful than another, but they are basically interchangeable. Lacking any convincing claim to uniqueness, they routinely slump back into nihilism, numbness, banality.
Richter is the most sensitive and cerebral of artists. Like Jasper Johns, with whom he shares a fascination with mirroring, duplication and loss, he has often been seen as cool and impervious, but he is deeply humane. Unlike his German contemporaries Anselm Kiefer and Georg Baselitz, he is against melodrama. His natural modes are modesty, fastidiousness and a kind of prolonged existential hesitation.
The visual correlative to this hesitation is the blur for which Richter is best known. In his photorealist paintings, he achieves this blurry effect by feathering the yet-to-dry surface with a dry brush.
In his abstract paintings, he achieves it by dragging a long rubber squeegee attached to what looks like a steel girder across large canvases preloaded with paint.

Richter's "Forest (3)," 1990. (Gerhard Richter/Fondation Louis Vuitton, Paris)


The two effects, clearly related, suggest degrees of veiling or erasure. The unpredictability baked into the abstract works' making reveals Richter's indebtedness to Marcel Duchamp, modernism's ringmaster of randomness. (Richter's "Ema (Nude on a Staircase)" is his homage to Duchamp's "Nude Descending a Staircase.") He is also a cousin to Duchamp's American, chance-loving progeny: John Cage, Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, Ellsworth Kelly and Andy Warhol.
"Somehow the tools do what they want," Richter said in a 2011 documentary. "I would have done it differently."

Richter's "Ema (Nude on a Staircase)," 1966. (Museum Ludwig, Cologne )


If the process behind the photorealist paintings is more deliberate, the choice of subjects is not. The images are chosen from "Atlas," Richter's archive of random-seeming photographs, which range from family snapshots to sensational news.
In the resulting paintings, it is as if the blurred subjects are at risk of sinking back into a repressed or forgotten past, which may, in turn, make us care for them more. Richter speaks of his images in terms of doubt and perseverance. They may hang on the walls of museums, but the impression they give is of hanging on by a thread.
Something like that is presumably how much of Richter's early life must have felt.
Richter, born in Dresden in 1932, was obliged as a boy to join the Pimpfen, a feeder organization for the Hitler Youth. He was in a village about 60 miles from Dresden when it was firebombed in February 1945.

Richter's "Uncle Rudi," 1965. (Collection Lidice Memorial, Czech Republic)


In the war's aftermath, shame and denial permeated German life -- and Richter's life in particular. His aunt Marianne, diagnosed with schizophrenia, had been sterilized, then starved to death at the mental hospital run by Richter's father-in-law. His uncle Rudi, with whom he was close, had been killed on the Western Front in 1944. Richter's father, drafted into the military in 1939, became a prisoner of war in 1945 and was barred from returning to his teaching profession because he had been a (compulsory) member of the Nazi party.
Richter was given his first camera in 1945. So it comes as little surprise that he became curious about how photographs capture -- and, at the same time, fail to capture -- intimate aspects of family life. Richter would address this decades later with his gently blurred photorealist paintings of himself, as a child, in the arms of his murdered aunt; of his wife reading and nursing their baby; and of his 11-year-old daughter poignantly turning away.
But he has always been equally concerned with how photographs simultaneously bear witness to and repress the real experience of historical catastrophe. His most celebrated paintings begin with photographs of death and disaster, then submit them to doubt, blur, abstraction, redaction.

A gallery installation of Richter's "Birkenau," 2014. (David Brandt/Neue Nationalgalerie, Berlin/Gerhard Richter Art Foundation)


Near the end of the show in Paris, for instance, is a gallery filled with four huge, abstract paintings that draw on -- and conceal behind mechanically applied paint -- the clandestine photographs of a gas chamber and mass burials at Birkenau. The photographs themselves, which were taken by Jewish Sonderkommandos (the negatives were smuggled out in a tube of toothpaste), hang on the farthest wall from the entrance.
The display is a statement about the necessity of historical memory -- but it's also, of course, about the impossibility of representing the unthinkable.

Richter's "Confrontation 2," 1988. (Gerhard Richter/The Museum of Modern Art, New York)


Another gallery earlier in the exhibition gathers the works in "October 18, 1977," Richter's 1988 series of blurred, photorealist paintings of members of the far-left Baader-Meinhof terrorists -- including images of their group suicide in prison in 1977. These black-and-white images are presented with no editorializing, no explanation.
The show also included Richter's small, paint-veiled image of a hijacked plane hitting a New York skyscraper in September 2001.

Richter's "September," 2005. (Gerhard Richter/Museum of Modern Art, New York)


But these strangely reticent stabs at old-fashioned history painting are relatively unusual in his oeuvre. They are surrounded by imagery that can best be described as humdrum, shopworn and, above all, arbitrary -- images of candles (one even featured on the cover of an iconic Sonic Youth album), fighter jets, flowers, cities and pleasant-enough European landscapes, all based on photographs, all gently blurred.
In communist East Germany after the war, Richter received rigorous technical training at the Dresden art academy. Modern art was off-limits. Everything from impressionism on, Richter was taught, was marred by bourgeois decadence. (The Nazis had characterized the same art as "degenerate.")
Richter enjoyed some success as a painter of socialist realist murals. In 1959, he was permitted to travel to Paris and then to Kassel in West Germany to see the Documenta exhibition. This was his first exposure to avant-garde Western art, and it upended his world. Two years later, having defected to the West, he reenrolled in art school in Dusseldorf.
In West Germany's thriving capitalist economy, Richter was inundated by imagery in the forms of advertising, photography, film and other mass media. He became interested in pop artists, and from 1963 to 1971 he established, with two friends (including the protean Sigmar Polke), a mini-movement, sardonically dubbed "capitalist realism."
Emulating Warhol's appropriation of news photography and advertisements, along with his reproduction-based techniques, Richter converted American pop art's deadpan yet secretly gleeful acceptance of everything into images characterized by a pervasive, postwar European numbness.
Against Warhol's ebullience (the flowers, the cows, the celebrities!), Richter's paintings are the aesthetic equivalent of ashes in the mouth. They were once something. But at some point they were burned up, carbonized. You look at them, and absolutely nothing comes back.

Richter's "Table," 1962. (Jennifer Bornstein/Private collection)


There are, however, exceptions. Some of Richter's human subjects, in particular, can appear alive, or almost alive. Blurry, haunted, they are like ghosts yearning (it can seem -- but this is clearly my projection) to achieve a fullness of being that is being denied them.
What, exactly, is denying them this fullness of being? Is it simply the passage of time -- the inevitable passing of all that we saw and cared about? Has it to do with the difficulty of ever truly bearing witness to historical trauma? Or is it something sick at the heart of our fanatical culture of image-making?

Richter's "Roses," 1994. (Gerhard Richter/Private collection)


I can never decide. But I return to the paintings' beauty. Richter's best works resonate like a sustained, shimmering chord made up of dozens of tones and quarter tones and subtly shifting timbres. To spend time with them is to sit inside this chord, listening as it shifts almost imperceptibly from white noise to exquisitely calibrated symphonic bliss and back again.
After he painted his "October 18, 1977" series, Richter wrote the following statement: "Deadly reality, inhuman reality. Our rebellion. Impotence. Failure. Death. That is why I paint these pictures."
Such is this artist's refusal to offer reassurance. But if there is hope in Richter's work, it derives precisely from his allergy to false hope. It comes from accepting the reality of our world, in which beauty routinely erupts without goodness or meaning anywhere in sight.

Richter's "Woman Reading," 1994. (Gerhard Richter/SFMOMA)


And hope emerges, too, from the haunting emotion produced by a handful of his best pictures. This emotion, which is set off and enhanced by the randomness of all that surrounds them, is akin to wisps of steam coming off a body emerging into cold air after having bathed, however briefly, in love.
"Gerhard Richter" is at the Fondation Louis Vuitton in Paris through March 2.
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