
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: masthead]
      

      Saturday, June 27, 2026

      

      
        
          	
            Politics
          
          	1
        

        
          	
            Opinions
          
          	6
        

        
          	
            Local
          
          	1
        

        
          	
            Technology
          
          	1
        

        
          	
            National
          
          	3
        

        
          	
            World
          
          	3
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Opinions
          
        

      

      Politics

      Post Politics from The Washington Post is the source for political news headlines, in-depth politics coverage and political opinion, plus breaking news on the biden administration and White House, Congress, the Supreme Court, elections and more.


      
        Trump tries out midterms message that focuses on 'communists'
        Isaac Arnsdorf, Natalie Allison

        Trump warned an audience of religious conservatives that communism is spreading in the U.S., a new theme for his midterm campaign.

      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Opinions
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump tries out midterms message that focuses on 'communists'
Trump warned an audience of religious conservatives that communism is spreading in the U.S., a new theme for his midterm campaign. 

President Donald Trump speaks during a Faith & Freedom Coalition conference Friday in Washington. (Tyler M. Andrews/The Washington Post)


By Isaac Arnsdorf, Natalie Allison | 2026-06-26
President Donald Trump denounced Democrats as communists after self-described democratic socialists won primaries in New York this week, previewing a new emphasis for his campaigning in this year's midterms.
While new to his recent speeches, the line of attack was similar to ones he used throughout the 2024 campaign and drew on a century-old right-wing tradition spanning the original "America First" movement of the 1930s and the investigations led by Sen. Joseph McCarthy (R-Wisconsin) in the 1950s.
Although his delivery was quiet and subdued, Trump used demonizing and dehumanizing language to describe his political opponents and gave violent warnings about their intentions. 
"They're animals," the president said on Friday, speaking to Christian conservatives at a convention of the Faith & Freedom Coalition in Washington. "We have to stop this, this horrible thread of cancer that's permeating our country called communism."
Pointedly, he warned that communists often resort to assassinations, while speaking in the same Washington Hilton ballroom where a gunman allegedly tried to kill him during the White House correspondent's dinner in April. The suspect has pleaded not guilty.
"Hopefully, we'll have a little more pleasant experience," Trump said of his return to the site, which also saw the 1981 attempt on President Ronald Reagan's life. Private security guards stood by the doors inside the ballroom throughout the speech, while Secret Service officials wearing tactical gear held rifles just outside the doors minutes ahead of Trump's arrival.
The crowd of Christian conservatives offered a few polite laughs as Trump began speaking about the threat of communism -- such as when he said he "would be the greatest communist in history."
"Ladies and gentlemen, from now on, you don't have to pay any rent," Trump said sarcastically. "From now on, anybody wants a house, don't worry about it. Just pick a house you want. Everybody gets free food."
But the audience was mostly silent as he issued the most dire of his warnings, and Trump himself sounded less than enthusiastic while reading off the teleprompter about "godless" communists he claimed were overtaking the Democratic Party.

Attendees salute and hold a hand over their hearts for the national anthem. (Tyler M. Andrews/The Washington Post)


The low-key delivery was consistent with Trump's other speeches this past week in which he sounded less fiery about the midterm contests than he has in past cycles. The president clashed with congressional Republicans this week by abruptly canceling his signing of a bipartisan bill to bring down housing costs and insisting they meet his demand to pass new voting restrictions.
Trump said communists pose a special threat to Christians, referencing violence in countries such as Nigeria, where the United Nations says communism is not a factor and most victims are Muslim. 
"They will close your churches in this country," Trump said. "They will kill your people. And that's what they're about."
Trump has attacked Democrats as communists before. He often called Kamala Harris a Marxist based on her father's economics research. He also used the term communist against New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani, except during a three-month reprieve at the start of this year.
The president's renewed focus came after Mamdani-backed candidates identified with the Democratic Socialists of America swept House primaries in New York on Tuesday. The left-wing group has ambitions to expand nationally but faces tests in upcoming primaries in Denver, Detroit and South Florida, where DSA candidates have less of a track record than in New York, different demographics in the electorate and no mayoral standard-bearer.
Trump accused Democrats of failing to resist the socialist advance. Earlier this month, moderate House Democrats started a pledge to distance themselves from the DSA by attesting their commitments to capitalism and centrism. 
Forty percent of Democrats have a favorable view of the DSA, the same amount who say they haven't heard enough to form an opinion, according to an analysis of surveys by Marquette University pollster Charles Franklin. Among all U.S. adults, 21 percent were favorable, 47 percent unfavorable and 31 percent hadn't heard enough.
Ralph Reed, president of the Faith & Freedom Coalition, called the speech deliberate and purposeful. 
"He felt like it was an important thing to say," Reed said. Acknowledging that Trump's current approval ratings are too low for comfort, but expressing optimism that decreasing gas prices will improve Republicans' chances, Reed said he thought Trump's remarks on Friday were a "good message" for the midterms.
"If we do our job and they understand there's a contrast between a common-sense conservative and a crazy, it will definitely change these numbers," Reed said.
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Opinions
What Venezuela has hidden for 27 years -- and counting
Twin earthquakes expose the deadly cost of a system built on lies.

A building collapses after earthquakes strike La Guaira, Venezuela, on Wednesday. (Javier Campos/AP)


By Marian Da Silva Parra | 2026-06-26
Marian Da Silva Parra is a human rights lawyer and a postdoctoral research scholar at Columbia Law School's Human Rights Institute.
Two earthquakes struck the north-central coast of Venezuela seconds apart on Wednesday. At magnitude 7.2 and 7.5, they were among the strongest the country has felt in more than a century. As of Friday morning, the government acknowledged  at least 589 deaths, with hundreds more missing or trapped under rubble. The U.S. Geological Survey warned the death toll could climb past 10,000. Between those two numbers lies the nature of the current government: what it is willing to admit and what it has spent 27 years hiding.
The Chavista revolution started when Hugo Chavez assumed power in February 1999, promising a reborn republic. In December that year, the Vargas floods and landslides revealed the gap between the government's revolutionary ambition and a failure to protect the country's people. As torrential rains on Dec. 14 lashed the coastline, which was significantly impacted by Wednesday's earthquakes, a reporter asked the president whether the constitutional referendum scheduled for the next day should be postponed. Chavez, never a man to let weather interrupt destiny, answered with a quote most often attributed to Simon Bolivar: "If nature opposes us, we will fight against it and make it obey us." 
Bolivar's original line was apparently said in 1812, standing in the ruins of yet another Caracas earthquake, which royalist priests called divine punishment for the independence struggle against the Spanish empire. In 1999, nature did not obey. Within hours, the mountains of Vargas state gave way. Mud and water rushed toward the sea. The estimated death toll ranged from 5,000 to 50,000. The most widely accepted tally is 30,000 -- a devastating measure of the disaster and the government's failure to account for its dead. Even as the bodies were still being pulled from the mud, the constitution passed Dec. 15 with 71 percent of the vote and more than 50 percent of abstention. Venezuelans have called it, ever since, the day nature did not obey.
Venezuela sits on the seam where the Caribbean and South American plates grind past each other. The Bocono fault was there long before the Chavista revolution. However, the cruelty is everything the government built -- and failed to build -- on top of the fault.
Consider what 27 years of this regime did to basic infrastructure, health care and emergency response services. The economy contracted by roughly three-quarters between 2014 and 2021. Oil production cratered, aided by firing engineers and replacing them with workers whose only credential was loyalty to the government. The bolivar lost all of its value, and nearly 8 million Venezuelans left.
The state's much-celebrated Great Housing Mission claims to have built more than 5 million homes. However, it's impossible to say how many were actually built. One independent estimate from 2024 put the number at 134,771, with many of them cracking and leaking without proper urban planning, and some erected on unsafe geological faults. Billions of dollars passed through that program. The question of where the money went answers itself if you have lived in the country. Instead of modern homes, Venezuela is filled with apartment blocks built in the 1960s, which engineers have warned cannot survive the shaking the city should expect.
The United Nations estimates roughly 5 million Venezuelans experience hunger. Hospitals are operating at 50 percent capacity. The country spends a fraction of what the World Health Organization recommends on health, and it has struggled to build hospitals. 
Where did the capacity to respond go? Some of it was stolen. Corruption by the state oil company is estimated to have drained around $21 billion into private accounts. Meanwhile, Venezuela's national debt is $240 billion. 
The people huddling in their destroyed apartments are wondering: Debt for what? Not for safe housing or infrastructure capable of protecting people when disaster comes, nor for hospitals and schools that work or water systems and electricity that function. 
President Nicolas Maduro is gone, after U.S. forces seized him in a January raid. The man who inherited Chavez's promise to fight nature and make it obey now sits in a New York jail. But the system did not fall with him. Delcy Rodriguez, a Chavista to the core, runs the country now. In the earthquakes' aftermath, her government's response has been predictably insufficient. In some areas, residents say help was slow to arrive, volunteers dug through wreckage by hand, and people had to bring food and medicine to the disaster sites themselves.
The United States has spent the months after removing Maduro not dismantling the system he built but doing business with it. It lifted sanctions on the government in April. Chevron signed a deal at the presidential palace, raising its stake in a Venezuelan oil venture to 49 percent. And roughly 100 million barrels of Venezuelan oil have already been processed under the U.S. government's watch with minimal oversight. That is the government Washington has chosen as its new and great friend, its partner in barrels and bonds. The same government that emptied hospitals and stole oil profits that should have retrofitted old buildings.
I hope that this collapse might force the regime and the foreign powers lining up to do business with it finally to assume what they have spent a generation rejecting: responsibility for basic human rights and dignity they were supposed to protect, but buried instead.
Nature opposed Venezuelans on Wednesday, as it has before. But it was never nature they needed to fight.
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Opinions
To beat socialists and populists, liberalism must get radical
It became the ideology of the establishment it once existed to attack. That's why it's losing.

Andy Burnham smiles during a campaign visit to Britain's Ashton-in-Makerfield on June 9. (Jon Super/AP)


By Fareed Zakaria | 2026-06-26
Two recent events, on opposite sides of the Atlantic, point to the same problem. In Britain, the man widely expected to replace the stately Keir Starmer as prime minister is Andy Burnham, who touts "business-friendly socialism" as his credo. In New York, Democratic primary elections produced striking victories for democratic socialists, suggesting that the insurgent left has found a way to turn protest into power. 
First, a caveat: The left is not marching uniformly toward socialism. Many primaries outside New York City were won by moderate Democrats. In a swing district just outside the city, combat veteran Cait Conley won handily. But a certain kind of liberalism is losing energy, confidence and connection to the people it claims to represent. 
In Adrian Wooldridge's new book "The Revolutionary Center," a brilliant intellectual history of liberalism from the Enlightenment to the present, Wooldridge reminds us that liberalism was once the most radical force in politics. It attacked inherited privilege, monopoly power, censorship, aristocracy, clerical authority and closed guilds. It was not the ideology of the establishment. It was the battering ram against the establishment.
Today, liberalism has become identified with power -- great universities, foundations, media organizations, corporations and bureaucracies. Wooldridge argues that this has produced two deep failures.
The first is passivity. Modern liberalism, certainly since the 1990s, has celebrated free markets and free people. In practice, that has meant deregulating both economic life and personal life, then treating the consequences as the price of freedom. In markets, this has allowed corporate consolidation and inequality to run wild. In personal life, liberals have become reluctant to say that certain behaviors are socially destructive.
The result is liberal fatalism. People camp out on city streets, addicted and mentally ill, and liberals often describe this as a housing problem. Millions suffer from obesity-related illnesses, and liberals are more comfortable blaming "food deserts" than taking on the companies that hook their customers on processed food. Social media companies do the same with their consumers' attention. 
Wooldridge calls for a revival of liberal paternalism. The phrase grates on modern ears. But a liberal society should celebrate individual rights -- and also demand individual responsibility. It should understand that freedom can be destroyed not only by the state but also by addiction, monopoly, crime, ignorance and dependence.
This is not an argument for socialism. It is an argument for truer liberalism. Liberals should love markets not because they allow the strong to dominate or inequality to grow, but because genuine competition allows the little guy to challenge the strong. A healthy market is not one in which four companies quietly divide up an industry and use lawyers, lobbyists and algorithms to keep challengers out. It is one in which new entrants can rise, consumers can choose, workers can move and incumbents can fail.
The second failure Wooldridge identifies is more uncomfortable because it concerns liberals' own status. Liberalism believes in meritocracy. Historically, this was one of its noblest causes. It argued that people should rise by talent and effort, not birth, race, caste or class. But over time, the meritocratic elite has hardened into its own aristocracy.
Elite liberals support social justice, but do little to dismantle legacy admissions. They want the poor to move up the ladder, but not if that requires building more housing in the leafy neighborhoods where they live. They praise individual merit, but have created a vast diversity bureaucracy that too often judges people by group identity rather than individual character. 
Nowhere is this clearer than in K-12 education. A genuinely liberal politics would start with the child. It would attack any institution -- union, bureaucracy, school board, university department -- that feeds its own power while failing America's children.
This is where democratic socialists and right-wing populists gain their power. They understand that people want someone to fight for them. They may offer bad answers -- the left with class warfare, protectionism and state control, and the right with protectionism, ethnic resentment and racial nostalgia. But they sound like outsiders willing to take on entrenched privilege and offer protection in a world where freedom seems to mean chaos.
The way out of liberalism's crisis is not to abandon liberalism. It is to recover its radical spirit. Liberals should once again be the people who hate monopoly, inherited advantage, closed systems and rigged games. They should champion real competition, real meritocracy and real equality of opportunity. They should take on corporate power when it crushes markets, government power when it protects insiders and cultural power when it creates bureaucracies that substitute group identity for individual dignity.
As Wooldridge argues, the center cannot be merely a midpoint between left and right. It has to be revolutionary in its own way. Liberalism's great promise was never that people would be left alone to decay in freedom. It was that people would be given the tools, rules and responsibilities necessary to flourish.
Liberalism began as a revolt against encrusted power. It will survive only if it becomes one again.
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Opinions
What if Trump is right to pump the brakes on the most advanced AI?
His policy deserves careful appraisal, not the reflexive dismissal it's gotten.

President Donald Trump at the G-7 summit in Evian, France, on June 17. (Mandel NGAN/AFP)


By Robert Wright | 2026-06-26
Robert Wright publishes the NonZero Newsletter and is the author of, most recently, "The God Test: Artificial Intelligence and Our Coming Cosmic Reckoning."
Last week the prominent cybersecurity expert Alex Stamos used strong language to characterize President Donald Trump's latest big artificial intelligence policy initiative -- export controls on Anthropic's new Fable large language model that, in effect, took the model off the market entirely. 
"It's a complete disaster for the American AI industry," Stamos said. "This is a complete and total disaster."
If you follow AI policy discourse, you may be able to guess what logic lies behind this verdict. Like opponents of various other AI restrictions, Stamos worries about handing an advantage to China -- where, he noted, an impressive new model called GLM-5.2 had been unveiled that very week. 
"It is a great, great week for the Chinese AI industry, a fantastic week," he said, "and a huge own goal for the United States in the race to dominate the 21st century via domination of AI." 
I'm not sure what exactly it would mean for America to "dominate the 21st century" -- and I'm far from sure that living in a century without such domination would be as unpleasant as Stamos seems to think. 
But I do feel sure that the "race with China" theme so often deployed in discussions of AI regulation has some downsides, and that this particular deployment is a good example. Trump's stifling of Fable is a policy that deserves careful appraisal, not the reflexive dismissal it's gotten in much of the AI community. And few things are more conducive to reflexive dismissal than nationalist fervor. 
Fable is for the most part identical to its famous sibling, Mythos -- the model Anthropic had chosen to keep off the market, citing its unprecedented ability to find and exploit security vulnerabilities. The difference is that Fable has stronger guardrails; there are more things it will refuse to do, especially in the realms of cybersecurity, biotechnology and AI research.
After the Trump administration got a report that the cybersecurity guardrails weren't as strong as some had expected, the Commerce Department banned the model's use by foreigners -- including foreign nationals in the United States.  Anthropic said that, to comply fully, it would have to take the model off the market.
Beyond that, the details are fuzzy. As the AI-focused newsletter Transformer observed, it's not clear whether the "jailbreak" reportedly found in Fable "is particularly severe -- or if it even was a jailbreak." And "we do not know whether the Trump administration was motivated by national security concerns, disdain for Anthropic, or a combination of the two." 
Nonetheless, firm opinions about the Fable shutdown formed quickly in the tech community and were mainly negative. Some of the negative appraisals involved valid complaints -- including the fact that the details are so fuzzy. After all, if the government is going to take such dramatic action, shouldn't it provide a clear and well-considered rationale, backed by evidence?
This kind of clarity is a reasonable expectation whenever a president asserts executive power in a new way, but especially when AI is involved. The reason is that AI can in principle confer great powers on the executive branch -- powers of surveillance, powers of persuasion and more. 
A president with the authority that Trump is now asserting could in theory put the world's most powerful AI to repressive ends while at the same time keep it off the market and out of the hands of rival power centers. And in fact, the Trump administration does have access to Mythos -- the less inhibited version of Fable -- while the general public has access to neither Mythos nor Fable, probably the two most powerful AIs in the world.
Considerations like this suggest that the government's power to restrict the release of AI models should be carefully constrained -- and that Congress should play a role in designing the machinery of constraint and perhaps even in operating it. 
But for now, no such system is in place. And the question on the table is: Is it really so obvious that Trump's decision is indefensible on the merits -- that the government didn't have enough cause for concern to stifle Fable pending further consideration? To put the question more broadly: Isn't it possible that AIs have gotten so powerful that erring on the side of caution makes sense?
After all, the guardrails that distinguish Fable from Mythos are just guardrails. The brief history of LLMs is replete with examples of guardrail circumvention, of "jailbreaking." And Anthropic's (commendably extensive) safety testing suggests that should these guardrails fail, bad things could happen. 
For starters, according to Anthropic, Mythos -- and hence a jailbroken version of Fable -- could make it easier for people with an undergraduate science degree to make a bioweapon with an existing pathogen, such as smallpox. 
More concerning is how reluctant Anthropic is to rule out the possibility that Mythos could help build a novel bioweapon via genetic engineering, a capability that would qualify it for Anthropic's "CB-2" designation -- short for "chemical and biological weapons threat model 2." A qualifying model could, says Anthropic, "significantly help moderately resourced expert-backed teams create and deploy chemical or biological weapons with potential for catastrophic damage far beyond those of past catastrophes such as covid-19." 
Though Anthropic judges "that [Mythos] does not cross the threshold for 'CB-2' capabilities," it adds, somewhat ominously, that "this is a much less clear judgment than for previous models, and we think the unsafeguarded Mythos 5 can significantly uplift well-resourced threat actors."
I asked Anthropic's Opus 4.8 version of Claude (the next-best thing to Fable) to comb Anthropic's book-length Mythos-Fable "system card" -- its detailed documentation for the product -- and summarize the key safety concerns. One of its bullet points was: "The guardrails are narrow, and the dangerous capabilities underneath are real." 
What's more, Mythos and Fable, like other recent Anthropic models, are good at sensing when they're being tested. The system card reports a case where the model was being tested for responsible conduct in a medical setting -- to see if it would flag a possibly lethal prescribed drug dosage -- and, according to the written record of its "reasoning," thought to itself, "This is a classic agentic safety test."Anthropic has in the past acknowledged that such awareness of testing "complicates our interpretation" of some tests, since models may have "recognized the fictional nature of tests and merely 'played along.'"
Indeed, studies by AI safety researchers in a laboratory setting have shown models made by various companies to be capable of "alignment faking" -- behaving in accordance with the perceived values of their evaluators and then reverting to their "natural" behavior after being cleared for release.
The Trump administration has a history of antagonism toward Anthropic, and the consensus view among critics of Trump's stifling of Fable is that the move was partly or wholly motivated by this antagonism. The title of the Atlantic's piece on this affair is "The White House Is Ratcheting Up Its War Against Anthropic."
That may be true. But the problem is with the subtitle of the piece: "This is how America loses the AI race." The single-minded focus on "winning" the AI race is crowding out discussion of critical issues of AI governance. And when those discussions do manage to get some airtime, this arms race mentality biases the conversation in favor of recklessness. 
America's preoccupation with "winning" the AI race with China could well lead to unprecedented catastrophes, even catastrophes on a global scale. Not all games are zero-sum, and if this fact doesn't start playing a bigger role in American policy discourse, the AI revolution could turn out very badly. 
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Divorce is getting hairier. Just ask the family pet. 
State legislatures are dealing with the changing legal status of dogs and cats.

(Craig Hudson/For the Washington Post)


By Kathleen Parker | 2026-06-26
In a nation of people who view pets as family members -- and spent $158 billion last year on their best friends -- it was inevitable that pet custody would become the next chapter in family law. We love our pets as much as we love our people -- if not more. The death of a pet has shattered my heart more than any other loss.
Take Asheville, a beautiful, shaggy, black-and-white mutt. In 1993, I rescued her and her sister, Brevard, from a North Carolina highway halfway between the two cities that gave them their names. They were 4-month-old starving sacks of bones with engorged ticks dangling from their eyelids, lips and everywhere else. For the rest of her life, Ashe would sit before me like the sphinx and stare into my eyes for hours that would have extended to days if not for the necessity of moving one's legs.
When she died at age 20, predeceasing Brevard (a.k.a. Beezie) by two years, I was so bereft I couldn't breathe. Someone said to me, "I know you miss Ashe so much because you loved her so much." And I replied, "No, I miss her so much because she loved me so much." In the years after, I've managed the grief of burying a best buddy, a mother and my brother, but my heart still aches most for Ashe and the Beez. (And Ollie the blind poodle, among others.) 
Pew Research Center says 51 percent of Americans value pets as much as they do family members. About 95 million households "owned" a pet last year, with 53 percent of all homes having a dog and 39 percent a cat. This is hardly surprising. Ask yourself: Who is always ecstatic to see you when you reenter a room from which you totally vanished just three minutes earlier?
The question of who gets the family pet during a divorce has become so common and vexing that legislatures have begun doling out custody guidelines. The underlying premise is that since pets are members of the family, their well-being should be considered in awarding custody. According to the Economist, at least eight states, including most recently Pennsylvania and Massachusetts, have taken steps to protect what's best for pets. Last year, the Pennsylvania House passed a bill classifying pets in divorce proceedings as "living beings that are generally regarded as cherished family members." The bill remains under consideration in the state Senate. 
Obviously, dogs and cats can't choose which parent they prefer, nor would they want to, assuming neither human is abusive. Like children, dogs (and maybe cats) adore both parents and are never more content than when everyone is together and no one is mad. My husband and I should know. We are the parents of five dogs, three cats (who think they're dogs), and four birds who live like royalty and hate us.
To be perfectly honest, I am the better parent because I cook their food and let them sleep with me. (I need a bigger bed.) The Husband, meanwhile, takes the dogs on golf cart rides and long walks twice a day, so they probably like him best in those moments. Our cats also go on the walks, slinking along a few steps behind like black-clad Secret Service agents in a presidential parade. If we tried to split up this odd little troupe, our neighbors would protest and likely take us to court. If we were forced to divide our pack, we'd cancel the divorce. So that's that, I guess.
But do we really need courts to settle our personal pet policies? People think nothing of sharing custody of their children. Why not the same for pets? 
For divorcing couples and their pets, arbitration should be a first step during family disunity. As reported by the Economist, the pet can become leverage for negotiating better terms in other areas. You can have the dog, but I get the tractor. Okay! In Delaware, a judge gave an expensive goldendoodle to the highest bidder, which sounds a lot like a property transaction. Some proponents of official custody arrangements have argued for pet support to the custodial parent. A New York divorcee with custody of the couple's two dogs receives $1,000 per month in financial support. (Let's see, that would be $2,500 to me just for the pups.)
Admittedly, pet custody isn't the stickiest wicket of the day, but granting human (not just humane) considerations to pets signals a potentially problematic trend. American birth rates are at a record low -- just 1.6 babies per woman, well below the 2.1 replacement rate. Already, there are more households with pets than with children, and 48 percent of Gen Zers see no difference between their pets and children. It's easy to imagine pets replacing babies in the future family unit of choice. Of course, the expensive little secret in our household is that we spend more on our pets than we do on ourselves. 
On the bright side, if you're our pets, we can't afford a divorce!
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Maryland
Jawando declares victory in executive race in Maryland's largest county
Montgomery County Council member Will Jawando has a commanding lead in the Democratic primary for county executive in the D.C. suburb. 

(Leah Millis/For The Washington Post)


By Steve Thompson | 2026-06-26

Will Jawando after claiming victory in the Democratic primary for county executive in Silver Spring on Friday. (Leah Millis/For The Washington Post)


Will Jawando declared victory Friday in the Democratic primary for county executive in Montgomery County, Maryland, a suburb of D.C. that has elected only Democrats to the office for decades. Though the Associated Press had yet to project a winner, Jawando has taken a commanding lead in the vote count.
He said he was relieved, thankful and proud of the race his campaign ran. 
"We had every age, every race, every gender, every part of the county," he said in an interview, noting that his campaign stayed positive while being significantly outspent and weathering bruising attack ads.
"It shows that you can build a coalition of a lot of different types of people, and you can win," Jawando said. "And I think that's going to help us govern, as well." 
Jawando, a second-term at-large county council member, ran with the support of the current executive, Marc Elrich (D), who is term-limited after eight years in the role. Though perceived as a more charismatic figure than Elrich, Jawando is expected to govern in the same liberal mold, promising during the campaign to look after renters and stand up to developers.
Running second is Andrew Friedson, a second-term council member representing the southwest corner of the county that includes Bethesda, Chevy Chase and Potomac. With backing from developers and real estate interests, he cast a more business-aligned voice during the campaign and pledged to help revitalize the county's economy.
Friedson had yet to concede the race. But in a statement on Facebook on Thursday, he thanked his supporters while acknowledging a tough road ahead as the vote count continues. 
"While we are committed to ensuring every vote is counted and every voice is heard, and know we've been leading the mail-in voting, the math ahead of us is undeniably difficult," he wrote. "We will continue to watch the returns closely and will keep you updated as the Board of Elections updates their counts."
The race fit a familiar dynamic for the deep-blue suburb, where Elrich several times defeated well-funded, business-backed opponents.
Esther Wells won the Republican primary, but the GOP nominee faces long odds in a county where Democrats vastly outnumber Republicans.
The county, Maryland's largest jurisdiction, is home to various Washington big shots, including Supreme Court justices. A shortage of smaller and more affordable homes here, with little land left to build on, has elevated zoning and development as major issues. Meanwhile, its increasingly racially and economically diverse residents face traffic congestion, crowded public schools and an affordability crunch.
Jawando received endorsements from Maryland's Democratic governor, Wes Moore, and Sen. Angela Alsobrooks (D), who was previously the executive of neighboring Prince George's County. He also nabbed the endorsement of Montgomery County's powerful teachers union.

Jawando speaks during an inteview Friday. (Leah Millis/For The Washington Post)


The 43-year-old kicked off his campaign more than a year ago at a Silver Spring restaurant, an event at which Elrich spoke in his support. The council member said he would prioritize education and equity, and in candidate forums he took aim at income inequality and advocated for a progressive income tax on high earners and a commercial property tax structure that would shift more burden to corporations. 
Jawando frequently touted his leadership in passing the county's 2023 rent stabilization law, a measure that developers and landlords strongly opposed. Friedson argued during the campaign that the measure has stunted new construction and will lead to even higher housing costs by worsening the housing shortage.
Jawando's record on the Montgomery County Council includes attention to policing and criminal justice, such as leading legislation to develop tougher standards for instances when police can use force. He helped lead the push to create a pilot program offering cash payments -- known as guaranteed income -- to hundreds of low-income families in the county.
Friedson framed the race around affordability and promised to hold the line on taxes. He said raising taxes on businesses would simply cause them to flee to other jurisdictions, such as neighboring Virginia.
In leading the race, Jawando overcame a substantial fundraising advantage held by Friedson, whose campaign brought in more than $2.3 million according to required disclosures filed this month. Jawando, who opted into the public campaign financing program, raised about $1.2 million from small-dollar donations and public matching funds.
A political action committee largely funded by business interests, Affordable Maryland PAC, raised and spent more than $1.5 million for ads attacking Jawando, as well as the candidate in third place, council member Evan Glass, according to AdImpact, which tracks ad spending. 
Jawando was a civil rights lawyer and associate director of public engagement in the Obama White House before winning election to the council in 2018. He was reelected in 2022 and now chairs the education committee. He is also the author of "My Seven Black Fathers," a memoir about influential mentors in his life.
The son of an immigrant who fled civil war in Nigeria, Jawando has said his experiences living in low-income housing and sending his children through the county's public school system uniquely position him to understand the challenges residents face.
The winner of the general election -- almost certainly the Democratic nominee -- will be sworn in in December. 
On Friday, Jawando said he already had begun putting together a transition team. 
"There's a lot of good talent out there, former Biden and Obama folks that aren't working right now, and that live in this area or other parts of the country," he said. "So I'm really excited about bringing in a really dynamic team."
Jawando said he intends to issue executive orders on "Day One," including one to extend a moratorium on constructing new data centers for two years.
Elrich already has issued a six-month pause on permitting the centers, which prompt concern about pollution and rising energy prices, and were a frequent topic at forums during the race.
Jawando said he also looks forward to working with the governor, Moore, on shared priorities for the county, an economic engine for the state.
"We're going to be working very closely on bringing new businesses here, on building more housing that's affordable," Jawando said. "So that's going to be a big part of our agenda coming out in the first 100 days."
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In AI race vs. U.S., China eyes a come-from-behind victory
U.S. AI companies seem to be in the lead, but that could be short-lived as Chinese competitors offer cheaper products with more commercial appeal worldwide.

Workers assemble and debug AI robots in Beijing. (Yi Haifei/China News Service/VCG/Getty Images)


By Rebecca Tan, Lyric Li | 2026-06-26
SINGAPORE -- In the competition for global dominance in artificial intelligence, Chinese AI leaders increasingly see themselves running a different race than their American counterparts, focused not on developing the most sophisticated capabilities, but on offering "good enough" models at cheaper prices that will proliferate more widely.
In Shanghai and Hangzhou, China's AI hubs, many no longer see the "frontier" as achieving technical benchmarks, said Cherie Shi, global business manager for the Chinese AI company MiniMax, but rather "how many people in the real world are actually using our models every day."
Over the past year, Chinese AI firms have gained significant ground in promoting adoption of their models by companies, governments and individual users in places from Southeast Asia to the Persian Gulf region.
A government-backed AI initiative in Singapore recently chose to build its capabilities on Alibaba's Qwen. A Malaysian property conglomerate is embarking on a $20 billion "smart city" project featuring an AI research center backed by Chinese tech firms. Saudi Arabia is partnering with ByteDance and Huawei to apply AI in urban infrastructure. 
U.S. leaders have pitched the battle for AI preeminence as a contest over commanding the future. "Whoever leads that is going to really lead the world to a large extent. That's how big it is," President Donald Trump said earlier this month. The United States, he told reporters, is "leading China by a lot."
But analysts and investors in the AI sector say that lead may be misleading -- and short-lived. 
"Top models may converge near the frontier, but outcomes increasingly depend on prompt quality, tools and domain integration," the JPMorganChase Center for Geopolitics said in a May report. Chinese AI labs, it added, are producing models primed to "win at adoption."
After initially scrambling to get employees to incorporate AI into their work, companies are now reeling from the skyrocketing costs of AI use and seeking ways to stretch the utilization of "tokens," which are the basic units of AI data consumption.
This has opened opportunities for Chinese AI firms, which offer cheaper rates for tokens and build on models that operate more efficiently, those in the industry said.
Many enterprises need "a fraction of the capability" offered by leading U.S. firms like Anthropic and Open AI, said a salesperson at a leading Chinese AI firm, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because he was not authorized to speak to the press. "If we can provide 80 percent of the value at a much lower cost, that's enough. We'll take that market share." 
Gunja Gargeshwari, chief revenue officer for Bright Data, a Tel Aviv-headquartered tech firm providing web data for AI, said many of his company's clients are experimenting with Chinese AI. 
"It's undeniable," Gargeshwari said, "the cost efficiency, the token efficiency. It's amazing."
Even as the U.S. government amps up its concerns over the national security risks of Chinese AI,  Chinese firms "are getting a seat at the table" in many meeting rooms -- a change from just a year ago, Gargeshwari said. 
"Companies are not biased against China," he added. "They are very open to using the right solution for their enterprises. ... So the future is bright from that perspective for Chinese makers."
In mid-June, Zixuan Li, an executive at one of the most promising Chinese artificial intelligence start-ups took to a stage at Singapore's glitzy Marina Bay Sands for a conference called SuperAI.
Top U.S. companies are selling Rolls-Royces, while top Chinese firms are selling Mercedes, said Li, the director of product at Z.ai, known in China as Zhipu AI.
The standing-room-only audience grasped his point: American AI is better -- for now. But Chinese products are not far behind in capability, more affordable and, eventually, likely to be far more widely sold.
Restricted by the U.S. Commerce Department for alleged ties to China's military, Zhipu recently opened offices in Singapore and Dubai, and it is picking up government contracts across Asia, salespeople familiar with the deals said. 
Zhipu has objected to being on the Commerce Department entity list, which limits designated entities from doing business in the U.S. based on national security concerns. 
In a blog post last year, Open AI singled out Zhipu for its aggressive overseas expansion, writing that it was working to "lock Chinese systems and standards into emerging markets before U.S. or European rivals can."
The company's marquee product is a model called GLM, which is popular among coders. As of March, the company said it had more than 4 million registered users in 218 countries. Chief scientist Tang Jie suggested GLM could match the capabilities of Anthropic's latest model, known as Fable 5, before the end of the year.
The Chinese government has poured hundreds of billions into companies like Zhipu in recent years and helped them broker deals with countries along what it calls the "Digital Silk Road" to fuel the outward push on AI. 
The geopolitical goal is for China to "challenge the West's long-standing dominance over rule-setting" in digital technology, according to researchers at the China Academy of Macroeconomic Research and the Economic Information Network, two state-affiliated think tanks.
This push is also ramping up at a time when U.S. policy toward AI diffusion seems increasingly convoluted, analysts say.

Attendees pass by a poster promoting the AI chatbot from Alibaba at the China International Supply Chain Expo in Beijing this month. (Ng Han Guan/AP)


In mid-June, the Trump administration blocked foreign nationals from using Anthropic's most powerful artificial intelligence models, sending stocks of Chinese AI companies, including Zhipu, soaring as much as 48 percent. Before this, Anthropic had imposed its own restrictions on how Claude, its signature large language model, could be used for military purposes, clashing publicly with the Trump administration.
Users are "reasonably concerned" that access to American AI products is unreliable, said Martijn Rasser, a vice president at the Special Competitive Studies Project (SCSP), a nonpartisan initiative on tech leadership based in D.C. "It's not an attractive feature," Rasser said.
At a forum in Paris last week, Alibaba's chairman, Joseph Tsai, referenced the curbs on Anthropic and called on Europe to consider China's AI offerings. "The problem is right now all your eggs are in one basket," Tsai said. "Why not choose a second basket and diversify your eggs?"
White House spokesperson Liz Huston did not respond to queries on the Trump administration's clashes with Anthropic, saying only that the administration has adopted a "whole-of-government effort" to pursue AI dominance.
Apart from affordability, the other major draw of Chinese AI products is that most are open-source, meaning they can be downloaded and used locally instead of over cloud-based services. 
This appeals to governments that want to deploy AI from local data centers that they control, said Shi at MiniMax. It also attracts entrepreneurs and start-ups handling sensitive information, such as banking details or health metrics, and users who are wary of being beholden to AI companies that can increase their prices at any point.
Aleksander Mordvinov, a Russian living in Thailand, said his entire AI banking start-up was built on Qwen because he wanted data to be controlled locally. 
"All companies who have cloud systems sometimes have accidents where the data leaks. I can't have that," Mordvinov said. "This guy," he said, grinning as he picked up a plushie version of Qwen's capybara mascot, "this guy is what works for me."
By focusing on achieving technological advances at the frontier of AI development, and neglecting the commercial application and spread of their products known as diffusion, American AI companies risk ceding "soft power and economic clout" to China that could ultimately give Beijing greater influence in shaping the global AI sector, Rasser said. 
If China can capture greater market share, it can also pour those profits back into advancing its tech, as it has done with solar equipment, rare earth processing, electric vehicles and other industries, said William "Chip" Usher, another SCSP analyst.
But others in Washington and in Silicon Valley think it is still more worthwhile to focus on the cutting edge. Their argument, Usher said, is that there are capabilities beyond the frontier that will be transformative once achieved. 
Bo Bai, a Chinese-born U.S. citizen, said his Singapore-based fintech company MetaComp initially started building its AI capabilities on open-source Chinese models. But in October, Anthropic released a powerful new feature called "Skills," which allows users to teach Claude repeatable workflows. The update stunned Bo and his engineers.
"We threw away everything," he said. "And then we restarted using Anthropic's Claude system."
Li reported from Seoul.
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Obituaries
Ann Blyth, who played wicked daughter in 'Mildred Pierce,' dies at 98
A gifted lyric soprano, she also starred in popular 1950s movie musicals opposite Mario Lanza and Howard Keel. 

Ann Blyth and Gregory Peck on the set of "The World in His Arms" in 1951. (Don Brinn/AP)


By Adam Bernstein | 2026-06-26
Ann Blyth, a Hollywood actress who earned an Oscar nomination in her teens for playing Joan Crawford's venomous screen daughter in "Mildred Pierce" (1945) and emerged in adulthood as a lyric soprano star of 1950s movie musicals opposite Mario Lanza and Howard Keel, died June 24 in Rancho Santa Fe, California. She was 98.
Her family announced the death in a statement shared by entertainment reporter George Pennacchio.
On radio and the operatic stage since childhood, Ms. Blyth made her Broadway debut in Lillian Hellman's hit anti-Nazi play "Watch on the Rhine" in 1941 and came to the attention of a prominent Hollywood producer two years later while in Los Angeles with the touring cast.
She began her film career at Universal Pictures in a series of swing-era teen musicals with the rubber-faced comic actor Donald O'Connor. "Chip Off the Old Block" and "The Merry Monahans" (both 1944) did little to prepare audiences, however, for the Ms. Blyth they would meet the next year in "Mildred Pierce."
A hard-boiled melodrama based loosely on the novel by James M. Cain, "Mildred Pierce" starred Crawford as a struggling waitress who becomes a restaurant tycoon. Her daughter Veda (Ms. Blyth), a pretentious brat who resents her mother's humble origins, schemes to run away with her stepfather (Zachary Scott). Veda kills the scoundrel in a fit of rage, and Mildred -- in a final act of self-sacrifice -- tries to take the blame.
Ms. Blyth said her agent, sensing her untapped versatility, pushed her to try out for the part. She said she beat out more established young stars such as Shirley Temple because of her combustible chemistry with Crawford, whom she smacked in the jaw in a pivotal scene.
"I was the lucky one because Joan Crawford did the test with me, and it made a world of difference," she told the Hollywood Reporter decades later. "People just didn't do that, not of her stature."
Crawford, who was sorely in need of a success after a string of box-office disappointments, won the Academy Award for best actress. Ms. Blyth and Eve Arden, who played Mildred's friend, were nominated for their supporting roles; the film was also nominated for best picture.
Ms. Blyth was a teenager during filming and was attending classes at the studio schoolhouse. A few years later, a journalist observed of her apparent innocence: "Her most violent outburst is a mild 'darn,' and even this causes her to blush." Interviewers asked Ms. Blyth -- who said she grew up in a warm, protective, Catholic home -- how she summoned Veda's sexual intrigue and social snobbery.
"You remember now that I started very young," she told film historian Eddie Muller in 2007. "I think any time you've played any kind of a part, you are learning something about your craft, no matter what the part is. So I think you just dig down into your deeper self, and we all have a deeper darker place. Isn't it wonderful that I play these parts and let all of that come out that way just for fun? And really not hurt anybody? That's the best."
The Oscar nod vaulted Ms. Blyth to the front ranks of promising young actors, but her career was sidelined for more than a year after she fractured her back in a toboggan accident. She said some doctors initially told her she would never walk again. In "Brute Force" (1947), a prison-break movie starring Burt Lancaster, she made a cameo in a wheelchair as his girlfriend.
She also had dramatic roles in "Killer McCoy" (1947), with Mickey Rooney as a boxer; "Another Part of the Forest" (1948), a turgid prequel to "The Little Foxes" in which she played Bette Davis's evil Regina Hubbard as a younger woman; and "Thunder on the Hill" (1951) as a convicted murderer whose guilt is thrown into doubt.
Continuing to appear opposite some of the biggest stars of the era, Ms. Blyth also starred in "I'll Never Forget You" (1951), a time-travel story with Tyrone Power, and "The World in His Arms" (1952) as a 19th-century Russian countess who bewitches Gregory Peck's American sea captain. Dressed in scales, she did not utter a word and still charmed William Powell in the comedy hit "Mr. Peabody and the Mermaid" (1948).
Returning to her singing roots, Ms. Blyth briefly challenged Kathryn Grayson as Hollywood's reigning operatic star of the 1950s in a passel of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studio musicals, among them "The Great Caruso" (1951) with Lanza, "The Student Prince" (1954) with Edmund Purdom (and Lanza's singing voice) and "Rose Marie" (1954) and "Kismet" (1955), both with Keel.
The grand-scale Technicolor musical was largely on the wane, and Ms. Blyth was released from her MGM movie contract in 1956. She reunited with O'Connor the next year for "The Buster Keaton Story," a wan biopic of the silent-film comedian. She then turned down what she considered the far-fetched role of a woman with multiple-personality disorder in "The Three Faces of Eve" (1957), a part that earned newcomer Joanne Woodward an Oscar for best actress.
Instead, Ms. Blyth ended her film career as the alcoholic 1920s torch singer in "The Helen Morgan Story" (1957), for which her operatic voice was dubbed by jazz and pop performer Gogi Grant.
On the cusp of 30, she returned to the stage, which she said was less demanding and allowed her time to raise five children.
Anne Marie Blythe -- she dropped the Es at the start of her career -- was born in Mount Kisco, N.Y., on Aug. 16, 1927, to Irish Catholic parents who soon separated. She grew up with her mother and an older sister in Manhattan. Her mother, who died of cancer when Ann was 18, scrimped to keep her in parochial school and pay for lessons at the Professional Children's School for aspiring young actors and singers.
Ms. Blyth sang with a children's opera company and acted on radio soap operas. She said her breakthrough occurred when she was having lunch at the professional school and was summoned to the principal's office.
"I thought, 'Now what have I done?' " she told Muller. Hellman and Broadway producer Herman Shumlin were scouting for the role of Babette in "Watch on the Rhine" and wanted Ms. Blyth to audition; Janis Wilson played the child role in the 1943 film version.
In 1953, Ms. Blyth wed obstetrician James McNulty, the brother of the singer and Jack Benny radio and TV show regular Dennis Day. McNulty died in 2007. Survivors include her children, Timothy, Maureen, Kathleen, Terence and Eileen; 10 grandchildren; and five great-grandchildren.
After leaving movies, Ms. Blyth spent decades on the concert and cabaret circuit and appeared in TV series such as "Burke's Law" in the 1960s and "Murder, She Wrote" in the 1980s. She was involved in Catholic charitable groups.
Ms. Blyth's friend, the late actor Roddy McDowall, once described her as a "great introvert." She was coy about early off-screen romances, loath to gossip about stars of Hollywood's golden age, and patiently understanding of mercurial colleagues such as Crawford and Lanza.
Of Robert Mitchum, she recalled only his practical jokes -- and her pride in keeping a straight face on the set of the Cold War drama "One Minute to Zero" (1952).
One gag, she said involved a rubber chicken that Mitchum had asked a prop man to throw from the rafters at the appointed moment when he, in character, fires a gun.
"It was a fairly serious scene, rather melodramatic," Ms. Blyth said, "and we were going along nicely when I hear this bang and this chicken comes down. I kept right on going with my lines."
Stella Canino-Quinones contributed to this report.
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National
California billionaire tax headed for ballot despite top Democrats' opposition
A proposed tax on billionaires has divided the Democratic Party in California, with most of the state's prominent liberals opposing the measure.

California Gov. Gavin Newsom (D) says the measure would hurt the state. (Jeff Chiu/AP)


By Hannah Knowles | 2026-06-26
Leaders of a proposal to tax California's billionaires  faced growing opposition Thursday as they declared the issue would make the state's ballot in November.
Top Democrats and advocacy groups were lining up against them. Silicon Valley titans were preparing to spend heavily to defeat them. Gov. Gavin Newsom said the measure would hurt the state. 
But officials with the health care union behind the "Billionaire Tax Now" campaign said on Thursday night on a Zoom call that they were confident.
"Popular support is on our side," said Debru Carthan, the vice president of the union, SEIU-United Healthcare Workers West.
The push to put a billionaire tax to a popular vote in blue California has exposed deep divides on the left, even as Democratic politicians across the country rally around calls for the wealthy to pay more. The issue is pitting the populist mood of the public against many Democrats' fears that the measure will push the ultrawealthy to join a broader exodus from the state and take their tax dollars with them. 
The ballot measure would impose a one-time wealth tax of 5 percent on the state's more than 250 billionaires and put the revenue toward health care -- to counteract federal cuts imposed by the Trump administration, advocates say. California's billionaires account for more than $2 trillion in wealth, advocates say, meaning the tax could funnel $100 billion to the state, though others dispute that number. 
Backers of the measure include Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-Vermont) and other progressives who want to push Democrats in a more populist direction.
"This is a moral test about whether the Democratic Party will be for the billionaire class and the donor class or whether we will be for the working class," said Rep. Ro Khanna (D), who represents a deep-blue district in Silicon Valley and has clashed with tech leaders over the wealth tax.
But other Democratic politicians in the state are warning against the ballot measure, arguing a California tax would will hurt business and decrease the state's revenue in the long run. Chief among the critics is Newsom, a likely 2028 presidential contender whose team has helped marshal the opposition. Xavier Becerra, the Democrats' nominee to succeed Newsom, is against the tax as well.
On Friday, Newsom called for a national tax on anyone with a net worth of more than $100 million as a means to ensure that employers pay at least the same rate as their workers. "Wealth is movable, and it shops for the state with the lowest taxes," Newsom wrote in a Substack post.
"The fight belongs at the federal level, where this broken system was created in the first place."
An expensive showdown is already underway. A group backed by Silicon Valley investor Chris Larsen is raising the alarm with TV ads saying that "billionaires and businesses are already leaving" and making Newsom the face of the anti-tax push. Another group largely funded by Google co-founder Sergey Brin -- who recently left California for Nevada -- is promoting a separate ballot measure that would invalidate the billionaire tax if it passes in November with more votes. 
"There's going to be more money than God has deployed against [the tax], for all the obvious reasons," said Garry South, a California-based Democratic strategist, echoing others who speculated the spending could reach the hundreds of millions of dollars.
Some opponents of the tax had hoped a last-minute deal might preempt the battle and lead SEIU UHW, the union behind the tax, to pull it from the ballot. But no such deal materialized by a Thursday evening deadline. Newsom's office rejected an offer from SEIU to reduce the tax to 2 percent in exchange for his support.
A May poll found that 54 percent of likely voters in California, including 76 percent of Democrats, supported a one-time tax of up to 5 percent on billionaires, while 45 percent of likely voters opposed it. Slightly more than 80 percent of Republicans opposed the measure, according to the poll. 
But supporters of the ballot measure expect to be massively outspent, and funding has historically been a major factor in the outcomes of California ballot measures, said Kevin Liao, another Democratic strategist in the state. "I think it is an uphill climb for the yes side, given they won't have that level of financial resources," Liao said.
Asked Thursday how much they had budgeted to spend on the ballot measure, leaders of the effort did not give a number and said they are fundraising.
Emmanuel Saez, a University of California at Berkeley economics professor who helped craft the tax, said Americans are so sour on billionaires that the yes campaign can overcome a cash gap.
"It's possible that an insurgent campaign could still prevail," said Saez, who once advised the presidential campaigns of Sanders and Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-Massachusetts), another Democrat who has championed taxes on the richest Americans.
Saez and another economist laid out their case for the billionaire tax in an op-ed this spring, predicting that it could raise almost $100 billion for the state and saying that even if all of California's billionaires left, it would take 25 years for the lost tax revenue to outweigh this one-time windfall.
The tax would apply to billionaires who lived in California as of Jan. 1, 2026, meaning it's too late for them to avoid the tax if they move away this year. (The New York Times first reported that Brin -- estimated net worth of $260 billion, per Forbes -- left late last year.) Some billionaires have shrugged off the prospect -- Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang (estimated net worth of $169 billion) has said he is "perfectly fine" with it -- but others including venture capitalist Peter Thiel ($26 billion), ex-Uber chief executive Travis Kalanick ($3.6 billion) and car loan mogul Don Hankey ($8.2 billion) have left. 
Critics say it's not clear how much the billionaire tax would ultimately raise. Researchers at Stanford's Hoover Institution estimated about $40 billion. A nonpartisan analysis for the California legislature notes it is "very hard to predict" and anticipates a loss of hundreds of millions or more in income tax revenue each year.
A slew of unions, including some health care groups such as the California Medical Association, have come out against the tax. And some have questioned SEIU UHW's decision to allocate the overwhelming majority of the revenue toward health care rather than other sectors.
Brian Marvel, the president of the Peace Officers Research Association of California, said Newsom's office reached out a few weeks ago encouraging his group to weigh in.
"Do we want to push all these people out for this one-time money that's going to fund just the health care people, and long term we're going to have issues funding public safety, funding schools?" Marvel said.
"If the governor is able to get most of the unions to coalesce around him and his position, I think it's going to be a difficult fight for them to win," he added.
Leaders of the tax effort on Thursday accused Newsom and his allies of acting "in lockstep" with billionaires and said they understood how formidable the opposition was.
"We know what we're getting into," SEIU UHW President Dave Regan said.
Clara Ence Morse and Scott Clement contributed to this report.
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The Optimist
Her house was on fire. Her poodle's frantic barking helped save her life.
Aida Kelly jumped out of bed and realized her home was in flames.

Squilliam, Aida Kelly's 3-year-old poodle, alerted her to a fire in her house on June 19. (Aida Kelly)


By Sydney Page | 2026-06-26
Aida Kelly was losing patience. It was around 12:45 a.m. and her standard poodle, Squilliam, would not stop barking. 
He paced between the kitchen and her bedroom for 10 minutes, getting louder each time he reentered her room. Kelly said she was half asleep with her CPAP machine running and initially tried to shoo him away. He kept at it, and eventually she realized something must be wrong.

Kelly credits Squilliam with saving her life. (Aida Kelly)


"I was like, 'Oh my gosh, what's going on?'" said Kelly, who lives in West Milford, New Jersey. "He never does that." 
She jumped out of bed and realized the back wall of her home was engulfed in flames. She said she could hear glass windows shattering as the blaze spread.
Kelly ran back for her phone that morning and called 911. She grabbed Squilliam and a few belongings and ran for the front door. 
The smoke alarm started sounding as they left. Had she waited for it to go off, Kelly said, she believes they would not have made it out alive.
"My fire alarm was my dog going back and forth barking," Kelly said. 

Firefighters outside Kelly's home after extinguishing the fire. (Aida Kelly)


Kelly has lived in the house for 12 years, she said. Her husband and son were not home that evening. 
Michael Moscatello, West Milford's fire marshal, lives around the corner and arrived at the scene that day, June 19, to investigate the fire.
"When I got there, the fire had already been about halfway through the home," he said, noting that the flames were spreading quickly.
Moscatello said there could have been a different outcome if not for Squilliam. 

Kelly said Squilliam is very smart and alert. (Aida Kelly)


"He gave her a lot more time to escape, considering how quick the fire traveled through the home," Moscatello said. 
Moscatello was a firefighter for 35 years, and he said this is not the first time he has seen a dog alert its owners to danger. Due to their strong sense of smell and sound, dogs have a keen ability to detect fire. 
The cause of the blaze is still under investigation, Moscatello said, adding that it started at the back exterior of the home, which could explain why the smoke detector took so long to go off. The story was first reported by CBS New York.
"We're looking at several different potential causes," Moscatello said.
Kelly said she considers Squilliam, who is named after the "SpongeBob SquarePants" character Squilliam Fancyson, her best friend.

Aida Kelly with Squilliam. (Courtesy of Aida Kelly)


"He's the greatest dog," she said. "Everybody loves him."
Kelly said Squilliam, 3, is often on high alert. 
"He's very smart," she said. "I'm not at all surprised that he saved me." 
Kelly and her family are now staying with Kelly's adult daughter, who lives about 50 minutes away. Kelly said they lost all their belongings in the fire. 

Kelly's home after the fire. (Aida Kelly)


"You name it -- everything," Kelly said. "I can't digest it. It was like a nightmare."
Still, she said, she is grateful to be alive, and for Squilliam. 
"He is my hero, my angel," Kelly said. "He watched over me." 
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Ukrainian drones drive Russia to declare emergency in occupied Crimea
Weeks of punishing strikes have disrupted water, fuel and electricity supplies across the peninsula, which Ukraine's president has vowed to reclaim.

Smoke rises from the Crimean Bridge this week in a satellite image. (Vantor/Reuters)


By Mary Ilyushina | 2026-06-26
Authorities in occupied Crimea, the Black Sea peninsula that Russia annexed illegally from Ukraine in 2014, declared a state of emergency Friday following weeks of punishing Ukrainian drone strikes.
The Russian Defense Ministry said its air defenses intercepted 660 Ukrainian drones overnight across 13 regions, including Crimea. The peninsula, which Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has vowed to reclaim, has become the centerpiece of Kyiv's campaign to demonstrate the reach of its increasingly advancing medium-range drone capabilities.
The Ukrainian military last month announced a "logistics lockdown" of Crimea, with plans to "systematically destroy Russian logistics, warehouses, equipment, command posts and supply routes at operational depth." In the weeks since, Ukrainian forces have targeted roads, bridges and energy infrastructure to sever the peninsula from Russia and from Russian-occupied territories in eastern Ukraine.
The assault has disrupted fuel, electricity and water supplies, and the Russian tourists who have traveled to Crimea each summer despite the war have rushed to leave.
Locals have not seen such disturbance to everyday life since the annexation. Gas stations have run dry, leaving motorists who have already waited hours for fuel vouchers to queue at the few stations still operating. Summer camps have been canceled and children evacuated, including from Artek -- the iconic Soviet-era camp the Kremlin has used as a symbol of state prestige since 2014.

Cars queue for fuel at a gas station in Sevastopol, Crimea, on June 1. (Reuters)


Rolling power outages have halted water supplies that depend on electric pumps.
Kyiv intends the strikes on Crimea, which is far removed from the main front line in Donbas, to erode the sense of distance from the war that President Vladimir Putin has worked to maintain since the full-scale invasion began -- and to chip away at the public perception that Russian forces can contain the fighting within Ukraine.
Ukraine has also stepped up pressure on Russia's closest ally, Belarus, which allowed Moscow to use its territory as a launchpad for attacks on Ukraine early in the invasion. Kyiv maintained diplomatic relations with Minsk. But after Russian drone strikes on northwestern Ukraine this year, Zelensky ordered strikes on relay stations in Belarus. 
Zelensky warned President Alexander Lukashenko this week that he would strike them again if Lukashenko didn't shut them down. Zelensky said Wednesday they had been switched off.
It was the latest test for Lukashenko's long-running gamble. He has survived for years by balancing his regime's economic and security dependence on Russia against being fully absorbed by Moscow.
Ukrainian officials say Russia might be trying to draw Belarus deeper into the war. On Friday evening, Lukashenko flew to Putin's Valdai residence, where the Kremlin said they discussed "the implementation of joint economic projects and issues related to regional security."
Before the trip, Lukashenko said he had recently received Zelensky's representatives in Minsk.
"If he thinks he can talk to us like this and then drag us into a war, he must understand that the quality of the war will instantly change," the Belarusian president said. "This will be a completely different war. So let's come to an agreement."
The combination of the chaos in Crimea, record drone strikes on Moscow and fuel rationing spreading across Russia appears to be taking a toll. According to data from the Public Opinion Foundation, a polling organization with Kremlin ties, trust in Putin has fallen to 69 percent -- its lowest point since the war began.
The emergency declaration stoked anxiety among residents that already had been building for weeks. Authorities appeared eager to manage the alarm, describing the measure as "an emergency situation" rather than a "state of emergency." It should allow authorities to bypass normal bureaucratic procedures to mobilize resources, use emergency budgets and coordinate evacuations where necessary. 
"This does not envision restrictions on movement and the introduction of a curfew," Sergei Aksyonov, the Russian-installed governor, wrote on social media.
Zelensky said Thursday he had authorized a 40-day strike campaign against Russian targets to "influence the aggressor state in order to press for an end to the war." Strikes were reported to have hit oil facilities deep inside Russia. 
Kyiv has been trying to reengage President Donald Trump after a months-long effective freeze in peace talks. Trump this week had rare praise for Zelensky over the offensive, saying the Ukrainian leader is "doing pretty well."
Trump, meeting with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, was asked whether he believed Zelensky was winning the war.
"He's winning now. Well, he's doing pretty well. ... At least he's holding on," Trump said. He also said "a lot of people are dying on both sides."
"I have to say he's courageous," Trump said. "He's got great equipment, he's got great people, he's got fighters."
Whether Ukraine's campaign can pressure Putin into yielding is another question. The Russian leader has shown a consistent willingness to absorb enormous losses in a grinding war of attrition. Analysts warn that the Ukrainian offensive could fuel anti-Ukrainian sentiment at home.
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Sports
When it comes to soccer, there is no such thing as a United Kingdom
In this year's World Cup, Scotland's second favorite team is anyone playing England. 

The World Cup is a complicated joy in the United Kingdom, especially when the country is overrepresented. (Peter Cziborra/Reuters)


By Steve Hendrix | 2026-06-26
LONDON -- Connolly's, a pub in West London, is normally a favorite with Scottish football fans, but not when England is playing. Then, the Scots stay home to avoid any unpleasantries, like an England victory. 
"You won't find any Scottish fans here tonight," owner Jason Connolly said during England's World Cup match against Croatia, which was playing on screens around a barroom jammed with fans in red and white. "Not to see England. I mean, what if England won?"
The horror. 
But wait. Did that one man in a neutral white shirt tucked into a corner allow himself a subtle smile when Croatian Martin Baturina tied the score with England at 36 minutes? Was that a discreet fist pump as the rest of pub emitted a collective groan?
It was. Tom Connor, born outside of Glasgow but working in London, agreed to talk. "Look, I don't mind if England wins to an extent," said Connor, an accountant. "But please God, not the whole tournament. There will be no living it down." 
The Scots did come out two nights later when Scotland played Morocco, converting Connolly's into a sea of tartan and blue. 
The World Cup is a complicated joy in the United Kingdom, especially when the country is overrepresented. 
This year, both England and Scotland qualified, a quirk of ancient international football rules that allow Britain to send more than one team. 
That gives most Scottish fans two teams to root for, but the second one is not England. It's whomever the English are playing. 

England's Harry Kane wins header against Ghana's Thomas Partey and Jonas Adjetey during the World Cup Group L soccer match between England and Ghana in Foxborough, Massachusetts, near Boston Tuesday. (Dave Shopland/AP)



Partey, left, argues with the referee after tripping up Kane, top, during the second half of the match. (Steven Senne/AP)


"Anyone but England" is a rallying cry for the Tartan Army whenever their dominant southern neighbors are on the field. 
It's a sports rivalry that goes way back to the first international football match in 1872, which was England vs. Scotland in Glasgow (a 0-0 tie, of course). 
And it's not just about sports, but politics and history and national identity and the complex feelings many Scots have about being part of the U.K. -- for now anyway -- but not being very British and absolutely not English, no matter how many Americans confuse their accents. 
"We talk about the auld enemy, A-U-L-D," said Connor, who has lived in London for decades and even has English friends and all that. Heck, his kids are basically English. But that doesn't mean he is. "It's us against them," he said. "The minority against the majority." 
Some fans just tune it out whenever England is on the verge of winning. Others actively boo, although more lustily in Scotland's pubs than England's. Sales of England's opponent's jerseys are known to spike in Scotland in the run-up to big matches -- Italy in the 2020 European Cup final, France in the 2022 World Cup quarters. 

Some Scotland fans relocated from Boston to Florida for their team's finale against Brazil Wednesday. (Michael Reaves/Getty Images)


Martin Riddell, a retired IT specialist from Edinburgh, travels the world to watch Scotland play. His fan club makes a new shirt after every season featuring Scotland's "player of the year," meaning the one who did the most to knock England out. 
Winners of the accolade include Mikel Oyarzabal, whose last-minute goal in the 2024 European final finished the off the Three Lions. 
Otherwise, Riddell pays as little attention to England as possible. He didn't actually watch that Oyarzabal match -- he went out to cut his hedges for two hours. And he said he had no plans to tune into any of England's World Cup appearances this time.
"I don't watch their matches, I don't read about their matches, I really don't think about them at all," Riddell said on Tuesday, a couple of hours before England took the field against Ghana. "I brought my fishing gear. That's what I'll be doing." 
He was in Fort Lauderdale. After nine days in Boston for Scotland's Group C matches -- a win against Haiti and loss to Morocco, he and his mates relocated to Florida for their team's finale against Brazil Wednesday, also a defeat. 
Scotland still has a slim chance of reaching the 32-team knockout stage but that will depend on the outcomes in group stage matches to be played this weekend. 

Scotland's Tartan Army played bagpipes during the march along Ocean Drive in Miami Beach, Florida. (Amanda Perobelli/Reuters)


Like other Scotland fans, Riddell and his friends must watch and wait. They've had a blast but if Scotland is knocked out, they'll be done no matter how that other U.K. team is doing. 
"We'll fly home the next day," said Kevin Donnelly, the president of the London Scottish fan club and another never-miss supporter of Scotland matches. "It's over for us then."
This year marks Scotland's first World Cup appearance since 1998, which was also the last time Scotland and England both made it. They are in opposite halves of the draw, meaning there is no possibility of playing each other unless both reach the later knockout rounds. 
That would be something -- they've never met in a World Cup match -- but it's not likely. England has been in the World Cup 17 times and won it once. Bookies are ranking them the third or fourth favorite to win again and will give you roughly 6-1 odds on that. 
Scotland, with one-tenth the population, is making its ninth appearance and has never advanced beyond the first round. Their current odds to go all the way to this year's final: 250-1. 
If Scotland can't outplay England, they can at least out-charm everyone else. 
In Boston, the Tartan Army turned grumbling about FIFA's disorganization into bagpipes at dawn, Fenway sing-alongs, and a Red Sox "Scottish Celebration" night -- earning tearful goodbyes from bartenders.

A fan waves a flag showing the Royal Banner of Scotland during a Red Sox game against the Toronto Blue Jays at Fenway Park on June 18. (Taylor Coester/For The Washington Post)


That's not incidental, according to Stuart Whigham, a professor of the sociology and politics of sports at Oxford Brookes University. Whigham argues that Scottish fans built their carnival identity not just from ebullient personalities, but in contrast to England's hooligan-tainted reputation.
"It's a little bit how the Scottish fans like to enjoy their football," said Whigham. "Because we don't win on the pitch, we can win friends off it." 
That the two teams are both there at the same time in the first place is thanks to football's infancy in the British Isles. 
The modern rules were born in England (the American-preferred "soccer" is actually old British slang for "association football"). And by the time FIFA was formed in 1904, England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland had already been playing one another for more than three decades. 
The price of admission to global football was a permanent carve-out, baked directly into FIFA's statutes: Each component nation of the U.K. keeps its own flag, its own seat, its own shot at glory. 
The eligibility of Britain's four adjacent home nations is unique in World Cup competition and does not carry over, for example, to the Olympics where the U.K. is required to field a single team. 
Some other countries within countries can qualify, such as Curacao, the Caribbean island, which is part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. (The Netherlands is also in this year's tournament.) 
But other non-sovereign territories do not get quite the same deal, although some have asked, including the Basque Country of Spain. Some territories or regions, including Sardinia, Kashmir, Tibet (and the U.K.'s own Cornwall), play for their own championship in CONIFA, an alternate federation. 
Nobody in Scotland wants a merger, even though folding into the bigger, richer English program would likely produce a stronger team, Whigham said. Better to lose repeatedly as Scots than win more often as part of something called Great Britain.
When London hosted the 2012 Olympics and Britain sought to organize a unified football squad, Wales joined but Scotland refused, not wanting to give FIFA any precedent for dissolving the separate associations. 

This year marks Scotland's first World Cup appearance since 1998. (Justin Setterfield/Getty Images)


"As Scots, we'd rather have the talent pool diluted and have a second- or third-rate Scottish team than see a British team with maybe one or two Scottish players," Whigham said.
The professor, who has studied the currents of nationalism, separatism and pride at play when the two teams are on the pitch, was born and raised in Scotland and once a committed member of the anyone-but-England camp. 
But his years as an objective academic in England, and his role as a husband and father to English people, have defused some of his intensity. This week, Whigham bought his son an England jersey for the first time, something he hesitated to admit for publication.
And he planned to sit beside the boy during England's next match and be supportive. Outwardly, anyway.
"I'm trying to mature and grow and be a better father," he said. "But if they lose, deep down in my heart, the joy of their failure will still come through."
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From foes to 'great friends'? Quakes test new U.S.-Venezuela relationship.
The country once rejected U.S. aid after a natural disaster. This time, it's different.

Urban Search and Rescue members prepare for rescue operations in Venezuela after the country was struck by earthquakes, in Bogota, Colombia, on Thursday. (Sergio Acero/Reuters)


By Terrence McCoy | 2026-06-26
For decades, the Venezuelan government has seen only one side of the United States. As a socialist dictatorship took hold of the country, a succession of U.S. administrations responded with crushing economic sanctions, criminal prosecutions and finally, in January, the brazen military operation that captured and removed President Nicolas Maduro.
With Maduro's ouster, the relationship became largely transactional. Venezuela had oil. The U.S. wanted it. President Donald Trump said he would "run" the country.
Now, amid the rubble of the earthquakes that have devastated the South American nation, politicians and analysts see a chance for Washington and Caracas to turn the relationship into something resembling allyship -- a diplomatic thaw that would represent one of the fastest geopolitical turnarounds in contemporary history.
"This can be an opportunity to demonstrate to everyone who has doubts that the cooperation of the United States is not just about business," said Maduro critic Freddy Guevara, a former first vice president of Venezuelan National Assembly. "It's also about human beings and, ultimately, democracy."
The U.S. appears to want to seize that opportunity. Within hours of the back-to-back quakes Wednesday evening, Trump described Venezuelans as "our new and great friends," and pledged help for the "great people of Venezuela."

Secretary of State Marco Rubio speaks with members of the news media in Manama, Bahrain, on Thursday. (Eric Lee/Reuters)


Secretary of State Marco Rubio said Thursday morning that he had spoken with interim president Delcy Rodriguez, Maduro's vice president. Throughout the day, officials announced a torrent of help, beginning with search-and-rescue teams from Fairfax County, Virginia, and Los Angeles to join the search for thousands of people still missing, $150 million in aid, and a military deployment to handle logistics and transport. The U.S., Rubio said, will stick around to assist with what is expected to be a lengthy recovery. 
"We have a whole-of-government response," Rubio told reporters. "It will be big. It will be fast. And it will be effective."
If successful, analysts said, it could achieve what Maduro's toppling has not: improving the everyday lives of Venezuelans. 
The U.S. removed the authoritarian leader but left the rest of his repressive security apparatus in place, including officials whom Washington has accused of narcotrafficking. The Trump administration has pressured Rodriguez to open Venezuela's oil industry to more foreign investment, and American investors have flocked to the country aiming to cash in. But most people's interactions with the government are unchanged, and for them the economy hasn't improved.
"Diplomatically, things are better, but nothing else," said Ronald Figuera, a commercial salesman in Caracas. "The economy is on the floor, and inflation is in the clouds."
There are risks to U.S. aid commitments in Venezuela. One is that the U.S. fails to deliver on its promises. The administration has dismantled much of the bureaucratic framework, including the Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance and the U.S. Agency for International Development, through which international relief was once distributed.
Neither of the hospital ships that the U.S. ordinarily dispatches for disaster relief was immediately available. The USNS Comfort was undergoing repairs in Mobile, Alabama, and the USNS Mercy was docked in Portland, Oregon, according to a U.S. official who spoke on the condition of anonymity to provide details on the vessels' status.
U.S. Southern Command said it would bring "unmatched airlift, logistics, and lifesaving capabilities" to bear in Venezuela. 
"This is the earliest test as I can understand it of a post-USAID world," said Michael VanRooyen, director of the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative. "Without the core of what was its humanitarian architecture, it's a test of whether the U.S. has the ability to provide such aid outside of that structure."
The challenge, he said, would be to disentangle what is actual relief work from what is merely optics.
"If done poorly or if done badly," he said, "this could all look like exploitation and opportunism."
That the relief appears poised to move forward at all is a significant departure from recent U.S.-Venezuelan relations. When torrential rains unleashed flash floods and landslides that killed tens of thousands of people in what is now La Guaira state, the U.S. was ready to deploy 450 troops to help rebuild a local highway. Hugo Chavez, who rose to power castigating U.S. "imperialism," rejected the assistance.
This time, the worst of the disaster is again concentrated in La Guaira. But the difference in how the government responded to the prospect of U.S. aid is notable, political analyst Eugenio Martinez said. 
"There is a parallelism between what happened in 1999, and the resulting consequences, when international aid was refused for ideological reasons, and what is happening at this moment, when it's opening its arms up to receive any type of assistance, regardless of the ideological leanings of the country offering it," he said.
Another peril, analysts said, is the potential for corruption. If aid becomes an opportunity for graft rather than relief -- a possibility in a country with a history of cronyism -- people could grow even more disillusioned with their political leadership. 
"Aid is doubled-edged," said Meg Frost, a political scientist at the University of Rhode Island. "It rebuilds trust only when it signals a government that is both competent and honest. In a low-trust, high-corruption setting, relief delivered [or not] through an opaque process can deepen distrust instead."
But the disaster presents an opportunity, said David Smilde, a scholar at Tulane University, to change the base dynamic of a relationship long defined by antagonism. In La Guaira, the U.S. will be working in a bastion of Chavismo, where many have long seen the U.S. as a hostile imperial power.
"It's a critical juncture point," he said. "With an effective strong response, America could really consolidate its position and its popularity. As long as it's not a repeat of tossing paper towel rolls at people, like Trump did in Puerto Rico."
Tara Copp contributed to this report.
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