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Maine Joins Colorado in Finding Trump Ineligible for Primary Ballot
In a written decision, Maine’s secretary of state said that Donald J. Trump did not qualify for the ballot because of his role in the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol.

Shenna Bellows, Maine’s secretary of state, in January.
By Jenna Russell, Ernesto Londoño and Shawn Hubler  29 Dec, 2023
Maine’s top election official on Thursday barred Donald J. Trump from the state’s primary election ballot, the second state to block the former president’s bid for re-election based on claims that his efforts to remain in power after the 2020 election rendered him ineligible.
Hours later, her counterpart in California announced that Mr. Trump would remain on the ballot in the nation’s most populous state, where election officials have limited power to remove candidates.
In Maine, the secretary of state, Shenna Bellows, wrote in her decision that Mr. Trump did not qualify for the ballot because of his role in the Jan. 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol, agreeing with a handful of citizens who claimed that he had incited an insurrection and was thus barred from seeking the presidency again under the 14th Amendment of the Constitution.
“I am mindful that no secretary of state has ever deprived a presidential candidate of ballot access based on Section 3 of the 14th Amendment. I am also mindful, however, that no presidential candidate has ever before engaged in insurrection,” Ms. Bellows, a Democrat, wrote.
Last week, Colorado’s Supreme Court ruled in a 4 to 3 decision that the former president should not be allowed to appear on that state’s Republican primary ballot.
The conflicting decisions underscore the ongoing tensions in the United States over democracy, ballot access and the rule of law. It also adds urgency to calls for the U.S. Supreme Court to insert itself into the politically explosive dispute over his eligibility.
Just weeks before the first votes in the 2024 election are set to be cast, lawyers on both sides are asking the nation’s top court to provide guidance on an obscure clause of a constitutional amendment enacted after the Civil War, which is at the heart of the effort to block Mr. Trump from making a third White House run.
Courts in two other states, Minnesota and Michigan, have ruled that election officials cannot prevent the Republican Party from including Mr. Trump on their primary ballots.
Michigan’s Supreme Court concluded on Wednesday that an appeals court had properly decided that political parties should be able to determine which candidates are eligible to run for president.
Another court decision is expected in Oregon, where the same group that filed the Michigan lawsuit is also seeking to have the courts remove Mr. Trump from the ballot there, though Oregon’s secretary of state declined to remove him in response to an earlier challenge.
In California, Secretary of State Shirley Weber, a Democrat, had faced a Thursday deadline to certify the list of official candidates so that local election officials could begin preparing ballots for the upcoming election. 
She had indicated in recent days that she was inclined to keep Mr. Trump on the ballot based on her interpretation of California law, despite a late request from the lieutenant governor to explore ways to remove him.
The legal cases are based on a Reconstruction Era constitutional amendment that was intended to bar Confederate officials from serving in the U.S. government. The provision, Section 3 of the 14th Amendment, disqualifies people who “engaged in insurrection or rebellion” from holding office.
Over the years, the courts and Congress have done little to clarify how that criterion should apply. As the legal challenges mount, election officials and judges across the country find themselves in largely uncharted waters as they wait for the Supreme Court to provide guidance.
The case would be the most politically momentous matter before the Supreme Court since it settled the disputed 2000 election in favor of President George W. Bush. Since then, the court has become far more conservative, in large part as a result of the three justices whom Mr. Trump appointed as president.
Mr. Trump and his lawyers have called the efforts to bar him from ballots an underhanded tactic by Democrats who fear facing him at the polls.
Steven Cheung, a spokesman for the Trump campaign, assailed Maine’s secretary of state as “a virulent leftist and hyperpartisan Biden-supporting Democrat.” In a statement, he added: “Make no mistake, these partisan election interference efforts are a hostile assault on American democracy.”
Groups leading the disqualification efforts contend that the former president’s attempts to subvert the will of voters in 2020 warrant extraordinary measures to protect American democracy.
Ms. Bellows, the official in Maine charged with considering the petition in that state, is the state’s first female secretary of state and a former state senator. She is also the former executive director of the nonprofit Holocaust and Human Rights Center of Maine and of the American Civil Liberties Union of Maine.
In her 34-page decision, Ms. Bellows wrote that Mr. Trump’s petition to appear on the Maine ballot was invalid because he falsely declared on his candidate consent form that he was qualified to hold the office of president. She found that he was not, she wrote, because “the record establishes that Mr. Trump, over the course of several months and culminating on Jan. 6, 2021, used a false narrative of election fraud to inflame his supporters and direct them” to prevent the peaceful transfer of power.
She also concluded that Mr. Trump “was aware of the likelihood for violence and at least initially supported its use given he both encouraged it with incendiary rhetoric and took no timely action to stop it.”
Legal experts say the scope of a Supreme Court decision on the issue would determine if these challenges will be quickly handled or play out for months.
A ruling that Mr. Trump’s conduct cannot be construed as a violation of the 14th Amendment would effectively shut down challenges pending in several states. A narrower ruling on the Colorado case could allow Mr. Trump to remain on the state’s primary ballot, while giving lawyers challenging his eligibility a chance to argue that he should be kept off the general election ballot.
The petitioners in Maine included Ethan Strimling, a former mayor of Portland and Democratic state legislator who filed a challenge along with two other former Maine lawmakers.
“Secretary Bellows showed great courage in her ruling, and we look forward to helping her defend her judicious and correct decision in court,” they said in a statement on Thursday. “No elected official is above the law or our constitution, and today’s ruling reaffirms this most important of American principles.”
Mr. Trump can appeal Ms. Bellows’s decision to Maine’s Superior Court within five days. Her order will not go into effect until the court rules on an appeal, which the Trump campaign says it intends to file soon. The Republican primaries in Maine and Colorado are both scheduled for March 5, known as Super Tuesday because so many states hold primaries that day.
The challenges to Mr. Trump’s ballot access have been brought in more than 30 states in recent weeks, largely through the courts. But because of a quirk in Maine’s Constitution, registered voters there must first file a petition with the secretary of state.
Ms. Bellows heard arguments on three such petitions on Dec. 15.
After the Colorado decision, lawyers for Mr. Trump argued in new Maine filings that the Colorado ruling should be irrelevant there because the two states had different laws and standards, and because Mr. Trump did not have a fair opportunity to litigate the facts in Colorado. They also maintained that the secretary of state lacked the authority to exclude him from the ballot.
“The constitution reserves exclusively to the Electoral College and Congress the power to determine whether a person may serve as president,” they argued in the filing late last week.
Richard L. Hasen, a law professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, and an election law expert, said the Maine decision illustrated the power of the Colorado court ruling to ease the way for similar decisions.
“It takes a lot of courage to disqualify a major candidate, but once the Colorado court did it, and thrust the issue into public light, it became easier for others,” he said.
Given the “incredible complexity” of the legal questions involved, said Mr. Hasen, the U.S. Supreme Court is best equipped to resolve the issues. If the court opts not to disqualify Mr. Trump, its decision would not be binding for Congress, but it would make it “politically very difficult for Congress to say something different,” he said.
In California, Democrats have overwhelming control of government, so the state might have seemed a likely venue for a ballot challenge similar to the one that was successful in Colorado.
But legal experts said that California, unlike many other states, does not explicitly give its secretary of state the authority to disqualify presidential candidates.
Nonetheless, Lt. Gov. Eleni Kounalakis, a Democrat, asked Ms. Weber last week to “explore every legal option” to remove Mr. Trump from the ballot using the same constitutional justification cited by the Colorado Supreme Court.
In response, Ms. Weber suggested last week that she planned to leave the question up to state and federal courts, which have already dismissed at least two lawsuits in the state challenging Mr. Trump’s qualifications. Ms. Weber wrote that she was obligated to address ballot eligibility questions “within legal parameters” and “in a way that transcends political divisions.”
Gov. Gavin Newsom of California indicated last week that he did not believe officials in his state should remove Mr. Trump from the ballot. “There is no doubt that Donald Trump is a threat to our liberties and even to our democracy, but in California we defeat candidates we don’t like at the polls,” he said in a statement. “Everything else is a political distraction.”
Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs contributed reporting.





What to Know About the Efforts to Remove Trump From the 2024 Ballot
There are lawsuits pending in more than a dozen states seeking to have Donald J. Trump disqualified from appearing on primary ballots.

Former President Donald J. Trump during a campaign rally in Durham, N.H., this month.
By Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs  29 Dec, 2023
The campaign to have former President Donald J. Trump removed from the ballot over his efforts to remain in power after the 2020 election has kicked into high gear, with decisions in two states, Maine and Colorado, barring him from the primary ballots.
Challenges are still underway in many more states, based on an obscure clause of a constitutional amendment enacted after the Civil War that disqualifies government officials who “engaged in insurrection or rebellion” from holding office.
Over the years, the courts and Congress have done little to clarify how that criterion should apply, adding urgency to the calls for the U.S. Supreme Court to weigh in on the politically explosive dispute before the upcoming election.
Here’s what to know about the challenges.
Which states have already decided the matter?
The Maine secretary of state said on Thursday that Mr. Trump did not qualify for the Republican primary ballot there because of his role in the Jan. 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol. She agreed with a handful of citizens who claimed that he had incited an insurrection and was thus barred from seeking the presidency again under Section 3 of the 14th Amendment of the Constitution.
In a written decision, the secretary of state, Shenna Bellows, a Democrat, said that while no one in her position had ever barred a candidate from the ballot based on Section 3 of the amendment, “no presidential candidate has ever before engaged in insurrection.”
Hours later, the secretary of state in California announced that Mr. Trump would remain on the ballot in the nation’s most populous state, where election officials have limited power to remove candidates.
In Colorado, the State Supreme Court decided last week in a 4-to-3 ruling that the former president should not be allowed to appear on the primary ballot there because he engaged in insurrection. The ruling did not address the general election.
The justices in Colorado said that if their ruling were to be appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, then Mr. Trump would be allowed to remain on the ballot until the high court decided the matter. The Colorado secretary of state has said that she will follow whatever order is in place on Jan. 5, when the state must certify ballots for the election.
On Wednesday, the Colorado Republican Party said it had asked the Supreme Court to hear an appeal of the Colorado decision.
In Michigan and Minnesota, the courts have ruled that election officials cannot prevent the Republican Party from including Mr. Trump on their primary ballots. But both decisions left the door open for new challenges to bar him from the general election ballot.
Where else are there challenges to Donald Trump’s appearing on the ballot?
Lawsuits seeking to remove Mr. Trump from the ballot were filed in about 30 states, but many have been dismissed; there are active lawsuits in 14 states, according to a database maintained by Lawfare, a website about legal and national security issues.
Those states are: Alaska, Arizona, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Oregon, South Carolina, Texas, Vermont, Virginia, West Virginia, Wisconsin and Wyoming. (A judge has dismissed the Arizona suit but the dismissal is being appealed.)
What are the challenges about?
At the heart of the disqualification efforts is the 14th Amendment of the Constitution, which was adopted in 1868 and has a section that disqualifies former government officials who have betrayed their oaths by engaging in “insurrection or rebellion” from holding office. The provision, Section 3, was intended to bar Confederate officials from serving in the U.S. government.
The provision specifically says that anyone who served as “an officer of the United States,” took an oath to support the Constitution and then “engaged in insurrection or rebellion” shall not hold any government office. It includes a provision that Congress can waive the prohibition with a two-thirds vote in the House and Senate.
With the legal challenges mounting, the U.S. Supreme Court is widely expected to take up the issue, and experts say the scope of the decision would determine if the challenges are quickly handled or play out for months.
Ashraf Ahmed, a professor at Columbia Law School who studies election law, said that if the Supreme Court heard the case, it could avoid delving into the weightiest matters, like defining Section 3. Instead, he said, the justices might issue a ruling largely on procedural grounds.
What states might decide the matter next?
A decision is expected soon in Oregon, where the same group that filed the Michigan lawsuit, Free Speech for People, is seeking to have the State Supreme Court remove Mr. Trump from the primary ballot there. In that case, the secretary of state has asked the court to expedite its consideration of the case because she must finalize the primary ballot by March 21. 
John C. Bonifaz, the president of Free Speech for People, said the group planned to file new challenges in other states soon, though he declined to share which states.
Free Speech for People has also directly asked the top election officials in all 50 states, as well as in Washington, D.C., to remove Mr. Trump from the ballots in those states.





Trump Rivals Criticize Maine Decision in His Defense
Ron DeSantis and Vivek Ramaswamy were quick to take swipes at the secretary of state’s ballot decision, while the state’s congressional delegation appeared split on the matter.

“It opens up Pandora’s box,” Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida said of the decision in Maine on Thursday night.
By Chris Cameron  29 Dec, 2023
Former President Donald J. Trump’s rivals in the Republican race for president again lined up in his defense on Thursday after Maine barred him from its primary election ballot, the second state to do so.
When the Colorado Supreme Court barred Mr. Trump from the primary ballot there last week, all of Mr. Trump’s opponents also criticized the decision, rather than using it as an avenue of attack.
Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida and Vivek Ramaswamy, the entrepreneur, made much the same arguments on Thursday night.
“It opens up Pandora’s box,” Mr. DeSantis said on Fox News after the Maine decision was announced. “Can you have a Republican secretary of state disqualify Biden from the ballot?”
Mr. DeSantis had previously suggested that the ruling in Colorado had been part of a plot to solidify Republican support behind Mr. Trump in the primary. He had also said that Mr. Trump’s criminal indictments had “sucked all the oxygen” out of the race.
Mr. Ramaswamy, the candidate who ostensibly is running against Mr. Trump but has most enthusiastically defended the former president, again said he would withdraw from the primary in any state where Mr. Trump was not on the ballot. He also called on the G.O.P. field — Mr. DeSantis, former Gov. Nikki Haley of South Carolina and former Gov. Chris Christie of New Jersey — to make a similar pledge.
“This is what an actual threat to democracy looks like,” Mr. Ramaswamy said in a statement. “The system is hellbent on taking this man out, the Constitution be damned.”
A statement from the Haley campaign said that “Nikki will beat Trump fair and square. It should be up to voters to decide who gets elected.”
A spokesman for Mr. Christie’s campaign pointed to his previous criticism of the Colorado ruling. Mr. Christie said at the time that a court should not exclude a candidate from the ballot without a trial that included “evidence that’s accepted by a jury.” He has also said that Mr. Trump should be defeated at the ballot box.
Other Republicans moved quickly to express their outrage on Thursday. Representative Elise Stefanik of New York, the No. 4 Republican in the House, called Mr. Trump’s removal from the ballot in Maine “election interference, voter suppression and a blatant attack on democracy.”
Reaction from Maine’s congressional delegation was split. Senator Susan Collins, the lone Republican, said the decision, which she said would “deny thousands of Mainers the opportunity to vote for the candidate of their choice,” should be overturned. Senator Angus King, an independent who caucuses with Democrats, did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
Representative Jared Golden, a Maine Democrat who is likely to face a close re-election bid, said he disagreed with the decision, arguing that Mr. Trump had not been found guilty of the crime of insurrection and therefore should remain on the ballot. Mr. Golden’s seat has been rated a tossup in an analysis by The Cook Political Report.
“I voted to impeach Donald Trump for his role in the Jan. 6 insurrection. I do not believe he should be re-elected as president of the United States,” Mr. Golden said in a statement. “However, we are a nation of laws, therefore, until he is actually found guilty of the crime of insurrection, he should be allowed on the ballot.”
Representative Chellie Pingree, who is in a safe Democratic seat in Maine’s other congressional district, said she supported the state’s decision.
“The text of the 14th Amendment is clear. No person who engaged in an insurrection against the government can ever again serve in elected office,” Ms. Pingree said in a statement, adding that “our Constitution is the very bedrock of America and our laws and it appears Trump’s actions are prohibited by the Constitution.”





‘Screams Without Words’: How Hamas Weaponized Sexual Violence on Oct. 7
A Times investigation uncovered new details showing a pattern of rape, mutilation and extreme brutality against women in the attacks on Israel.

Gal Abdush’s parents, center, and her sisters. The photograph on the wall shows Gal and her husband, Nagi. The couple had been together since they were teenagers.
By Jeffrey Gettleman, Anat Schwartz and Adam SellaPhotographs by Avishag Shaar-Yashuv  28 Dec, 2023
At first, she was known simply as “the woman in the black dress.”
In a grainy video, you can see her, lying on her back, dress torn, legs spread, vagina exposed. Her face is burned beyond recognition and her right hand covers her eyes.
The video was shot in the early hours of Oct. 8 by a woman searching for a missing friend at the site of the rave in southern Israel where, the day before, Hamas terrorists massacred hundreds of young Israelis.
The video went viral, with thousands of people responding, desperate to know if the woman in the black dress was their missing friend, sister or daughter.
One family knew exactly who she was — Gal Abdush, mother of two from a working-class town in central Israel, who disappeared from the rave that night with her husband.
As the terrorists closed in on her, trapped on a highway in a line of cars of people trying to flee the party, she sent one final WhatsApp message to her family: “You don’t understand.”
Based largely on the video evidence — which was verified by The New York Times — Israeli police officials said they believed that Ms. Abdush was raped, and she has become a symbol of the horrors visited upon Israeli women and girls during the Oct. 7 attacks.
Israeli officials say that everywhere Hamas terrorists struck — the rave, the military bases along the Gaza border and the kibbutzim — they brutalized women.
A two-month investigation by The Times uncovered painful new details, establishing that the attacks against women were not isolated events but part of a broader pattern of gender-based violence on Oct. 7.
Relying on video footage, photographs, GPS data from mobile phones and interviews with more than 150 people, including witnesses, medical personnel, soldiers and rape counselors, The Times identified at least seven locations where Israeli women and girls appear to have been sexually assaulted or mutilated.
Four witnesses described in graphic detail seeing women raped and killed at two different places along Route 232, the same highway where Ms. Abdush’s half-naked body was found sprawled on the road at a third location.
And The Times interviewed several soldiers and volunteer medics who together described finding more than 30 bodies of women and girls in and around the rave site and in two kibbutzim in a similar state as Ms. Abdush’s — legs spread, clothes torn off, signs of abuse in their genital areas.

A camp area on Oct. 11 at the rave site in southern Israel.
Many of the accounts are difficult to bear, and the visual evidence is disturbing to see.
The Times viewed photographs of one woman’s corpse that emergency responders discovered in the rubble of a besieged kibbutz with dozens of nails driven into her thighs and groin.
The Times also viewed a video, provided by the Israeli military, showing two dead Israeli soldiers at a base near Gaza who appeared to have been shot directly in their vaginas.
Hamas has denied Israel’s accusations of sexual violence. Israeli activists have been outraged that the United Nations Secretary General, António Guterres, and the agency U.N. Women did not acknowledge the many accusations until weeks after the attacks.
Investigators with Israel’s top national police unit, Lahav 433, have been steadily gathering evidence but they have not put a number on how many women were raped, saying that most are dead — and buried — and that they will never know. No survivors have spoken publicly.
The Israeli police have acknowledged that, during the shock and confusion of Oct. 7, the deadliest day in Israeli history, they were not focused on collecting semen samples from women’s bodies, requesting autopsies or closely examining crime scenes. At that moment, the authorities said, they were intent on repelling Hamas and identifying the dead.

Ms. Abdush’s sister showing one of the last messages Ms. Abdush sent on Oct. 7.
A combination of chaos, enormous grief and Jewish religious duties meant that many bodies were buried as quickly as possible. Most were never examined, and in some cases, like at the rave scene, where more than 360 people were slaughtered in a few hours, the bodies were hauled away by the truckload.
That has left the Israeli authorities at a loss to fully explain to families what happened to their loved ones in their final moments. Ms. Abdush’s relatives, for instance, never received a death certificate. They are still searching for answers.
In cases of widespread sexual violence during a war, it is not unusual to have limited forensic evidence, experts said.
“Armed conflict is so chaotic,” said Adil Haque, a Rutgers law professor and war crimes expert. “People are more focused on their safety than on building a criminal case down the road.”
Very often, he said, sex crime cases will be prosecuted years later on the basis of testimony from victims and witnesses.
“The eyewitness might not even know the name of the victim,” he added. “But if they can testify as, ‘I saw a woman being raped by this armed group,’ that can be enough.”
‘Screams without words’
Sapir, a 24-year-old accountant, has become one of the Israeli police’s key witnesses. She does not want to be fully identified, saying she would be hounded for the rest of her life if her last name were revealed.
She attended the rave with several friends and provided investigators with graphic testimony. She also spoke to The Times. In a two-hour interview outside a cafe in southern Israel, she recounted seeing groups of heavily armed gunmen rape and kill at least five women.
She said that at 8 a.m. on Oct. 7, she was hiding under the low branches of a bushy tamarisk tree, just off Route 232, about four miles southwest of the party. She had been shot in the back. She felt faint. She covered herself in dry grass and lay as still as she could.

Volunteers with an emergency response team at the Kfar Aza kibbutz this month. The kibbutz was among the places attacked on Oct. 7.
About 15 meters from her hiding place, she said, she saw motorcycles, cars and trucks pulling up. She said that she saw “about 100 men,” most of them dressed in military fatigues and combat boots, a few in dark sweatsuits, getting in and out of the vehicles. She said the men congregated along the road and passed between them assault rifles, grenades, small missiles — and badly wounded women.
“It was like an assembly point,” she said.
The first victim she said she saw was a young woman with copper-color hair, blood running down her back, pants pushed down to her knees. One man pulled her by the hair and made her bend over. Another penetrated her, Sapir said, and every time she flinched, he plunged a knife into her back.
She said she then watched another woman “shredded into pieces.” While one terrorist raped her, she said, another pulled out a box cutter and sliced off her breast.
“One continues to rape her, and the other throws her breast to someone else, and they play with it, throw it, and it falls on the road,” Sapir said.
She said the men sliced her face and then the woman fell out of view. Around the same time, she said, she saw three other women raped and terrorists carrying the severed heads of three more women.
Sapir provided photographs of her hiding place and her wounds, and police officials have stood by her testimony and released a video of her, with her face blurred, recounting some of what she saw.
Yura Karol, a 22-year-old security consultant, said he was hiding in the same spot, and he can be seen in one of Sapir’s photos. He and Sapir were part of a group of friends who had met up at the party. In an interview, Mr. Karol said he barely lifted his head to look at the road but he also described seeing a woman raped and killed.
Since that day, Sapir said, she has struggled with a painful rash that spread across her torso, and she can barely sleep, waking up at night, heart pounding, covered in sweat.
“That day, I became an animal,” she said. “I was emotionally detached, sharp, just the adrenaline of survival. I looked at all this as if I was photographing them with my eyes, not forgetting any detail. I told myself: I should remember everything.”
That same morning, along Route 232 but in a different location about a mile southwest of the party area, Raz Cohen — a young Israeli who had also attended the rave and had worked recently in the Democratic Republic of Congo training Congolese soldiers — said that he was hiding in a dried-up streambed. It provided some cover from the assailants combing the area and shooting anyone they found, he said in an hour-and-a-half interview in a Tel Aviv restaurant.

Raz Cohen, a security consultant, survived the Oct. 7 attacks by hiding in a dried-up streambed.
Maybe 40 yards in front of him, he recalled, a white van pulled up and its doors flew open.
He said he then saw five men, wearing civilian clothes, all carrying knives and one carrying a hammer, dragging a woman across the ground. She was young, naked and screaming.
“They all gather around her,” Mr. Cohen said. “She’s standing up. They start raping her. I saw the men standing in a half circle around her. One penetrates her. She screams. I still remember her voice, screams without words.”
“Then one of them raises a knife,” he said, “and they just slaughtered her.”
Shoam Gueta, one of Mr. Cohen’s friends and a fashion designer, said the two were hiding together in the streambed. He said he saw at least four men step out of the van and attack the woman, who ended up “between their legs.” He said that they were “talking, giggling and shouting,” and that one of them stabbed her with a knife repeatedly, “literally butchering her.”
Hours later, the first wave of volunteer emergency medical technicians arrived at the rave site. In interviews, four of them said that they discovered bodies of dead women with their legs spread and underwear missing — some with their hands tied by rope and zipties — in the party area, along the road, in the parking area and in the open fields around the rave site.
Jamal Waraki, a volunteer medic with the nonprofit ZAKA emergency response team, said he could not get out of his head a young woman in a rawhide vest found between the main stage and the bar.
“Her hands were tied behind her back,” he said. “She was bent over, half naked, her underwear rolled down below her knees.”
Yinon Rivlin, a member of the rave’s production team who lost two brothers in the attacks, said that after hiding from the killers, he emerged from a ditch and made his way to the parking area, east of the party, along Route 232, looking for survivors.
Near the highway, he said, he found the body of a young woman, on her stomach, no pants or underwear, legs spread apart. He said her vagina area appeared to have been sliced open, “as if someone tore her apart.”
Similar discoveries were made in two kibbutzim, Be’eri and Kfar Aza. Eight volunteer medics and two Israeli soldiers told The Times that in at least six different houses, they had come across a total of at least 24 bodies of women and girls naked or half naked, some mutilated, others tied up, and often alone.
A paramedic in an Israeli commando unit said that he had found the bodies of two teenage girls in a room in Be’eri.
One was lying on her side, he said, boxer shorts ripped, bruises by her groin. The other was sprawled on the floor face down, he said, pajama pants pulled to her knees, bottom exposed, semen smeared on her back.
Because his job was to look for survivors, he said, he kept moving and did not document the scene. Neighbors of the two girls killed — who were sisters, 13 and 16 — said their bodies had been found alone, separated from the rest of their family.
The Israeli military allowed the paramedic to speak with reporters on the condition that he not be identified because he serves in an elite unit.
Many of the dead were brought to the Shura military base, in central Israel, for identification. Here, too, witnesses said they saw signs of sexual violence.
Shari Mendes, an architect called up as a reserve soldier to help prepare the bodies of female soldiers for burial, said she had seen four with signs of sexual violence, including some with “a lot of blood in their pelvic areas.”

Shari Mendes, an architect who was called up as a reserve soldier to help handle the bodies of female troops, in a container used to hold bodies before their removal to a morgue at the Shura military base in central Israel.
A dentist, Captain Maayan, who worked at the same identification center, said that she had seen at least 10 bodies of female soldiers from Gaza observation posts with signs of sexual violence.
Captain Maayan asked to be identified only by her rank and surname because of the sensitivity of the subject. She said she had seen several bodies with cuts in their vaginas and underwear soaked in blood and one whose fingernails had been pulled out.
The investigation
The Israeli authorities have no shortage of video evidence from the Oct. 7 attacks. They have gathered hours of footage from Hamas body cameras, dashcams, security cameras and mobile phones showing Hamas terrorists killing civilians and many images of mutilated bodies.
But Moshe Fintzy, a deputy superintendent and senior spokesman of Israel’s national police, said, “We have zero autopsies, zero,” making an O with his right hand.
In the aftermath of the attack, police officials said, forensic examiners were dispatched to the Shura military base to help identify the hundreds of bodies — Israeli officials say around 1,200 people were killed that day.
The examiners worked quickly to give the agonized families of the missing a sense of closure and to determine, by a process of elimination, who was dead and who was being held hostage in Gaza.
According to Jewish tradition, funerals are held promptly. The result was that many bodies with signs of sexual abuse were put to rest without medical examinations, meaning that potential evidence now lies buried in the ground. International forensic experts said that it would be possible to recover some evidence from the corpses, but that it would be difficult.
Mr. Fintzy said Israeli security forces were still finding imagery that shows women were brutalized. Sitting at his desk at an imposing police building in Jerusalem, he swiped open his phone, tapped and produced the video of the two soldiers shot in the vagina, which he said was recorded by Hamas gunmen and recently recovered by Israeli soldiers.
A colleague sitting next to him, Mirit Ben Mayor, a police chief superintendent, said she believed that the brutality against women was a combination of two ferocious forces, “the hatred for Jews and the hatred for women.”
Some emergency medical workers now wish they had documented more of what they saw. In interviews, they said they had moved bodies, cut off zip ties and cleaned up scenes of carnage. Trying to be respectful to the dead, they inadvertently destroyed evidence.
Many volunteers working for ZAKA, the emergency response team, are religious Jews and operate under strict rules that command deep respect for the dead.
“I did not take pictures because we are not allowed to take pictures,” said Yossi Landau, a ZAKA volunteer. “In retrospect, I regret it.”
There are at least three women and one man who were sexually assaulted and survived, according to Gil Horev, a spokesman for Israel’s Ministry of Welfare and Social Affairs. “None of them has been willing to come physically for treatment,” he said. Two therapists said they were working with a woman who was gang raped at the rave and was in no condition to talk to investigators or reporters.

Yossi Landau, a volunteer with the nonprofit ZAKA emergency response team, said he had not taken pictures of the bodies because it was not allowed. “In retrospect, I regret it,” he added.
The trauma from sexual assault can be so heavy that sometimes survivors do not speak about it for years, several rape counselors said.
“Many people are looking for the golden evidence, of a woman who will testify about what happened to her. But don’t look for that, don’t put this pressure on this woman,” said Orit Sulitzeanu, executive director of the Association of Rape Crisis Centers in Israel. “The corpses tell the story.”
The woman in the black dress
One of the last images of Ms. Abdush alive — captured by a security camera mounted on her front door — shows her leaving home with her husband, Nagi, at 2:30 a.m. on Oct. 7 for the rave.
He was wearing jeans and a black T-shirt. She was dressed in a short black dress, a black shawl tied around her waist and combat boots. As she struts out, she takes a swig from a glass (her brother-in-law remembers it was Red Bull and vodka) and laughs.
You’ve got to live life like it’s your last moments. That was her motto, her sisters said.
At daybreak, hundreds of terrorists closed in on the party from several directions, blocking the highways leading out. The couple jumped into their Audi, dashing off a string of messages as they moved.
“We’re on the border,” Ms. Abdush wrote to her family. “We’re leaving.”
“Explosions.”
Her husband made his own calls to his family, leaving a final audio message for his brother, Nissim, at 7:44 a.m. “Take care of the kids,” he said. “I love you.”
Gunshots rang out, and the message stopped.
That night, Eden Wessely, a car mechanic, drove to the rave site with three friends and found Ms. Abdush sprawled half naked on the road next to her burned car, about nine miles north of the site. She did not see the body of Mr. Abdush.

Eden Wessely, a car mechanic, drove to the rave site looking for a missing friend but instead found Ms. Abdush sprawled half naked on the road next to her burned car.
She saw other burned cars and other bodies, and shot videos of several — hoping that they would help people to identify missing relatives. When she posted the video of the woman in the black dress on her Instagram story, she was deluged with messages.
“Hi, based on your description of the woman in the black dress, did she have blonde hair?” one message read.
“Eden, the woman you described with the black dress, do you remember the color of her eyes?” another said.
Some members of the Abdush family saw that video and another version of it filmed by one of Ms. Wessely’s friends. They immediately suspected that the body was Ms. Abdush, and based on the way her body was found, they feared that she might have been raped.
But they kept alive a flicker of hope that somehow, it wasn’t true.
The videos caught the eye of Israeli officials as well — very quickly after Oct. 7 they began gathering evidence of atrocities. They included footage of Ms. Abdush’s body in a presentation made to foreign governments and media organizations, using Ms. Abdush as a representation of violence committed against women that day.

A screenshot from a video showing Ms. Abdush’s body.
A week after her body was found, three government social workers appeared at the gate of the family’s home in Kiryat Ekron, a small town in central Israel. They broke the news that Ms. Abdush, 34, had been found dead.
But the only document the family received was a one-page form letter from Israel’s president, Isaac Herzog, expressing his condolences and sending a hug. The body of Mr. Abdush, 35, was identified two days after his wife’s. It was badly burned and investigators determined who he was based on a DNA sample and his wedding ring.
The couple had been together since they were teenagers. To the family, it seems only yesterday that Mr. Abdush was heading off to work to fix water heaters, a bag of tools slung over his shoulder, and Ms. Abdush was cooking up mashed potatoes and schnitzel for their two sons, Eliav, 10, and Refael, 7.
The boys are now orphans. They were sleeping over at an aunt’s the night their parents were killed. Ms. Abdush’s mother and father have applied for permanent custody, and everyone is chipping in to help.
Night after night, Ms. Abdush’s mother, Eti Bracha, lies in bed with the boys until they drift off. A few weeks ago, she said she tried to quietly leave their bedroom when the younger boy stopped her.
“Grandma,” he said, “I want to ask you a question.”
“Honey,” she said, “you can ask anything.”
“Grandma, how did mom die?”

Ms. Abdush’s parents, Eti Bracha, 56, and her husband, Eli, 60.





Israel Expresses Regret for ‘Unintended Harm’ to Civilians in Gaza Airstrike
The Israeli military said it was “working to draw lessons” from an attack in central Gaza that was reported to have killed dozens of people.

Palestinians mourning their relatives, killed in an overnight Israeli strike on the Al-Maghazi refugee camp, during a mass funeral at Al-Aqsa Hospital in Deir Al-Balah, in the central Gaza Strip, on Monday.
By Aaron Boxerman, Isabel Kershner and Thomas Fuller  29 Dec, 2023
The Israeli military said on Thursday that it had caused “unintended harm” to “uninvolved civilians” in two strikes this week on a densely packed Gaza Strip neighborhood, where, the local health authorities said, dozens were killed.
It was a rare admission of fault by the military over its conduct of the war. The military said it was targeting Hamas on Sunday when it launched two strikes on the central Gazan community of Al Maghazi, which has been flooded with Palestinians uprooted by war and crammed into homes by the dozen.
“A preliminary investigation revealed that additional buildings located near the targets were also hit during the strikes, which likely caused unintended harm to additional uninvolved civilians,” the Israel Defense Forces said in a statement.
“The I.D.F. regrets the harm to uninvolved individuals, and is working to draw lessons from the incident,” the statement said.
Israel has come under growing international pressure to scale back its heavy air and ground campaign in Gaza, where more than 20,000 people have been reported killed, after a Hamas-led attack on Israel on Oct. 7.
Much of the criticism has been not just about the extent of the bombing, but also about the weapons being used, including U.S.-provided 2,000-pound bombs that many military experts say are unsuitable for densely populated areas. After the strike in Al Maghazi, photos showed a gray concrete building gaping with dark holes where rooms used to be, and a mound of debris where men appeared to be digging for survivors, or bodies.
An unidentified military official told Kan News, Israel’s public broadcaster, that an improper choice of weaponry was to blame for the extensive damage and high civilian death toll, adding that the type of munition used did not match the nature of the attack.
The military’s statement on Al Maghazi came as excerpts from a leaked draft of an Israeli Supreme Court ruling on legislation passed by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s initial coalition administration and his far-right allies to rein in the power of Israeli’s judiciary threatened to rattle his alliance with some of his opponents.
An Israeli broadcaster, Channel 12, reported on Wednesday night that, in a draft decision, a one-vote majority of justices favored striking down an amendment to a basic law that would prevent judges from overturning government decisions and appointments on the grounds that they are unreasonable, part of a wider judicial overhaul that divided the country. 
The New York Times has not obtained a copy of the document, and Channel 12 did not publish it in full.

Israel’s prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, and Justice Minister Yariv Levin, considered the architect of the judicial overhaul measure, second from left, at a cabinet meeting in September.
On Thursday, a spokeswoman for Israel’s courts said that “the writing of the ruling is not yet complete.” The court was expected to rule by mid-January, the legal deadline for two retiring justices to file their decisions.
In the months before the war, Mr. Netanyahu’s drive to reduce the authority of the judiciary brought the country to the brink of political paralysis. Now, the prospect that the court might overturn a law directly limiting its own authority has resurrected the specter of a constitutional crisis in a country engaged in its biggest war in decades.
The re-emergence of the judiciary issue also threatens to chip away at the striking unity that has characterized the ordinarily fractious country since Hamas-led forces from the Gaza Strip struck southern Israel on Oct. 7, killing an estimated 1,200 people and plunging the country in war.
The Israeli justice minister, Yariv Levin, who is widely seen as a key architect of the judicial overhaul, on Thursday cited the campaign against Hamas as another reason for the court to stay out of the fight over the judiciary. The Israeli public, he argued, must not be “torn apart by disputes” at a time when soldiers are “fighting side by side on the various fronts, and while the entire nation is grieving the loss of many lives.”
In pushing for the judicial overhaul, Mr. Netanyahu’s and his allies said they were working to curb what they described as the court’s ability to overrule the will of the majority. Critics said they were undermining the separation of powers.
Israelis opposed to the changes — including many reserve soldiers in the armed forces — at times brought Israel to a near standstill before the Hamas attack.

Traffic in Tel Aviv was blocked in July by a protest against government plans to curb the power of the Israeli judicial system.
The critics also included two prominent Israelis who are now in the war cabinet: Benny Gantz, a longtime rival of Mr. Netanyahu’s; and Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, who warned that the political crisis was emboldening Israel’s enemies. Mr. Netanyahu had tried to fire Mr. Gallant after he called for a pause in enacting the overhaul, only to reverse the decision amid mass protests.
Mr. Gantz’s partnership with Mr. Netanyahu and his allies has been tenuous from the start, marked by divisions and mistrust, political analysts say, and it might not survive an added crisis.
The renewed political turmoil in Israel came as it pursued its goal of destroying Hamas in Gaza. But as in Al Maghazi, civilians were paying a heavy toll.
On Wednesday and Thursday, the Palestinian Red Crescent Society said, Israeli airstrikes killed more than 40 people near a hospital that the society operates in southern Gaza, one of the last functioning medical facilities in the enclave. Most of those killed around Al-Amal Hospital in Khan Younis were displaced people seeking shelter, said Nebal Farsakh, a spokeswoman for the organization.

At the hospital bedside Thursday of a Palestinian wounded in an Israeli strike. 
Also on Thursday, the Israeli military released a summary of its investigation into the mistaken killing of three Israeli hostages in Gaza on Dec. 15. The deaths shocked the Israeli public and raised broader questions about how Israeli forces have conducted themselves in Gaza.
The summary offered harrowing new details about the killings. When the last of the three hostages cried, “Help” in Hebrew, it reported, the battalion commander called out for him to step forward and ordered his troops to hold fire.
“Two soldiers, who did not hear the order due to noise from a nearby tank, shot at and killed the third hostage,” the military said.
With approximately 130 hostages seized on Oct. 7 still being held in Gaza, the military said it was distributing the photos of the remaining hostages to troops, in an attempt to avoid similar mistakes going forward.
Israelis also learned on Thursday that a woman believed to be a hostage in Gaza had, in fact, been killed in the initial Hamas attack. The woman, Judih Weinstein Haggai, 70, died on Oct. 7, her family and Kibbutz Nir Oz said in statements on Thursday. Ms. Haggai’s husband, Gadi Haggai, had also been listed as a hostage, but last week it was announced that he, too, was killed that day.

Israeli youth, led by scouts from Kibbutz Kfar Aza, protesting in Jerusalem on Thursday for the release of hostages held in Gaza.
Patrick Kingsley, Anushka Patil and Raja Abdulrahim contributed reporting.





When Haley Dodged the Slavery Question, She Put Her Coalition at Risk
Nikki Haley’s avoidance of mentioning slavery as a cause of the conflict, which she walked back on Thursday, threatened to dent her crossover appeal to independents and moderate Democrats.

As governor of South Carolina, Nikki Haley removed the Confederate battle flag from the grounds of the State Capitol in the wake of the Charleston church shooting in 2015.
By Jonathan Weisman and Jazmine Ulloa  28 Dec, 2023
Prominent Democratic donors, anxious about the increasingly authoritarian language of Donald J. Trump, have been calling on Democratic voters and independents to thwart the former president’s comeback by voting for Nikki Haley in open Republican primary elections.
But Ms. Haley’s political gaffe on Wednesday night, when the presidential hopeful and former governor of South Carolina stumbled through the causes of the Civil War with no mention of slavery, may make that appeal considerably harder just as she is edging closer to striking distance of Mr. Trump in New Hampshire.
Ms. Haley on Thursday walked back her answer about the causes of the Civil War, telling a New Hampshire interviewer, “Of course the Civil War was about slavery.”
Her retreat came about 12 hours after a town-hall meeting in Berlin, N.H., a state that is central to her presidential ambitions, where she was asked about the Civil War’s origins. Her answer focused on government overreach and “the freedoms of what people could and couldn’t do,” after she jokingly told the questioner he had posed a tough one. He then noted that she had not uttered the word “slavery.”
“What do you want me to say about slavery?” Ms. Haley replied. “Next question.”
Democrats savaged her answer. The Democratic National Committee called her comments “vile” and her cleanup efforts “pathetic.” Late Wednesday night, even President Biden rebuked her: “It was about slavery,” he wrote on social media.
All of that came a month after Jamie Dimon, the chief executive of JPMorgan Chase and a prominent Democratic donor, threw his support behind Ms. Haley, and implored other donors at The New York Times’s DealBook Summit, “Even if you’re a very liberal Democrat, I urge you, help Nikki Haley, too.”
Reid Hoffman, the billionaire co-founder of LinkedIn and a major Democratic donor, gave $250,000 to a super PAC supporting Ms. Haley.
With recent polls showing Ms. Haley surging into second place in New Hampshire, her crossover appeal is becoming more relevant, for independents and for Democrats who might have registered as independents to vote in the Republican primary on Jan. 23, the first in the nation. To win the Granite State contest, she will most likely need those voters, just as Senator John McCain of Arizona did when he upset George W. Bush in the state’s 2000 primary.
“If Democrats believe Republicans should hold their noses and vote for Joe Biden for the sake of democracy, they can model that in New Hampshire by crossing over and holding their noses to vote for Haley in the G.O.P. primary,” said Ian Bassin, a democracy advocate who recently won a MacArthur Foundation “genius” grant for his work. “Not because she’s a good candidate — she’s not — but because Donald Trump is an existential threat to America and any vote to stop him is a service to the country.”
Ms. Haley did not help that cause this week. Speaking on the radio show “The Pulse of New Hampshire” on Thursday morning, Ms. Haley, who famously removed the Confederate battle flag from the grounds of the South Carolina Capitol in Columbia, tried to make amends: “Yes, I know it was about slavery. I am from the South.”
But she also insinuated that the question had come not from a Republican voter but from a political detractor, accusing Mr. Biden and Democrats of “sending plants” to her town-hall events.
“Why are they hitting me? See this for what it is,” she said, adding, “They want to run against Trump.”

Members of the South Carolina State Police removing the Confederate flag from the statehouse grounds in 2015.
Her Civil War comments did not go away. By Thursday afternoon, the campaigns of all of her rivals for the Republican nomination, including Mr. Trump and Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida, had slammed her gaffe. Mr. DeSantis, who clashed with rivals over the summer about Florida’s educational standards for the teaching of slavery, accused her of having “some problems with some basic American history.”
He said, “It’s not that difficult to identify and acknowledge the role slavery played in the Civil War.”
The campaign of former Gov. Chris Christie of New Jersey, the field’s most outspoken critic of Mr. Trump, promised to keep her Civil War answer front and center. “She didn’t say what she said last night and today about this because she’s dumb,” Mr. Christie said on Thursday night at a campaign event in Epping, N.H. “She’s not, she’s smart, and she knows better.” He added, “The reason she did it is just as bad if not worse, and she got everybody concerned about her candidacy. She did it because she’s unwilling to offend anyone by telling the truth.”
Ms. Haley’s allies rushed to her defense. Tom Davis, a Haley surrogate and Republican state senator in South Carolina, said he understood “sharp elbows and rough questions” were part of any presidential campaign but argued that her critics had no place schooling Ms. Haley, an Indian American woman raised in the rural South, on racial division, racism and slavery.
“This space right here is where Nikki Haley needs no defending,” he said, pointing to her historic victory as the first woman of color to lead the state.
Ms. Haley’s remarks echoed a 150-year-old argument from segregationists that the Civil War was fundamentally about states’ rights and economics, not about ending slavery. “I think the cause of the Civil War was basically how government was going to run,” she said on Wednesday night, “the freedoms and what people could and couldn’t do.”
She tried to walk back that interpretation on Thursday, asking: “What’s the lesson in all this? That freedom matters. And individual rights and liberties matter for all people. That’s the blessing of America. That was a stain on America when we had slavery. But what we want is never relive it. Never let anyone take those freedoms away again.”
Some Democrats implored potential crossover voters to stay with Ms. Haley as the most plausible alternative to Mr. Trump. On Thursday, the Trump campaign released a new television advertisement with the kind of fear-mongering and violent imagery that Democrats promoting Ms. Haley have denounced, warning of “the possibility of a Hamas attack” on the United States.
“The 2024 election is about Donald Trump, whose promised governing strategy is political violence and retribution,” said Dmitri Mehlhorn, a prominent Democratic donor and finance executive with close ties to Mr. Hoffman. “If we really want to stop him and his MAGA allies who instigated and still defend Jan. 6, we have to swallow hard and team up with anyone who can beat them.”
Ms. Haley’s appeal as a candidate of moderation is mixed. As governor of South Carolina, she signed some of the harshest immigration and anti-abortion laws in the country at the time, as well as a stringent voter identification law that required photo ID at the ballot box.
But she also blocked a bill to stop transgender youths from using bathrooms that corresponded to their gender identity and drew national acclaim for her push to lower the Confederate battle flag after a white supremacist opened fire and killed nine Black worshipers at a Charleston church, including a beloved state senator, in 2015.
Now, on the campaign trail, she has sought to strike a softer tone on her record and some of the thorniest issues facing her party, trying to thread the needle on abortion and casting herself as a mother and daughter of immigrants who is prepared to help turn the page on the nation’s era of divisive politics.
“Haley’s refusal to talk honestly about slavery or race in America is a sad betrayal of her own story,” said Representative Ro Khanna, Democrat of California.
Still, several Democratic state lawmakers who worked with her on the effort to remove the flag, said they saw parallels between her remarks this week and those she made in a 2010 interview with Confederate heritage group leaders, in which she argued that the Confederate flag was “not something racist” but about tradition and heritage. In that exchange, she also said she could leverage her identity as a minority woman to fend off calls to boycott the flag.
After the church shooting shook South Carolina, Ms. Haley seized on the newfound political will among state lawmakers on both sides of the aisle, spurring accusations from some that the heavy lifting to remove the flag had taken place in the State Legislature.
“If she hadn’t supported the flag coming down, yeah, it would have been much harder to get it down — I think that’s true,” said Vincent Sheheen, a former Democratic state senator in South Carolina who unsuccessfully ran against Ms. Haley in 2010 and 2014. “But the key was kind of putting her in a box where she had to support a club.”
Mr. Davis, the Haley ally who was elected in 2008 and was serving in the State Legislature at the time, argued that it was Ms. Haley who helped frame the debate as a matter of “reciprocal grace,” telling him and others that the forgiveness the families of the victims had shown the killer was an act that needed to be returned.
“To say it would have happened without her, to minimize her role — that is not just right,” he said, recalling the political blowback she faced over the decision. “It was not a safe political position for her to take, especially in the Republican Party.”
Nicholas Nehamas and Christopher Cameron contributed reporting.





Young Iowa Republicans Raise Their Voices. Will Their Party Listen?
G.O.P. presidential candidates have not aggressively courted Gen Z, even as young voters increasingly show an openness to new candidates and a concern for new ideas.

A Nikki Haley event last month in Dubuque, Iowa. By focusing on older voters, most Republican presidential candidates may be squandering a rare opportunity to connect with a younger generation.
By Kellen Browning and Anjali Huynh  28 Dec, 2023
As Vivek Ramaswamy walked out of an event this month at Dordt University, a small Christian college in northwestern Iowa, the school’s football players greeted him with bro hugs and a challenge: Could he join one of them in doing 30 push-ups?
Mr. Ramaswamy, the 38-year-old entrepreneur and Republican presidential candidate, did not miss a beat.
“You guys are probably about half my age or so,” he said when he was done, having strained only slightly, “and I’m probably about half the age of everyone else who’s making a real dent in American politics today.”
[Embedded video available]
Regardless of his age and influence, Mr. Ramaswamy is the only Republican primary candidate prioritizing an appeal to young voters. While he targets college campuses and flexes on TikTok, his rivals have largely favored courting older evangelical Christians, farm workers and Chamber of Commerce-style voters over recruiting the next generation of Republicans.
This may be partly a matter of practicality: Historically, younger voters have more often supported Democrats, and a majority have left-leaning views on issues like abortion access and climate change. That holds true in Iowa, where residents of Ames and Iowa City, the state’s largest college towns, regularly vote for Democrats. When former President Donald J. Trump attended the Iowa-Iowa State football game this fall in Ames, fans booed him.
And, while many Generation Z Republicans, born between 1997 and 2012, grew up during the Trump presidency and say they are sticking by him, interviews with nearly 20 young voters in Iowa indicated that some were ready to move on to other candidates who they believed could more easily beat Mr. Biden, without the personal baggage that has dogged Mr. Trump for years. (In 2016, 12 percent of voters in the Iowa Republican caucuses were between 17 and 29, a small slice that could nonetheless sway a close race.)
Eli Harris, a first-year law student at Drake University in Des Moines, said he voted for Mr. Trump in 2020 but now planned to caucus for Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida.
“He can sway moderates,” Mr. Harris, 24, said of Mr. DeSantis. “He’s not incendiary in the wrong ways. He doesn’t tweet out something stupid at 2 a.m.”
Mary Weston, 23, the chair of the Iowa Young Republicans, said she believed that Mr. Ramaswamy and Nikki Haley, the former governor of South Carolina, were connecting with young voters more deeply than Mr. Trump. In November, Ms. Haley won the Iowa Young Republicans National Federation’s mock caucus, beating Mr. Trump by nearly 15 percentage points. (Among all voters in Iowa, Mr. Trump still leads his rivals by more than 30 percentage points in most state polls.)

Mary Weston, the chair of the Iowa Young Republicans, said she believed that Ms. Haley and Vivek Ramaswamy had connected with young voters more deeply than Donald Trump.
Still, beyond Mr. Ramaswamy, the Republican candidates have taken relatively traditional approaches to courting Gen Z voters. Both Ms. Haley and Mr. DeSantis have networks of student groups who promote their candidacies on college campuses, and they have occasionally dropped by college tailgates. Mr. Trump recently wrote an opinion essay titled, “I Will Make America Great Again for Young People.”
The general disconnect between the candidates and young voters was highlighted at the first Republican debate in August, when the candidates were asked how they would combat climate change, which polls routinely show is a top concern for voters under 30. The candidates quickly turned to spreading misinformation and insulting one another. Not one said how they would address the issue domestically.
Young Republican voters in Iowa shared other concerns, including the rise of “cancel culture,” especially at universities, where they say they face attacks for espousing conservative beliefs. Some said they were more likely to be accepting of L.G.B.T.Q. rights than their older counterparts, and less likely to support a ban on TikTok.
“Not every young Republican agrees with the old G.O.P., straight-ticket kind of deal,” said Logan Williams, a recent graduate of the University of Iowa who works for Americans for Prosperity, the super PAC that has endorsed Ms. Haley.
Mr. Williams, 23, said he was relieved that Ms. Haley had softened her calls to ban TikTok because he believed that “tech censorship is a First Amendment violation.”

“Not every young Republican agrees with the old G.O.P., straight-ticket kind of deal,” said Logan Williams, a recent graduate of the University of Iowa who works for a super PAC allied with Ms. Haley. 
On other topics, though, young Republicans appear to be in lock step with older conservatives. Maddy Browne, 26, said she cared deeply about a strong military and a firm presence by the United States on the world stage.
“Keeping our country safe is my No. 1 goal, and having a strong country again,” said Ms. Browne, who has several relatives who are active service members.
Many cited fears that inflation and rising housing costs would make it difficult for them to afford their parents’ lifestyles. “Maybe when I was 18, my family took care of that a little bit more, but now I’m dealing with those costs and I’m mad,” said Armaan Gupta, a 22-year-old senior at Iowa State University.
One of the Dordt football players, Kolson Kruse, 20, said he supported Mr. Ramaswamy because he was best suited to “get our economy going again.”
Mr. Ramaswamy has vigorously tried to show that he relates to students, visiting college campuses and injecting himself into young people’s social media feeds — though his campaign’s platform, which calls to raise the voting age, does not always appear to be winning over young people, as he claims. At an event last month near Grinnell College, in Grinnell, Iowa, Mr. Ramaswamy drew several students who said they were Democrats and did not plan to support him.
Attracting younger voters, no matter the candidate, has long been a challenge for the Republican Party. This month, five members of the Republican National Committee’s youth advisory panel resigned, citing a “lack of confidence we have in the R.N.C.’s ability to win over and mobilize young voters,” according to a letter first reported by Fox News.
One of them — Joe Mitchell, a former Iowa state legislator who founded Run GenZ, which recruits young conservatives to run for office — said future success for Republicans hinged on having “grass roots plans” to reach young voters with relevant policies and through digital platforms. Mr. Mitchell worries that no such plans exist.
“I talk to a lot of people who weren’t historically politically super engaged that are more now,” said Mr. Mitchell, 26, who is backing Mr. Trump. “But I’m also not sold that they’re educated to show up and vote in November 2024.”
In his view, Mr. Trump’s celebrity appeal may dispel such concerns. The former president has been able to maintain a base of support among young voters through his digital outreach, leveraging an army of meme-creators who promote him and disparage his rivals.
Even on the issue of protecting ideological diversity on college campuses, which Mr. Ramaswamy, Ms. Haley and Mr. DeSantis have all tried to use to appeal to young voters, many of them still trust Mr. Trump.
The issue has resonated with Jasmyn Jordan, the chair of Young Americans for Freedom at the University of Iowa, who recently testified to the House Judiciary Committee about the animosity and threats she and other young conservatives said they had received for hosting conservative speakers.
Ms. Jordan, 20, praised Mr. Trump for saying he would withhold federal funding from schools that do not support free speech.
“The fact that he actually gives consequences, rather than coddling universities and entities who aren’t doing anything to help everyone equally, is something I really admire,” Ms. Jordan said.
Still, with outreach from candidates’ campaigns seemingly haphazard, many Gen Z Republicans have taken it upon themselves to try to reach their peers.
This month, Ms. Weston’s Iowa Young Republicans group hosted a Christmas party for about two dozen young conservatives inside the Stine Barn, a cavernous building in West Des Moines.
As her guests drank soda and snacked on candy bars, Ms. Weston mused: “It is terrifying right now being a young person specifically and thinking about, What is the country that we are going to inherit one day?”





Justice Dept. Threatens to Sue Texas Over Migrant Arrest Law
In a letter addressed to Texas’ governor and attorney general, a D.O.J. official wrote that the federal government had sole authority over immigration enforcement.

Gov. Greg Abbott of Texas has said that he anticipated challenges to Senate Bill 4.
By Edgar Sandoval and Hamed Aleaziz  28 Dec, 2023
The Justice Department on Thursday threatened to sue Texas if it enforced a sweeping new law that would allow the state and local police to arrest migrants who enter the United States from Mexico without authorization, setting up the first significant legal showdown over federal immigration enforcement.
Gov. Greg Abbott of Texas signed the measure, known as Senate Bill 4, this month in his most direct challenge yet to the Biden administration’s handling of immigration. Immigrant-rights groups and Hispanic organizations had opposed the legislation, arguing that it would violate the U.S. Constitution and encourage racial profiling.
In a letter obtained by The New York Times, Brian M. Boynton, an assistant attorney general with the D.O.J., gave Mr. Abbott until next Wednesday to retract his intention to enforce the law, which takes effect in early March. Otherwise, he wrote, “the Department of Justice intends to bring a lawsuit to enforce the supremacy of federal law and to enjoin the operation of S.B. 4.”
In the letter, which was addressed to Mr. Abbott, a third-term Republican, and Ken Paxton, the state attorney general, Mr. Boynton cited a 2012 U.S. Supreme Court case, Arizona v. United States, in which the court narrowly decided in favor of the power of the federal government to set immigration policy.
“S.B. 4 therefore intrudes into a field that is occupied by the federal government and is pre-empted,” he wrote in the letter, which was first reported by The Houston Chronicle. “Indeed, the Supreme Court has confirmed that ‘the removal process’ must be ‘entrusted to the discretion of the federal government.’”
The legal threat came a day after Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken and other top American officials met with Mexico’s president, Manuel López Obrador, to discuss ways to slow illegal crossings, which have overwhelmed U.S. border towns and Democratic-run cities like New York, Chicago and Denver.
In recent weeks, the large number of migrants has also forced border officials to temporarily shut down several railway crossings in Texas and close the port of entry in Lukeville, Ariz., in order to redirect personnel and respond to hot spots.
The D.O.J.’s threat is one of several challenges to the Texas law. This month, El Paso County and two immigrant-rights groups, represented by the American Civil Liberties Union and the Texas Civil Rights Project, filed a lawsuit in an effort to halt the measure, echoing the Justice Department’s argument that immigration laws could be enforced only by federal agents.
That lawsuit, filed in federal court in Austin, names as defendants the Texas Department of Public Safety, whose officers would be tasked with arresting migrants, and the district attorney for El Paso County, Bill Hicks, whose office would file state charges.
Mr. Abbott has said that he was anticipating the legal challenges, and has made clear his intention to defend the law before the Supreme Court. On Thursday, a spokeswoman, Renae Eze, said state officials had no intention of following the Justice Department’s directive. 
“President Biden’s deliberate and dangerous inaction at our southern border has left Texas to fend for itself,” she said in a statement.
Since 2021, Mr. Abbott has been testing the legal limits of what a state can do to enforce immigration law as part of a multibillion-dollar strategy known as Operation Lone Star, which has included the use of concertina wire and buoys along the banks of the Rio Grande.
He has also defended the need to arrest unauthorized migrants as a response to what he has called the failure of President Biden to control the southern border, where as many as 10,000 crossings have been recorded in a single day.
“In his absence, Texas has the constitutional authority to secure our border through historic laws like S.B. 4,” Mr. Abbott has said.
In his Thursday letter, Mr. Boynton expressed his intention to argue the merits of the state’s objections before the case reached a courtroom.
“To the extent you believe there are any facts or law supporting the validity of S.B. 4, we urge you to promptly bring them to our attention,” he wrote.





They Sold Everything to Go on a 3-Year Cruise. How It All Unraveled.
The Life at Sea cruise was supposed to be the ultimate bucket-list experience: 382 port calls worldwide over 1,095 days. The only thing missing was a trip-worthy ship.

Joe Youssef and his wife, Kara, sold most of their belongings and withdrew their savings to join a three-year cruise that never sailed. “We sold everything we have to make this dream happen,” Ms. Youssef said. “We feel completely defeated.”
By Ceylan Yeginsu  29 Dec, 2023
Kara and Joe Youssef sold their two apartments, withdrew their life savings, gave up most of their belongings and, in late October, set out for Istanbul for the trip of a lifetime: a three-year cruise around the world, scheduled to depart Nov. 1.
But in late November, after months of behind-the-scenes chaos, the Youssefs were stuck in Istanbul, with the cruise company canceling the trip. It did not have a ship that could handle the journey.
The Turkish company, Miray Cruises, had announced the cruise, called Life at Sea, in March. It claimed it would be the longest cruise ever — 382 port calls over 1,095 days — and a community at sea, with opportunities to explore the globe. Starlink internet and a business center would allow passengers to work remotely.
The cruise seemed ideal for a post-pandemic era, targeting people longing for an escape. With fares starting at $90,000 for an inside cabin and going up to $975,000 for a suite, the trip even seemed like a bargain to some prospective passengers, cheaper than living three years in many cities.
Within the first month of sales, more than half of the ship’s 400 cabins had been reserved. But putting together a cruise of this magnitude is a monumental task, requiring a ship large enough to carry hundreds of people, docking rights around the world and secure funding.
Like a high-seas version of the Fyre Festival, which promised a luxury music concert in the Bahamas and delivered cold sandwiches and makeshift tents, the cruise imploded. It has left people, like the Youssefs, frustrated and confused. Despite promised refunds, only a small portion of the money has been returned so far.
In an interview in December, Vedat Ugurlu, the owner of Miray, blamed a lack of financing and interest for the cruise’s cancellation.
“We tried everything to find a solution, but at the end of the day we couldn’t get the investors and we couldn’t sell enough cabins,” he said.
That has left Ms. Youssef, 36, a former humanitarian worker from Ohio, and her husband sitting in Istanbul with three suitcases and a carry-on, waiting for a refund of $80,000.
“They kept leading us on, making us hold out hope until the very last minute, just days before we were supposed to depart,” she said. “We sold everything we have to make this dream happen. We feel completely defeated.”

The original ship for Life at Sea was the MV Gemini, a 400-cabin, 1,074-passenger vessel.
A big dream, but no ship to sail on
In June 2022, as the cruise industry was recovering from its pandemic shutdown, Mikael Petterson, an entrepreneur based in Miami, had an idea for a three-year cruise. Long-term cruises are not unheard-of, but they usually last a year at most, because of the logistics involved.
Mr. Petterson had plans to hit destinations all over the world. What he did not have was a ship. Through a broker, he was introduced to Miray International, which had been offering voyages and cruise-operation services since 1996.
Mr. Ugurlu, the owner of Miray, suggested the MV Gemini. He had acquired the 400-cabin, 1,074-passenger vessel in 2019, and had mainly used it for excursions between Turkey and the Greek islands.
Mr. Petterson couldn’t afford to buy the ship, so instead the two groups joined forces. He would do the marketing while Miray took care of operations. 
In November 2022, Mr. Petterson signed a three-month contract to develop their new brand: Life at Sea Cruises. He had not seen the Gemini, but said that he trusted Miray’s nearly 30 years of experience.
Kendra Holmes, then vice president for business development strategy at Miray, said the company had not only the vessel but a budget of about $10 million to refurbish it for such a long cruise. It also had the experience and staff required, she said.
Mr. Petterson visited Turkey in December 2022 and saw the Gemini, but said his focus was on design and creating renderings for marketing. He planned to carry out a technical inspection later, he said.
“The cabin configuration was perfect for the pricings and affordability we were marketing,” he said.
On March 1, 2023, Life at Sea began selling space on the cruise, drawing millions of clicks to a newly created website. “It just blew up, and we could barely keep up,” Mr. Petterson recalled.
Many of the prospective passengers had never been on a cruise. Keri Witman, 56, a marketing executive from Cincinnati, was looking for a change, a new community and adventure.
She liked the ability to travel while continuing to work. “This seemed like the perfect opportunity,” she said.
Ms. Witman was one of the first to book in April. She asked a lawyer to look into the company and, after finding no red flags, placed a $5,000 deposit for her $185,120 cabin and put her house up for sale.
Refueling concerns: Is this the right ship?
When Mr. Petterson returned to the Gemini in April, questions were raised about the ship and its itinerary. Could it even hold enough fuel to sail between some of the more distant ports? In an audio note sent to his team, Robert Dixon, the itinerary planner, said he was denied access to the engine room and was told by an engineer that the vessel could not hold enough fuel to cross the Atlantic Ocean on schedule. He also raised concerns about a planned crossing in the South Pacific.
“Even if you spend another $10 million on that ship, I don’t think it is enough to do what we want to do,” Mr. Dixon said in the recording. He declined to be interviewed. 
Beyond that, there were questions about Gemini’s size. If the cruise sold out its 1,074 capacity, would there be enough space for people to lounge or work, as many of them planned to do, for three years? 
A pizza shop in Orlando
Amid questions about the Gemini, tensions started to build. Mr. Petterson’s team complained that it could not process credit card transactions and lacked an escrow account to secure deposits, as is common in the United States.
Miray had expected the sales team to collect the full fare upfront, but asking for hundreds of thousands of dollars at once was prohibitive. Mr. Petterson introduced an installment plan, which helped boost sales, but caught Miray unprepared. And there was no account in the United States for the sales team to use as it secured reservations.
The head of Miray, Mr. Ugurlu, owned a pizza parlor in Orlando, Fla., and Mr. Petterson said the company asked him to deposit the initial payments into the shop’s account. According to Ms. Holmes, that was suggested as a temporary solution.
Miray pursued other ways to accept payments, including the use of Square, the online payment platform, but after Miray had a dispute with Square, Mr. Petterson, concerned at the lack of secure ways to hold deposits, asked the company to refund all the clients’ deposits. Worried that the cruise was in jeopardy, passengers canceled reservations for at least 25 cabins.

Ms. and Mr. Youssef are still in Istanbul, living in a hotel and awaiting a refund. “If we don’t get our refund, we could soon be homeless,” Ms. Youssef said 
‘We felt very nervous’
In May, amid the turmoil, the Youssefs attended a webinar for prospective passengers, but heard nothing about payment issues. The couple was assured, even on another ship, that the cruise would depart on Nov. 1. On May 6, they put down a $5,000 deposit and were told that a 25 percent payment was due on June 7.
By then, Mr. Petterson had left the company. The internal corporate squabbling became public on the app and Facebook page created for the cruise. Mr. Petterson told passengers that Life at Sea was dismantled, and that Miray was refusing to answer critical questions. He urged passengers to complain to U.S. maritime authorities.
Ms. Holmes, of Miray, portrays Mr. Petterson as the loser in a power struggle. “It got to the point where somebody can’t be the captain, so they try to sink the whole ship,” she said. She became chief executive of Life at Sea and began working to reassure passengers.
Confusion and panic set in among the passengers, many of whom had already started uprooting their lives. “We felt very nervous, first sitting through one webinar with the team that left, then with Kendra Holmes,” Ms. Youssef recalled. 
But in the weeks that followed, Ms. Youssef said she felt more comfortable as Ms. Holmes and her team hosted daily webinars focusing on getting a new ship.
“Kendra was very convincing and dedicated,” Ms. Youssef said, noting that “she was very realistic, whereas Mikael had promised us the sun and the moon.”
In a webinar on May 31, Ms. Holmes said that the company had decided not to set up an escrow account. She said that it would use another method of protecting passenger deposits, a bond filed with the Federal Maritime Commission, a U.S. agency that helps to regulate ocean transportation. But the bond was never filed.
A new ship and the scramble for investors
In early July, Life at Sea announced that “due to unprecedented demand,” it had acquired a larger 627-cabin ship — to be named the MV Lara. In actuality, the company had put down a deposit and was negotiating to buy the Lara with the help of investors, at a cost Mr. Ugurlu later put at between $40 million and $50 million.
At that time, Mary Rader, 68, a retired social worker from Westchester County, N.Y., asked a travel agency to look into Miray Cruises and was told it was reputable. When a couple offered to transfer their cabin to her at a discounted rate, she took the opportunity, withdrawing $80,000 from her retirement savings.
Ms. Rader made two payments, $50,000 and $35,000, but said she never received a receipt and the couple never received a refund. She eventually got a boarding pass, but on the cruise app, she and the couple were listed in the same cabin.
“This is when I started to see all the red flags, but I was trapped because I had already made the payments,” she said.
In September, the Youssefs sold their apartment to keep up with their cruise payments; others started applying for visas, shipping belongings to Istanbul and making arrangements for their pets.
At that point, although only 111 of the ship’s 627 cabins had been sold, passengers who had signed up were assured that the ship would sail, even with as few as two passengers.
On Sept. 26, the day the payment was due to secure the Lara, Ms. Holmes received a call from Miray’s owner, Mr. Ugurlu, saying the lead investor had dropped out, but that he was working on other candidates. After receiving some cancellation requests, Ms. Holmes posted in the cruise app that, according to the contract’s terms, passengers who canceled now would only receive a 10 percent refund.
By Oct. 27, only days before the cruise’s scheduled departure — and with 30 passengers in Istanbul, ready to board — the company announced the trip had been delayed to Nov. 11 and would depart from Amsterdam. Days later, the departure was postponed again, to Nov. 30.
On Nov. 16, Ms. Youssef learned from a newspaper that the Lara had been acquired by another company “We were frustrated and felt stuck in limbo, with no information to go on but what we discovered on our own,” she said. Ms. Holmes resigned from Miray the same day.
On Nov. 19, Mr. Ugurlu issued a statement saying that investors had pulled out because of the unrest in the Middle East; the next day Miray confirmed that the cruise was canceled.
Waiting for refunds
A day later, passengers were asked to sign an agreement with Miray, which would spread refund repayments over three months, from December to February. The first deadline passed on Dec. 22, with only some passengers getting any money. Miray said that the delay was caused by banks’ requesting extra documentation.
The Youssefs said on Dec. 28 that they had still not received their refund. For the past month they have been living in a hotel in Istanbul paid for by the cruise company.
“We could soon be homeless,” Ms. Youssef said. 
Miray, Ms. Holmes and Mr. Petterson are now separately working on other three-year cruises, to launch next year. 
Ms. Rader, the retired social worker, is not hopeful. “I have received nothing yet, but I did not expect to,” she said. “My guess is that the company will be shut down or restructured, and anything I put in cash will never get paid out.”
Follow New York Times Travel on Instagram and sign up for our weekly Travel Dispatch newsletter to get expert tips on traveling smarter and inspiration for your next vacation. Dreaming up a future getaway or just armchair traveling? Check out our 52 Places to Go in 2023.





Giant Waves Close Out California’s Remarkable Year of Weather Phenomena
Along the coast, residents on Thursday saw waves that topped 30 feet and flooded beachfront neighborhoods in some areas.

Part of Kingston Lane, a street adjacent to the beach in Ventura, Calif., was flooded after the high surf breached the area.
By Heather Knight and Sergio Olmos  29 Dec, 2023
Giant waves pounded the coast of California on Thursday, causing big headaches, closing beaches and toppling some people who watched the unusual waterfront show.
Waves topping 30 feet broke onto shores up and down the state, prompting stark warnings, such as one from the National Weather Service’s Bay Area division: “The ocean is NOT your friend today!”
High surf warnings remain in effect through early Friday, the Weather Service said, and waves surpassing 40 feet are possible. The coastal unrest was caused by a series of storms with hurricane-force winds brewing over the Pacific Ocean, pushing big swells toward the state.
“Stay away from rocks, jetties, piers, and other waterside infrastructure,” the Weather Service added. “Never turn your back to the ocean!”
Not everybody took the warnings to heart. A much-shared video on X showed little kids being pummeled by a big wave that threw them to the ground as they watched the surge on West Cliff Drive in Santa Cruz, 75 miles south of San Francisco. The children appeared shocked but fine as the water receded. 

A family stopped to watch the waves break on the coast in Sea Cliff, Calif., located between Santa Barbara and Ventura.

Guests at the Inn on the Beach in Ventura, Calif., were evacuated as floodwaters reached the hotel, causing significant damage.
It seemed fitting that California could not escape 2023 without one final bout of extraordinary weather phenomena after a year that delivered torrential rainstorms, blizzards in Southern California mountains, a rare tropical storm and the re-emergence of an ancient lake.
Farther down the coast in Ventura, a beach town south of Santa Barbara, Brandt Hammer, 60, was cleaning up Thursday afternoon after waves surged into residential streets and flooded some homes. The water carried sand and debris with it, blocking storm drains.
Mr. Hammer and his wife moved to Kingston Lane, which runs right up to the beach, after their previous house nearby burned down in the Thomas fire in 2017.
“We always said the only thing we have to worry about now is tsunamis,” he said with a laugh. “A lady who’s lived here 30 years said she’s never seen it like this.”
In one instance, a wave was powerful enough to crash over a beach wall, knock over adults and propel a truck down a road. Eight people were hospitalized with minor injuries from that wave alone, according to Andy VanSciver, a spokesman for the Ventura County Fire Department, which posted a video of the incident on X. Ten people were rescued from the water countywide, he said. 
Becky Clearwater said she walked on Thursday from her home in Ventura to the beach to survey the storm surge and was surprised to see its consistency and strength.
“It was wave after wave after wave,” she said.
The waves destroyed a bench etched with the names of 20 dogs that neighbors had lost over the years, she said.
“It’s been our little thing for a long time, and we lost it today,” she said. “It’s gone, but we’ve already got plans in the works to build another one.”
In Stinson Beach, a coastal town about 20 miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge, the local Fire Department ordered the evacuation of several small roads near the beach because of a high risk of damage from waves and coastal flooding. Residents and visitors were told to “evacuate immediately for life safety,” and a community center was converted into an evacuation point. The order was lifted later in the day.
Heather Vantress, the owner of Sandpiper Lodging at the Beach, said she noticed that the tide appeared very high on her morning drive to the hotel, but that her business was not affected because it was high enough above the shore.

Debris along the shore in Ventura, Calif.

The Rio Del Mar neighborhood in Aptos, Calif., on Thursday.
Thursday’s waves, she said, were nothing compared with the repeated battering of the town last winter, when California was hit by a series of atmospheric rivers.
“Last year, it was so bad people were freaking out — that was way worse,” she said. “The beach got really destroyed last year, but it all came back.”
Officials in Santa Cruz County warned residents to prepare to evacuate near Seacliff State Beach, not far from where intense waves tore a house off its foundations in January. On Thursday, crews elsewhere cleared debris scattered onto the shoreline highway by the ocean, and several car turnouts near area beaches were closed. Some streets in the area were flooded.
But the storm surge brought excitement, too — at least among the big wave surfers who were out at Mavericks, the famous surf break off the coast of Half Moon Bay, a town 30 miles south of San Francisco.
A local surf camera measured waves at “XXL,” noting that they ranged from 30 to 40 feet high. Crowds of people lined the cliffs to watch the surfing spectacle.
As residents cleaned up in Ventura, they were aware that more storm conditions and big waves were expected on Friday.
“I’m more worried about tomorrow,” Mr. Hammer said.





Snow Shortages Are Plaguing the West’s Mountains
Some ski areas remain closed. But an even greater concern amid a changing climate is whether enough snow will fall to meet water needs for the summer.

Opening day still felt far-off to many of the core crew members at Mount Ashland near Ashland, Ore., after a recent storm left only a couple of inches of fresh snow on the mountain.
By Mike BakerPhotographs by Alisha Jucevic  28 Dec, 2023
With gusts of wind howling around Mount Ashland’s vacant ski lodge this week, Andrew Gast watched from a window as a brief snowfall dusted the landscape. It was not nearly enough.
The ski area’s parking lot remained largely empty. On the slopes, manzanita bushes and blades of grass were poking through patches of what little snow had landed. Even the 7,533-foot summit — the highest point in the Siskiyou Mountains along the Oregon-California border — still had bare spots. These days Mr. Gast has been checking the weather forecast the moment he wakes up, only to learn that warmer and drier days lie ahead.
“I’m trying not to pay attention to it too much right now because it’s just going to cause me heartburn,” said Mr. Gast, who manages the nonprofit community ski area south of Ashland, Ore. He spent much of this week in his office, preparing to issue furloughs or layoffs.
Across much of the West Coast, from the Cascades in the north to the Sierra Nevada in the south, mountain sites are recording less than half of their normal snowpack for this point in winter. The situation has created serious problems for dozens of ski resorts during the holiday weeks, which are crucial to their livelihoods, and has stirred wider concerns about the future — for the coming summer agriculture season and for the region’s altered ecosystems amid a warming climate.
The snow that blankets mountain ranges in winters serves as a vital reservoir that is released when temperatures rise each summer. The snowmelt cools rivers enough to sustain salmon runs, propels hydropower systems that provide the region’s electricity and feeds irrigation channels needed to supply the nation’s apples, blueberries and almonds.
Climate change has already started depleting that natural reservoir, with researchers finding that the typical mountain snowpack has declined in recent decades, resulting in trillions of gallons less water in a typical year — enough volume lost to fill Lake Mead. Declining snowmelt has contributed to the drought crisis on the Colorado River, the water source for 40 million Americans.

Andrew Gast, general manager at Mount Ashland near Ashland, Ore., has been checking the weather forecast every morning as soon as he wakes up.

Parts of Mount Ashland Ski Road leading to the lodge were completely bare of snow.
“When I first started studying this issue 35 years ago, it seemed very theoretical at the time,” said Phil Mote, a scientist at Oregon State University who researches snow accumulation and its connection to climate change. “Now it’s not.”
Farmers are already watching this year’s forecasts and searching for signs of snow on the mountain peaks. Scott Revell, the manager of the Roza Irrigation District in central Washington, said he and others are monitoring the snowpack daily and have been making preparations for a possible water shortage next year.
Even before winter, the region was in a supply hole, with a net water shortage going into October and lower-elevation hillsides that were particularly dry. Mr. Revell said there is always a possibility that blasts of snow at the beginning of the year could turn the region's fortunes around, but the district, which irrigates thousands of acres of apples, wine grapes and hops, has been warning farmers that signs so far do not bode well.
“We are and have been taking action for several months to be prepared for severe shortage,” he said. That includes preparing for emergency water wells, exploring options to lease water and discussing with farmers about whether some plots of land should be left fallow for the season.
For ski resorts, the climate trends are likely to mean they’ll have shorter seasons, with big fluctuations from year to year. As a temporary solution, some resorts have invested in costly snow-making machines to help ensure a more consistent schedule.
But even with those efforts, resort operators have struggled to overcome the lack of natural snow so far this winter. Some ski areas remain closed, while larger resorts at higher elevations have opened only a portion of their lifts.

The lack of natural snow has led some ski resorts to turn to snow-making machines or to open only a portion of their lifts.

Visitors sledding near the main lodge at Mount Ashland.
At Palisades Tahoe in California, crews have so far recorded 38 inches of snow on a mountain that typically averages about 400 inches per season. The resort has slowly expanded its operations in recent weeks, helped by $6 million it spent in the past couple of years on snow-making equipment. Big Bear Mountain Resort in Southern California was trying to expand its limited operations but dealing with temperatures in the mid-50s on Thursday.
In Washington, Crystal Mountain has managed to open less than half its ski area, and officials warned people to watch for shrubs that might be sticking out of the snow in some spots.
The trouble with reopening ski runs has stretched into much of the interior West, including in Sun Valley, Idaho, where manufactured snow has helped build routes through hills where many shrubs on Thursday were still visible, bathed in sunlight.
Mount Ashland has dealt with troubled years before. A lack of snow during the 2013-14 season prevented the ski area from opening at all. The mountain has historically averaged about 260 inches of snow each year, but that has declined in recent years to about 240.
Doug Volk, who is the director of mountain operations at the ski area and has worked there for four decades, said he recalled the mountain opening for skiers around Thanksgiving in some years when he was younger. Now, even early December is less reliable, he said.
Mr. Volk typically has about 60 people working under him during regular operations. Right now, there are only a half-dozen, and there are discussions about further cuts.
“That’s probably one of the hardest things you have to deal with,” he said.
The mountain had a promising start in early December, when the area got about a foot of snow. But then an atmospheric river from the tropics soaked the region in warm rain. Adding to the uncertainty is an El Niño climate pattern that can leave the Northwest warmer and drier than in other years. Forecasters at the National Weather Service predict that much of the West Coast will likely have above-average temperatures this winter.

Doug Volk, director of mountain operations, started working at Mount Ashland in 1985.

Pat Eagen has been tuning rental boards in preparation for the upcoming season at Mount Ashland.
Mr. Volk said the mountain needs about two to three feet of snow for the ski area to operate. As he checked forecasts on his computer this week, he saw no sign of that coming. The snow level was set to rise above the mountain’s peak.
As a few flurries fell on the ski area this week, Lisa Parker arrived with her family, some of whom were visiting from Mississippi for the holidays. When the gathering was planned, Ms. Parker had promised days of snow recreation around their home in the Ashland area, on property that is at an elevation level of about 3,500 feet.
She said her family had moved there to be close to snow recreation. But this winter, there has been no snow near their home, she said. They finally found a taste of it after going up to Mount Ashland, sledding in an area not yet deep enough for skiing.
“This is really unusual to us,” she said. “We are chasing snow like we used to do when we were in the South.”





Simpleton? Genius? Who was Tom Smothers?
He was close with John Lennon, and had a sophisticated understanding of wine, politics and literature. He only played the bumpkin onstage.

Tom Smothers came across as lighthearted and simple onstage. In real life, he thought and felt deeply about the creative process and social justice.
By Nell Scovell  28 Dec, 2023
I read the news today, oh boy.
John Lennon’s lyric popped into my head Tuesday as soon as I read the texts from my friend Marcy Carriker Smothers. The first was a photo of a guitar next to a fire and Christmas poinsettia. The second included the news. “Beautiful and peaceful passing today at 1:40P. We had a lovely Christmas.”
Tom Smothers had been in hospice for months so word of his passing induced a sigh not a gasp. I thought of the “Day in the Life” lyric not because of the circumstances of his death — Tom was 86 and died of lung cancer — but because Lennon and Tom were close. At the 1969 Montreal recording of “Give Peace a Chance,” only two acoustic guitars strum along. One is held by Lennon; the other by Tom.
Tom came to the antiwar movement with sad bona fides. His father was a West Pointer who said goodbye to his namesake son in 1940, before heading to the Pacific to defend liberty. He never returned.
Nothing funny about that origin story. Still, through music, Tom and his younger brother, Dick, found their way to comedy and created an act that instantly impressed Jack Paar, the “Tonight” show host, who remarked in 1961, “I don’t know what you guys have but no one’s going to steal it.”
Six years later, the brothers debuted “The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour,” their seminal variety show that used comedy to satirize issues like the Vietnam War, racial politics and drugs.
Despite the heavy topics, Tom came across as lighthearted and simple. During an audience question-and-answer session, a woman once asked, “Are you both married?”
“No, ma’am. We’re just brothers,” Tom said.

Smothers was close with John Lennon and played guitar on “Give Peace a Chance” in 1969 in Montreal.
In real life, Tom thought and felt deeply. He cared about social justice and the creative process. He labored over details. The biggest contradiction was Tom’s onstage persona. A classic Smothers Brothers sketch would begin with the two singing a song until Tom interrupted or screwed up the words so badly that Dick pulled the plug. This would lead to wry observations or an argument that built to a punchline. The brothers would then return to the song, providing the sketch with a natural and satisfying finish. At heart, this was character comedy with Dick playing the bass and the straight man and Tom playing the guitar and the fool.
In an early episode, the brothers came out singing the Maurice Chevalier hit “Louise” while sporting boater hats. They paused to discuss the French and romance, and Tom instantly claimed familiarity. “You really know about those French wines and women?” Dick challenged Tom.
“Oh I know all about that stuff.”
The audience laughed, doubting his claim.
Dick was not about to let Tom off the hook. “French wine — what do you know about it?” he pressed.
“It gets you drunk,” Tom replied, nailing the punchline with exquisite timing.
In real life, Tom knew everything about wine. For decades, he owned and operated a vineyard in Sonoma that produced award-winning merlot and cabernet sauvignon. At first, he lived in a barn on the property, then later designed a main house with a huge stone fireplace and views in every direction so that you could follow the sun throughout the day. If the hot tub could talk, it would tell spicy stories about parties in the 1960s and ’70s and probably be the only one that could remember what happened.
By the time I visited Smothers-Remick Ridge Ranch, the hot tub was a place for kids to splash around. I’d first met Tom in 1988, when I was hired as a writer for the variety show’s second life. While working on the reboot, I roomed with the associate producer, Marcy Carriker, who married Tom in 1990. Their two children — Bo and Riley Rose — would play with my own two kids. Marcy co-hosted a food and wine radio show with Guy Fieri, so dinner was always delicious. After the meal, Tom would sit by the fire, reading a thick novel.

Smothers played the guitar and the fool; his brother played the bass and the straight man.
It was a picture of domesticity that didn’t last. Soaking in wine country meant a lot of drinking, and the more Tom drank, the less fun he became. Knowing how brilliant and generous he could be, I found it painful to watch his behavior shift. If this seems harsh, I mention it because the truth mattered to Tom. Marcy and I would go on long walks to discuss the situation. We came up with a phrase that summed things up: “It’s tomplicated.”
Tom and Marcy separated 15 years ago but never divorced. And when Tom grew ill, she was there for him along with their children. “They have been rocks,” Marcy texted me hours after he died. She told me that over the last few months, Tom had never had a stranger care for him. She, Bo, Riley Rose and Marty Tryon, Tom’s former road manager, watched over him.
And so Tom spent a lovely Christmas Eve and Day surrounded by his family. He slipped away the next afternoon. As always, exquisite timing.
I hope Tom will be remembered. He was last on TV three decades ago, so except for comedy nerds, no one under 40 would have reason to recognize him. If you’re curious, there’s a smart 2002 documentary, “Smothered,” about the brothers’ getting fired from CBS, and an excellent book by David Bianculli, “Dangerously Funny: The Uncensored Story of the Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour.” Both the film and book reiterate what history has made clear: Tom was absolutely right about war being stupid and civil rights being worth fighting for. In his own way, he, too, defended liberty.
Or try sliding down a YouTube rabbit hole where you’ll stumble over early routines from Steve Martin, whom Tom hired as a writer before encouraging him to perform. I never met an entertainer who was more respectful of other people’s talents than Tom. He adored so many fellow artists, including Harry Belafonte, Harry Nilsson, Martin Mull, and (Mama) Cass Elliot, who lights up one of my favorite sketches from the 1968-69 season.
The concept is simply Elliot singing her hit “Dream a Little Dream” to Tom as he tries to fall asleep in a big brass bed. Tom doesn’t say a word but gets plenty of laughs. The bit is sweet, original, musical and funny. When you strip away the tomplications, Tom was all those things.





The First Secret Asteroid Mission Won’t Be the Last
AstroForge, a private company, wants to mine a space rock, but it doesn’t want the competition to find out which one.
[Embedded video available]
By Jonathan O’Callaghan  27 Dec, 2023
For generations, Western space missions have largely occurred out in the open. We knew where they were going, why they were going there and what they planned to do. But the world is on the verge of a new era in which private interests override such openness, with big money potentially on the line.
Sometime in the coming year, a spacecraft from AstroForge, an American asteroid-mining firm, may be launched on a mission to a rocky object near Earth’s orbit. If successful, it will be the first wholly commercial deep-space mission beyond the moon. AstroForge, however, is keeping its target asteroid secret.
The secret space-rock mission is the latest in an emerging trend that astronomers and other experts do not welcome: commercial space missions conducted covertly. Such missions highlight gaps in the regulation of spaceflight as well as concerns about whether exploring the cosmos will continue to benefit all humankind.
“I’m very much not in favor of having stuff swirling around the inner solar system without anyone knowing where it is,” said Jonathan McDowell, an astronomer at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics in Massachusetts. “It seems like a bad precedent to set.”
But for AstroForge, the calculation is simple: If it reveals the destination, a competitor may grab the asteroid’s valuable metals for itself.
“Announcing which asteroid we are targeting opens up risk that another entity could seize that asteroid,” said Matt Gialich, AstroForge’s chief executive.

AstroForge’s founders, Jose Acain and Matt Gialich.
☄️☄️
Asteroid mining entered into the doldrums in recent years after two startups proposing to prospect the solar system went out of business in the late 2010s. But now several companies in the United States, Europe and China are taking another stab at the endeavor. Even a congressional committee held a hearing on the subject in December.
The renaissance is sparked by a new wave of commercial space exploration, driven largely by SpaceX, the company founded by Elon Musk that flies reusable rocket boosters and has reduced the cost of reaching space.
With that increased activity is also increasing secrecy.
In 2019, the Israeli-built commercial Beresheet lander tried to land on the Moon but crash landed. On board, kept secret until after the failed landing, were a few thousand tardigrades, microscopic animals supplied by the nonprofit Arch Mission Foundation. The crash raised concerns about potentially contaminating the moon with the hardy creatures and led to an investigation by the Federal Aviation Administration.
More recently, the suborbital spaceflight firm Virgin Galactic has withheld the identities of the people on board its space plane until after the missions are completed, a practice not seen before with human spaceflight. And some satellites hitching rides to space with lots of other orbital craft, in what are known as rideshare missions, have also been kept secret.

Israel’s Beresheet spacecraft secretly kept a few thousand microscopic animals on board, raising concerns about potentially contaminating the moon when it crashed in 2019.
“We’re seeing frequent launches where we don’t know what the satellites are that were deployed until some time afterwards,” said Dr. McDowell, who maintains a public database of spacecraft in orbit.
For missions beyond Earth, there are no legal restrictions against keeping a deep space mission’s destination secret as AstroForge intends to do, said Michelle Hanlon, a law professor specializing in space at the University of Mississippi.
“We don’t have an actual process for deep-space missions like this,” she said, because “there is no licensing process” in the United States.
But complex issues could arise if, for example, multiple asteroid miners arrived at the same asteroid.
“There needs to be some kind of transparency here,” Dr. McDowell said. He noted that while there was a United Nations requirement for space agencies and companies to reveal their orbits and trajectories in space, “it’s usually ignored for solar orbit objects.”
The lack of penalties, he added, “should spark discussion among regulators.”
☄️☄️☄️
AstroForge’s mission, Odin, would be the second spacecraft it has sent to space. Its first in April, Brokkr-1, was a microwave-size machine weighing about 25 pounds. The goal of that mission was to practice refining metals in the environment of space. The spacecraft has encountered problems, however, the company said on Dec. 11. AstroForge is in a “race against time” to get Brokkr-1 working before it is lost.
Odin, on the other hand, weighs a much heftier 220 pounds. AstroForge plans for it to piggyback on a robotic mission to the moon in 2024 by the company Intuitive Machines that is sponsored by NASA and being launched on a SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket. A launch date has not yet been set.
During the journey to the moon, the plan is for Odin to be released and to venture into deep space beyond lunar orbit. Within a year, according to AstroForge, the spacecraft will fly past the mystery asteroid, taking pictures in the process and looking for evidence of metal.

Intuitive Machines’ Nova-C lunar lander at the company’s facility in Houston in February. AstroForge’s Odin mission is to share a ride to space with Nova-C.
AstroForge is aiming for what is suspected to be an M-type asteroid. These are thought to be fragmented pieces of failed planetary cores and may be rich in valuable platinum-group metals, which have a wide range of uses including in health care and jewelry.
No spacecraft has ever visited such an asteroid before, although NASA’s Psyche mission, launched in October, is on a mission to a potential M-type asteroid, also named Psyche, between Mars and Jupiter. It will not arrive until August 2029, however, affording AstroForge a chance to be the first to visit such an object.
So far AstroForge has raised $13 million from investors. A full mining mission would require a much larger investment. But there are riches to be made if the company is successful. On Earth, the metals that may be on M-type asteroids can be difficult and expensive to mine. Iridium, for example, sells for thousands of dollars per ounce.
The business case for grabbing metals from asteroids has not always been so clear. It is difficult and costly to return material to Earth; NASA’s OSIRIS-REx mission returned only an estimated half a pound of material from an asteroid called Bennu in September at a cost of an estimated $1.16 billion.
AstroForge is confident in its financial prospects. “We expect that we can return materials at a high margin,” Mr. Gialich said. “We created our business model by leveraging ride shares and partnerships to make each mission as economically viable as possible.”
Akbar Whizin, a planetary scientist at the Southwest Research Institute, said he understood the motivation to keep the asteroid a secret. He formerly worked for Planetary Resources, a mining startup that never reached any asteroids, and it, too, was coy about its targets.
“This is a commercial enterprise,” he said. “You wouldn’t go telling people, ‘I know where the gold is.’”
But some scientists think asteroid miners should be more forthcoming about what they seek. M-type asteroids give humanity a window into the chaotic early solar system 4.5 billion years ago, when objects frequently smashed together and the planets were born. That means anything AstroForge discovers could be scientifically valuable, said Stephanie Jarmak, a planetary scientist also at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics.
“I’m a pretty big proponent for open science,” said Dr. Jarmak, also a project scientist for NASA Science Explorer. “We haven’t visited an M-type asteroid before, so there’s quite a bit we can learn.”

An image from a NASA animation showing an artist’s representation of the Psyche spacecraft approaching the asteroid, which could be a M-type asteroid, the same kind that AstroForge aims to investigate.
That could include “insights into the heating processes that were going on early in solar-system history,” said Andy Rivkin, an astronomer at the Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory who led NASA’s DART mission to impact an asteroid in September 2022.
“We will never get to Earth’s core,” he said. “So visiting these kinds of objects will give us information that we could extrapolate to learn more about Earth and apply that to different planets.”
Benjamin Weiss, a planetary scientist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the deputy principal investigator on the Psyche mission, said the true nature of M-type asteroids was still unclear. While it had “always been the leading assumption” that M-type asteroids were metallic, he said, we did not know for certain.
In 2010, the European Space Agency’s Rosetta spacecraft flew past the asteroid Lutetia. Scientists discovered that it was not as metallic as suspected. That would make anything AstroForge discovered all the more worthwhile, Dr. Weiss said.
Mr. Gialich said AstroForge would be transparent, except about the asteroid itself. “We are not keeping our mission secret,” he said. “We plan to share the images.”
☄️☄️☄️☄️
While AstroForge is not revealing its target asteroid, it might be possible to work out where the company is going.
There are about 30,000 asteroids known to be near Earth, giving AstroForge many potential targets. But the company has said that its target is less than 330 feet in size, and reachable within a year of the launch. That means it must cross or at least pass near to Earth’s orbit. The asteroid is also suspected to be an M-type, which are brighter than other asteroids because of their potential metal content.
According to Mitch Hunter-Scullion, chief executive of the Asteroid Mining Corporation, a potential AstroForge competitor in Britain, these clues narrow down the list of potential targets to “approximately 300 asteroids.”
Dr. Jarmak refined the potential targets even further, accounting for brightness and size. “We have a list of 14 objects,” she said.
Of those, particularly promising is 2010 CD55, which is about 270 feet across, reasonably bright — hinting at metallic content — and reachable from Earth in the time frame of AstroForge’s launch date.
Mr. Gialich would not verify or deny that suggestion.
“We do not want to publicly confirm our target asteroid,” he said.
He added that there were multiple targets AstroForge was considering. “We are actively tracking several asteroids that would be viable for our Odin mission should our launch date slip,” he said.
Even if the asteroid cannot be identified before the launch, Dr. McDowell noted that it might be possible for amateur astronomers on Earth to track the spacecraft after it gets to space and work out where it is going.
“There are some practical issues,” he said. “But I certainly think there will be interest in tracking it.”





What Is Happening to Our World?

By Thomas L. Friedman  29 Dec, 2023
As The Times’s foreign affairs columnist since 1995, one of the most enduring lessons I’ve learned is that there are good seasons and bad seasons in this business, which are defined by the big choices made by the biggest players.
My first decade or so saw its share of bad choices — mainly around America’s response to Sept. 11 — but they were accompanied by a lot more hopeful ones: the birth of democracy in Russia and Eastern Europe, thanks to the choices of Mikhail Gorbachev. The Oslo peace process, thanks to the choices of Yitzhak Rabin and Yasir Arafat. China’s accelerating opening to the world, thanks to the choices of Deng Xiaoping. India’s embrace of globalization, thanks to choices initiated by Manmohan Singh. The expansion of the European Union, the election of America’s first Black president and the evolution of South Africa into a multiracial democracy focused on reconciliation rather than retribution — all the result of good choices from both leaders and led. There were even signs of a world finally beginning to take climate change seriously.
On balance, these choices nudged world politics toward a more positive trajectory — a feeling of more people being connected and able to realize their full potential peacefully. It was exciting to wake up each day and think about which one of these trends to get behind as a columnist.
For the last few years, though, I’ve felt the opposite — that so much of my work was decrying bad choices made by big players: Vladimir Putin’s tightening dictatorship and aggression, culminating in his brutal invasion of Ukraine; Xi Jinping’s reversal of China’s opening; Israel’s election of the most right-wing government in its history; the cascading effects of climate change; the loss of control over America’s southern border; and, maybe most ominously, an authoritarian drift, not only in European countries like Turkey, Poland and Hungary but in America’s own Republican Party as well.
To put it another way: If I think about the three pillars that have stabilized the world since I became a journalist in 1978 — a strong America committed to protecting a liberal global order with the help of healthy multilateral institutions like NATO, a steadily growing China always there to buoy the world economy, and mostly stable borders in Europe and the developing world — all three are being shaken by big choices by big players over the last decade. This is triggering a U.S.-China cold war, mass migrations from south to north and an America that has become more unreliable than indispensable.
But that’s not the half of it. Because now that advanced military technologies like drones are readily available, smaller players can yield much more power and project it more widely than ever before, enabling even their bad choices to shake the world. Just look at how shipping companies across the globe are having to reroute their traffic and pay higher insurance rates today because the Houthis, Yemeni tribesmen you never heard about until recently, have acquired drones and rockets and started disrupting sea traffic around the Red Sea and through the Suez Canal.
This is why I referred to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as our first true world war, and why I feel that Hamas’s war with Israel is in some ways our second true world war.
They are being fought on both physical battlefields and digital ones, with huge global reach and implications. Like farmers in Argentina who were stymied when they suddenly lost their fertilizer supplies from Ukraine and Russia. Like young TikTok users around the world observing, opining, protesting and boycotting global chains, such as Zara and McDonald’s, after being enraged by something they saw on a 15-second feed from Gaza. Like a pro-Israel hacker group claiming credit for shutting down some 70 percent of Iran’s gas stations the other day, presumably in retaliation for Iran’s support for Hamas. And so many more.
Indeed, in today’s tightly wired world, it is possible that the war over the Gaza Strip — which is roughly twice the size of Washington, D.C. — could decide the next president in Washington, D.C., as some young Democrats abandon President Biden because of his support for Israel.
But before we become too pessimistic, let us remember that these choices are just that: choices. There was nothing inevitable or foreordained about them. People and leaders always have agency — and as observers we must never fall prey to the cowardly and dishonest “well, they had no choice” crowd.
Gorbachev, Deng, Anwar el-Sadat, Menachem Begin, George H.W. Bush and Volodymyr Zelensky, to name but a few, faced excruciating choices, but they chose forks in the road that led to a safer and more prosperous world, at least for a time. Others, alas, have done the opposite.
To close out the year, it’s through this prism of choices that I want to re-examine the story that has consumed me, and I dare say much of the world, since Oct. 7: the Israel-Hamas war. It was not as inevitable as some want you to think.

I began thinking about this a few weeks ago, when I flew to Dubai to attend the United Nations climate summit. If you’ve never been there, the Dubai airport has some of the longest concourses in the world. And when my Emirates flight landed, we parked close to one end of the B concourse — so when I looked out the window I saw lined up in a perfectly symmetrical row some 15 Emirates long-haul passenger jets, stretching far into the distance. And the thought occurred to me: What is the essential ingredient that Dubai has and Gaza lacks? Because both began, in one sense, as the convergence of sand and seawater at crucial intersections of the world.
It’s not oil — oil plays only a small role in Dubai’s diversified economy today. And it’s not democracy. Dubai is not a democracy and does not aspire to be one. But people are flocking to live here now from all over the world — its population of more than 3.5 million has surged since the outbreak of Covid. Why? The short answer is visionary leadership.
Dubai has benefited from two generations of monarchs in the United Arab Emirates who had a powerful vision of how the U.A.E. in general and the emirate of Dubai in particular could choose to be Arab, modern, pluralistic, globalized and embracing of a moderate interpretation of Islam. Their formula incorporates a radical openness to the world, an emphasis on free markets and education, a ban on extremist political Islam, relatively little corruption, a strong rule of law promulgated from the top down and a relentless commitment to economic diversification, talent recruitment and development.
There are a million things one could criticize about Dubai, from labor rights for the many foreign workers who run the place to real estate booms and busts, overbuilding and the lack of a truly free press or freedom of assembly, to name but a few. But the fact that Arabs and others keep wanting to live, work, play and start businesses here indicates that the leadership has converted its intensely hot promontory on the Persian Gulf into one of the world’s most prosperous crossroads for trade, tourism, transport, innovation, shipping and golf — with a skyline of skyscrapers, one over 2,700 feet high, that would be the envy of Hong Kong or Manhattan.
And it has all been done in the shadow (and with the envy) of a dangerous Islamic Republic of Iran. When I first visited Dubai in 1980, there were still traditional wooden fishing dhows in the harbor. Today, DP World, the Emirati logistics company, manages cargo logistics and port terminals all over the world. Any of Dubai’s neighbors — Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, Iran and Saudi Arabia — could have done the same with their similar coastlines, but it was the U.A.E. that pulled it off by making the choices it made.
I toured the site of the U.N.’s global climate conference with the U.A.E.’s minister of state for international cooperation, Reem al-Hashimy, who oversaw the building of Dubai’s massive 2020 Expo City, which was repurposed to hold the event. In three hours spent walking around, we were stopped at least six or seven times by young Emirati women in black robes in groups of two or three, who asked if I could just step aside for a second while they took selfies with Reem or whether I would be their photographer. She was their rock-star role model — this Harvard- and Tufts-educated, nonroyal woman in a leadership role of government contractor.
Compare that with Gaza, where the role models today are Hamas martyrs in its endless war with Israel.
Among the most ignorant and vile things that have been said about this Gaza war is that Hamas had no choice — that its wars with Israel culminating on Oct. 7 with a murderous rampage, the kidnappings of Israelis as young as 10 months and as old as 86 and the rape of Israeli women could somehow be excused as a justifiable jailbreak by pent-up males.
No.
Let’s go to the videotape: In September 2005, Ariel Sharon completed a unilateral withdrawal of all Israeli forces and settlements from Gaza, which Israel occupied in the 1967 war. In short order, Hamas began attacking the crossing points between Gaza and Israel to show that even if Israel was gone, the resistance movement wasn’t over; these crossing points were a lifeline for commerce and jobs, and Israel eventually reduced the number of crossings from six to two.
In January 2006, the Palestinians held elections hoping to give the Palestinian Authority legitimacy to run Gaza and the West Bank. There was a debate among Israeli, Palestinian and Bush administration officials over whether Hamas should be allowed to run in the elections — because it had rejected the Oslo peace accords with Israel.
Yossi Beilin, one of the Israeli architects of Oslo, told me that he and others argued that Hamas should not be allowed to run, as did many members of Fatah, Arafat’s group, who had embraced Oslo and recognized Israel. But the Bush team insisted that Hamas be permitted to run without embracing Oslo, hoping that it would lose and this would be its ultimate refutation. Unfortunately, for complex reasons, Fatah ran unrealistically high numbers of candidates in many districts, dividing the vote, while the more disciplined Hamas ran carefully targeted slates and managed to win the parliamentary majority.
Hamas then faced a critical choice: Now that it controlled the Palestinian parliament, it could work within the Oslo Accords and the Paris protocol that governed economic ties between Israel, Gaza and the West Bank — or not.
Hamas chose not to — making a clash between Hamas and Fatah, which supported Oslo, inevitable. In the end, Hamas violently ousted Fatah from Gaza in 2007, killing some of its officials and making clear that it would not abide by the Oslo Accords or the Paris protocol. That led to the first Israeli economic blockade of Gaza — and what would be 22 years of on-and-off Hamas rocket attacks, Israeli checkpoint openings and closings, wars and cease-fires, all culminating on Oct. 7.
These were fateful choices. Once Sharon pulled Israel out of Gaza, Palestinians were left, for the first time ever, with total control over a piece of land. Yes, it was an impoverished slice of sand and coastal seawater, with some agricultural areas. And it was not the ancestral home of most of its residents. But it was theirs to build anything they wanted.
Had Hamas embraced Oslo and chosen to build its own Dubai, not only would the world have lined up to aid and invest in it, it would have been the most powerful springboard conceivable for a Palestinian state in the West Bank, in the heart of the Palestinian ancestral homeland. Palestinians would have proved to themselves, to Israelis and to the world what they could do when they have their own territory.
But Hamas decided instead to make Gaza a springboard for destroying Israel. To put it another way, Hamas had a choice: to replicate Dubai in 2023 or replicate Hanoi in 1968. It chose to replicate Hanoi, whose Củ Chi tunnel network served as the launchpad for the ’68 Tet offensive.
Hamas is not simply engaged in some pure-as-the-driven-snow anticolonial struggle against Israel. Only Hamas’s useful idiots on U.S. college campuses would believe that. Hamas is engaged in a raw power struggle with Fatah over who will control Gaza and the West Bank, and it’s engaged in a power struggle in the region — alongside other pro-Muslim Brotherhood parties and regimes (like Turkey and Qatar) — against pro-Western monarchies like Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Kuwait and the U.A.E. and military-led regimes like Egypt’s.
In that struggle, Hamas wanted Gaza isolated and in conflict with Israel because that allowed Hamas to maintain its iron-fisted political and Islamist grip over the strip, foregoing elections and controlling all the smuggling routes in and out, which funded its tunnels and war machine and the lifestyle of its leaders and loyalists — every bit as much as Iran’s Islamic regime today needs its hostility with America to justify its iron grip over Iranian society and the Revolutionary Guard’s control of all of its smuggling. Every bit as much as Hezbollah needs its conflict with Israel to justify building its own army inside Lebanon, controlling its drug smuggling and not permitting any Lebanese government hostile to its interests to govern, no matter who is elected. And every bit as much as Vladimir Putin needs his conflict with NATO to justify his grip on power, the militarization of Russian society and his and his cronies’ looting of the state coffers.
This is now a common strategy for consolidating and holding power forever by a single political faction and disguising it with an ideology of resistance. It’s no wonder they all support one another.
There is so much to criticize about Israel’s occupation of the West Bank, which I have consistently opposed. But please, spare me the Harvard Yard nonsense that this war is all about the innocent, colonized oppressed and the evil, colonizing oppressors; that Israel alone was responsible for the isolation of Gaza; and that the only choice Hamas had for years was to create an underground “skyline” of tunnels up to 230 feet deep (contra Dubai) and that its only choice on Oct. 7 was martyrdom.

Hamas has never wavered from being more interested in destroying the Jewish state than in building a Palestinian state — because that goal of annihilating Israel is what has enabled Hamas to justify its hold on power indefinitely, even though Gaza has known only economic misery since Hamas seized control.
We do those Palestinians who truly want and deserve a state of their own no favors by pretending otherwise.
Gazans know the truth. Fresh polling data reported by AFP indicates that on the eve of Oct. 7, “many Gazans were hostile to Hamas ahead of the group’s brutal Oct. 7 attack on Israel, with some describing its rule as a second occupation.”
As Hamas’s grip over Gaza is loosened, I predict we will hear a lot more of these Gazan voices on what they really think of Hamas, and it will be embarrassing to Hamas’s apologists on U.S. campuses.
But our story about agency and choices does not stop there. Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel’s longest-serving prime minister — 16 years — also made choices. And even before this war, he made terrible ones — for Israel and for Jews all over the world.
The list is long: Before this war, Netanyahu actively worked to keep the Palestinians divided and weak by strengthening Hamas in Gaza with billions of dollars from Qatar, while simultaneously working to discredit and delegitimize the more moderate Palestinian Authority in Ramallah, committed to Oslo and nonviolence in the West Bank. That way Netanyahu could tell every U.S. president, in effect: I’d love to make peace with the Palestinians, but they are divided, and moreover, the best of them can’t control the West Bank and the worst of them control Gaza. So what do you want from me?
Netanyahu’s goal has always been to destroy the Oslo option once and for all. In that, Bibi and Hamas have always needed each other: Bibi to tell the U.S. and Israelis that he had no choice, and Hamas to tell Gazans and its new and naïve supporters around the world that the Palestinians’ only choice was armed struggle led by Hamas.
The only exit from this mutually assured destruction is to bring in some transformed version of the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank — or a whole new P.L.O.-appointed government of Palestinian technocrats — in partnership with moderate Arab states like Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia. But when I raise that with many Israelis right now, they tell me, “Tom, it’s not the time. No one wants to hear it.”
That makes me want to scream: No, it is exactly the time. Don’t they get it? Netanyahu’s greatest political achievement has been to persuade Israelis and the world that it’s never the right time to talk about the morally corrosive occupation and how to help build a credible Palestinian partner to take it off Israel’s hands.
He and the settlers wore everyone down. When I covered the State Department in the early 1990s, West Bank settlements were routinely described by U.S. officials as “obstacles to peace.” But that phrase was gradually dropped. The Trump administration even decided to stop calling the West Bank “occupied” territory.
The reason I insist on talking about these choices now is because Israel is being surrounded by what I call Iran’s landcraft carriers (as opposed to our aircraft carriers): Hamas, Hezbollah, the Houthis and Shiite militias in Iraq. Iran is squeezing Israel into a multi-front war with its proxies. I truly worry for Israel.
But Israel will have neither the sympathy of the world that it needs nor the multiple allies it needs to confront this Iranian octopus, nor the Palestinian partners it needs to govern any post-Hamas Gaza, nor the lasting support of its best friend in the world, Joe Biden, unless it is ready to choose a long-term pathway for separating from the Palestinians with an improved, legitimate Palestinian partner.
Biden has been shouting that in Netanyahu’s ears in their private calls.
For all these reasons, if Netanyahu keeps refusing because, once again, politically, the time is not right for him, Biden will have to choose, too — between America’s interests and Netanyahu’s.
Netanyahu has been out to undermine the cornerstone of U.S. Middle East policy for the last three decades — the Oslo framework of two states for two people that guarantees Palestinian statehood and Israeli security, which neither side ever gave its best shot. Destroying the Oslo framework is not in America’s interest.
In sum, this war is so ugly, deadly and painful, it is no wonder that so many Palestinians and Israelis want to just focus on survival and not on any of the choices that got them here. The Haaretz writer Dahlia Scheindlin put it beautifully in a recent essay:
The situation today is so terrible that people run from reality as they run from rockets — and hide in the shelter of their blind spots. It’s pointless to wag fingers. The only thing left to do is try and change that reality.
For me, choosing that path will always be in season.
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The 2023 High School Yearbook of American Politics

By Michelle Cottle  28 Dec, 2023
It has been such a special political year, brimming with extraordinary, even historic moments. From an ex-president indicted to a Senate staffer busted for making porn at work, each fresh development made you proud to be an American.
Singling out the exceptional events and players was tougher than ever. I mean, when Marjorie Taylor Greene doesn’t even merit a mention …. But making hard calls is part of my job, and the true standouts deserve a shout-out.
Most Likely to Be Picked Last in Gym Class: Matt Gaetz
Many Americans fantasize about taking up their pitchforks and storming the boss’s office. But in the history of Congress, only this Florida Man has succeeded — metaphorically, of course — leading a coup against his own party’s speaker. The ouster of Kevin McCarthy, followed by the chaotic scramble for his replacement, became a slow-rolling, breathtaking fiasco that ground the House to a halt and made the entire Republican conference look like a pack of petty, pouty, incompetent preschoolers. Way to build the brand, guys!
Most Fabulous Fabulist: George Santos
Many politicians lie, but this recently ousted congressman from New York approached the task with a baroque panache of which few could even conceive. Falsely asserting that the Sept. 11 attacks “claimed” his mother’s life? That he was a college volleyball star? That he was a producer of the Broadway atrocity “Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark”? So macabre. So pointless. So bizarre. Cannot wait to see his next act.
Slowest Learner: Robert Menendez
Let’s say you got yourself indicted on federal corruption charges that, luckily for you, ultimately resulted in a hung jury. What lesson would you learn from the experience? The senior senator from New Jersey seems to have taken his 2017 near miss as a license to go all in on the sketchy behavior. He was indicted again and accused of a yearslong bribery scheme in which he took hundreds of thousands of dollars in exchange for serving the interests of three New Jersey businessmen — and of the government of Egypt. Mr. Menendez insists he has done nothing wrong and that the government is engaged in “primitive hunting.” Anything’s possible. But the gold bars and envelopes fat with cash stashed around his house are not a good look.
Worst Date Night: Lauren Boebert
Props to the Colorado congresswoman for putting the thrill back into taking your kids to the theater: Hey, honey, are you sure our “Beetlejuice” seats are in the no-groping section?
Least Likely to Succeed: The Republican-led House
Let’s give it up for one of the most
dysfunctional, unproductive Congresses of modern times!
Least Surprising Downfall: Kevin McCarthy
At this point, what is left for me to say about this tragically hollow figure? He sold his soul and betrayed American democracy for nine lousy months in the speaker’s chair. Once dethroned, he wasted no time packing up his toys and slinking out of the House — which may have been his first smart move in years.
Most Boring Reboot: Impeachment, the Joe Biden version
Also known as Donald Trump’s revenge.
Worst Catchphrase: Bidenomics
No, no, no. The administration geniuses who embraced this sad portmanteau should be tried for political malpractice. And even if you can’t stop the spread, people, don’t let the president tweet about it!
Biggest Turnaround: John Fetterman
The early months of 2023 were rough for the Pennsylvania senator, who was struggling with the lingering effects of a stroke and wound up hospitalized for depression. Even many of his fans were wondering: Was he up to the job? But at some point he found his mojo and began calling out political BS wherever he perceived it, often to the dismay of progressives. He has come out swinging for Israel, called out fellow Democrats who fail to grasp that “it isn’t xenophobic to be concerned about the border” and dinged Gavin Newsom, the attention-thirsty governor of California. He denounced the planned acquisition of U.S. Steel by a Japanese company. And he went hard at his colleague Mr. Menendez for allegedly being a corrupt sleazeball, including paying Mr. Santos to record a troll-y video advising “Bobby from New Jersey” on how to ride out a scandal. Agree with him or not, the guy is en fuego.
Best Poison Pen: Mitt Romney and Liz Cheney
We have a tie! First came “Romney: A Reckoning,” McKay Coppins’s book in which the retiring Republican senator and erstwhile presidential nominee laments the sad devolution of his political party. Then, just in time for the holiday giving season, Ms. Cheney topped the best-seller list with “Oath and Honor” — which isn’t, as its subtitle proclaims, “A Memoir and a Warning” so much as an evisceration of Mr. McCarthy and other Trump toadies. So festive!
Biggest Masochist: Mike Johnson
At this point, what sensible person would want to be speaker of the House?
Best Breakout Performance: Nikki Haley
As the lone woman in the Republican presidential primary debates, she repeatedly outshone the other candidates, giving a big boost to her campaign for top Trump understudy.
Biggest Flop: Ron DeSantis
After all the hype, it turns out that “Trump without the crazy” is just an awkward, aggrieved, opportunistic, anti-charismatic, aspiring autocrat with a mile-wide cruel streak and the people skills of Mark Zuckerberg crossed with Richard Nixon.
Most Likely to Be Given an Atomic Wedgie: Vivek Ramaswamy
If Ms. Haley doesn’t get him, Chris Christie will.
Most Pathetic Nepo Baby: Robert F. Kennedy Jr.
Seriously, man: Put your shirt back on, spare us the anti-vax lunacy and stop pretending you are some courageous anti-establishment rebel outsider. Your last name is Kennedy, for God’s sake.
Most Problematic Nepo Baby: Hunter Biden
A lot of families have their own version of Hunter. And the president’s unconditional love for his troubled child is heartwarming. That said, with an impeachment investigation and his re-election campaign heating up, Biden père needs to finally figure out how to handle questions and accusations about his younger son without losing his cool or sounding defensive. Also, standing by Hunter is one thing. Letting him slouch around at a state dinner is quite another.
Biggest Loser: Fox News
The network agreed to pay $787.5 million to settle a defamation suit with Dominion Voting Systems. But even without a messy trial, the case revealed plenty about the conservative outlet’s willingness to lie to viewers. Plus, in the process, the Murdochs felt compelled to cut loose their biggest, most unhinged MAGA star, Tucker Carlson — much to the disappointment of his “postmenopausal fans.” And oh, yeah, there is another defamation suit, this one from Smartmatic, still grinding on. So much winning.
Runner-Up: Rudy Giuliani
This month, a federal jury ordered the man previously known as America’s mayor to pay two former Georgia election workers $148 million in damages for defaming them in the course of spreading election fraud lies. Immediately after the ruling, Mr. Giuliani re-upped his lies about the women, prompting them to sue him again. A couple of days later, he filed for bankruptcy protection. It’s all a bold strategy. Let’s see if it pays off for him.
Biggest Legal Curveball: The Colorado Supreme Court
On Dec. 19, the Colorado Supreme Court found that Mr. Trump had participated in an insurrection and is thus barred from holding office again under the 14th Amendment. The stunner of a ruling disqualifies the Republican front-runner from appearing on the state’s presidential primary ballot. Similar suits in other states have fallen flat, and the Trump campaign said it is appealing this decision to the U.S. Supreme Court — which, it should be noted, includes three justices appointed by Mr. Trump. Just when you thought the 2024 election couldn’t get any weirder.
Speaking of the MAGA king: As usual, he was ineligible for our regular awards, seeing as how he operates in a political class all his own. That said, it seems appropriate to recognize his historic status as the first former president to be criminally indicted. Big time. We’re talking 91 felony counts, state and federal, ranging from obstruction of justice to racketeering. Is this achievement more or less notable than his being the only president to earn two impeachments? Hard to say. But at this rate, to distinguish himself in 2024, Mr. Trump will need to go really big — perhaps by running for president from prison?
Source photographs: Haley: Madeleine Hordinski for The New York Times; Kennedy: Mark Makela/Reuters; Giuliani: Jose Luis Magana/Associated Press.
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I Promised My Sister I Would Write About How She Chose to Die

By Steven Petrow  28 Dec, 2023
On the day before my sister Julie died, I lay down on her bed and held her gingerly in my arms, afraid that any pressure would hurt her. She had lost so much weight that she looked like a stick figure I might have drawn when we were kids. As her body had wasted, her tumors had grown — now several of them bigger than baseballs. Her abdomen looked like the lunar landscape, with protrusions everywhere, the sources of her pain plainly visible.
Two and a half months earlier, her oncologist explained that these tumors might soon block the liver’s ability to drain properly, resulting in liver failure, usually a fast and painless death. “It will be as though you’re going to sleep,” I remember him telling us on a Zoom call.
That had not happened. Those tumors continued to grow. No matter the doses of fentanyl and morphine, Julie cried out in pain, the only time during her long illness that she suffered like that.
On the bed, Julie and I said little as I smelled her hair, rubbed her back and told her how much I’d miss her. Born five years apart (I am the elder), we were a pair of matching bookends — from our teenage years, when we’d go to our respective queer bars, to later in life, when each of us faced a cancer diagnosis. I asked if we had anything unresolved between us, as my therapist had suggested. “Nope,” my sister replied. “I don’t want to leave you all, but it’s time.”
A few hours later, she joined the rest of the family for our last supper together. I don’t remember much of the evening; either I failed to capture that memory or I’ve erased it, too painful to keep. I do recall Julie had one bite of a friend’s homemade Key lime pie. Apparently, a sweet tooth never dies, even if you are about to. Before bed, Julie hugged and kissed each of us: her wife and two daughters; my brother, Jay, and his wife; and me. Tucked in under the covers, I pulled out my iPhone to continue a ritual I’d recently begun with my siblings. From the guest couch, I texted:
Steven: Good night, sibs
Jay: Good night 😘
Julie: Good night to the best big brothers in the whole world 💚💙❤️
Jay: Love you to the moon and back!!
Steven: And to the bestest sister ever
***
Two months earlier, I joined a conversation my sister and her wife were having with a social worker, a new member of their hospice care team. They kept discussing “the MAID,” which I soon came to understand is the acronym for the New Jersey law referred to as Medical Aid in Dying. It allows New Jersey residents with terminal illnesses to choose to end their lives by taking a cocktail of life-ending medications.
This important piece of legislation was enacted in 2019, and as of last year, 186 people had chosen to die this way. (That’s a very small percentage of annual New Jersey deaths.) Julie, a lawyer, had done her research and had told me that the Garden State is one of only 11 jurisdictions (10 states and the District of Columbia) that allow medical aid in dying, also known as death with dignity and end-of-life options.
If you live in one of the other 40 states, you must wait for the Grim Reaper to pay a visit, no matter how much pain and suffering that entails. Nor can you pack up and move to New Jersey (or most other states where MAID is legal), because you must be a resident to qualify, which, at best, can take time. Time is usually not readily on hand for those who are terminally ill.
In late 2017, Julie learned she had advanced ovarian cancer. Since then, she’d endured one nine-hour surgery, six rounds of chemo, three recurrences and two clinical trials. “Enough,” my sister told her oncologist a few days before her 61st birthday, in April of this year. “I’ve decided to end treatment,” she added, to make sure he understood, and then sang, off-key, the famous Carol Burnett song, “I’m So Glad We Had This Time Together.” She asked, “How much time do I have left?” His reply: “Two or three months, at the most.”
My sister understood from Day 1 that she’d most likely die from this cancer, which, when advanced, has a mortality rate of 80 to 85 percent, according to Dr. Jason Konner, a gynecologic oncologist in New Jersey. One by one, women she had befriended in an online support group died, their last weeks and days often made awful by what Julie called “Hail Mary” treatments — drugs, many with harsh side effects, often used out of desperation or denial.
“I do not want to die like that,” my sister told me repeatedly. “This is about me taking control of my life.” She added, “I want you to write about this after I’m gone, because not enough people know about this option, even when it’s available.”
She was right. Few of our friends knew of this option, even those living in New Jersey. Kim Callinan, the chief executive of Compassion and Choices, a nonprofit that led the effort to pass New Jersey’s MAID legislation, told me these “laws are meaningless if patients are not aware they exist, which is why we focus on public education during the first five to 10 years after a jurisdiction has authorized medical aid in dying.”
The doctor’s sobering “two to three months” estimate easily qualified Julie for MAID. But that was about all that was straightforward. To hear opponents of the right to die talk, you’d think it was easy to obtain the life-ending medications. New Jersey and most other states where MAID is legal require a patient to be a mentally capable adult resident diagnosed as being terminally ill by two doctors. Julie had to request the drugs twice verbally, with a minimum of 15 days in between each request. At the time of the second ask, she had to be given the opportunity to rescind her directive. The law also required her to sign a written request in the presence of two witnesses, one of whom could have no financial interest in her death.
Julie persisted.
In recent months, lawmakers in at least nine other states have introduced MAID legislation, but opponents remain adamant. As recently as last year, Pope Francis condemned assisted suicide, saying, “We must accompany death, not provoke death or help any kind of suicide.” Other objections come from advocacy groups like the National Council on Disability, an independent federal agency that advises on government policies affecting people with disabilities; the council fears the potential exploitation of vulnerable people, especially if they feel they are a burden to family members. Julie was well aware of these concerns, but she believed MAID’s built-in safeguards prevented such exploitation.
***
With the MAID request approved, Maddy, Julie’s spouse of 35 years, picked up the prescription from a local pharmacy. The price: $900, which is not covered by Medicare, the Department of Veterans Affairs or many private insurance plans. A study published in The Journal of the American Geriatrics Society last year found that 96 percent of people who died by medical aid in dying were white and 72 percent had at least some college education. “The reality is that communities of color, for a wide variety of reasons, also are more likely to utilize aggressive care and less likely to use other end-of-life care options, such as hospice and palliative care,” explained Ms. Callinan. People without the resources to pursue MAID may be forced to make a different choice: suffer through a painful death or take matters into their own hands. “Be sure to include these statistics when you write about this,” my sister directed me.
With her pain unabated, my sister’s next task was to choose the day she would die. Our entire family supported Julie’s decision; still, we did not want to say goodbye. We made silly excuses for why certain days were inconvenient. “I have an invitation to my friends’ 35th anniversary in Provincetown the third week of June,” I blurted out. One of Julie’s daughters said, “I’ve committed to a writing workshop starting July 4.” Julie’s best friend, Jenny, had plans to travel, too. “Please don’t let Julie schedule it before the 25th!” Jenny texted me.
Julie chose Friday, June 30. She gave us four days’ notice, which allowed for time to complete her obituary, finalize the guest list for her memorial and create the program. The day before, my brother handed me a draft of the program for one last copy edit. I’d expected her date of death to be left blank; after all, we could fill it in later. Or maybe I still hoped for a miracle that would make all this preparation unnecessary. But right there, on the program’s cover, I saw dates for the first and last days of her life, her death foretold.
Julie never wavered in her decision, which proved a godsend for the rest of us. That final morning, my sister got up early to write letters to her three girls: her wife and their two daughters. Then she called the insurance company to argue with them about a payment, trying to take one thing off Maddy’s list of to-dos. I heard her say, “I’m doing MAID at noon. I need you to get back to me before then.” That is — was — my sister.
With the sun creeping toward its zenith, Julie took one last walk in her garden, blossoming with hydrangeas, zinnias and some faded irises. Then we twice watched the video Jay had put together for her service — a lifetime of memories condensed into 14 minutes. We took one last family photo, the bookend to hundreds of others, most of them with our Julie in the center. I was confounded by how to pose — a big smile, a little smile, a frown? In looking at the photo now, I think my face looked blank, which was pretty much how I felt.
Before heading upstairs with her wife and daughters, Julie cried for a moment and said softly, “I don’t want to leave you.” A few minutes later, my sister made herself comfortable on the Ultrasuede sofa in her office. Maddy prepared the medications, and after they all recited the Serenity Prayer, my sister gulped it in one shot. Within minutes, she was unconscious, in a liminal state between life and death. Maddy gently laid her wife down on the sofa and then asked Jay and me to come upstairs. I stroked her face; I whispered to her how courageous she was to have made this decision. (After all, it’s commonly said that we lose our sense of hearing last.)
I also vowed to keep my promise to tell this story, a brother’s last act of devotion to a sister he loved beyond all measure.
Steven Petrow is a contributing columnist at The Washington Post and the author, most recently, of “Stupid Things I Won’t Do When I Get Old.”
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The Best Sentences of 2023

By Frank Bruni  28 Dec, 2023
Over recent days, I took on a daunting task — but a delightful one. I reviewed all the passages of prose featured in the For the Love of Sentences section of my Times Opinion newsletter in 2023 and tried to determine the best of the best. And there’s no doing that, at least not objectively, not when the harvest is so bountiful.
What follows is a sample of the sentences that, upon fresh examination, made me smile the widest or nod the hardest or wish the most ardently and enviously that I’d written them. I hope they give you as much pleasure as they gave me when I reread them.
I also hope that those of you who routinely contribute to For the Love of Sentences, bringing gems like the ones below to my attention, know how grateful to you I am. This is a crowdsourced enterprise. You are the wise and deeply appreciated crowd.
Finally, I hope 2024 brings all of us many great things, including many great sentences.
Let’s start with The Times. Dwight Garner noted how a certain conservative cable network presses on with its distortions, despite being called out on them and successfully sued: “Fox News, at this point, resembles a car whose windshield is thickly encrusted with traffic citations. Yet this car (surely a Hummer) manages to barrel out anew each day, plowing over six more mailboxes, five more crossing guards, four elderly scientists, three communal enterprises, two trans kids and a solar panel.”
Erin Thompson reflected on the fate of statues memorializing the Confederacy: “We never reached any consensus about what should become of these artifacts. Some were reinstalled with additional historical context or placed in private hands, but many simply disappeared into storage. I like to think of them as America’s strategic racism reserve.”
Pamela Paul examined an embattled (and later dethroned) House speaker who tried to divert attention to President Biden’s imagined wrongdoing: “As Kevin McCarthy announced the impeachment inquiry, you could almost see his wispy soul sucked out Dementor-style, joining whatever ghostly remains of Paul Ryan’s abandoned integrity still wander the halls of Congress.”

Tom Friedman cut to the chase: “What Putin is doing in Ukraine is not just reckless, not just a war of choice, not just an invasion in a class of its own for overreach, mendacity, immorality and incompetence, all wrapped in a farrago of lies. What he is doing is evil.”
Maureen Dowd eulogized her friend Jimmy Buffett: “When he was a young scalawag, he found the Life Aquatic and conjured his art from it, making Key West the capital of Margaritaville. He didn’t waste away there; he spun a billion-dollar empire out of a shaker of salt.” She also assessed Donald Trump’s relationship to his stolen-election claims and concluded that “the putz knew his push for a putsch was dishonest.” And she sat down with Nancy Pelosi right after Pelosi gave up the House speaker’s gavel: “I was expecting King Lear, howling at the storm, but I found Gene Kelly, singing in the rain.”
Bret Stephens contrasted the two Republicans who represent Texas in the Senate, John Cornyn and Ted Cruz: “Whatever else you might say about Cornyn, he is to the junior senator from Texas what pumpkin pie is to a jack-o’-lantern.”
Jamelle Bouie diagnosed the problem with the Florida governor’s presidential campaign: “Ron DeSantis cannot escape the fact that it makes no real sense to try to run as a more competent Donald Trump, for the simple reason that the entire question of competence is orthogonal to Trump’s appeal.”
Alexis Soloski described her encounter with the actor Taylor Kitsch: “There’s a lonesomeness at the core of him that makes women want to save him and men want to buy him a beer. I am a mother of young children and the temptation to offer him a snack was sometimes overwhelming.”
Jane Margolies described a growing trend of corporate office buildings trimmed with greenery that requires less maintenance: “As manicured lawns give way to meadows and borders of annuals are replaced by wild and woolly native plants, a looser, some might say messier, aesthetic is taking hold. Call it the horticultural equivalent of bedhead.”
Nathan Englander contrasted Tom Cruise in his 50s with a typical movie star of that age 50 years ago: “Try Walter Matthau in ‘The Taking of Pelham 123.’ I’m not saying he wasn’t a dreamboat. I’m saying he reflects a life well lived in the company of gravity and pastrami.”
And David Mack explained the endurance of sweatpants beyond their pandemic-lockdown, Zoom-meeting ubiquity: “We are now demanding from our pants attributes we are also seeking in others and in ourselves. We want them to be forgiving and reassuring. We want them to nurture us. We want them to say: ‘I was there, too. I experienced it. I came out on the other side more carefree and less rigid. And I learned about the importance of ventilation in the process.’”
The ethical shortcomings of Supreme Court justices generated some deliciously pointed commentary. In Slate, for example, Dahlia Lithwick parsed the generosity of billionaires that Justices Samuel Alito and Clarence Thomas have so richly enjoyed. “A #protip that will no doubt make those justices who have been lured away to elaborate bear hunts and deer hunts and rabbit hunts and salmon hunts by wealthy oligarchs feel a bit sad: If your close personal friends who only just met you after you came onto the courts are memorializing your time together for posterity, there’s a decent chance you are, in fact, the thing being hunted,” she wrote.

In The Washington Post, Alexandra Petri mined that material by mimicking the famous opening line of “Pride and Prejudice” by Jane Austen: “It is a truth universally acknowledged that an American billionaire, in possession of sufficient fortune, must be in want of a Supreme Court justice.”
Also in The Post, the book critic Ron Charles warned of censorship from points across the political spectrum: “Speech codes and book bans may start in opposing camps, but both warm their hands over freedom’s ashes.” He also noted the publication of “Manhood: The Masculine Virtues America Needs,” by Senator Josh Hawley: “The book’s final cover contains just text, including the title so oversized that the word ‘Manhood’ can’t even fit on one line — like a dude whose shoulders are so broad that he has to turn sideways to flee through the doors of the Capitol.”
Rick Reilly put Mike McDaniel, the sunny head coach of the Miami Dolphins, and Bill Belichick, the gloomy head coach of the New England Patriots, side by side: “One is as open as a new Safeway, and the other is as closed up as an old submarine. One will tell you anything you want; the other will hand out information on a need-to-go-screw-yourself basis. One looks like a nerd who got lost on a stadium tour and wound up as head coach. The other looks like an Easter Island statue nursing a grudge.”
Matt Bai challenged the argument that candidates for vice president don’t affect the outcomes of presidential races: “I’d argue that Sarah Palin mattered in 2008, although she was less of a running mate than a running gag.”
David Von Drehle observed: “Golf was for decades — for centuries — the province of people who cared about money but never spoke of it openly. Scots. Episcopalians. Members of the Walker and Bush families. People who built huge homes then failed to heat them properly. People who drove around with big dogs in their old Mercedes station wagons. People who greeted the offer of a scotch and soda by saying, ‘Well, it’s 5 o’clock somewhere!’”
And Robin Givhan examined former President Jimmy Carter’s approach to his remaining days: “Hospice care is not a matter of giving up. It’s a decision to shift our efforts from shoring up a body on the verge of the end to providing solace to a soul that’s on the cusp of forever.”
In his newsletter on Substack, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar appraised the Lone Star State’s flirtation with secession: “This movement is called Texit and it’s not just the folly of one Republican on the grassy knoll of idiocy.”
In The Chronicle of Higher Education, Emma Pettit experienced cognitive dissonance as she examined the academic bona fides of a “Real Housewives of Potomac” cast member: “It’s unusual for any professor to star on any reality show, let alone for a Johns Hopkins professor to star on a Bravo series. The university’s image is closely aligned with world-class research, public health and Covid-19 tracking. The Real Housewives’ image is closely aligned with promotional alcohol, plastic surgery and sequins.”
In The Los Angeles Times, Jessica Roy explained the stubborn refusal of plastic bags to stay put: “Because they’re so light, they defy proper waste management, floating off trash cans and sanitation trucks like they’re being raptured by a garbage god.”
In The News & Observer of Raleigh, N.C., Josh Shaffer pondered the peculiarity of the bagpipe, “shaped like an octopus in plaid pants, sounding to some like a goose with its foot caught in an escalator and played during history’s most lopsided battles — by the losing side.”

In Salon, Melanie McFarland reflected on the futility of Chris Licht’s attempts, during his short-lived stint at the helm of CNN, to get Republican politicians and viewers to return to the network: “You might as well summon Voyager 1 back from deep space by pointing your TV remote at the sky and pressing any downward-pointing arrow.”
In Politico, Rich Lowry contextualized Trump’s appearance at his Waco, Texas, rally with the J6 Prison Choir: “It’d be a little like Richard Nixon running for the 1976 Republican presidential nomination, and campaigning with a barbershop quartet made up of the Watergate burglars.”
In The Atlantic, Tom Nichols observed that many Republican voters “want Trump, unless he can’t win; in that case, they’d like a Trump who can win, a candidate who reeks of Trump’s cheap political cologne but who will wisely wear somewhat less of it while campaigning in the crowded spaces of a general election.”
Also in The Atlantic, Derek Thompson needled erroneous recession soothsayers: “Economic models of the future are perhaps best understood as astrology faintly decorated with calculus equations.”
And David Frum noted one of the many peculiarities of the televised face-off between DeSantis and Gavin Newsom: “In the debate’s opening segments, the moderator, Sean Hannity, stressed again and again that his questions would be fact-based — like a proud host informing his guests that tonight he will serve the expensive wine.”
In The New Yorker, Jonathan Franzen mulled an emotion: “Joy can be as strong as Everclear or as mild as Coors Light, but it’s never not joy: a blossoming in the heart, a yes to the world, a yes to being alive in it,” he wrote.
Also in The New Yorker, David Remnick analyzed the raw, warring interpretations of the massacre in Israel on Oct. 7: “There were, of course, facts — many of them unknown — but the narratives came first, all infused with histories and counterhistories, grievances and 50 varieties of fury, all rushing in at the speed of social media. People were going to believe what they needed to believe.”
Zach Helfand explained the fascination with monster trucks in terms of our worship of size, noting that “people have always liked really big stuff, particularly of the unnecessary variety. Stonehenge, pyramids, colossi, Costco.”
And Anthony Lane found the pink palette of “Barbie” a bit much: “Watching the first half-hour of this movie is like being waterboarded with Pepto-Bismol.” He also provided a zoological breakdown of another hit movie, “Cocaine Bear”: “The animal kingdom is represented by a butterfly, a deer and a black bear. Only one of these is on cocaine, although with butterflies you can never really tell.”
In The Guardian, Sam Jones paid tribute to a remarkably durable pooch named Bobi: “The late canine, who has died at the spectacular age of 31 years and 165 days, has not so much broken the record for the world’s longest-lived dog as shaken it violently from side to side, torn it to pieces, buried it and then cocked a triumphant, if elderly, leg over it.”
In The Wall Street Journal, Jason Gay rendered a damning (and furry!) judgment of the organization that oversees college sports: “Handing the N.C.A.A. an investigation is like throwing a Frisbee to an elderly dog. Maybe you get something back. Maybe the dog lies down and chews a big stick.” He separately took issue with a prize his daughter won at a state fair: “I don’t know how many of you own a six-and-a-half-foot, bright blue stuffed lemur, but it is not exactly the type of item that blends into a home. You do not put it in the living room and say: perfect. It instantly becomes the most useless item in the house, and I own an exercise bike.”
Also in The Journal, Peggy Noonan described McCarthy’s toppling as House speaker by Matt Gaetz and his fellow right-wing rebels: “It’s as if Julius Caesar were stabbed to death in the Forum by the Marx Brothers.” In another column, she skewered DeSantis, who gives off the vibe “that he might unplug your life support to recharge his cellphone.”
On her website The Marginalian, the Bulgarian essayist Maria Popova wrote: “We were never promised any of it — this world of cottonwoods and clouds — when the Big Bang set the possible in motion. And yet here we are, atoms with consciousness, each of us a living improbability forged of chaos and dead stars. Children of chance, we have made ourselves into what we are — creatures who can see a universe of beauty in the feather of a bird and can turn a blind eye to each other’s suffering, creatures capable of the Benedictus and the bomb.”
Finally, in The Mort Report, Mort Rosenblum despaired: “Too many voters today are easily conned, deeply biased, impervious to fact and bereft of survival instincts. Contrary to myth, frogs leap out of heating pots. Stampeding cattle stop at a cliff edge. Lemmings don’t really commit mass suicide. We’ll find out about Americans in 2024.”





AMC Theaters Apologizes to Civil Rights Leader Removed From Movie Theater
The Rev. William J. Barber II was trying to watch “The Color Purple” with his mother when theater staff told him he could not use a chair he needs to help manage a painful condition.

The Rev. William J. Barber II, who is a civil rights activist, in Washington D.C., in 2021.
By Clyde McGrady  29 Dec, 2023
AMC Theaters has apologized to the Rev. William J. Barber II, a civil rights leader, after he was escorted from a Greenville, N.C., theater after employees refused to allow him to use a chair he needs to manage a painful medical condition, he said.
Mr. Barber, 60, was attending a Tuesday afternoon screening of “The Color Purple” with his mother, Eleanor Barber, 90. He said he tried to use the chair, which an assistant carried for him, by placing it in an area reserved for handicapped seating, saying he had done so before in theaters, at Broadway plays and even on a visit to the White House.
He said a theater employee told him that he would not be able to use the chair, which looks like a small stool, because it did not comply with guidelines in the Americans with Disabilities Act.
Employees then summoned the Greenville police and told the officers that they wanted Mr. Barber to leave or be charged with trespassing, according to Mr. Barber, who shared a video of the encounter with The New York Times.
Mr. Barber said he agreed to leave the theater and that no charges had been filed. The video shows a police officer escorting him out of the theater, thanking him for his cooperation and apologizing “for the way this turned out.”
His mother stayed and watched the movie with an assistant, he said.
“I just wanted to go see the movie with my mother,” Mr. Barber said.
In a statement issued to a local news station, the AMC theater chain said it “sincerely apologize to Bishop Barber for how he was treated, and for the frustration and inconvenience brought to him, his family, and his guests.”
Both the statement and Mr. Barber said that AMC’s chief executive, Adam Aron, had spoken to Mr. Barber by phone, and that the two planned to meet in Greenville next week.
Neither AMC Theaters nor the Greenville Police Department responded to requests for comment.
Mr. Barber has a condition called ankylosing spondylitis, and walks slowly with the aid of a cane. He said the disease attacks his joints “like a guided missile” and has forced him to live with chronic pain for almost 40 years. “I describe it like that because it’s a war to live with it,” he said.
He added that people with disabilities often fight invisible battles that can be difficult for people not living with disabilities to understand.
“Disabled people have a right to show up,” Mr. Barber said. “Period.”
Mr. Barber said that he was grateful that Mr. Aron had reached out immediately and apologized, and was looking forward to their meeting.
“I’ve had very positive conversations with him and with the police chief,” he said, adding that he didn’t believe the police even wanted to be involved.
Maria Town, president and chief executive of the American Association of People with Disabilities, a disability-rights advocacy organization, said she found the response from theater staff “just baffling.”
“People with disabilities encounter so much discrimination on a daily basis,” Ms. Town said. “They encounter so many kinds of physical barriers that by law shouldn’t exist.”
The Americans with Disabilities Act, signed in 1990, is a civil rights law that bans discrimination in several areas and widely requires accommodation in public places. “And that’s what movie theaters are,” Ms. Town said.
Mr. Barber rose to national prominence in the 2010s after leading protests against a North Carolina voter ID law that a federal appeals court later struck down, called it an unconstitutional effort to “target African-Americans with almost surgical precision.”
Mr. Barber, a former head of North Carolina N.A.A.C.P., is a fixture at rallies, marches and civil disobedience actions. He said that he has been allowed to use his chair in numerous theaters and other places, including in jail after being arrested at demonstrations.





University Chancellor Fired After Making Pornographic Videos With His Wife
The University of Wisconsin System’s top official said she was “disgusted” by the chancellor’s actions; the chancellor says he was exercising his right to free speech.

Carmen Wilson, left, and her husband, Joe Gow, in 2018. Both were fired by the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse this week after posting pornographic videos of themselves.
By Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs and Dan Simmons  28 Dec, 2023
The chancellor of a state university in Wisconsin was fired this week after posting pornographic videos with his wife online.
The University of Wisconsin System’s Board of Regents unanimously decided to dismiss the chancellor, Joe Gow, who had led the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse since 2007 and was its longest-tenured leader since the 1960s. Carmen Wilson, Mr. Gow’s wife, was also removed from her unpaid position as associate to the chancellor.
Karen Walsh, the head of the board, which oversees the system's 13 universities, said in a statement that the board was “alarmed, and disgusted, by his actions,” without specifying what they were.
In an interview on Thursday, Mr. Gow and Ms. Wilson said that they believe they were fired over the videos, which included sex scenes together and with others under the username Sexy Happy Couple. Both said they felt it was wrong for the university to punish them over the videos, arguing that doing so infringes on their free speech rights.
“It’s not what we’re about in higher ed, to censor people,” Ms. Wilson said. She added that the videos are only available to those who are looking for such content. “If they seek it out, they’re free to do so,” she said.
Mr. Gow, 63, said he and his wife, 56, have made videos together for years but had decided recently to make them publicly available on porn websites and had been pleased by the response. They said they never mentioned the university or their jobs in the videos, several of which have racked up hundreds of thousands of views. The couple also has made a series of videos in which they cook meals with porn actors and then have sex.
“We have that show, ‘Sexy Healthy Cooking,’ where we interview performers and really humanize them in ways that you wouldn’t get in their other work,” Mr. Gow said. “It’s an interesting process, and the people that we work with are completely professional, and very great to work with.”
Jay Rothman, the president of the University of Wisconsin System, said Mr. Gow had caused the university “significant reputational harm.”
Mr. Rothman said that the current plan was for Mr. Gow, who is also a tenured professor of communication, to return to his faculty role following a paid administrative leave. But Mr. Rothman said that he had asked the university to review Mr. Gow’s tenured status and for a law firm to investigate the matter.
Mr. Gow said the university is “not following their own policy on academic freedom and freedom of speech,” adding: “They also don’t seem to realize that the First Amendment would be critical in this situation.”
Mr. Rothman said it was “ridiculous” for Mr. Gow to argue that the First Amendment gave him “a ‘free pass’ to say or do anything that he pleases.”
“We expect our chancellors, as the leaders of these great institutions, to be role models for our students, staff and faculty as well for the communities we are privileged to serve,” Mr. Rothman said. 
In 2004, the U.S. Supreme Court unanimously decided a case about a police officer who had been fired for selling a pornographic video of himself. In the case, City of San Diego v. Roe, the court ruled that the officer’s First Amendment right had not been violated. The court said that while public employees have a right to speak on matters of public concern, a pornographic video did not fall into that category.
If Mr. Gow pursued legal action, he would probably have an even tougher road than the police officer in that case, experts said, because courts have often found that public entities have more discretion when removing top officials than rank-and-file employees.
Mary Anne Franks, a professor at George Washington University Law School who studies free speech and other issues, said that Mr. Gow had raised interesting questions about what kinds of expression a university feels obligated to allow.
That question has caused consternation and upheaval at colleges and universities across the country — though typically around divisive political issues.
Ms. Franks noted that another University of Wisconsin System college said this year that it was unable to take action against a student who had posted a racist video online.
“Whether intentionally or not, he’s throwing open the idea that those people who say that they are really committed to free speech, and want discussion on every possible topic, don’t really mean it,” Ms. Franks said.
Mr. Gow has pushed the issue in the past. During a celebration of “Free Speech Week” in 2018, he invited a porn actress to speak to students about the porn industry. The University of Wisconsin System’s president at the time said Mr. Gow had used “poor judgment” in inviting the actress, according to a letter published by The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.
Over his nearly 17 years leading the roughly 10,000-student university along the Wisconsin-Minnesota border, Mr. Gow grew the school’s full-time undergraduate enrollment at a time when enrollment at other University of Wisconsin campuses declined significantly. He also oversaw a significant upgrade to campus facilities and emphasized the importance of free speech.
In September, Mr. Gow announced that he was planning to step down from the role of chancellor and return to the faculty. At the time, university officials praised him, and Mr. Gow said that stepping down at that point felt like “going out on the top of your game.”





‘Almost Naked’ Party in Moscow Angers Russian Conservatives
Outrage over scantily clad socialites highlights the growing contradictions of a society reshaped by the war in Ukraine.

People attending an erotic celebrity party organized by a Russian influencer, Anastasia Ivleyeva, at a Moscow nightclub.
By Anatoly Kurmanaev  28 Dec, 2023
Tearful apologies, revoked sponsorships, canceled performances and two weeks in jail for wearing a sock on the genitals.
A widening crackdown on the participants in an erotic celebrity party in Moscow underscores an accelerating conservative shift in a country where hedonism has long been tolerated in return for the acceptance of shrinking political freedoms.
The scandal broke last week when a Russian TV presenter and blogger, Anastasia Ivleyeva, hosted some of the country’s show business personalities at a private party in the popular club Mutabor. Ms. Ivleyeva, who has 18 million Instagram followers, said the event was the premiere of her photography project, originally commissioned by the local branch of Playboy magazine.
She said the dress code was “almost naked,” and that guests were given the freedom to interpret that as they saw fit.
The suggestive photos and videos that surfaced on social media soon after were unremarkable. Yet the blowback was immediate and severe.
“The country is at war, and these scum, beasts, are putting on this,” one of the country’s most prominent propagandists, Vladimir Solovyov, wrote on his Telegram channel hours after the event. “Cattle who don’t give a damn about what’s happening.”
Some prominent conservatives went further, claiming, without offering evidence, that the party was a satanic ritual because it occurred, according to their calculations, on the 666th day of the war in Ukraine.
“Stop trampling on our hearts with your hoofs,” Vadim Tsyganov, a music producer, said in a video, where he appeared with his wife, Viktoria Tsyganova, a prominent Russian pop singer known for her religious and ultranationalist activism.
As the conservative outrage piled up, police raided Mutabor on Dec. 21. Soon after the party, some celebrity participants said they had lost sponsorships, had performances canceled and even had been edited out of prerecorded festive television programs.

Anastasia Ivleyeva, a Russian blogger and the organizer of an “almost naked” party at Moscow’s Mutabor nightclub, in a still image from a public apology video published Wednesday.
A prominent Russian conservative activist, Ekaterina Mizulina, claimed that the country’s tax authorities had opened an audit of Ms. Ivleyeva, and local news media reported that another group of activists had sued her for millions of dollars. Through a spokesperson, Ms. Ivleyeva declined to comment.
The biggest punishment thus far has befallen a 25-year-old rapper, Nikolai Vasilyev, who performs as Vacío. He was sentenced to 15 days in jail under the country’s new anti-gay law for having attended the party wearing only a sock on his genitals.
Aleksandr Baunov, a Russian politics expert at the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center in Berlin, said the crackdown underlines the contradictions in President Vladimir V. Putin’s wartime vision of the country.
Mr. Putin has attempted to mobilize Russian society for what he presents as an existential and prolonged conflict against the West in Ukraine. But he has also tried to maintain a sense of normalcy, particularly in the wealthier cities, and he has allowed Russian elites to largely carry on with their lives as long as they don’t question the war.
“This party has exposed these double standards,” Mr. Baunov said. “It gave the impression that there’s one set of rules for the common citizens, and another for the elites.”
The ensuing scandal handed a clear victory to the country’s ultraconservatives, who have long called for Russians to be more involved with the war effort. The coordinated nature of the crackdown points to Mr. Putin’s direct approval, Mr. Baunov said, and reflects the growing influence of ultraconservatives with the president.
Since invading Ukraine, Mr. Putin has also amplified his appeals to what he calls “traditional values,” as he has sought to sell the world on an alternative ideological vision from the West. The invasion has been accompanied by a crackdown on gay rights and growing calls for restrictions on abortions, although Mr. Putin has publicly rejected limits on women’s reproductive rights.
At least six attendees of the party have since issued public apologies, ranging from teary pleas for forgiveness to unlikely excuses.
“In the life of every person comes a moment when he walks through a wrong door,” said one of Russia’s most prominent pop singers, Philipp Kirkorov, who attended the party in a glittery see-through jumpsuit and underpants.
After initially defending her event, Ms. Ivleyeva, 32, has made two public apologies in videos posted on social media.
“They say that Russia can forgive,” she said in her second video, which was 21 minutes. “If this is true, I would very much like to ask for a second chance from you, from the Russian people.”
Alina Lobzina contributed reporting.
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Russia Retakes Some Land Hard Won by Ukraine During Counteroffensive
Russia’s recent progress around the southern village of Robotyne is a sobering development for Ukraine amid dwindling Western military aid.

Ukrainian soldiers riding in a tank near the village of Robotyne, in the Zaporizhzhia region, in August.
By Constant Méheut  28 Dec, 2023
Russia has recaptured land hard won by Ukrainian troops at the peak of their summer counteroffensive in the south, making progress around the southern village of Robotyne.
The situation has reinforced the war’s latest reality: With their counteroffensive stalled, Ukrainian troops are now on the back foot in many places. Besides Robotyne in the south, they are also struggling in the east, having all but retreated from the town of Marinka, officials said this week.
Deepening their challenges, Kyiv is increasingly worried that its military will not have the resources to keep up the fight. Washington announced on Wednesday that it was releasing the last remaining Congress-approved package of military aid available to Kyiv.
“Now, we are losing some fields, but if the U.S. aid is delayed, we will begin to lose towns,” Yehor Chernev, the deputy chairman of the Ukrainian Parliament’s committee on national security, defense and intelligence, said in an interview last week. “Without American ammunition, we are beginning to lose territory that was hard won this summer.”
For weeks, reluctance by Republican lawmakers in Congress to sustain assistance for Ukraine as the war stretches into another new year has thwarted Washington’s plans to send Kyiv more military aid. Congress declined again last week to pass a $50 billion security package for Ukraine, pushing back negotiations to next year.
Although some military aid could still flow from a separate program overseen by the Pentagon, the Biden administration is now tapping into the last remaining funds already approved by Congress. A $250 million package announced on Wednesday — which includes air defense equipment, artillery shells and over 15 million rounds of small arms ammunition — is likely the final tranche of available funding, according to American officials.
“When that one is done,” the National Security Council spokesman, John Kirby, told reporters last week, “we will have no more replenishment authority available to us.”

Ukrainian soldiers unpacking mortar shells for use against Russian forces on the east bank of the Dnipro River this month.
The Ukrainian military says its troops are facing shortages of critical equipment and ammunition. Some soldiers and commanders have
said the shortfall has led them to scale back some operations and move to a defensive strategy.
The situation around the village of Robotyne, in the southern Zaporizhzhia region, may be a case in point.
Western-trained and -equipped Ukrainian brigades retook the village in August after weeks of fighting. But the Institute for the Study of War, a Washington-based research group, said on Wednesday that Russian forces had now retaken positions captured by Ukraine during the counteroffensive, “likely after Ukrainian forces withdrew to more defensible positions near Robotyne for the winter.”
Russian troops have recently advanced from the southwest and east, pushing from Verbove, a nearby village that Ukrainian troops tried unsuccessfully to capture this summer to extend the bulge they had created in Russia’s defenses, according to the I.S.W. and open-source maps of the battlefield.
Russia’s advances have been limited so far: The open-source battlefield maps show that its forces have barely recaptured a few square miles of territory on the flanks of Robotyne. But Oleksandr Tarnavskyi, the head of Ukraine’s forces in the south, acknowledged to the BBC on Wednesday that “the situation in our sector is extremely difficult.”
Evgeny Balitsky, the Russian-appointed head of the part of the Zaporizhzhia region that Russia claimed to have annexed last year, told Russian television this week that he hoped Russian troops would soon retake Robotyne and reach the starting line of Ukraine’s counteroffensive.

Ukrainian soldiers shooting an antiaircraft weapon at the front line in the Zaporizhzhia area this month.
That would be a significant morale blow to Ukraine.
Robotyne was one of the rare successes of the Ukrainian counteroffensive. Its capture after weeks of grueling fighting — far longer than the few days that the Ukrainian military leadership originally thought it would take — underlined the immense challenges Kyiv faced in punching through deep, dense Russian defenses.
With Ukraine’s troops exhausted by months of grueling fighting, Moscow is applying pressure all along the front line to reduce Kyiv’s ability to withdraw its units and replenish them for future offensives, said Jack Watling, a research fellow and specialist in land warfare at the Royal United Services Institute in Britain.
“The Russians are going to have the advantage through the next few months,” Mr. Watling said in a telephone interview this week. He added, however, that “they’re not going to be able to decide the conflict in the next few months” because of Moscow’s costly way of fighting, which entails accepting huge human and material losses for limited territorial gains.
Mr. Watling said that if Ukraine’s allies were to continue sending more weapons, the dynamics on the battlefield could be altered.
Mr. Chernev, the Ukrainian lawmaker, said, “Everything will depend on how quickly Congress votes on the aid package for Ukraine.”





Criticize This African Country’s Army and You Might Be Drafted
The military junta in Burkina Faso, a West African nation struggling to defeat extremist groups, has been forcibly conscripting critics, say human rights organizations.

Under a military junta that has vowed to contain militant groups by any means, at least 15 people have either disappeared or been forcibly conscripted, according to human rights groups and lawyers.
By Monika Pronczuk  28 Dec, 2023
One Friday earlier this month, just as Dr. Daouda Diallo stepped out of the passport office in the capital of the West African nation of Burkina Faso, four men grabbed him off the street, pushed him into a vehicle and drove off.
Dr. Diallo, a pharmacist-turned-rights-activist who had recently been awarded a prestigious prize for human rights work, has not been heard from since that day, Dec. 1.
But four days later, a picture of Dr. Diallo, 41, wearing a helmet and holding a Kalashnikov rifle, posted on social media, seemingly confirming the fears of his family and colleagues that he had been forcefully conscripted into the army. Dr. Diallo and a dozen other people active in public life had been notified by security forces in November that they would soon be drafted to assist the government in securing the country, according to international and local rights groups.
Then, on Christmas Eve, two men in civilian clothes rang the doorbell of Ablassé Ouedraogo, a former foreign affairs minister and an opposition leader. He was taken away and his whereabouts remain unknown, according to Faso Autrement, his political party.
Burkina Faso, a previously stable, landlocked nation of 20 million, has been torn apart in the past eight years by violence from extremist groups loosely affiliated with Al Qaeda and the Islamic State.
In the ensuing chaos, the country went through two coups in just 10 months, the second last year by a military junta vowing to contain militant groups by any means.
Dr. Diallo and Mr. Ouedraogo have been among at least 15 people who have recently either disappeared or been forcibly conscripted, according to human rights groups and lawyers. The list includes journalists, civil society activists, an anesthesiologist and an imam, all of whom had criticized the junta for its failure to defeat the insurgents, and for abuses against the populations it is meant to protect.

Dr. Daouda Diallo, a pharmacist and rights activist, was seized by four men and apparently forcibly conscripted into the army. 
The military government, led by 35-year old Captain Ibrahim Traoré, has failed to deliver on its pledge to restore stability. Violence has surged under his rule, said diplomats, aid workers and analysts. Burkina Faso has become a focus of the crisis in the Sahel region, an enormous swath of land south of the Sahara that has been shaken by extremist uprisings and military coups.
About half of the country’s territory is now outside of government control. Almost five million people are in need of humanitarian assistance, according to the United Nations and aid agencies, and more than two million more have lost their homes and belongings. Local and international aid groups have accused both the extremists and the government-affiliated forces of massacring civilians.
“Burkina Faso is the epicenter of security challenges in West Africa,” Emanuela Del Re, the special representative of the European Union to the Sahel, said in an interview. “The situation is desperate, and the population is paying the price.”
Burkina Faso, a former French colony, had long relied on the support of French troops to fight the insurgency. But after the coup last year, Captain Traoré pledged to sever all ties with France, seen as a neocolonial power that failed to contain the extremists. Hundreds of French troops withdrew from the country earlier this year, and the government has instead sought to forge an alliance with Russia, leading to speculation that the Kremlin-backed Wagner Group could start operating in the country.

A neighborhood in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, where displaced people fleeing violence have settled. Local and international aid groups have accused both the extremists and the government-affiliated forces of massacring civilians.
Confronted with a lack of resources, the military-led government issued a broad appeal for civilians to join volunteer defense forces, promising them a stipend and two weeks of military training. It also announced an emergency “general mobilization” law, which gave the president sweeping powers, including conscripting people, requisitioning goods and restraining civil liberties.
“Burkina Faso’s military junta is using its emergency law, which gives them the possibility to conscript and reposition people and goods, to silence and even punish its critics,” said Ilaria Allegrozzi, senior Sahel researcher at Human Rights Watch. “This practice violates fundamental human rights.”
The military government of Burkina Faso did not respond to interview requests, and declined to comment on the practice of forced conscription.
The U.S. State Department said in a statement on Dec. 12 that it was concerned about recent actions by Burkina Faso’s military government, “such as the growing use of targeted forced conscriptions, shrinking civic space, and restrictions on political parties.”
It added: “These actions have the cumulative effect of silencing individuals who are working on behalf of their country to promote democratic governance.”
While the emergency decree enables the government to conscript civilians over the age of 18, rights groups said that targeted application of the law breaches fundamental human rights.

Captain Ibrahim Traore, center, who leads Burkina Faso’s military government. Violence has surged under his rule, said diplomats, aid workers and analysts.
Three of the people who received draft notices at the same time as Dr. Diallo sued the government. In early December a court in the capital, Ouagadougou, sided with them, stating that the orders were illegal. Despite the ruling, all three — two rights activists, Rasmané Zinaba and Bassirou Badjo, and Issaka Lingani, a journalist — remain in hiding, fearing for their lives.
“We saw it coming for Daouda,” said Binta Sidibe-Gascon, the president of Observatoire Kisal, a rights group, who comes from Burkina Faso but now lives in Paris, referring to Dr. Diallo, the pharmacist. “We told him: it is not safe for you to stay in the country. But he said that the people needed him there.”
Earlier this year, Arouna Louré, an anesthesiologist from Ouagadougou, was conscripted and sent to work as an army doctor in one of the most dangerous areas in the country after he criticized in a Facebook post the army’s response to a jihadist attack.
“It is not only illegal, but it is also cruel,” said Ms. Allegrozzi, of Human Rights Watch. “It’s like: You’ve criticized the army. Now you’ll see for yourself what it looks like, and what it feels like to be a soldier.”
Several residents of Burkina Faso, including activists, journalists and analysts, declined to be interviewed, citing fear for their lives. “Whoever speaks out against the junta, disappears,” said one of them.

Arouna Louré, an anesthesiologist from Ouagadougou, criticized the army’s response to a jihadist attack and was sent to one of the country’s most dangerous areas.
Those who disappeared had mostly been making criticisms confirmed by data on how the government’s reliance on an exclusively military strategy to defeat insurgents has backfired, analysts and aid workers said.
“Violence in Burkina Faso has reached an all-time high,” said Heni Nsaibia, a senior analyst with Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project, which tracks data on conflict in Africa. “The number of fatalities from the conflict has skyrocketed.”
In places like the town of Djibo in the north, which has swelled from 60,000 to 300,000 people and has been under an ongoing blockade for the past two years, residents have been relying solely on supplies brought in by U.N.-operated humanitarian flights.
Many people, exhausted with the never-ending cycle of violence, have welcomed Mr. Traore’s security pledge. The streets of Ouagadougou have been decorated with Russian flags. Banners display pictures of soldiers and patriotic messages. Roundabouts are being surveilled by unofficial militia, dubbed “Irissi, irissi,” or Russian in Moore, the local language of the main ethnic group, following rumors that they are being paid by Russia.
Fifty-thousand people heeded the government’s call to volunteer for the military, which pays a monthly stipend of about $107, which is above the minimum wage and highly desirable in a country where regular income is rare. Some said they were also eager to contribute to the war effort.

Many people, exhausted with the never-ending cycle of violence, support the military junta and welcome its pledge to defeat insurgents. 
Ouattara Fadouba, a musician, said he signed up with the voluntary forces earlier this year, but has not been sent to the front yet. Instead, he is recording songs praising the government.
“The country has been attacked by terrorists, and I put myself at the disposition of the nation,” he said in a phone interview from Ouagadougou. “If I am called to the frontline, I will go.”
But those who criticize the government’s all-military strategy refuse to be silenced. Mr. Louré, the anesthesiologist, has been released from duty and returned home last week, after three months spent in military camps and on the frontline. The experience only bolstered his view that depending only on the military to fight insurgents is the worst option.
“The more the state perpetuates the violence, the more people are going to be frustrated, and might want to join the terrorist groups,” he said.





Death of ‘Parasite’ Star Highlights South Korea’s Crackdown on Drugs
The actor, Lee Sun-kyun, had been questioned on suspicion of drug use in a country that has long drawn a hard line against anything other than total abstinence.

Police officers investigating a vehicle in which the body of Lee Sun-kyun was found in Seoul on Wednesday.
By John Yoon  28 Dec, 2023
Lee Sun-kyun, the “Parasite” actor who was found dead on Wednesday, was far from the only celebrity entangled in South Korea’s latest antidrug crackdown.
Yoo Ah-in, the actor known for his roles in the 2018 film “Burning” and the 2021 Netflix series “Hellbound,” is facing trial after testing positive for propofol, marijuana, ketamine and cocaine, officials say. Several South Korean retailers have cut ties with the actor since the drug accusations became public. He is no longer listed as a cast member for the second season of “Hellbound.”
G-Dragon, the rapper and former member of the K-pop boy group BigBang, had been under investigation for possible drug use until the police dropped the case earlier this month after he tested negative on several drug tests. Nevertheless, BMW Korea removed images of him from its online advertisements.
The recent accusations against high-profile entertainers here have highlighted the continuation of a strict antidrug policy and attitudes in South Korea that have drawn a hard line against anything other than total abstinence from drug use.
Some officials hail that toughness as critical to keeping drug use under control. But the policies have also come under criticism from treatment experts who say that the authorities focus too much on punishment rather than rehabilitation.
“When you look at data and you look at the harsh penalties that have been in place for decades now, they haven’t worked,” said Gloria Lai, a regional director for the International Drug Policy Consortium, an organization that promotes evidence-based drug policies around the world. “And the cost on people’s lives is huge.”
Since Mr. Lee’s death, the police in Incheon, a city west of Seoul, who had questioned him on suspicion of using marijuana and ketamine, have been criticized for their treatment of Mr. Lee during the investigation, saying it was disproportionate to the severity of the allegations against him.
Seongcheol Park, Mr. Lee’s lawyer, denied the drug charges and accused the police of violating rules about the public release of information. He said Mr. Lee had tested negative in multiple drug tests.
Mr. Park added that the police had intensively investigated the allegations that Mr. Lee had used drugs but did not take seriously enough his assertion that he had been the target of blackmail.
“The process was insulting and humiliating to him, even though there was no evidence that he had taken drugs,” Mr. Park said in a telephone interview. “While it’s true that drug investigations are necessary, it’s a problem when they go too far and don’t follow procedures and protocols.”
Kim Hui-jung, the Incheon police chief, defended the investigation at a news conference on Thursday. He said that his agency had performed properly and legally, “based on specific informant statements and evidence.”

Lee Sun-kyun arriving at a police station in Incheon, South Korea, last week for questioning.
South Korea’s tough stance on drugs is in line with that of some other countries in Asia. A drug conviction can carry the death penalty in China and Singapore. Japan and Taiwan, too, have maintained minimal tolerance for drug use. Governments in Japan and Singapore have publicly spoken out against a strategy called harm reduction that has become more prominent in Western nations, Ms. Lai said.
“A harm reduction approach is controversial,” she said, “because you’re basically saying that, even if someone continues to use drugs, you think that they still deserve to be treated with care and with access to health services.”
South Korea stands apart from countries like the United States, Canada and some in Europe, which approach drug use as a public health matter rather than simply a criminal one. 
Still, South Korea’s drug policies, combined with its geographic isolation, have helped keep drug use low, experts say.
But reports of trafficking and use have surged in the past few years, though experts say it is difficult to obtain accurate data on drugs in South Korea because of stigma and the fear of imprisonment. Drug-related arrests, including for its consumption and sale, rose to more than 17,000 this year from about 10,400 in 2019, according to official data. Among them, teens were the age group with the largest growth, jumping sixfold to 1,000 arrests from 160. It is unclear whether that increase in arrests represents an actual spike in drug use, or whether intensified enforcement is playing an outsize role.
President Yoon Suk Yeol and officials in his politically conservative government declared a “war on drugs” after taking office in 2022, warning that drugs were becoming more accessible nationwide. Celebrities have also led “just say no” campaigns on social media. Some talk shows have dedicated entire episodes to antidrug programming.
The country’s latest crackdown, and the rhetoric of Mr. Yoon and officials in his administration, have echoed the “war on drugs” of the 1970s and ’80s in the United States, said Hyeouk Chris Hahm, a professor at the Boston University School of Social Work.
“Cracking down with these harsh punishments and unreasonably long years of imprisonment is not going to be effective” in reducing drug use and overdose deaths, Professor Hahm said. “And we know that from the history of the U.S.”
South Koreans can even be prosecuted upon returning home for using drugs outside the country. Once convicted of using illicit drugs, a person can be required to complete a mandatory education program run by the Justice Ministry, or be imprisoned, said Yoon Hyunjun, a drug policy expert at Sogang University in Seoul.
A prison sentence can range from six months to four years, depending on the type of drug. For trafficking, the sentence can be up to 14 years.

An event last month in Seoul promoting a drug-free society.
Drug treatment experts say that the country’s approach is too narrowly focused on punishment. The mandatory education program that offenders take is not individualized enough to each person’s needs and does not provide a sustainable plan to overcome addiction, Ms. Yoon said. While the government has called for more rehab clinics for drug users, they remain far fewer than those for alcoholics.
“In our country, drug rehabilitation is less often viewed as an effort to overcome addiction than as a penalty,” Ms. Yoon said. “People’s mind-sets are focused strictly on punishment.”
But public policy experts warned that approaching drug use only in a punitive way falls short at curbing drug use, addictions and overdose deaths.
“It needs to be in tandem with education, changing the culture and good infrastructure for addiction treatment,” said Jimi Huh, a professor of public health at the Keck School of Medicine of the University of Southern California. “Having a punitive policy only — that’s not going to cut it.”





Foreigners Who Made Ukraine Home Stay Put, Despite War
As millions fled, some expatriates made the unlikely decision to remain in Ukraine, among them students determined to finish their education and others who now consider it home.
[Embedded video available]
By Megan SpeciaPhotographs by Laura Boushnak  28 Dec, 2023
It was just three months after the Russian invasion of Ukraine in early 2022, but Marwa Yehea wanted to return to her home in Kyiv.
Ms. Yehea, 31, who is originally from Syria, had fled the Ukrainian capital with her two daughters that February when the war began. In those early days of uncertainty, she was pregnant with her third child, and they spent weeks in Germany.
But she was determined to be back home by the time her son was born. By May 2022, they had returned to Kyiv in time for his birth.
“The war hasn’t ended, and the psychological toll that takes is tiring,” Ms. Yehea said during an interview in Kyiv this summer. “But you get used to it. And us especially, as Syrians who emerged from war — well, here we’re secure.”
In the decades before the Russian invasion, Kyiv had become an increasingly cosmopolitan city, a destination for international students and professionals looking to make their lives in Europe. Before the war, some 293,600 foreign nationals were residing permanently in Ukraine, according to government figures from 2020.

Marwa Yehea, center, who is originally from Syria, greeting a friend after prayer in Kyiv.

A service at the Islamic Center in Kyiv, where Ms. Yehea returned for the birth of her son.

The war, Ms. Yehea said, takes a psychological toll. “But you get used to it,” she said.
Some have made the unlikely decision to continue living here, even as war grips the country and millions have fled. In some instances, returning to their country of origin is impossible, and they have stayed in Ukraine rather than becoming refugees for a second time. Others are simply unwilling to walk away from the lives they have built in the country.
“We were happy here — our lives here were good, praise God,” said Ms. Yehea, who had been living in Ukraine since 2012. “We’ve lived comfortable lives here.”
International college students have also returned, weighing the value of an affordable education against the risks of war.
Wang Zheng, 23, who is originally from China, had been studying in Ukraine since 2017 and was just starting working toward his master’s degree when the war began. He went back to China and continued his studies online, but returned to Kyiv last spring. His education “is the most important thing,” he said, adding, “I can’t give up.”
Kyiv is where he first met his girlfriend, Wang Danyang, 26, a trained opera singer who is also from China. She returned to Kyiv in July and they moved in together. They want to build their life here, Mr. Wang said.
“I feel like this is my second motherland,” he said.

Wang Zheng and his girlfriend, Wang Danyang, are both originally from China.

Mr. Wang has been studying in Ukraine since 2017. “I can’t give up,” he said.

The couple moved in together after Ms. Wang, an opera singer, returned to Kyiv.
Some 76,500 foreign students were enrolled in Ukrainian universities in 2020, with the largest percent coming from India.
Two students from that country, Jaanvi, 20, who has a legal single name, and her roommate, Mary Fiona, 22, were studying medicine in Kyiv when the war broke out. Jaanvi had arrived in December 2021, just months before the Russian invasion began, and fled four days into the fighting.
She and other Indian students were told that Ukrainians were being given priority to board trains leaving the city, and she waited for hours. She finally made it to the Polish border, but foreign students again faced delay, an issue that many of those from Asia and Africa recounted at the time.
Ms. Fiona, who had lived in Ukraine for four years, said that she experienced some discrimination in Ukraine before the war, which she described as “painful,” but that overall she had a positive experience living here.
“I love this country, that is why I came back,” Ms. Fiona said.
In January 2023, both women returned to Ukraine, undeterred by the airstrikes.
“If you are going to die, you can die in your house, too,” Jaanvi said. “It is all up to fate. There are bunkers, and Ukrainian people are living here too.”

Ali Saleh, who grew up in Saudi Arabia after fleeing Chad’s civil war, began studying biomedical engineering in Kyiv in 2020.

Mary Fiona, left, and her roommate, Jaanvi, are from India and were studying medicine in Kyiv when the war began.

Khadidja Hassan, who is from Chad, is studying at Bogomolets Medical University in Kyiv. She returned to Kyiv in October 2022 after fleeing.
Ali Saleh, 25, a citizen of Chad who grew up in Saudi Arabia after his family fled civil war, was studying biomedical engineering at Kyiv Polytechnic Institute when Russian forces moved in. He fled to Paris for a few months but returned to Kyiv in early 2023.
For now, Mr. Saleh is focused on studying and working. In his spare time, he loves to cook, but it can be a solitary life — many of his friends decided against returning.
“I came back, and the country wasn’t at its best,” Mr. Saleh said, describing the rolling power cuts last winter and the threat of airstrikes. But he said he hoped that one day he will be able to tell his children and grandchildren about it all.
Zyad Hakim, 24, had spent five years studying mechanical engineering at Kyiv Polytechnic Institute when the war started and was unwilling to simply walk away from the work he had completed.
Mr. Hakim, who is originally from Morocco, returned there at the start of the war but then came back to Kyiv in January 2023 to finish his final semester. He completed his degree this summer and then moved back to Morocco.
“I needed to come here and complete it,” he said in Kyiv, just days before he left. “Otherwise, all of my work would go into the gutter — into the abyss.”


Other immigrants say they are committed to staying for the long run, even as war disrupts their lives.
Abdaljalil Rejee, a Palestinian doctor, has lived in Ukraine for 20 years. He left for Britain with his wife and two children when the war began, but returned to Kyiv in the summer of 2022, eager to get back to work and for his children to return to their routines. In Kyiv, despite the war, their lives have resumed a rhythm of normalcy. They picnic in the park on weekends, spend time with friends at Kyiv’s Islamic Center, and their children are back in school.

Abdaljalil Rejee, a Palestinian doctor who has lived in Ukraine for 20 years, with his wife, Alaa Khlaif, and their children Iliia, on her father’s lap, and Taisir in Kyiv.

Taisir Rejee, center, is back in school in Kyiv. The family briefly fled Ukraine.

“We know that our future is here, and we will stay,” Dr. Rejee said.
“We have choices, but we prefer to be in Ukraine,” said Dr. Rejee, 39. “We know that our future is here, and we will stay.”
Dr. Rejee’s extended family lives in the West Bank, and with war now taking place in Gaza, too, he has worrying about their safety — even as they worry about his. “It is very difficult to see children, women and people in general being killed every day,” he said.
Even some whose life here has not been ideal still say Ukraine is their home.
Abdullah Hossein al-Rabii, 40, who owns a popular restaurant in Kyiv near the Islamic Center, moved there in 2013 after fleeing Syria’s civil war. He serves falafel, hummus, shawarma and other Middle Eastern dishes, and can usually be found at the grill out front, greeting his mostly Ukrainian patrons with a warm smile as the smoke swirls around them.
“I’m not stuck in Ukraine,” he said. “I don’t want to leave.”
But Mr. al-Rabii lives in limbo, as do thousands of other Syrians who came here. They were never given full refugee status by Ukraine, but instead have been afforded “complementary protection,” which is temporary and provides no path to permanent residency.

Abdullah Hossein al-Rabii owns a popular restaurant in Kyiv. He came to Ukraine in 2013 after fleeing civil war in his home country, Syria.

Zyad Hakim, left, briefly interrupted his engineering studies in Kyiv when the fighting started. He returned to complete his degree and then went home to Morocco.

Atefe Bathaei moved to Ukraine from Iran 14 years ago, but was traveling in her home country when Russia invaded and has not been able to return to Ukraine. “I never imagined that war would be happening,” she said.
Mr. Rabii’s Syrian passport has expired, and he hasn’t seen his family in Syria — or left Ukraine — in a decade.
Many Syrians in Ukraine fled elsewhere in Europe when the war began, looking for safety and a more stable future. But Mr. al-Rabii, who is married to a Ukrainian woman, is committed to staying.
“The worst thing is that you were a refugee before, then you fled, and then you could become a refugee again,” he said. “This would hurt the most.”
Daria Mitiuk and Oleksandr Chubko contributed reporting from Kyiv.





Gas Tanker Explosion Kills More Than 40 in Liberia
After the tanker overturned in an accident, people gathered around the vehicle trying to scoop up fuel before it caught fire and exploded.

A photograph released by Liberia National Red Cross Society, showing its health workers and the Bong County Health Team moving the bodies of victims of a tanker explosion in Totota, Liberia, on Tuesday.
By Clair MacDougall and Emma Bubola  28 Dec, 2023
Dozens of people were killed on a roadside in Liberia after they rushed to scoop up fuel from an overturned tanker before it exploded, officials said.
Officials have said more than 40 people died in the blast on Tuesday, but the country’s health minister, Wilhelmina Jallah, said in a telephone interview that the number of fatalities could rise because an additional 83 people were injured.
A video circulating on social media showed people running from the explosion, some of them wrapped in flames, as thick, black smoke rose from the tanker.
“These guys risked their lives for little or nothing,” Jacob Vesselee, the regional traffic commander, said in a phone call.
Living standards are dire in Liberia, where more than four-fifths of the population do not have sufficient access to food, according to the World Bank, and prices for staples like rice and oil have soared over the past two years.
In November, Liberia held largely peaceful presidential elections in which the rising cost of living emerged as a major strike against the government led by the former soccer star George Weah, who ultimately lost to Joseph Boakai.
The tanker overturned at about 2 p.m., when while it was overtaking another car in the town of Totota, in north-central Liberia, Mr. Vesselee said, drawing people to the scene before the vehicle exploded.
Sub-Saharan Africa has the worst road-safety record in the world, according to the United Nations.
Rescuers were still trying to determine the exact number of the victims by going from home to home and questioning families because not all the bodies were recognizable, Dr. Francis Kateh, Liberia’s chief medical officer, told the local channel Super Bongese TV.
“Some of the people burned beyond recognition,” he said. “Some of them turned into ashes.”
The majority of the injured were transported about 70 miles to the country’s capital, Monrovia, Ms. Jallah, the health minister, said.
Jerry Brown, the chief executive officer of the John F. Kennedy Medical Center in Monrovia, the largest hospital in Liberia, said the hospital received 28 people on Wednesday with burns from the first to third degree. Two of them have since died.
He added that while the hospital has capable doctors, it does not have a specialized burns unit, forcing them to turn the trauma section into a makeshift burns unit.
“Our capacity to treat burns is dismal,” said Dr. Brown, adding that the hospital could handle four or five burn cases at a time. “It’s a big challenge.”





A Statue’s Hips Don’t Lie: Shakira Is Honored in Her Hometown
A (tall) statue of the Colombian singer was unveiled this week along the waterfront in Barranquilla, the city where she grew up.

A statue of the Colombian singer Shakira on the waterfront in Barranquilla, Colombia.
By Genevieve Glatsky  27 Dec, 2023
The Colombian coastal city of Barranquilla this week revealed a 21-foot-tall tribute to one of the country’s most famous cultural exports: Shakira.
“A heart that composes, hips that don’t lie, an unmatched talent, a voice that moves the masses and bare feet that march for the good of children and humanity,” reads the plaque below the statue.
“I am honored and moved by this incredible recognition in my Barranquilla, the city where I was born,” Shakira said in a statement. “Every barranquillero and barranquillera are my brothers and sisters and the inspiration of my life since my childhood.”
The statue’s sculptor, Yino Márquez, said he was delighted by the way the sculpture had been received by the public and by Shakira and her family after it was unveiled on Tuesday. The singer’s mother, he said, told him that God would bless his hands for being such a good sculptor.
“Shakira herself called me and told me that I captured her essence very well in the sculpture. That her son saw the sculpture and said that it is the most beautiful sculpture he has ever seen,” Mr. Márquez said.
The 52-year old artist said he had been working on sculptures since he was 16. He has made large statues for other Colombian cities and is an academic coordinator at Barranquilla’s public art academy.
In June, the mayor of Barranquilla, Jaime Pumarejo, called to let him know that he was a candidate to create a sculpture of Shakira that the city wanted to erect on the waterfront. He found out he had been chosen about a month later, when the mayor announced it to the public.

The Colombian artist Yino Marquez working on the statue, in August.
Mr. Pumarejo said that about a year ago, he started thinking about ways to honor significant Barranquilla figures as a way to increase tourism and serve as role models for young people. City officials decided on a statue representing the coat of arms of Barranquilla, and one of Shakira, who the mayor said agreed to the idea.
Together, the two statues cost around $700 million Colombian pesos, or $180,000, he said.
“It was a monumental task,” he said. But he added that he was more than happy with the results. “I think that in the end it is much more than we expected.”
Shakira, 46, who now lives mostly in Miami, was born in Barranquilla, a port city of 1.2 million people and long the home of many Colombian-Lebanese families like hers.
Though she lives abroad and goes on tours, she has maintained a close relationship with the city. She comes back to visit several times a year, has financed several schools and founded a foundation that works to improve early childhood education in Colombia.
"Between the Syrian-Lebanese dances mixed with the flavors of the Caribbean that are embodied in her hips, in the way she dances, they show a Barranquilla of migrants, a Barranquilla open to the world and to integration and diversity,” Mr. Pumarejo said. “They also show a woman who dared and succeeded.”

Shakira performs during the halftime show of Super Bowl LIV in 2020.
The statue, which took five months to complete, shows Shakira wearing a maroon outfit and performing her famous belly dance. Mr. Márquez first modeled it in clay, then made a silicone and fiberglass mold, and finally cast it in bronze.
The end of her skirt, made of aluminum, symbolizes the waves of the Caribbean Sea and the Magdalena river, Mr. Márquez explained. He added that her upraised arms will eventually hold a light that will turn on at night.
Mr. Márquez said he first met Shakira, whose full name is Shakira Isabel Mebarak Ripoll, when she was around 15 and starting to gain recognition as a performer in Colombia. Some of his classmates at art school, he recalls, would help her with her stage design.
“I just saw her walking the halls and I didn’t pay much attention at that time,” he said. Over time he came to admire her hard work and success.
“Shakira is a symbol of effort, discipline and progress,” he said. “For me, she is a fighter.”

A photograph released by Barranquilla’s mayor’s office showing William Mebarak, left, and Nidia Ripoll, second from right, the parents of the Colombian singer Shakira, posing with the mayor, Jaime Pumarejo, second from left, and the artist Yino Márquez during the unveiling ceremony on Tuesday.
When he took on the task of sculpting her likeness, he said that she was heavily involved in the process and came to Barranquilla to meet with him in person so he could make the sculpture as accurate as possible.
“I found a more affable and kind person than I had imagined and with a big laugh and smile,’’ he said.
One day after the statue’s unveiling, tourists from around the country had already gathered around the Barranquilla boardwalk to see the new landmark and take selfies. Many praised what they saw as the accuracy of the sculpture and its significance to Colombians.
“I’ve always loved her, but especially since she dissed Piqué,” said Cindy Avila, a 33-year-old content creator from the northern city of Sincelejo, referring to her former partner, Gerard Piqué. “We all grew up admiring her, wanting to dance, wanting to dress like her.”
María Paula Giraldo, a 54-year-old ceramist from Bogotá, the capital, said the statue “makes us feel very proud to be Colombians. It also represents an icon, a woman who has done so much for Colombia,” she said. “I grew up with her music. It has been with us on walks, parties and dances.’’
Amparo Pacheco, a 62-year old Colombian businesswoman who was visiting from Spain, where she lives, said the “sculpture makes you feel like you’re in the Caribbean. She is from this land.”
Ivonne Arroyo contributed reporting from Barranquilla.





‘We Are Not Equipped to Deal With This’: Migrant Surge Overwhelms U.S. Border
Officials are struggling to contend with the chaos at the U.S.-Mexico border as thousands of migrants arrive every day, trekking from the farthest reaches of the globe.

Migrants who were brought in for processing by Border Patrol agents in Sásabe, Arizona, on Tuesday.
By Natalie Kitroeff  27 Dec, 2023
At a remote spot in the Arizona desert, near a hole in the border wall, dozens of migrants huddled over wood fires.
After fleeing war in Sudan, violent gangs in Central America or Mexican cartels, the men had all crossed into the United States illegally, walked on foot over rugged terrain for hours, and arrived at this outpost exhausted, hungry and cold.
They wanted to turn themselves into the authorities to ask for asylum, but were stranded here, miles away from the closest town, Sásabe.
Then, as temperatures dropped on Tuesday night, a convoy of Border Patrol agents rolled in, loaded the men into a van to be processed and sped away — off to search for more people in need of rescue.
“We are not equipped to deal with this,” Scott Carmon, a Border Patrol watch commander, said while surveying the muddy encampment. “It’s a humanitarian disaster.”
This is the crisis unfolding at the southern border, as migrant encounters once again hit record levels and test the capacity of American law enforcement to contain an explosion of illegal crossings with far-reaching repercussions for the Biden administration.
Thousands of migrants are arriving at the border every day, trekking from the farthest reaches of the globe, from Africa to Asia to South America, driven by relentless violence, desperation and poverty.
In May, the Biden administration briefly celebrated when crossings declined, even after pandemic-era border restrictions were lifted and many feared the floodgates would open. But the numbers have spiked in recent months, provoking sharp criticism from both parties and fears within the administration that the issue will damage Democrats’ electoral future.

Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken, third from left, meeting with President Andrés Manuel López Obrador, at head of table, on Wednesday.
Last week, the number of apprehensions reached more than 10,000 a day — stretching the resources of the Border Patrol and overwhelming small towns on both sides of the border, where people have been funneled by smugglers consolidating new routes to evade capture by the U.S. authorities.
“In terms of migrants per day, December 2023 is bigger than any average we have ever seen,” said Adam Isacson, a migration expert at the Washington Office on Latin America. “Every official who is commenting on it, on all levels, says they’re near or past the breaking point.”
Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken and other senior officials traveled to Mexico on Wednesday to discuss the spike in migration with President Andrés Manuel López Obrador, while American officials monitored a new caravan of more than 2,000 migrants moving north through the country toward the United States.
The caravan is unlikely to make it to the United States, experts said, but it has drawn significant media attention to the tide of migrants who have already crossed the border en masse.
On Thursday, Mr. López Obrador praised the meeting between the two countries, saying that President Biden understands that migration “is a social problem and that it cannot be solved with coercive measures alone.”
The Mexican Foreign Ministry said in a statement that both delegations agreed to meet again in Washington in January.
Mexico has been a stalwart enforcer of U.S. border restrictions, detaining a record number of migrants this year, government figures show. But in December, the National Migration Institute, a government agency, suspended migrant deportations from the country because of a lack of funding, according to an institute official who was not authorized to speak publicly.
Experts and officials are still piecing together exactly what’s behind the recent migration swell.

A caravan heading to the U.S. border, in Huixtla, Mexico, on Tuesday.
Among the leading theories: larger numbers of Mexicans who seem to be fleeing cartel turf battles across the country; rumors about the end of a key legal pathway that may have prompted a rush to cross; and smugglers who have pushed desperate people of all nationalities to try to enter at increasingly remote parts of the border.
“If you move to a place that’s super remote, there won’t be a lot of agents on staff and that increases your chances of being released into the U.S.,” Mr. Isacson said. “There is nowhere to put people. They can’t hold you.”
Izzeddin, a 32-year-old migrant from Sudan, was among about a dozen men from his homeland at the Arizona encampment on Tuesday. He sipped sugary coffee provided by an aid group, No More Deaths, that has helped keep migrants alive with blankets, food and 911 calls to address life-threatening injuries.
“We came here because we need protection,” said Izzeddin, who asked to be identified by only his first name, fearing reprisals against his family.
A raging civil war in Sudan has driven millions from their homes, including these men, who said they lost family members and left loved ones in refugee camps to trek to the United States.
In Sudan, Izzeddin said, “we saw people being killed, raped.” He and his companions, he said, were all waiting for one thing: “border patrol to come pick us up and give us protection.”

As temperatures dropped on Tuesday night, a convoy of Border Patrol agents rolled in and loaded the men into a van to be processed.
Often, migrants who get to the United States and ask for asylum — protection from political or other persecution at home — do not actually get their claims screened upon arrival. Because of the limited capacity to detain people at the border, many are instead released with a court date for a judge to evaluate their cases. The process can take years.
In Arizona, border officials closed a key port of entry to legal crossings in early December to focus on the unlawful ones.
Mr. Carmon, the Border Patrol watch commander, pleaded for more resources. “Give us more help, give us FEMA,” he said.
Last week, workers from No More Deaths evacuated migrants caught in a rainstorm to a nearby Border Patrol facility, a spokeswoman for the group said.
“If we had a flooded city and people needed to get evacuated, they would drive National Guard trucks, those big cattle trucks, and put our citizens in them,” Mr. Carmon said. “Why they’re not down here helping us transport these people to safety and warmth, I don’t know.”
For Izzeddin, being exposed to the elements in the desert felt a lot safer than staying in Sudan.
“It doesn’t matter if it’s cold,” he said. “There is peace here.”

People from Guatemala and Mexico waiting for border patrols to show up at a camp next to the border wall on Wednesday.
Hamed Aleaziz and Emiliano Rodríguez Mega contributed reporting from Mexico City.





Friday Briefing
Hamas’s campaign of sexual violence.
By Natasha Frost  29 Dec, 2023

The family of Gal Abdush, who was killed by Hamas. The photograph on the wall shows Gal and her husband, Nagi.
‘Screams without words’
A two-month investigation by The Times, including interviews with more than 150 people, uncovered painful new details about the attacks by Hamas on Oct. 7, established a pattern of gender-based sexual violence and identified at least seven locations where Israeli women and girls appeared to have been sexually assaulted or mutilated.
Israeli officials say that, in every place where Hamas terrorists struck — a rave, military bases along the border and kibbutzim — they brutalized women. Witnesses described instances of rape and murder in graphic detail. And soldiers and volunteer medics recalled finding more than 30 defiled bodies of women and girls. Many of the accounts are difficult to hear, and the visual evidence is disturbing to see.
Hamas has denied Israel’s accusations of sexual violence. Israeli activists have been outraged that the U.N. Secretary General, António Guterres, and the agency U.N. Women did not acknowledge the many accusations until weeks after the attacks.
Investigation: Top police investigators in Israel have gathered evidence where possible, but they have not put a number on how many women were raped, saying that most are dead — and quickly buried, according to Jewish religious custom — and that they will never know. No survivors have spoken publicly.
Witness account: Raz Cohen, a security consultant, saw a young woman, naked and screaming, being dragged by five armed men. He described how she was raped and then killed. “I still remember her voice, screams without words.”
In other news:
 
	In a rare admission of fault, the Israeli military acknowledged that it had carried out two airstrikes in central Gaza on Dec. 24, which health officials said killed dozens of civilians.

	A report that Israel’s Supreme Court might strike down part of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s judicial overhaul has raised the specter of renewed discord in the country.

	The U.S. imposed financial sanctions to try to stanch the flow of Iranian funds to the Houthi militia in Yemen, which has been sowing chaos in the Red Sea.




Ukrainian soldiers riding in a tank near the village of Robotyne, in the Zaporizhzhia region, in August.
Russia retakes land from Ukraine
Russia is making progress around the southern village of Robotyne, recapturing land that Ukrainian troops took at the peak of their summer counteroffensive in the south.
With their counteroffensive stalled, Ukrainian troops are now on the back foot in many places, and Kyiv is increasingly worried that its military will not have the resources to keep up the fight.
Scandal: A celebrity party in Moscow with the dress code “almost naked” has resulted in tearful apologies, revoked sponsorships, canceled performances and, for one rapper, a two-week jail sentence.


Soldiers in Burkina Faso standing at attention.
A crackdown on critics in Burkina Faso
The military junta in Burkina Faso, a West African nation struggling to defeat extremist groups, has been forcibly conscripting those who have criticized the leadership for its failure to defeat the insurgents, and for abuses against the populations it is meant to protect.
Violence has surged under the military government, according to diplomats, aid workers and analysts. Burkina Faso has become a focus of the crisis in the Sahel region, an enormous swath of land south of the Sahara that has been shaken by uprisings and coups.
THE LATEST NEWS
Around the World

 
	A powerful storm has left thousands of homes in Wales and England without power, delivering heavy rain and disrupting train journeys.


 
	More than 40 people were killed in Liberia in the explosion of a gas tanker after they rushed to scoop up fuel from the overturned vehicle.


 
	Lee Sun-kyun, the “Parasite” actor found dead this week, is just the latest celebrity to become entangled in South Korea’s crackdown on drugs.

	Maine will keep Donald Trump off its Republican primary ballot, a week after Colorado’s top court disqualified the former president from appearing on the ballot there.


Other Big Stories

 
	Social compliance audits, a multibillion-dollar industry meant to check for abuses in corporate supply chains, have routinely failed to root out migrant child labor.

	A study found that ChatGPT helped business consultants with creative tasks, but not with those that required evidence-based reasoning.

	Gypsy Rose Blanchard, who was found guilty of helping to kill her abusive mother in a murder that inspired multiple “true crime” retellings, was released from prison.

	Nikki Haley, a leading Republican, avoided mentioning slavery as a cause of the American Civil War, threatening to dent her crossover appeal. She has since amended her comments.


What Else Is Happening
 
	The International Chess Federation fined a 23-year-old chess player from the Netherlands for wearing “sports shoes.” (They were canvas Burberry sneakers.)

	Apple resumed sales of its newest smartwatches after an appeals court temporarily reversed a ban on their import and sale in the U.S.

	Wine by the pint? Thank Brexit.


A Morning Read

You may have forgotten — or wanted to forget — what happened on the internet in 2023. We’re here to refresh your memory.
Lives Lived
Bill Granger, an Australian chef who sold the world on avocado toast and the infinite potential of breakfast, died on Christmas Day at 54.
SPORTS NEWS 
N.F.L.: Russell Wilson, the Broncos’ star quarterback, will be benched for the final two games of the season and is expected to be cut.
Sant Andreu: Barcelona’s cult soccer club.
The great drawing board in the sky: The soccer stadiums that never were.
How to fix tennis: We asked players, executives and other influential people in the sport.
ARTS AND IDEAS 
A warning to our imaginations
The explosive growth of A.I. technologies, including text-to-image generators, is not a threat to our species’ culture, Jason Farago, a critic for The Times, writes. Instead, it is a warning: We cannot let our imaginations shrink to machine size, nor can we allow the worlds of art and entertainment to further resign themselves to recommendation engines and ratings structures.
“To make something count,” Jason writes, “you are going to have to do more than just rearrange precedent images and words, like any old robot. You are going to have to put your back into it, your back and maybe also your soul.” Read his column.
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Cook: Send off the year over a classic tiramisù.
Travel: Spend 36 hours in Hong Kong.
Resolve: Try our tips to eat better in 2024.
Listen: Check out these five new classical albums.
Manage: How much anxiety is too much?
Play the Spelling Bee. And here are today’s Mini Crossword and Wordle. You can find all our puzzles here.

That’s it for today’s briefing. Have a fabulous weekend, and I’ll see you in 2024. — Natasha
You can reach Natasha and the team at briefing@nytimes.com.





Israeli-American Thought to Be a Hostage Was Killed on Oct. 7, Her Family Says
 The bodies of Judih Weinstein Haggai and her husband, Gadi Haggai, are still held by Hamas, their family said.

Gadi Haggai and his wife, Judih Weinstein Haggai, in an undated photograph. They were shot and killed during the Oct. 7 attacks on Kibbutz Nir Oz, their family said on Thursday.
By Anushka Patil  28 Dec, 2023
Judih Weinstein Haggai, a 70-year-old who was believed to have been taken hostage by Hamas, was actually killed during the Oct. 7 attacks on Israel, her family and Kibbutz Nir Oz said in statements on Thursday.
Ms. Haggai’s husband, Gadi Haggai, had also been listed as a hostage but the Hostages and Missing Persons Families Forum announced last week that he, too, was killed in the attacks.
The forum said the couple were shot while on their morning walk through the fields of the kibbutz, and that Ms. Haggai had managed to inform friends that they had been injured, her husband critically so.
Ms. Haggai was, in fact, fatally wounded, and her death has now been confirmed, Kibbutz Nir Oz said on Thursday. Its statement did not specify how it learned that she had died in the attack.
The couple’s bodies are being held by Hamas, according to the kibbutz, their family and the Hostages and Missing Persons Families Forum. The groups said the couple were citizens of both Israel and the United States, and that Ms. Haggai also had Canadian citizenship.
President Biden said he and Jill Biden, the first lady, were holding the couple’s “four children, seven grandchildren and other loved ones close to our hearts.”
“I will never forget what their daughter, and the family members of other Americans held hostage in Gaza, have shared with me,” he said in a statement. “They have been living through hell for weeks.”
Ms. Haggai would be remembered “for the creative life she built with her husband,” her family said, adding that “their murders are a reminder for leaders everywhere to bring the hostages home now before it is too late.”





Friday Briefing: A Pattern of Rape and Torture on Oct. 7
Also, migration to the U.S. and the threat to art from A.I.
By Amelia Nierenberg  28 Dec, 2023


Eti and Eli Bracha, the parents of an Israeli woman who was sexually assaulted and killed in the Oct. 7 attacks.
Hamas weaponized sexual violence
Israeli officials say that everywhere Hamas terrorists struck on Oct. 7 — a rave, military bases along the Gaza border and kibbutz after kibbutz — they brutalized women.
A two-month investigation by The Times established that the attacks against women were not isolated events, but part of a broader pattern of gender-based violence. For months, Israeli activists have been outraged that the U.N. secretary general, António Guterres, and the agency U.N. Women did not acknowledge the many accusations until weeks after the attacks.
Times reporters identified at least seven locations where Israeli women and girls appear to have been sexually assaulted or mutilated. Many of the accounts reported by my colleagues are difficult to bear, and the visual evidence is disturbing to see.
One photograph showed a woman’s corpse with dozens of nails driven into her thighs and groin. A video provided by the Israeli military showed two dead Israeli soldiers who appeared to have been shot directly in their vaginas. A witness told my colleagues that one Hamas terrorist raped one woman while another cut off her breast.
Reporting: My colleagues used video footage, photographs, GPS data from mobile phones and interviews with more than 150 people, including witnesses, medical personnel, soldiers and rape counselors to piece together the evidence.
Judicial reform: Israel’s Supreme Court is expected to rule on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s divisive plan to overhaul Israel’s courts in mid-January.
A northern front? With Hezbollah’s rockets streaming into Israel from Lebanon, Israeli officials have threatened action along the border.


Migrants who were brought in for processing in Arizona on Tuesday.
U.S. braces for more migrants
U.S. officials are struggling to contend with the chaos at the border with Mexico as thousands of migrants arrive every day. The spike could have repercussions for the Biden administration, which fears that it could damage the Democrats’ electoral chances.
The arrivals have once again hit record levels and are testing the capacity of law enforcement on both sides of the border to contain the explosion of illegal crossings. An expert said that this month had more migrants per day than any previous average: Last week, the number of apprehensions reached more than 10,000 a day.
“We are not equipped to deal with this,” a border patrol officer said. “It’s a humanitarian disaster.”
Migrants: Some are fleeing war in Sudan. Others, cartels in Mexico. Most are fleeing relentless violence, desperation and poverty.
A Times investigation: Audits that look for issues including migrant children in the workplace have grown into an $80 billion global industry. But they have consistently missed child labor, including at the U.S. suppliers for Oreo, Gerber and McDonald’s.


Sunac China Holdings, a major developer, has defaulted and is trying to restructure its debt.
China’s spiraling property crisis
Citic Trust, one of China’s biggest finance firms, said in 2020 that its new fund was as safe as they come — because it would invest in real estate. Then the developer defaulted and the projects stalled.
My colleagues have reconstructed its unraveling, which offers a window into the broader problems of China’s property sector. What started as a housing slump is now a full-blown crisis. The budgets of local governments, which depended on real estate revenue, have been destabilized. And the shock to China’s financial system has drained its capital markets.
What’s next: China’s central government finally signaled its willingness to step in, pledging this month to “actively and prudently resolve real estate risks” and help firms to meet their “reasonable financing needs.”
THE LATEST NEWS
Around the World

Ukrainian soldiers riding in a tank in the Zaporizhzhia region, in August.
 
	Russia retook some of the land Ukraine had won in its counteroffensive.

	The military junta in Burkina Faso has been forcibly conscripting its critics, human rights groups said.

	More than 40 people died when a fuel tanker exploded in Liberia. They had gathered to try to scoop up the fuel.


Other Big Stories

Police officers with the vehicle where Lee Sun-kyun was found dead this week.
 
	The death of the South Korean actor Lee Sun-kyun has revived conversations about South Korea’s hard line on drugs.

	The Colombian city where Shakira grew up has erected a statue in her honor.

	Because of Brexit, Brits may soon be able to order wine by the pint.


A Morning Read

The Crab Museum in Margate, England.
Museums around the world are grappling with how to attract new audiences. The tiny Crab Museum in England has found success with a sense of humor, bringing in visitors with irreverent, wholesome dioramas that teach visitors about climate change and capitalism.
Lives lived: Jiang Ping was a foundational Chinese legal scholar whose experiences with political persecution shaped his relentless advocacy for individual rights. He died at 92.
ARTS AND IDEAS

“Leonardo da Vinci: Wisdom of A.I. Light Exhibition” at X Media Art Museum in Istanbul last year.
The real threat A.I. poses to art
A fake Drake/Weeknd mash-up is not a threat to our species’ culture, writes our critic Jason Farago. It’s a warning: We can’t let our imaginations shrink to machine size.
Take the growth of text-to-image generators, which have provoked fears that A.I. is coming for visual art, too.
But those images, at least to Jason, feel more like a video game than true human expression. The compositions are highly symmetrical. The figures have the waxed-fruit skin and deeply set eyes of video game characters. It’s not a direct threat; A.I. cannot innovate and cannot pass itself off as human.
The cultural threat, he argues, is deeper. Rather than worrying about whether bots can do what humans do, we should raise our expectations of what humans can do.
“It’s not in the form of some cheesy HAL-meets-Robocop fantasy of out-of-control software and killer lasers,” he says. “The threat is that we shrink ourselves to the scale of our machines’ limited capabilities; the threat is the sanding down of human thought and life to fit into ever more standardized data sets.”
Read his full essay here.
RECOMMENDATIONS

Serve: This elegant tart riffs on a classic party combo.
Read: “The Denial of Death” remains a surprisingly upbeat guide to our final act.
Revisit: These music collections have songs from Whitney Houston, Joni Mitchell and others.
Shop: Try these standout Bluetooth speakers.
Play Spelling Bee, the Mini Crossword, Wordle and Sudoku. Find all our games here.

That’s it for today’s briefing. See you tomorrow. — Amelia
We welcome your feedback. Send us your suggestions at briefing@nytimes.com.





Boeing Urges Airlines to Inspect 737 Max Planes for Possible Loose Bolts
The F.A.A. said it was monitoring inspections after an airline discovered a bolt with a missing nut in the plane’s rudder-control system.

Boeing said it has delivered more than 1,370 of the aircraft, and was urging that all of them be inspected for the possible loose hardware.
By Michael Levenson  28 Dec, 2023
Boeing has urged airlines to inspect all 737 Max airplanes for a possible loose bolt in the rudder-control system after an international airline discovered a bolt with a missing nut while performing routine maintenance, the Federal Aviation Administration said on Thursday.
After the international airline, which the agency did not name, noticed the missing nut, Boeing discovered that an undelivered 737 Max also had a nut that was not properly tightened, the F.A.A. said.
Boeing said it has delivered more than 1,370 of the aircraft worldwide since 2017 and has urged that all of them be inspected for the possible loose hardware. The company said it was also inspecting its undelivered 737 Max airplanes.
“The issue identified on the particular airplane has been remedied,” Boeing said in a statement. “Out of an abundance of caution, we are recommending operators inspect their 737 Max airplanes and inform us of any findings.”
The F.A.A. said it was closely monitoring the inspections and would consider further action if additional instances of loose or missing hardware were discovered.
Boeing said there had been no “in-service incidents” caused by possible loose hardware and that, before pushing back from the gate, flight crews routinely conduct checks that would alert them if the rudder was not working properly.
Such inspections involve removing an access panel and visually confirming that the bolt in the rudder-control system has been properly installed, Boeing said. The company added that the inspections would take about two hours per plane.
Several major American air travel companies, including United Airlines, Southwest Airlines, American Airlines and Alaska Airlines, use the 737 Max, a single-aisle workhorse aircraft built for short and intermediate distances.
United, American, Southwest and Alaska each said they did not expect the inspections would affect their operations. Alaska said it would begin the inspections on Thursday and expected to complete them in the first half of January. Southwest said it was carrying them out during routine overnight maintenance.
The 737 Max has a deeply troubled history.
In 2018, one of the planes, operated as Lion Air Flight 610, crashed into the ocean off the coast of Indonesia, killing all 189 passengers and crew members aboard. Less than five months later in 2019, another, operated as Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302, crashed shortly after leaving Ethiopia’s capital, Addis Ababa, killing all 157 people on board.
Regulators around the world grounded the Max after the second crash. The F.A.A. cleared it to fly again in late 2020 after Boeing made changes to the plane, including to M.C.A.S., the flight control system behind the crashes. The company said in late 2019 that it had fired its chief executive, and it agreed to a $2.5 billion settlement with the Justice Department in 2021.
Last year, Boeing reached a $200 million settlement with U.S. securities regulators, resolving an investigation into claims that the company and its former chief executive had deceived investors about problems with the 737 Max that led to the deadly crashes.





Chess Federation Fines Player Over Her ‘Sports Shoes’
The Dutch chess player, who received an official warning, said she did not intend to violate the dress code when she wore her canvas Burberry sneakers at a chess championship in Uzbekistan.

Anna-Maja Kazarian said that leaving the venue of the World Rapid and Blitz Championships in Samarkand, Uzbekistan, to change her shoes made her feel stressed and unfocused during Thursday’s rounds.
By Claire Moses  28 Dec, 2023
The International Chess Federation fined a 23-year-old chess player from the Netherlands at its World Rapid and Blitz Championships in Samarkand, Uzbekistan, for wearing “sports shoes.”
FIDE, as the federation is known, fined Anna-Maja Kazarian 100 euros ($111) for wearing what the organization’s arbiters deemed “sports shoes” during the tournament this week. It also required Ms. Kazarian, who streams her games to more than 34,000 followers on Twitch, to change into more formal shoes in between games.
Failing to change into other shoes, which she needed to retrieve from her hotel room across the river from the tournament’s venue, would “result in not being invited in the pairings for the next round,” according to the official warning, which she received on a yellow laminated card.
The shoes in question are plaid, canvas Burberry sneakers with white rubber soles. She held them up in a YouTube video that she recorded after the incident, and said that the shoes had been a gift from her sister.
“I barely ever wear them because they’re fancy,” Ms. Kazarian said in the 48-minute video, in which she recapped the day and her games.
One of the arbiters stopped me and asked me if I could change my shoes because they were “strange shoes” and considered “sports shoes”

It hurts to even walk in those and I definitely don’t want to use my Burberry sneakers for sports 🤨 pic.twitter.com/5OD1CwlbBt
— Anna-Maja Kazarian (@AMKazarian) December 27, 2023
The first rule of FIDE’s dress code for the tournament is “dress to impress,” the federation’s website states. The dress code is supposed to promote a “good and positive image of chess” and “shall be strictly enforced,” according to the website.
Generally, sneakers are allowed, but “sports sneakers” are not. The difference between the two is not clearly stated in the dress code.
For women in particular, the following is not allowed: “sport’s sneakers, clacking shoes, any kind of jeans, any kind of inappropriate cloth (e.g. torn cloth or cloth with holes, unclean cloth), sport caps, sun glasses, revealing attire.”
The rules for men are similar. “Sports sneakers, T-shirts, any kind of jeans, any kind of inappropriate cloth (e.g. torn cloth or cloth with holes, unclean cloth), sport caps, sun glasses” are not accepted.
The ambiguity of the definition of “sports shoes” is tricky for players deciding what to wear, said Pavel Tregoubov, FIDE’s technical delegate at the tournament and a chess player. “I understand her point of view,” he said of Ms. Kazarian. FIDE will work on a clearer definition of sports shoes for future dress codes, Mr. Tregoubov said.
Ms. Kazarian wasn’t the only one who received a yellow card with a warning during the tournament this week. Arbiters gave out two yellow cards in the open section for all players and three in the women’s section, Mr. Tregoubov said, adding that all of them were issued because of sports shoes. The arbiters gave out the cards only in cases in which they were 100 percent sure that the shoes were too sporty for the tournament, he said.
The yellow cards that were given out at this year’s tournament, which has 330 participants, were a new feature to make sure that more people followed the dress code, Mr. Tregoubov said.
Ms. Kazarian was the only player who objected, Mr. Tregoubov said, adding that “all other players accepted it.”
Critics on the internet were quick to condemn the strict dress code, with some people arguing that the chess organization has the wrong priorities.
Others questioned why a male player was allowed to wear white sneakers at the tournament, as seen in a picture posted by FIDE itself, while Ms. Kazarian’s were deemed inappropriate.
Chess can be tough sometimes. #RapidBlitz

📷 Lennart Ootes pic.twitter.com/xnlkrag1f2
— International Chess Federation (@FIDE_chess) December 27, 2023
In a phone interview on Thursday, Ms. Kazarian expressed her disappointment with how FIDE had handled the situation and said that being rushed from the venue and driven to the hotel had been stressful and unpleasant. In the YouTube video, Ms. Kazarian also said that she felt she had been treated as if she were a criminal.
“If she felt like a criminal, I’m very sorry for that,” Mr. Tregoubov said. “Usually the arbiters are shy,” he added. “It’s not like in football.”
Ms. Kazarian said the experience left her stressed and unfocused during her rounds of chess games on Thursday, a day after the incident. On Thursday she wore heels, she said.
“They should adjust the rule so it’ll be clearer,” Ms. Kazarian said, adding that a blanket ban of all sneakers would have been easier to follow.
After Ms. Kazarian took a car to her hotel on Wednesday and changed out of her sneakers, she returned to the venue to finish the day of games. But she was preoccupied by the situation, she said, which reverberated into the next day.
“They acted as if I didn’t read the dress code,” she said. “Their attitude toward me just was not friendly.”





In 2023, a Host of Consequential, and Very Long, Lives Were Lost
Life expectancy averages may be falling, but you might not have been able to tell that from reading the obituaries this year.

Top row, from left: Sinead O’Connor, Daniel Ellsberg, Henry Kissinger, Rosalynn Carter, Harry Belafonte. Middle row, from left: Pervez Musharraf, Dianne Feinstein, Tina Turner, Sandra Day O’Connor. Bottom row, from left: Tony Bennett, Silvio Berlusconi, Glenda Jackson, Tori Bowie and Jim Brown.
By William McDonald  28 Dec, 2023
In February 1961, The New York Times, citing a study by the American Medical Association, ran a brief article reporting that Americans could very well enjoy a life expectancy of 120 years during the 21st century.
The A.M.A., reflecting a now bygone era perhaps more optimistic than our own, was foreseeing a continuing tide of advances in medical science that would carry people along in good health for decade after decade.
Suffice it to say that the 21st century still has a long way to go before anyone looking back from the 22nd will be able to confirm whether those medical authorities of yore were right. Who knows, after all, what life-preserving medical breakthroughs the next 76 years may have in store?
But from where we sit now, the good doctors from 1961 seem to have been wildly off base. Life expectancy trends for many Americans — the average now stands at 77.28 — are going in the opposite direction.
And yet if you perused a lot of obituaries over the last year, particularly about the more towering figures who left us, you might be forgiven for thinking that people, on the whole, must be living into riper and riper old age, pushing 100 if not waltzing beyond it.
Not so long ago we saw, in brisk succession, three national figures who were born during the Roaring Twenties die in the midst of whatever history will call the ’20s we’re living through now.
Rosalynn Carter, who was remembered as the most politically engaged first lady since Eleanor Roosevelt, died at 96, leaving behind her 99-year-old husband, Jimmy, who is assured of being the longest-living American president when his time comes.
In July, Henry Kissinger was hale enough at 100 to fly to Beijing, the scene of one of his most historic diplomatic breakthroughs, President Richard M. Nixon’s opening to China. He shook hands with Xi Jinping, just as he had with Mao Zedong in 1972. A little more than four months later he was gone, as polarizing in death as he had been in life, remembered on the one hand as a brilliant believer in realpolitik and on the other as a Cold War tactician who could countenance, in the name of asserting American power, the all-too-real carpet bombing of Cambodia, not to mention spasms of human rights abuses around the world.
And then Sandra Day O’Connor, afflicted by dementia, slipped away at 93, enshrined in history as the first woman to ascend to the United States Supreme Court.
Throughout the year, distinguished names from all walks of life were in their 10th decade, or even their 11th, when the end came. Norman Lear, who introduced sitcoms to the real world, was 101 (and he wasn’t done yet; he left behind a pile of uncompleted projects on his desk). Françoise Gilot, the artist remembered as the one disillusioned lover of Picasso who had the will to walk out on him, was also 101, dying less than three months before the death of her 76-year-old son, Claude Ruiz-Picasso, who had watched over his father’s estate. Al Jaffee, a cartoonist beloved by generations of Mad magazine readers, was 102. John B. Goodenough, who shared a Nobel Prize for giving us the rechargeable lithium battery, was 100.

Clockwise, from top left: Mohamed al-Fayed, Bob Barker, Gina Lollobrigida and Pat Robertson.
Nonagenarians Aplenty
Many of the distinguished made it to 99: Bob Barker, the seemingly ageless game show host; Charles T. Munger, Warren Buffett’s billionaire right-hand man; Menaham Pressler, the tireless classical pianist and co-founder of the Beaux Arts Trio; former Senator James L. Buckley of New York, a blue-blooded blue-state conservative and brother of William F.; the paradigm-shifting, Nobel-winning economist Robert M. Solow; and the lyricist Sheldon Harnick, who had grasped his own mortality as a far younger man when, in a song from “Fiddler on the Roof,” he could lament, “Sunrise, sunset/Swiftly flow the days.”
Others’ years were almost as long. Bob Richards, the Olympian pole-vaulter who landed on boxes of Wheaties in the 1950s, was 97. Frank Borman, who soared even higher in 1968, into lunar orbit, was 95, an age matched by Mangosuthu Buthelezi, the Zulu nationalist and rival to Nelson Mandela in apartheid South Africa, and Gina Lollobrigida, the actress and Italian sex symbol in both Europe and Hollywood. Another Nobel winner, Paul Berg, a father of genetic engineering, was 96.
Milan Kundera, the Czech novelist who found absurd humor in the drab oppression of the Soviet era, was 94. So was Mohamed al-Fayed, the Egyptian-born tycoon who died only weeks before he re-emerged in the public’s consciousness, this time through an actor playing him in the final season of the Netflix series “The Crown” as it revisited the tragically doomed relationship of his son Dodi and Diana, Princess of Wales.
Pat Robertson, the TV minister and religious empire-builder who salted his preaching with archconservative politics, was 93. And Dianne Feinstein, at 90 a junior member of this enduring cohort, still held her seat in the Senate when she died in her Washington home, having left her heart, to be sure, in San Francisco.
Yes, that’s a reference to the song, and it’s a reminder of how many music giants fell like ancient California redwoods in 2023, none more resoundingly than Tony Bennett. He didn’t just make it to 13 days shy of 97; he practically sang his way off the stage, performing well into his 10th decade before bowing out in the same Manhattan apartment he called home for most of his adult life. (As for him, he may have yearned for San Francisco in song, but his heart was always in New York.)
Less than three months earlier, Harry Belafonte succumbed at 96, having poured his soul into chart-climbing Caribbean songs, magnetic movie performances and a lifelong crusade for civil rights. He followed by less than three months the death, at 94, of Burt Bacharach, who left behind a rich catalog of sophisticated songs that ring of a glossier side of the raucous, rockish 1960s — tunes that will no doubt still be in the air in the 2060s.

Clockwise, from top left: Lisa Marie Presley, Paul Reubens, Suzanne Somers and Jeff Beck.
In Music, the Bells Tolled
The music world, indeed, lost a pantheon of stars, and not all of them in advanced age. Many had careers spanning decades but were nonetheless remembered mostly as echoes of two in particular, the 1960s and ’70s: the virtuoso electric guitarist Jeff Beck; the songwriting folk troubadour Gordon Lightfoot; Robbie Robertson, the Canadian leader of the Band, who infused rock with a wholly original vein of Americana; and David Crosby, the singer, songwriter and guitarist whose name was inextricably tied with an ampersand to three bandmates: Stills, Nash and Young.
The dynamic Tina Turner emerged from the back roads of Tennessee in the late 1950s, shimmying as she sang, but it wasn’t until 1984, when she was in her mid-40s, that she reached pop music’s stratosphere with a string of monster hits. Jimmy Buffett, by contrast, was a comparative late bloomer, emerging in 1977, in his case from some boozy, laid-back imaginary hideaway called “Margaritaville.”
Sinead O’Connor was anything but laid-back, and when she died in London at 56, the cause unexplained, she summoned memories of a voice by turns breathy and powerful, of a persona defiant in her political stands, and of a life bruised by tragedy and depression.
Lisa Marie Presley, dead at 54, knew heartache as well, and though she had carved out a singing career of her own, it was fated always to remain in the shadow of her father’s.
There were deaths in the family — music families: Anita Pointer of the hitmaking Pointer Sisters and Rudolph Isley of the R&B stalwarts the Isley Brothers. Jazz lost the iconoclastic pianist Ahmad Jamal and the innovative saxophonist and composer Wayne Shorter, who rose from bebop to push the boundaries of the genre, defying purists by delving into rock-inflected fusion and the avant-garde.
And besides Mr. Pressler, classical music lost, among many others, another admired pianist, Andre Watts, who, as his obituary said, had become “one of the first Black superstars” in that world.
The acting trade mourned the deaths of three stars of sitcoms whose comic situations spun on for year after year without getting stale to their millions of fans: Suzanne Somers, from “Three’s Company” (two straight young women and a guy pretending to be gay rent a house from a prude of a landlord), Cindy Williams, Shirley on “Laverne & Shirley” (two young women work in a Milwaukee brewery in the 1950s); and the ultimately troubled Matthew Perry, from “Friends” (young pals, male and female, make their way in life together in New York City).
Ms. Lollobrigida wasn’t the only sex symbol to die this year: Raquel Welch, who was 82, was remembered, perhaps too much, for wearing a torn doeskin bikini in the nonsensical 1966 movie “One Million Years B.C.,” and perhaps not enough for her comic touch and her later successes on Broadway and as a businesswoman purveying a health and beauty program.
No one ever doubted Glenda Jackson’s seriousness, of course, as she sandwiched a career in Britain’s Parliament between an Oscar-winning run in films and, at 80, a return to the stage as a fearsome female King Lear. Michael Gambon was of the same ilk: for years an acclaimed dramatic presence in films and on stages in London and New York — although it’s unclear how many wide-eyed young devotees of the “Harry Potter” movies knew that about him when he died at 82; they may have known him only as the kindly wizardly headmaster Dumbledore.
Just as whimsical, or even more so, was the character Paul Reubens morphed into: Pee-wee Herman, a bow-tied, fun-loving man-child who tickled children on TV and even had their parents watching, if a bit bemusedly.
And speaking of over-the-top characters, let’s not forget Dame Edna Everage, Possums, “that divine doyenne of divadom,” as Margalit Fox wrote in her Times obituary about Barry Humphries, who brought Dame Edna “to delirious, dotty, disdainful Dadaist life.”
Whimsy was also the domain of the Colombian painter and sculptor Fernando Botero, whose signature was a race of voluptuously bloated figures — denizens, from priests to bullfighters, of an almost cartoonish world that, to him, had to do not with corpulence but with the sensuality of human life.

Clockwise, from top left: Martin Amis, Louise Glück, Cormac McCarthy and Kenzaburo Oe.
Literary Losses
If Mr. Kundera found dark humor in the Soviet bloc, Martin Amis found a bleak variety of it in the money-mad London of the 1980s and ’90s, as he reinvigorated a British literary scene for bookish crowds on both sides of the Atlantic and beyond. Cormac McCarthy did something of the same with American fiction, finding bleakness pretty much minus the humor in tales set in Appalachia and the Southwest, all while drawing prizes, movie adaptations and a legion of devoted readers.
Mr. McCarthy never received the Nobel Prize in Literature that some felt he deserved, but the novelist and essayist Kenzaburo Oe did, in 1994, for a body of work that evoked the carnage and atomic horrors of World War II while challenging what he saw as a dangerously reviving militarism in his country, modern Japan.
The American Louise Glück, too, took home a Nobel, in 2020, hers for volumes of personal poetry notable in part for how widely it was read. She wrote of loss, trauma and mortality but also of beauty and joy. She may have been talking about her own literary gift when she wrote, “from the center of my life came/a great fountain.”
And Khaled Khalifa, an important writer in contemporary Arabic literature, was dead at 59, bringing a premature halt to his politically pointed fiction after he had reached readers far beyond his native Syria through translations in a multiplicity of languages, from English to Chinese.
Our literary guides show us the complexity of life, but Jim Brown fairly embodied it: He was one of the greatest players in the history of American football, a Hall of Fame running back who combined power, agility and speed, sometimes dragging defenders with him into the end zone. He abruptly quit the game for a Hollywood career as an action hero. And he championed civil rights at a time, the 1960s, when it could be risky for Black athletes to challenge the status quo. It was an impressive legacy, but then came accusations that he’d been violent toward women, leaving all that he had accomplished tarnished.
Bobby Knight was another complicated sports figure: a brilliant, principled, immensely successful college basketball coach at Indiana who was known as much for his profane courtside rants, one punctuated by a flying folding chair flung across the court.
Willis Reed died with no such baggage. To New Yorkers, and Knicks fans in particular, he took with him the lasting image of a beloved warrior, a Hall of Fame center who shook off debilitating injury to emerge from a tunnel at Madison Square Garden in 1970 and limp into history, inspiring his team to a Game 7 championship victory.
In a later era, and on a track rather than on a court, Torie Bowe sprinted into history, she as an Olympic gold medal winner and a world champion, only to be stopped cruelly short, dying of complications of childbirth at 32.
The food we eat, it’s fair to say, has become more international in flavor, and credit for that can be given in part to four cooking authorities who died this year: Cruz Miguel Ortíz Cuadra, who championed Puerto Rican cuisine; Raghavan Iyer, Indian; Eileen Yin-Fei Lo, Chinese; and Emily Meggett, Gullah Geechee of the coastal Southeast.
In another part of the world, Silvio Berlusconi left the stage he had long occupied as a kind of one-man show in Italian life: a pioneering television kingpin, a brash, divisive prime minister and a veritable Trevi Fountain of scandal and prosecutions for corruption. And in the United Arab Emirates, Pervez Musharraf, the former president of Pakistan, died in exile, a military man and authoritarian at heart who was prized by Washington as an ally after 9/11 but who was later vilified at home precisely for those ties.

Clockwise, from top left: Samuel Wurzelbacher, Carolyn Bryant Donham, Ted Kaczynski and Newton Minow.
Chapters of History
Some deaths evoked dark times. Ted Kaczynski, a.k.a. the Unabomber, killed three people and injured 23 others with homemade bombs in an anarchist’s crime spree that led the authorities on a 17-year manhunt. And Carolyn Bryant Donham was the young wife whose disputed accusation that Emmett Till had accosted her in a Mississippi general store in 1955 led to one of the country’s most heinous racial murders and, in response, a swelling cry for racial justice across the land.
There were deaths that had us remembering recent history’s odds and ends. The well-connected lawyer Harry Whittington would have probably never been a headline name had he not gotten in the way of a blast of birdshot fired by Vice President Dick Cheney on a Texas hunting trip in 2006. Though peppered with wounds, he was the one who immediately apologized.
Newton Minow, a Federal Communications Commission chairman, gained a measure of immortality in 1961 with three words, “a vast wasteland,” his description of America’s television landscape then. A national debate ensued.
Samuel Wurzelbacher had his unlikely run at celebrityhood when Senator John McCain, running for president in 2008, christened him “Joe the Plumber,” the personification of middle-class Middle America, after Mr. Wurzelbacher had an on-camera face-off with Mr. McCain’s opponent, Barack Obama, on a suburban Ohio street.
The deaths of Daniel Ellsberg and David Harris took us back to the home-front turmoil over the Vietnam War. Mr. Harris, a powerful voice of the antiwar movement, urged young men to resist the draft, as he did — a decision that landed him in jail while he was married to the folk singer Joan Baez. You’ll be cannon fodder, he warned them, sacrificed in a wasteful war.
It was a conclusion that Mr. Ellsberg largely confirmed when he leaked a secret government history of the war known as the Pentagon Papers and set in motion a landmark First Amendment battle in the Supreme Court over their publication in The Times and The Washington Post.
Still other deaths revived stories of yet another, ever more distant conflict, World War II, its surviving participants now a fast-dwindling band of brothers and sisters.
There was Ken Potts, the oldest known American survivor of Pearl Harbor, dead at 102. There was Guy Stern, 101, who escaped Nazi Germany as a Jewish teenager only to return to it as part of an Army intelligence unit, his mission to interrogate prisoners who might have sent him to a death camp as a youth had he not fled.
Traute LaFrenz also hailed from Germany, where she joined the White Rose, a resistance movement that dared to defy Hitler even at the cost of beheading. Living in South Carolina since the 1990s, she was the group’s last survivor at 103.
And there was Benjamin Ferencz, the last remaining prosecutor of Nazi Germany’s war criminals. He was an infant when his family fled to America in the 1920s, escaping a pogrom of Jews in Transylvania. He grew up to join the Normandy invasion and to fight across France and into Germany to help bring an end to the war. After his service before the international war-crimes tribunal at Nuremberg, he devoted much of his life to crusading for international laws that would end wars of aggression.
Mr. Ferencz died at 103 holding on to that hope, though it must have been a fragile one by then. He, like those others who were born in the wake of one world war and who survived another, died as war again raged in Europe.





‘Significant Damage’ Reported as Storm Moves Through Britain
Strong winds and heavy rain are expected in England over the coming days, according to forecasters.

Strong winds damaged buildings near Manchester, England, this week.
By Jenny Gross  28 Dec, 2023
A powerful storm bringing strong, gusty winds as it moves across Britain has left thousands of customers in Wales and England without power, delivered heavy rain and flood warnings, and disrupted train journeys ahead of the long New Year’s weekend.
A possible tornado damaged some homes in England’s greater Manchester area, at one point leaving more than 3,000 homes without power on Thursday, officials said.
Police and fire department officials in the Manchester area said they received numerous reports late Wednesday of “significant damage” to properties battered in what may have been a small-scale tornado. Firefighters worked through the night and early morning, officials said.
Officials in Tameside, England, a borough west of Manchester, said on Thursday that officers were clearing debris and fallen trees. Photos showed roofs blown off and a number of people were displaced from their homes. No injuries were reported, the police said in a statement.

Christmas decorations strewn across the sidewalk following a storm in Manchester.
While tornadoes are not unusual in Britain — about 30 are reported each year on average — they often land in sparsely populated areas or are short-lived and cause little to no damage, said Stephen Dixon, a spokesman for Britain’s Meteorological Office. Britain has experienced more big storms in the period beginning Sept. 1 through late December than in any other year since it started naming storms in 2015, he added.
The storm, named Gerrit by the Met Office, also caused destruction in other parts of Britain. More than 800 homes in Wales were without power on Thursday, according to the National Grid. Train cancellations and delays were also recorded.
More bad weather is expected across Britain in the coming days, with strong winds and heavy rains expected, as another area of low pressure moves in from the west, Mr. Dixon said.
Although #StormGerrit has now cleared bringing a generally less #windy day today, strong winds are set to return during the final weekend of 2023, perhaps bringing further disruption in places pic.twitter.com/fGqka9hTT0
— Met Office (@metoffice) December 28, 2023
“It’s been an unsettled period of weather for the U.K., but it’s not unheard of for us to see these kinds of winds and rain,” he added.
This year has been Britain’s hottest on record, with rising temperatures driven by climate change, according to the Met Office. December has been unusually mild and wet, but not record-breaking, with Britain receiving 20 percent more rain than average, and Northern England receiving 40 percent more than average.
The average temperature for Britain this month has been 1.6 degrees Celsius (4.9 degrees Fahrenheit) higher than average, with temperatures averaging at about 42 degrees Fahrenheit.
The warmest day of the year occurred in September, the fifth time that happened in observational record, the Met Office said.





A Pint of Wine? Britain Plans to Bring Back an Old-Fashioned Measure.
Boris Johnson called the use of imperial measurements “an ancient liberty” and pledged to bring them back after Brexit. The public didn’t want that, so the government settled for pint-size wine.

Most standard bottles of wine hold 750 milliliters, or about five glasses, but there are several not-so-standard options as well. 
By Claire Moses  28 Dec, 2023
In 2024, the Brits will be able to drink like Winston Churchill again.
The government announced on Wednesday that it would allow stores and pubs to sell pints of wine, famously said to be the former prime minister’s favorite quantity of champagne.
What? But also, why?
It’s a side effect of Brexit, Britain’s official exit from the European Union in 2020, after which, among other things, the country no longer had to conform to European rules about weights and measurement.
In the announcement introducing pint-size wine bottles on Wednesday, Britain’s Conservative government boasted that the move was part of the country’s “new Brexit freedoms.”
Buckle up, because the numbers are about to get a little weird.
Beer, wine and liquor are sold across borders, and while the liquids may not change from one country to the next, their containers sometimes do, according to measurements set out centuries ago by governments trying to regulate their sale. Most standard bottles of wine hold 750 milliliters, or about five glasses, but there are several not-so-standard options as well.
Britain’s traditional imperial system of measurements was codified in 1824, when the British Weights and Measures Act standardized the use of units, including the gallon, pound and yard. The British government began to introduce the metric system on a voluntary basis in 1965, but after the country joined the European Economic Community, manufacturers had to display metric measurements in addition to the traditional imperial ones.
The imperial pint — 568 milliliters, or just under 20 imperial fluid ounces — was one of Britain’s cherished traditional measures. (Not to be confused with the American definition of a pint, which is 473 milliliters, or 16 U.S. ounces, and will not feature any more in this article.)
Its closest approximation during the E.U. years was the 500-milliliter bottle, which is two-thirds the size of a standard bottle and holds about three glasses of wine. Those bottles — less than two ounces smaller than the pint-size ones — remain common in British stores, as do a few other sizes.
What’s behind those 68 extra milliliters
After Brexit, the British government began conducting a review of European regulations that it wanted to roll back. Wednesday’s announcement of the wine pint came after about 100,000 people responded to a government consultation on whether they wanted to return more broadly to the old-fashioned imperial measurement system (things like inches, miles and gallons instead of meters, kilometers and liters), which hasn’t been in official use for decades.
(In an interview with the British newspaper The Daily Mail in 2019, former Prime Minister Boris Johnson said that using the imperial system was an “ancient liberty.”)
The government said it had decided against legislative measures after only 1.3 percent of respondents said they’d be open to bringing the imperial system back.
And so while Britain will continue to use the metric system for other food and drinks, the pint-size bottle of wine is something of a symbolic gesture.
Flaunting the country’s “long and proud history” with imperial measures, the government promised that the extra 1.8 ounces of wine would “help to boost innovation, increase business freedoms and improve choice for consumers.”
Would it?
A 568-milliliter bottle of wine would be sellable only in the British market, which is smaller than that of many European countries. There are roughly 200 wineries in England as of 2022, according to WineGB, an association of winemakers in Britain. France and Italy, famous for their wine production, each has tens of thousands of wineries in comparison.
So it’s uncertain whether any wine producers will opt into the new-old measurement. But at least one British person might have welcomed the change, were he still alive: a quip famously attributed to Churchill was his claim that a pint of champagne was just “enough for two at lunch and one for dinner.”
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Colorado Springs Police Search for Mother in Death of Two Children
Kimberlee Singler, 35, was found injured at an apartment last week with the bodies of two of her children, 9 and 7, the police said. Her 11-year-old daughter was also found injured, they said.

Kimberlee Singler, who is wanted for the murder of two of her children.
By Livia Albeck-Ripka  29 Dec, 2023
The police are searching for a 35-year-old woman charged with murdering two of her children, ages 9 and 7, and injuring a third, age 11, at an apartment in Colorado Springs, Colo., last week, the authorities said Thursday.
The woman, Kimberlee Singler, was found injured together with the three children in the early hours of Dec. 19, after the authorities received a report of a burglary at the apartment in the city’s northeast, the Colorado Springs Police Department said in a statement.
Ms. Singler and her 11-year-old daughter, both injured, were treated at the apartment by emergency medical workers before being transported to local hospitals for further treatment, the police said. They would not provide additional information about the nature of the injuries or the cause of death of the 9-year-old girl and 7-year-old boy, pending Ms. Singler’s arrest.
The injured 11-year-old was “recovering from her injuries and being cared for,” Ira Cronin, a spokesman for the Police Department, said in a phone interview on Thursday. As the investigation unfolded, the police “determined that the information of a reported burglary was unfounded,” he said.
On Tuesday, investigators issued an arrest warrant for Ms. Singler, who was last seen on Saturday, though the police would not specify where. She is wanted on four counts of first-degree murder, two counts of attempted first-degree murder, three counts of child abuse and one count of assault. The court has set a $10 million bond.
Mr. Cronin said that the authorities had “reason to believe” Ms. Singler may not be in the state. The F.B.I. in Denver said Thursday that it was assisting in the search, but did not provide further information.





Supreme Court Urged to Move Fast on Trump’s Ballot Eligibility
The Colorado Republican Party asked the justices to decide its appeal by Super Tuesday. The voters who won in the Colorado Supreme Court want to move even faster.

The Supreme Court in Washington.
By Adam Liptak  28 Dec, 2023
The Supreme Court was asked on Thursday to fast-track its review of the stunning Colorado Supreme Court ruling that former President Donald J. Trump was ineligible to appear on the state’s primary ballot.
The request was made by the six voters who won in the state court, which ruled that Mr. Trump was subject to Section 3 of the 14th Amendment. That provision bars officials who promised to support the Constitution from holding office again after engaging in insurrection.
The voters also told the justices that they would not oppose review of that decision.
There are cases pending in several states challenging Mr. Trump’s eligibility on the same grounds. A definitive ruling by the Supreme Court would apply nationwide and settle the matter.
The voters’ request to accelerate the case came the day after the Colorado Republican Party asked the justices to review the state court’s ruling. Mr. Trump has not filed a promised petition seeking review of the ruling, and his general practice has been to move as slowly as possible in the legal proceedings against him.
But the Colorado Republican Party asked the justices on Wednesday to hear its own appeal of the decision.
“The historical significance of this decision cannot be overstated,” the party’s petition said. “The Colorado Supreme Court has removed the leading Republican candidate from the primary and general ballots, fundamentally changing the course of American democracy.”
In a motion, lawyers for the party proposed a brisk schedule, asking the justices to resolve the case by March 5, when multiple states hold primaries on a day known as Super Tuesday. If it is not, they said, voters “will face profound uncertainty and the electoral process will be irrevocably damaged.”
“Under the standard briefing schedules provided by this court’s rules, the case would not be argued and decided until well into 2024,” the motion said. “Meanwhile, 2024 is a presidential election year, with the first primary elections and party caucuses scheduled to take place in January and more than half of the state primary elections to be concluded by the end of Super Tuesday. ”
In their own motion, the six voters who prevailed in the Colorado Supreme Court urged the justices to move even faster. They asked that the U.S. Supreme Court order Mr. Trump to file his petition seeking review by Jan. 2 and that the justices consider whether to hear the case at their private conference on Jan. 5.
The voters said that they would not oppose the party’s petition seeking review of two aspects of the state court’s decision: that Section 3 of the 14th Amendment applies to the presidency and that congressional action is not required before the court can act.
If the U.S. Supreme Court grants review, the voters proposed that arguments be heard Jan. 19.
Voting in Colorado is almost exclusively by mail, and state officials start mailing ballots to in-state voters on Feb. 12. “Having a decision on the merits by Feb. 11 would ensure that every in-state Colorado voter knows of this court’s decision before receiving their ballot and casting their primary vote,” the voters’ motion said.
The motion added that the case presents questions of “exceptional national importance.”
“Colorado, along with fifteen other states and territories, holds its presidential primary on Super Tuesday, March 5, 2024,” the filing said. “This motion seeks to expedite the court’s consideration of this petition and any petition filed by Trump, and any subsequent review on the merits, so that the important question of Trump’s eligibility can be resolved by this court before most primary voters cast their ballots.”





Federal Judge Approves Georgia’s New Voting Maps
The judge found that the Georgia legislature had complied with orders to allow Black voters an equal opportunity to elect representatives of their choice.

The Georgia House of Representatives voting on a new State House district map earlier this month at the Georgia Capitol in Atlanta.
By Maya King and Emily Cochrane  28 Dec, 2023
A federal judge on Thursday ruled that the Georgia legislature had complied with orders to draw voting maps that allowed Black voters an equal opportunity to elect representatives of their choice, signing off on new districts created earlier this month.
The Republican-led legislature had drawn new state and congressional maps during a December special session, after a federal judge in Atlanta said the original districts created after the 2020 census violated the landmark 1965 Voting Rights Act. 
Democrats and Black voters in the state objected to the new maps, which created an additional majority Black congressional district but were unfavorable to Representative Lucy McBath, a Democratic congresswoman. It also ensured that Republican incumbents in both the Statehouse and Washington would be protected from a primary political challenger for their seats. 
But Judge Steve C. Jones of the Northern District of Georgia, who first struck down the maps in late October, said that the legislature had now done enough to comply with the Voting Rights Act with its new maps, which are likely to maintain the 9-5 majority Republicans hold in the state’s congressional delegation. 
“The court finds that the General Assembly fully complied with this court’s order requiring the creation of a majority-Black congressional district in the region of the state where vote dilution was found,” Judge Jones, who was nominated to his post by President Barack Obama, wrote in one of three rulings rejecting challenges to the redrawn congressional and state legislature maps. 
Beyond the question of fair representation, there were additional political stakes. With the House of Representatives narrowly divided and Black voters historically inclined to support Democrats in the state, a new map is one of several redistricting decisions that had the potential to help tip the balance of power in Washington. 
In Alabama, where a challenge brought by Black voters led to a surprise Supreme Court ruling this summer that affirmed the core remaining tenet of the Voting Rights Act, a federal court ordered that a new map be independently drawn after finding that the Legislature had failed to resolve existing inequities in the state. 
Similar challenges are underway in other states, particularly in the South.


The challenges to the state and congressional districts in Georgia were brought by a number of plaintiffs, including the African Methodist Episcopal Church and members of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, the nation’s oldest Black fraternity. Both organizations represent hundreds of members in the state of Georgia. “Federal law requires an end to vote dilution everywhere and a real change for injured voters, not reshuffling the same deck,” said Ari Savitzky, a senior staff attorney at the American Civil Liberties Union Voting Rights Project. “We are evaluating all of our options and will continue to hold the General Assembly accountable until Georgia voters get the maps they deserve.”
The redistricting showdown came after Democrats whittled away at Republican dominance in the state over several election cycles — driven in part by a substantial growth of Black voters since 2000. In 2020, voters elected a Democrat for president for the first time since 1992 and then sent two Democrats to the Senate in 2021. 
Republicans had repeatedly sought to tamp down that influence, including during the special session in early December. Beyond maintaining Republican congressional control, the maps drawn this month appear likely to preserve the Republican majorities in the two chambers of the state legislature. 
And while the new maps created an additional majority-Black congressional district, two in the State Senate and five in the Statehouse, Republicans also effectively drew Ms. McBath, the Black Democrat who represents large pieces of Fulton and Gwinnett Counties in Atlanta’s northeastern suburbs, out of her seat. 
The plaintiffs opposing the maps argued that by reconfiguring Ms. McBath’s district, where Black, Latino and Asian communities previously made up the majority, Republicans had deprived a coalition of voters of color of the opportunity to elect a representative of their choice. But Judge Jones wrote that the litigation had so far centered on Black voters, and declined to expand beyond that voting bloc in the current case. 
“This is the type of challenge to a remedial districting plan that demands development of significant new evidence and therefore is more appropriately addressed in a separate proceeding,” Judge Jones wrote. 
It marks the second time Republicans have targeted Ms. McBath, who rose to national prominence first as a gun control activist after her son was killed in a 2012 shooting. After she ousted a Republican incumbent in 2018, her district was redrawn to favor Republicans and she instead successfully challenged another Democrat, Carolyn Bourdeaux. 
But Ms. McBath said she would still seek to return to Congress, announcing plans to run in a different district under the new maps. That would mean moving to a district currently represented by Representative Rich McCormick, a Republican in the Sixth Congressional District, she said in a statement, adding that “too much is at stake to stand down.” 





‘I Feel Like I Don’t Matter’: East Palestine Waits for a Presidential Visit
The White House has said that Mr. Biden still plans to visit the site of a toxic derailment in February. But his absence feels like disrespect to many people in East Palestine, Ohio.

Christina Siceloff checks for contamination in Sulphur Run, a creek in East Palestine, Ohio.
By Erica L. Green  28 Dec, 2023
When Jessica Conard heard that President Biden would visit her community in East Palestine, she felt a sense of relief.
Mr. Biden’s presence, she believed, would signal to the world that nothing short of disaster happened here in February, when a Norfolk Southern train skipped the tracks and spilled thousands of gallons of toxic chemicals into the environment.
All these months later, she’s still waiting for him.
“I feel like I don’t matter,” said Ms. Conard, who has grown disillusioned with the president she voted for in 2020. She was particularly aghast that he flew past her town in September to join picketing union workers in Michigan, a key swing state.
The White House insists that Mr. Biden still plans to visit.
“The president continues to oversee a robust recovery effort to support the people of East Palestine, and he will visit when it is most helpful for the community,” said Jeremy M. Edwards, a White House spokesman.
But for many residents, Mr. Biden’s absence feels like disrespect. Despite years of promoting himself as “working class Joe,” Mr. Biden is widely viewed here as a Washington insider who is neglecting the catastrophe in their midst.

“I feel like I don’t matter,” said Jessica Conard.
“I believe that it is political for him,” said Krissy Ferguson, who lives within a mile of where the train derailed, in a county former President Donald J. Trump won with more than 70 percent of votes in 2020.
“I believe that if we were in a blue area, he would have come, and that hurts,” she said.
The derailment almost immediately became a political flashpoint, fomented by conservative commentators who seized on the crisis to sow public distrust in the Biden administration. In the days after the wreck, Mr. Trump — Mr. Biden’s likely rival in the 2024 presidential campaign — visited East Palestine and handed out Make America Great Again hats, telling the crowd: “You are not forgotten.”
Administration officials have defended the government’s response to the derailment, saying the Environmental Protection Agency and FEMA have deployed a steady stream of resources and hundreds of staff members to assess environmental and health risks. Many remain on the ground, officials said.
Mr. Biden also signed an executive order in September calling on federal agencies to continue conducting assessments to hold Norfolk Southern accountable, and he appointed a FEMA coordinator to oversee long-term recovery efforts.
But he did not issue a disaster declaration, which would allow the state to tap into more federal resources to help with recovery efforts, such as relocation assistance, crisis counseling and hazard mitigation.

A plume of black smoke loomed over East Palestine days after the train derailment in February.
The administration has said a disaster declaration is not the answer because there is a responsible party: Norfolk Southern. Unlike the wildfires in Maui, for example, the derailment was not a natural disaster. The federal disaster law, called the Stafford Act, is designed to make federal funding a payment of last resort.
The state’s request for a federal disaster declaration remains open while the coordinator completes an assessment to find needs not being met by Norfolk Southern.
But none of that sits right with Jami Wallace, an East Palestine native who says Norfolk Southern is playing “God and government.”
“We do not live in the United States of Norfolk Southern,” said Ms. Wallace, who formed the Unity Council for EP Train Derailment to keep track of the derailment response and the community’s concerns. “We live in the United States of America.”
Members of the group say they want their government to take care of them. They want lifelong health screenings and benefits, long-term indoor air monitoring and testing that would detect and provide treatment for chemical exposures now and in the future.
Norfolk Southern has committed to cleaning up the damage — and is being monitored federally to follow through — but they want the kind of long-term commitment that they trust only the federal government can provide.
“When you look at Maui, you can see the devastation,” said Ms. Wallace, “but you can’t see chemicals in the air, in contaminated houses.”
Lingering chemicals
In the weeks after the derailment, the Ohio governor declared the air and drinking water safe, and the E.P.A. has cited “no evidence to suggest there is contamination of concern.”
Norfolk Southern said it had spent more than $800 million on cleanup, legal costs and assistance to the community. As of Dec. 1, more than 175,000 tons of contaminated solid waste and 39 million gallons of wastewater had been shipped out of East Palestine, the E.P.A. said.

Contamination was seen in Sulphur Run in October.
But hundreds of people have reported health concerns, and the E.P.A. has ordered Norfolk Southern to conduct additional investigations of two major creeks, Sulphur Run and Leslie Run, because of “oily sheens” in the water.
The train was carrying more than 700,000 pounds of vinyl chloride, a carcinogen, which is used to produce pipes, furniture and packaging.
Much of that freight was incinerated by emergency responders, in a so-called controlled burn to avert a wider explosion. Scientists say the disaster generated hundreds of unknown compounds, but linking any health issues directly to the toxins is difficult.
In a statement, Norfolk Southern said “we understand that these residents have been through a lot, and that trust is earned,” but that it has demonstrated its commitment to making residents whole. “Norfolk Southern has engaged the community since Day 1, and we’re committed for the long haul,” the statement said.
But residents say they live in constant anxiety, fearful that they still don’t know how they may be affected by any lingering chemicals.
In June, a C.D.C. official confirmed during a community meeting that some federal employees who went door-to-door to East Palestine became sick. At the same meeting, a C.D.C. doctor told the community that the agency was prepared to help — should they develop cancer.
Ms. Conard acknowledges that with all the anxieties there, a presidential visit should be the least of her worries. A scroll through her cellphone pictures shows lesions over her 10-year-old’s eyelids, asthma prescriptions for her 4-year-old son and a soot-like substance in her shower and bathtub — all of which developed after the derailment, she said.

Ms. Conard and her family preparing for her son Rhys’s fourth birthday party. She says she would tell Mr. Biden how she wonders what the cost of staying in East Palestine will be. 
“The fact that the president hasn’t come is disappointing,” Ms. Conard said. “But every day that Biden doesn’t declare an emergency puts my community at risk.”
What nags at her, she said, is that the president said he would come, and he hasn’t.
Federal response
Mr. Biden has characterized his decision as one of timing.
In March, when he was asked by reporters if he had plans to visit, Mr. Biden said he would be out there “at some point,” without specifying a timeline. “I’ve spoken with every official in Ohio, Democrat and Republican, on a continuing basis,” he said.
In September, he was pressed on the issue again.
“I haven’t had the occasion to go to East Palestine,” Mr. Biden said as he prepared to leave for the Group of 20 summit in New Delhi. “There is a lot going on here and I haven’t been able to break.”
He added: “We are making sure that East Palestine has what they need materially in order to deal with the problems.”
But the political pressure is mounting.
“The president will go to East Palestine,” Karine Jean-Pierre, the White House press secretary, said in September. “He promised that he would, and he will.”
As the politics over the disaster swirl around them, some residents say they have grown to resent becoming part of a partisan tug of war.
Ms. Ferguson has been living with her 82-year-old mother and 89-year-old stepfather in a home that Norfolk Southern is paying to lease until March.

President Biden’s absence has become emblematic of how many residents in East Palestine have come to view the administration’s response. 
She does not want to return to the home she left, which she said made her lips tingle and her eyes burn when she went back in the weeks after the derailment.
Her parents have become accustomed to the new home, now covered in signs to help her mother, who has Parkinson’s disease, and her stepfather, who has dementia, remember where they are. She wonders what will happen to them if they have to leave.
She thinks Mr. Biden would understand, even though she voted for his Republican rival.
“I still want him to come because he’s a listener,” she added through quiet sobs. “I thought if he would come, he would listen to us, and help us get out.”
Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, who visited East Palestine three weeks after the derailment, acknowledged that residents want assurances about their future.
“They want to know that they’re going to be taken care of for the long run,” Mr. Buttigieg told The New York Times earlier this month. “That’s been our commitment as an administration, to use all the tools that we have.”
Ms. Conard has grown weary of waiting for the president.
If Mr. Biden comes to East Palestine, she says, he won’t be photographed against the backdrop of devastation that usually comes with a disaster zone visit. He’d find homes with manicured lawns, many lined with American flags, some with signs that say “East Palestine Strong,” and the occasional banner proclaiming, “Don’t Blame Me, I Voted for Trump.”

The Norfolk Southern train line runs through Ms. Conard’s backyard.
As she stood in her kitchen preparing for her son’s 4th birthday party, Ms. Conard’s eyes welled as she thought about the possibility of having to leave her “forever home” because of health concerns.
“But where do you go?” she said. “Where do you go when your community is repeatedly ignored by the president of the United States? That’s where I want to go. I want to go where I feel like an American worth saving.”





Crews Demolish Site of Idaho Murders as Some Families Object
By Mike Baker  28 Dec, 2023
The News
Demolition crews have torn down a house near the University of Idaho where four college students were murdered last year. The removal comes despite objections from some family members of the victims who believe the site should be preserved in case it is needed for a future trial.

The home where four University of Idaho students were killed last year in Moscow, Idaho.
Background: The fate of the house has been in dispute for months.
Bryan Kohberger is accused of killing four college students in November 2022 and faces four murder charges. Prosecutors have said they planned to seek the death penalty.
While the case proceeds, the fate of the house where the murders occurred has been a point of contention.
Some family members of the victims have argued that the home should remain standing in case it is needed for the prosecution of Mr. Kohberger, who was a criminology student at nearby Washington State University when he was accused of killing Kaylee Goncalves, Xana Kernodle, Ethan Chapin and Madison Mogen. Members of the Goncalves and Kernodle families said in a statement this week that the property could help answer questions that might arise during the prosecution, helping jurors understand the sights and sounds of the house.
“Please stop the demolition,” they said in a statement, calling the decision to proceed “madness.”
Both the prosecution and defense lawyers have told university officials they are OK with the demolition. Prosecutors said a visit by jurors would be inappropriate because the property has been altered and subjected to extensive chemical applications.
The university decided to proceed, planning the demolition for when many students would be away for winter break. University President C. Scott Green said in a statement that the home was a grim reminder of what transpired there.
“While we appreciate the emotional connection some family members of the victims may have to this house, it is time for its removal and to allow the collective healing of our community to continue,” he said.

Ethan Chapin, left, and Xana Kernodle.

Kaylee Goncalves, left, and Madison Mogen.
Why It Matters: Jurors have at times visited notorious crime scenes.
The sites of heinous crimes have at times been made available for jurors to view in person.
Last year, jurors in Parkland, Fla., visited the high school building where 17 students and staff members were killed in 2018. This year, jurors visited the South Carolina estate of the lawyer Alex Murdaugh during a trial in which he was convicted of murdering his wife and son.
Other sites have been demolished or renovated, including the movie theater in Aurora, Colo., that was the site of a mass shooting in 2012. That building was remodeled and reopened within six months, long before the gunman went to trial.
What Happens Next: Families are awaiting a trial date in the case.
Mr. Kohberger continues to challenge the grounds of his indictment, and no trial date has been set, although prosecutors have suggested that it proceed this summer. The Goncalves and Kernodle families expressed frustration that the case has been delayed so long.
Prosecutors have said that Mr. Kohberger is tied to the stabbing scene by DNA evidence found on a knife sheath next to one of the victims, along with footage showing a white vehicle similar to his in the neighborhood. His cellphone was disconnected from the cell network during the killings, and his lawyers have said he went out for a drive around the time of the early-morning attack.
Mr. Kohberger has said through a lawyer that he looks forward to being exonerated.





Gypsy Rose Blanchard Is Released From Prison in Missouri
In 2016, she was found guilty of helping to kill her mother in a murder that inspired an HBO documentary and a Hulu miniseries.

Gypsy Rose Blanchard in court in 2018. “I’m ready for freedom,” she told People magazine.
By Mike Ives and Amanda Holpuch  28 Dec, 2023
Gypsy Rose Blanchard, who was found guilty of helping to kill her abusive mother in a murder that inspired an HBO documentary and a Hulu miniseries, was released from prison on Thursday, the authorities in Missouri said.
Karen Pojmann, a spokeswoman for the Missouri Department of Corrections, said in an email that Ms. Blanchard was released from Chillicothe Correctional Center at 3:30 a.m. on Thursday.
Her mother, Dee Dee Blanchard, was killed in June 2015 in Springfield, Mo. At the time, Ms. Blanchard, then in her early 20s, used a wheelchair and appeared to have a diminished mental capacity. Investigators soon realized that she could walk and that her medical problems had largely been fictitious.
Investigators later came to suspect Ms. Blanchard’s boyfriend, Nicholas Godejohn, of stabbing her mother to death. They also found evidence suggesting that the couple had planned the murder together.
Ms. Blanchard, now 32, pleaded guilty to second-degree murder in 2016. She was sentenced to 10 years in prison — the minimum for second-degree murder — under a plea agreement that acknowledged the abusive relationship with her mother.
Three years later, Mr. Godejohn was convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison, The Springfield News-Leader reported.
Ms. Blanchard’s trial attorney, Mike Stanfield, said at a news conference in 2016, that the sentence for Ms. Blanchard was “a testament to the amount of abuse that we uncovered that her mother was heaping upon her.”
Mr. Stanfield said that Ms. Blanchard’s attorneys had reviewed nearly 15 years of medical records and spoke to the family’s neighbors and friends and found that “essentially, Gypsy’s mother was holding her a prisoner.”
“Gypsy’s mom was abusing her physically, medically, giving her medication she didn’t need, having her go through procedures that she didn’t need, to the point where most of Gypsy’s teeth are not even hers because of the medication that her mom was giving her that she had no condition for,” Mr. Stanfield said.
Mr. Stanfield could not immediately be reached for comment on Thursday.
“I’m ready for freedom,” Ms. Blanchard told People magazine in an interview published on Thursday. “I’m ready to expand and I think that goes for every facet of my life.”
In the interview, Ms. Blanchard said that her mother did not deserve to die.
“She was a sick woman and unfortunately I wasn’t educated enough to see that,” she said. “She deserved to be where I am, sitting in prison doing time for criminal behavior.”
The unusual case attracted considerable media attention and was held up in dramatizations and documentary programs as an example of Munchausen syndrome by proxy, a psychological disorder in which a parent or caregiver exaggerate, induce or make up an illness in a child to get attention. Dee Dee Blanchard was not known to have been formally diagnosed with the disorder before she died.
In 2019, Hulu released an eight-part series, “The Act,” which was based on Ms. Blanchard’s life. The series was created by Michelle Dean, a journalist who wrote a widely read 8,000 word story for Buzzfeed about the case in 2016. In the series, Joey King played Ms. Blanchard, and Patricia Arquette played her mother. Ms. Arquette was awarded the Emmy for Outstanding Supporting Actress in a Limited Series for her performance.
An HBO documentary directed by Erin Lee Carr, “Mommy Dead and Dearest,” premiered in May 2017 and examined the murder of Dee Dee Blanchard.
In January, the television network Lifetime is releasing a six-hour show featuring interviews with Ms. Blanchard from prison, as she prepared for her release.





When Being a Spokeswoman Attracts Leering Internet Trolls
When you lend your likeness to a nationwide ad campaign, things don’t always go perfectly. Just ask Milana Vayntrub.

Milana Vayntrub has played Lily in AT&T commercials on and off since 2013.
By Caity Weaver  28 Dec, 2023
Our ability to influence how others react to us is finite. We can devise slight physical modifications, but the most conspicuous aspects of our appearance (skeleton size, vigor of melanin production) remain largely fixed. We can design our own behavior but make only educated guesses as to how it will be received.
If your face, voice and mien inspire in others feelings clustered in the “neutral” to “positive” bands of the reaction spectrum, allowing a major brand to harness your appearance for its advertisements — to embody itself in yourself — can be a lucrative undertaking. For the actress Stephanie Courtney, who has portrayed Flo, a brand character representing the insurance company Progressive, for more than 15 years, for instance, it has been so exceedingly profitable that she need never work again. But the risk of inviting mass responses to your likeness is that all sorts might show up. Sometimes public affection for a brand character mutates from friendly to depraved.
In 2013, Milana Vayntrub, a 26-year-old actress, tried out for the role of a cheerful store employee in a national commercial. “I dressed like I imagined a friendly girl would dress,” Vayntrub recalled by phone a decade later. She wore a blue floral-print cotton dress with white sneakers, her long hair pulled into a ponytail. Vayntrub was convincing as a pleasant store supervisor. She landed the part, playing Lily, a brunette who had mildly comic interactions with strangers while working in an AT&T store, for about three years — becoming, in the process, slightly less famous than a C-list celebrity, but much more famous than most people.
After the Lily campaign ended in 2017, Vayntrub stopped acting in commercials entirely and took up directing them. (She was hired by a production company that had worked on some of the AT&T spots.) She went on to direct ads for everything from cheese brands to charitable foundations. In 2020, when Covid lockdowns paralyzed commercial productions, Vayntrub and a colleague proposed — unsolicited — the resurrection of the chipper store employee to AT&T: This time, Lily would be working from home. AT&T greenlit the proposal. Vayntrub directed the spots herself. She filmed the national ads in her own house, recreating Lily’s hair and makeup herself under the remote supervision of a professional.

In 2020, during Covid lockdowns, Vayntrub self-directed national ads in her own home.
A few months into the reprisal, however, the tenor of Lily’s — and therefore Vayntrub’s — reception abruptly veered from benign tolerance to lecherous malevolence. In the summer of 2020, seemingly overnight, one small but vocal corner of the internet fixed its gaze upon Vayntrub and began referring to her by a new name: Mommy Milkers, a reference to her breasts. En masse, people spammed the comment sections of AT&T’s social-media posts with lewd declarations and emojis of glasses of milk. The jeering became inescapable for Vayntrub, bleeding into the comments of her personal social-media accounts. Recent posts and years-old ones were targeted. Her personal photos were widely redistributed among strangers. Spammy websites promised access to pornographic videos of her that did not exist. The physical isolation of lockdown exacerbated the experience for Vayntrub. “Our real world was so small,” she said, “that the internet felt like everything.”
I learned of Vayntrub’s social-media gantlet while writing an article about Stephanie Courtney. I had been struck by the placidity of Courtney’s life in the public eye. Progressive’s calculations suggest that Flo is recognizable to a supermajority of Americans; almost equally remarkable is the fact that Flo — or rather Courtney — has avoided becoming an object of rabid pornographic interest online, a not-uncommon fate for women with public-facing roles in the 21st century.
It’s impossible to weight the variables that created this lucky outcome for Courtney but not for Vayntrub. Was it because Courtney was in her late 30s when she began starring as Flo — more than a decade older than Vayntrub in her first appearance as Lily? Was it because, while each character dresses conservatively, Flo’s wardrobe obliterates any trace of curves by sheathing her in a bulky apron? (At a commercial shoot last spring, Courtney’s manager kept a sharp eye on the way the apron hung when Courtney sat, wary that the fabric could create shapes in the chest area.) Perhaps the discrepancy can be put down to the fact that Flo is friendly but intentionally unrealistic, almost magical; Lily, by contrast, is intended to represent a real, live AT&T store employee.
The onslaught could have cost Vayntrub her job; it is not ideal if an advertiser is compelled to scold potential customers for engaging with the content it has paid to show them, as AT&T did in its own comment sections. (“We don’t condone sexual harassment of employees in the workplace or on our social channels,” @ATT replied to an Instagram user who announced a desire to “suck on” Vayntrub’s breasts.) The company released a statement condemning the harassment, worked with social platforms to stanch the flow of inappropriate comments and put Vayntrub in touch with a team from Instagram, to discuss ways to further mitigate the problem.
Courtney, who counts multiple other brand-character actors as friends, contacted Vayntrub by phone while this was happening. Courtney was empathetic; Vayntrub had been chosen, essentially at random, to receive a blitzkrieg of violent and sexual taunts from legions of strangers for doing a job essentially identical to her own. Vayntrub recalled that Courtney was a good listener. And talking to her made Vayntrub feel “like there were people on my team,” she said. Vayntrub addressed the trolls directly on Instagram, asking for more respectful treatment. She was dismayed to see her requests described as “pleading” in media coverage. Such articles portrayed her, she said, as even more of a victim than she thought she was. “Like I was begging a lover to not walk out on me into the pouring rain.”

“I’m just trying to bring a little bit of delight into the TV,” said Vayntrub, who feels “protective” of Lily.
What I had wanted to understand from Courtney was how a person’s life changed when she shared her likeness with a brand so completely that her face became synonymous with that brand. Courtney described an agreeable trade-off: She has given up anonymity and theoretically infinite — though not necessarily fruitful — creative freedom in exchange for the security of steady, high-paid employment. The flip side of this arrangement is that she is too well known as Flo to be seriously considered for many other projects.
Vayntrub’s association with AT&T is less indelible, and almost certainly less profitable. But her work in the ads has already had tremendous personal consequences. Without Lily, she might never have begun a career directing commercials; she also most likely would not have spent a summer being called Mommy Milkers. In her capacity as a director of some of the spots, Vayntrub could exert control over how she was depicted, framing shots so that her body was even less visible than in previous ads.
When we spoke, I asked Vayntrub if the benefits she derived from lending her likeness to AT&T were enough to outweigh the drawbacks, given what happened. Despite the chasm between her and Courtney’s experience, Vayntrub’s answer was immediate: “One hundred percent.”





They’re Paid Billions to Root Out Child Labor in the U.S. Why Do They Fail?
Private auditors have failed to detect migrant children working for U.S. suppliers of Oreos, Gerber baby snacks, McDonald’s milk and many other products.

Miguel Sanchez, 17, came alone to the United States and has been working at an industrial dairy for about two years.
By Hannah Dreier  28 Dec, 2023
One morning in 2019, an auditor arrived at a meatpacking plant in rural Minnesota. He was there on behalf of the national drugstore chain Walgreens to ensure that the factory, which made the company’s house brand of beef jerky, was safe and free of labor abuses.
He ran through a checklist of hundreds of possible problems, like locked emergency exits, sexual harassment and child labor. By the afternoon, he had concluded that the factory had no major violations. It could keep making jerky, and Walgreens customers could shop with a clear conscience.
When night fell, another 150 workers showed up at the plant. Among them were migrant children who had come to the United States by themselves looking for work. Children as young as 15 were operating heavy machinery capable of amputating fingers and crushing bones.
Migrant children would work at the Monogram Meat Snacks plant in Chandler, Minn., for almost four more years, until the Department of Labor visited this spring and found such severe child labor violations that it temporarily banned the shipment of any more jerky.
In the past two decades, private audits have become the solution to a host of public relations headaches for corporations. When scandal erupts over labor practices, or shareholders worry about legal risks, or advocacy groups demand a boycott, companies point to these inspections as evidence that they have eliminated abuses in their supply chains. Known as social compliance audits, they have grown into an $80 billion global industry, with firms performing hundreds of thousands of inspections each year.
But a New York Times review of confidential audits conducted by several large firms shows that they have consistently missed child labor.
Children were overlooked by auditors who were moving quickly, leaving early or simply not sent to the part of the supply chain where minors were working, The Times found in audits performed at 20 production facilities used by some of the nation’s most recognizable brands.
Auditors did not catch instances in which children were working on Skittles and Starburst candies, Hefty brand party cups, the pork in McDonald’s sandwiches, Gerber baby snacks, Oreos, Cheez-Its or the milk that comes with Happy Meals.
In a series of articles this year, The Times has revealed that migrant children, who have been coming to America in record numbers, are working dangerous jobs in every state, in violation of labor laws. Children often use forged documents that slip by auditors who check paperwork but do not speak with most workers face-to-face. Corporations suggest that supply chains are reviewed from start to finish, but sub-suppliers such as industrial farms remain almost entirely unscrutinized.
The expansion of social compliance audits comes as the Labor Department has shrunk, with staffing levels now so low that it would take more than 100 years for inspectors to visit every workplace in the department’s jurisdiction once. For many factories, a private inspection is the only one they will ever get.
Auditors for several firms said they are encouraged to deliver findings in the mildest way possible as they navigate pressure from three different sources: the independent auditing firms that pay their salaries; corporations, such as Walgreens, that require inspections at their suppliers; and the suppliers themselves, which usually must arrange and pay for the audits.
The auditor who looked at the Minnesota jerky factory for Walgreens was Joshua Callington. He has conducted more than 1,000 audits in the past decade.
“If audits are done correctly, the world could be a better place,” he said. “Bettering the lives of workers is what these audits are supposed to be about.”
But more and more, he said, each audit had begun to feel like a struggle between wanting the truth and trying to avoid conflict.
He had not seen any child labor in the Minnesota factory. To keep to his work schedule, he had to leave for his next audit at 4 p.m., long before the late shift arrived. Spotting problems had also led to tension between Mr. Callington and his employer, UL Solutions, which began as a safety testing business and expanded more than two decades ago into social compliance audits. The company took in $2.5 billion in revenue last year and is on the cusp of an initial public offering.
What Mr. Callington saw as a commitment to his job, his firm seemed to see as overzealousness.
“The assessment is not meant to be a policing effort,” the UL Solutions employee handbook says.

A recruiting office for Packers Sanitation Services in Minnesota where migrant children were hired to clean slaughterhouses overnight.
After Mr. Callington failed three Walgreens suppliers in 2017 and 2018 for abusive working conditions, the chain complained about his communication style and asked for him to be taken off its account. UL put him on a remediation plan for about a year. (Walgreens declined to comment on the incident, but said it only rarely asks for auditors to be removed. In response to questions about the Monogram factory, the company said it had cut ties with the supplier. Monogram said it is now using stronger age-verification procedures.)
This spring, Mr. Callington flagged labor issues involving adult migrant workers at a warehouse that supplies Costco’s potatoes. The plant’s management complained that he was demanding and argumentative, and his supervisor barred him from returning. Mr. Callington believed that the supplier objected to his finding 21 violations when the previous audit had found none. UL Solutions, which still employs Mr. Callington, declined to comment on either incident.
The supervisor said Mr. Callington would have to complete a series of customer service trainings, and concluded with an inspirational quote that he attributed to the poet Maya Angelou.
“‘People will forget what you said. They will forget what you did. But they will never forget how you made them feel,’” he wrote in an email. “Keep this in mind as you are interacting with our clients during your audits.”
Night Shifts, Daytime Audits
In dozens of interviews, auditors said that sometimes their firms provide little more than a veneer of compliance for global corporations, which overstate how rigorously they review sprawling supply chains.
Auditors typically start their inspections in the morning and stay for about seven hours, even at 3,000-person factories that operate around the clock. In practice, this means that late afternoon and night shifts, where child labor violations most often occur, are almost never seen.
This year, the Department of Labor imposed a $1.5 million fine against Packers Sanitation Services, which provides cleaning crews to slaughterhouses. Investigators found that the company was employing more than 100 children, including 13-year-olds, to clean back saws and head splitters overnight.

Claudina Martin, 16, worked overnight cleaning a McDonald’s pork supplier in violation of child labor laws. 
These plants had been supplying McDonald’s and Costco for years, and the corporations required regular audits. Some of those auditors noted that there was a large night shift run by the sanitation company, but said they had not been able to observe any of the workers. One auditor who was checking a Nebraska plant for Costco’s Kirkland brand beef spoke with 20 out of 3,500 workers — as is standard in much of the industry — and left at noon, an inspection showed. In another audit at the same plant, the inspector left at 1:30 p.m.
Costco and McDonald’s said in statements that they were strengthening their auditing standards. Packers said it had improved age verification of its workers.
Even if auditors had stayed later at the plants, they might not have been able to talk privately with the migrant child workers, who largely speak Spanish or Indigenous languages of Central America. Auditing firms rarely provide interpreters.
“You’re supposed to ask another worker to translate. But you’re trying to unearth something that people aren’t trying to yell from the rooftops,” said Juanita Sanchez-Sevilla, a Spanish speaker who has been conducting audits since the 1990s, including for the leading firms Intertek and Bureau Veritas. “If you look at the upper echelons of the industry, they’re all white.”
In the absence of in-person interviews, auditors rely on paperwork. But children use forged documents. This summer, for instance, a 16-year-old from Guatemala was killed while cleaning a Mississippi slaughterhouse that supplies Chick-fil-A. His documents said he was in his 30s. In a statement, Chick-fil-A said it was reviewing how it investigates violations at plants.

Duvan Perez, 16, was killed this summer while cleaning a Chick-fil-A supplier in Mississippi. 
Research has shown that outside audits are less conclusive than companies suggest. A 2021 analysis of 40,000 audits by a Cornell professor found that nearly half had relied on forged or dubious documents. An earlier study that explored the industry’s financial conflicts of interest found that auditors report fewer violations when factories are paying the bill.
In a statement, UL Solutions said that audits provide a snapshot for companies, which are ultimately responsible for enforcing their standards. An audit, the statement said, “cannot and does not guarantee that an audited facility is in full compliance with requirements against which it was audited, and does not confirm or certify compliance with laws.”
In the absence of thorough inspections, child workers can stay hidden for years.
In 2020, an auditor visited a snack food factory in Geneva, Ill., to do an inspection required by the baby food giant Gerber. As it always had, Gerber’s report came back clear of child labor. The factory was also being regularly audited for the makers of Starburst and Skittles candies, Oreos and Cheez-Its. The companies behind those products said in statements that they had not seen indications of child labor in any inspections.
However, some migrant children were working on these products at the time. Among them was Efren Baldemar, who described getting the job with false identification at 14 years old. He was working from 10 p.m. to 6:30 a.m. to help support his family in Guatemala, renting space in a house of strangers.
In the mornings, he went from the factory to ninth grade and often fell asleep at his desk. The pace on the assembly lines was grueling. “If you didn’t keep up, the product would back up, and the machines would smoke,” he said.

Efren Baldemar said he started working overnight in an Illinois factory when he was 14, packing products including Starburst candy and Oreos.
The manufacturer, Hearthside Food Solutions, has been under federal and state investigations since The Times revealed child labor at other facilities in February. In a statement last week, the company said it “has never knowingly employed underage labor in our facilities.” It said it could not find a record of Efren working at its plant.
Plant inspections are typically scheduled weeks in advance, and auditors say they risk upsetting factories by arriving even a few minutes early.
“If you tell them when you’re showing up, they can game it,” said Doug Cahn, who created the audit system for Reebok International and now advises other corporations. “They know auditors don’t come back to see if the lights are on at the meatpacking plant at 3 a.m.”
In some cases, the Times review of audits showed, auditors certified plants as free of child labor but acknowledged in their reports that they didn’t really know if that was true.
An auditor representing Walgreens reported that there was no way to verify the ages of workers at a Chicago-area factory distributing disposable plates and cups. At the time, the factory was also supplying products for Sysco, Hefty and Walmart’s Great Value brand, according to the audit. The plant was using a staffing agency that refused to share paperwork, the auditor noted.
Hefty and Walgreens said that they have stopped using the supplier. Sysco said it did not generally audit U.S. suppliers, while Walmart declined to comment.
The staffing agency is now under a state investigation for possible child labor violations.
Nagging Questions
In his career, Mr. Callington had never found a case of migrant child labor, which would trigger an automatic failing grade. But now looking back, he suspected he had often audited plants where children were working.
Earlier this year, Mr. Callington asked managers at UL Solutions if Costco or other corporations might be willing to start requiring unannounced nighttime inspections. He pointed out news coverage that mentioned child labor raids at slaughterhouses.
“I have audited these locations and was never able to detect these issues given that we are only present for the first shift,” he wrote.
A manager said she would raise the question with higher-ups. He never heard anything more about it.
Mr. Callington sometimes squeezes in five audits a week, staying on the road for six-week stretches. He flies between coasts so regularly that he has stopped thinking of himself as having a home-base time zone, and during long drives occasionally turns to his phone to ask, “Hey, Siri, where am I?”
This fall, he found himself in Oregon looking over the supply chain for the store-brand milk sold at Costco.

A Darigold milk-processing plant in Portland, Ore.
A company called Darigold, which processes milk for an association of 300 Northwest dairy farms, was paying for Mr. Callington to review its Portland plant. A manager toured him around the gleaming factory, which was suffused with the sweet smell of milk.
He looked over the spinning bottling machines, but did not ask about the dairies that supplied the milk. He had once tried to look at a sub-supplier for Costco when he wandered into a hen house at a different facility that was packing eggs. The factory complained that he had gone beyond the scope of his audit, he said.
By late afternoon, he was thanking the Portland team for their hospitality and leaving to prepare for his next inspection. He had given the milk plant a perfect score on Costco’s child labor standards: free of illegal child labor (requirement No. 140), free of children working excessive hours (No. 144) and free of instances of child labor in the past (No. 142).
But a few hours away, 17-year-old Miguel Sanchez was in the middle of his shift at a Darigold milk supplier, where he had been working 12-hour days for nearly two years.
‘No Option Except to Keep Going’
Miguel came to Washington’s Yakima Valley from Mexico to live with an older brother, and immediately began working at an industrial dairy with fake identification that said he was an adult. It was a violation of child labor laws for him to work instead of going to school, but he had to contribute to the rent, and felt pressure to support his parents back home.
“I was tired a lot when I started because you have to work really fast, but my family was proud of me,” he said.

Miguel at home after a week of long shifts at an industrial dairy.
In May, Miguel was trying to corral several dozen cows in a milking pen when a co-worker accidentally shut the gate and trapped him inside. Two cows, each weighing about half a ton, pushed him up against the metal bars.
Miguel felt the air leave his lungs and his spine start to buckle. He tried to shout, but his co-worker did not hear him over the thrum of machinery, and he began to pass out. A supervisor took him to the hospital.
Six months later, pain still radiated from his back into his legs as he ran up and down the floor of a warehouse hooking and unhooking cows from milking machines. He regularly downed an over-the-counter drug called Backaid to get through the workday, but it seemed to do less and less. Even standing had become excruciating.
“It feels like electric shocks all through my body,” he said last month. “But I have no option except to keep going. I have to make money.”
It is unclear if the milk Miguel collected ended up in the facility that Mr. Callington audited. Darigold’s milk is processed in 11 plants around the Northwest. Workers said they often saw minors in the dairies, and The Times spoke with a half-dozen children who came to the United States alone and worked full time for Darigold suppliers in Washington, Idaho and Oregon.

Dairy cows in Washington’s Yakima Valley.
In separate statements, Costco and Darigold said they had not been aware of any child labor issues and would investigate.
Years before Mr. Callington audited the Portland factory, Costco was warned about working conditions on Darigold supplier dairies. One adult worker in the Yakima Valley drowned in a manure lagoon. Another had her face crushed by a cow. A third lost both her legs in a feed grinding machine.
In 2018, Costco began meeting with farmworker advocates as well as representatives from Darigold and UL Solutions to draw up a framework for auditing industrial dairies. But a year later, the initiative fell apart, with Costco telling the others that the extra monitoring was not feasible. In its statement to The Times, Costco said it remains interested in “collaborative partnerships” to improve conditions on dairy farms.
A major producer, Darigold also supplies McDonald’s and Nestlé and processes Safeway’s house brand Lucerne. None of those corporations inspect the dairies where the milk originates. McDonald’s, Nestlé and Safeway said in statements that they expect suppliers to comply with their responsible sourcing standards.

Miguel spends most of his free time lying on an inflatable mattress to ease his back pain.
Miguel tries to keep his mind blank during the workday, but he worries that he will get hurt again. When he returned home after another shift last month, he nodded at his brother and lay down on an air mattress on the floor. The sole table in the apartment was covered with boxes of Backaid and receipts for wire transfers the brothers had sent home.
“Maybe they’ll let me take some sick days next week,” Miguel said.
“I hope so,” his brother said. “I don’t know if you’re going to be able to keep going.”
Also scattered on the table were letters from the state explaining how Miguel could put in a workers’ compensation claim and collect benefits. Neither brother could read, though, and in any case, the letters were written in English. The last one said that the deadline to apply had passed.
Miguel said that when he got hurt, his supervisor told him not to give his real age at the hospital. In the milking warehouse, though, most everyone knew he was a minor.
There was no need to hide on the night shift. No one was coming to look for him.
Marcela Valdes contributed reporting.





Who Investigates the Sheriff? In Mississippi, Often No One.
The state ignored or was unaware of allegations of jailhouse rape, brutal beatings and corrupt acts by sheriffs and their deputies, even when there was ample evidence to examine.

The Clarke County Courthouse in Quitman, Miss.
By Ilyssa Daly, Jerry Mitchell and Rachel AxonPhotographs by Rory Doyle for The New York Times  28 Dec, 2023
As Marquise Tillman led deputies on a high-speed chase through rural Mississippi in March 2019, Sheriff Todd Kemp issued a blunt order over the radio: “Shut him down and beat his ass.”
When the Clarke County deputies caught Mr. Tillman, they did just that, he later alleged in a lawsuit. He said they pummeled and stomped on him while he was handcuffed, leaving him with a fractured eye socket and broken bones in his face and chest.
The sheriff denied giving the order. But it was captured on tape and described under oath by four of his deputies.
[Embedded audio available]
Such an explosive revelation might have roiled a community elsewhere in the country and led state or federal officials to investigate. But in Mississippi, it was largely ignored, even after the county paid Mr. Tillman an undisclosed amount to settle his claim.
There was no news coverage and no state investigation. In an interview, Sheriff Kemp said he had turned the case over to the state’s police agency. But the agency could find no record of having pursued it.
That is not unusual in Mississippi, where allegations like those leveled against Sheriff Kemp often go nowhere, an investigation by The New York Times and the Mississippi Center for Investigative Reporting at Mississippi Today has found.

A photo of Clarke County Sheriff Todd Kemp, right, at the county courthouse in Quitman, Miss.
State authorities are responsible for investigating shootings and in-custody deaths involving sheriffs and deputies. But they are not obligated to investigate other potential wrongdoing by sheriffs’ offices, and may not even know about it: The sheriffs’ offices are also not obligated to report incidents to them.
The Times and Mississippi Today examined dozens of publicly available federal lawsuits that described severe brutality and other abuses of power, reviewing thousands of pages of court records and interviewing people involved in cases across the state.
At least 27 claims do not appear to have led to a state investigation, including accusations of rape, brutal assault and retaliation against sheriffs’ enemies.
Many of the lawsuits depicted incidents that had eyewitnesses or significant physical evidence. Some included transcripts of deputies admitting under oath to troubling conduct. All but five of the cases were settled, according to court files that do not disclose the financial terms.

A man in Simpson County said in a lawsuit that the sheriff in 2012, Kenneth Lewis, choked him and slammed his head against a cell wall until he passed out. 
Mississippi has a long history of powerful rural sheriffs breaking the law with little consequence. This year, The Times and Mississippi Today revealed how sheriffs and deputies dodged accountability after allegations that they had sexually abused women
in their custody, tortured people for information or misused subpoena power to spy on others.
The lawsuits underscored how many similar allegations have been leveled in the state over the past decade, especially in small-town jails. A man in Itawamba County said that in 2020 his jailers tied him to a chair, choked him and squeezed his genitals until he vomited. A woman in Bolivar County said that in 2016 a deputy held her arms behind her back and raped her in her cell. A man in Simpson County said that the sheriff in 2012, Kenneth Lewis, choked him and slammed his head against a cell wall until he passed out.
All of their lawsuits were settled. Attempts to reach former Sheriff Lewis for comment were unsuccessful.
Officials with the Mississippi Bureau of Investigation and Attorney General Lynn Fitch’s office said they could find no records indicating that either office had investigated any of the 27 allegations. Jim Hood, who was attorney general during most of these cases, did not respond to requests for comment.
Reporters also reached people familiar with 12 of the claims, including plaintiffs, their family members and their lawyers. All said they were not aware of state investigators asking about the cases.

The Simpson County Jail, behind a cemetery in Mendenhall, Miss.
In a statement responding to The Times and Mississippi Today’s findings, the state’s public safety commissioner, Sean Tindell, said he was working toward more oversight. He said he would ask the legislature to empower Mississippi’s law enforcement licensing board, which he oversees along with the bureau of investigation, to investigate abuse allegations and consider revoking law enforcement officers’ licenses, an approach some states use aggressively.
Sheriffs are elected and not required to hold licenses, however. And it would not change how cases are investigated criminally.
The lack of investigations troubled experts who reviewed some of the cases.
James Tierney, a former Maine attorney general who now lectures at Harvard Law School, said the lawsuits described “corrupt” and “criminal” behavior that should have been investigated by the attorney general.
“This wasn’t one renegade cop or a renegade D.A. There is a systemic problem here,” he said.
In Mr. Tillman’s case, the accused deputies all denied beating him. They do not appear to have faced any consequences. “I don’t think there was any wrongdoing,” Sheriff Kemp said in an interview.
“Everybody kept their job,” recalled Mr. Tillman’s aunt, Kristy Tillman.
Mr. Tillman is serving 12 years in prison for crashing into deputies during the high-speed chase. Sheriff Kemp is retiring at the end of this month after 24 years in office. His elected successor, Anthony Chancelor, is one of the deputies accused in the beating.

The Itawamba County Courthouse in the town center of Fulton, Miss.
Trails of Evidence
Across Mississippi’s 82 counties, candidates for sheriff are not required to have law enforcement experience or police training. Once in office, sheriffs can launch investigations, direct the use of force and put people in jail, where they control virtually every aspect of an inmate’s life.
“There is no transparency for what happens inside these local jails, and we know that abuse thrives in dark places,” said Michele Deitch, the director of a center at the University of Texas at Austin that studies jail oversight and operations. She said the allegations of brutality described in the lawsuits were a window into a world that sheriffs have been allowed to conceal.
Many of the lawsuits examined by The Times and Mississippi Today included trails of evidence — video footage, medical records, eyewitness accounts — ready for an investigator to follow.
In 2020, deputies at the Itawamba County jail beat Christopher Evan Easter relentlessly, he said in court filings and an interview.
He said one jailer put him in a chokehold until he passed out; he awoke to deputies doing chest compressions on him. They tied him to a chair, squeezed his genitals and punched his head until he lost consciousness again, he said. “When I come to, my ears are ringing. I’m covered in puke and blood,” he recalled.
Mr. Easter was taken to a hospital, he said, but when he returned to jail, he was stripped naked and thrown in a dark, maggot-infested room the deputies called “the hole,” where the plumbing did not work and the toilet was full of feces.

The former Itawamba County Jail in downtown Fulton, Miss.

The Itawamba County Courthouse in Fulton, Miss.
Mr. Easter’s father, Christopher Lewis Easter, said the jail’s administrator told him that his son had fallen and hit his head on a filing cabinet. The family filed a lawsuit, detailing the violence inflicted on Mr. Easter, which the county settled for $15,000, he said.
Some claims revealed patterns of similar allegations. In a three-year span, two men held in the jail used by Humphreys County filed lawsuits saying deputies had taken them to the chapel before beating them out of view of security cameras. The lawsuits said that members of each family had confronted then-Sheriff J.D. Roseman, who acknowledged one of the assaults happened. Both cases were settled. Sheriff Roseman remained in office until his death in 2020.
In other cases, deputies’ testimony supported some of the plaintiffs’ claims.

Photos of former sheriffs remain in the lobby entrance of the Tunica County Justice Complex in Tunica, Miss.
The county administrator of Tunica County, population 10,000, accused Sheriff Calvin Hamp of conspiring to have him arrested in 2014 in retaliation for trying to cut the department’s budget.
Two days after the men argued over a purchase order, a captain in the department pulled over an S.U.V. carrying the administrator, Michael Thompson. The captain instructed Mr. Thompson to get behind the wheel and watched him drive away, then pulled him over and charged him with driving with a suspended license. The sheriff’s office issued a press release announcing the arrest.
In a sworn deposition, the captain conceded that he had known Mr. Thompson’s license was suspended — because of an unpaid traffic ticket in another county — when he told him to drive.
Sheriff Hamp did not respond to questions from The Times and Mississippi Today. Mr. Thompson declined to comment.
On appeal, a judge dismissed the charge against Mr. Thompson, and a jury later awarded him $50,000 in damages.

The Clarke County Jail and Sheriff’s office in Quitman, Miss.
Deflecting Responsibility
In 2022, state lawmakers formally gave the attorney general and the Mississippi Bureau of Investigation responsibility for investigating police shootings and prosecuting those that involve criminal misconduct.
When a sheriff or a deputy is accused of other types of crimes, however, it remains less clear what is supposed to happen.
The F.B.I. and the Justice Department handle some law enforcement cases, but generally look into only the most serious allegations.
District attorneys can investigate and bring charges. But those local prosecutors can have “politically incestuous” relationships with sheriffs, creating pressure to overlook allegations, said Chris Toth, the former executive director of the National Association of Attorneys General.
To avoid conflicts of interest, sheriffs or local prosecutors can ask the attorney general or the Mississippi Bureau of Investigation to step in. But the system only works if local officials contact the state for help, and that often does not happen, The Times and Mississippi Today found.
Mississippi’s Board on Law Enforcement Officer Standards and Training also conducts background checks and decides whether law enforcement officers who have been fired for cause or charged with a crime should be allowed to serve in other counties. But it does not perform its own investigations into officers’ conduct. Mr. Tindell, the public safety commissioner, argues that it should.
Some states, including Florida and Arizona, have long taken an approach like the one Mr. Tindell is proposing, with powerful licensing boards that require police agencies to report misconduct and then can hold hearings and potentially revoke officers’ certification.
More recently, other states have given their attorneys general additional authority. New York’s can now investigate any officer or deputy, and Illinois’s and Colorado’s can conduct wide-ranging civil investigations into patterns of illegal conduct.
In Mississippi, the lack of process has allowed some sheriffs and district attorneys to disregard reports of abuse within their jurisdictions.
In Clarke County, accounts that Sheriff Kemp had gotten on the radio and ordered his deputies to beat a fleeing man were widely known.
District Attorney Kassie Coleman said in a statement that she had heard about the accusation and that it was “general knowledge” that both the Mississippi Bureau of Investigation and the F.B.I. had been contacted about the case.
“I was not provided an investigative case regarding any potential criminal acts that resulted from the investigation into the allegations,” Ms. Coleman wrote, “nor was I provided a copy of the federal lawsuit.”
But the state bureau of investigation said it had no file on the case, Mr. Tillman’s family said he was never contacted by the F.B.I. or anyone else, and the lawsuit is available in an online courts database.
People who have complained directly to Mississippi sheriffs’ offices have often found themselves speaking to someone close to the sheriff.
A man accused deputies in Forrest County of shackling him in a holding cell, beating him unconscious and breaking his ribs in 2016. He noted in his lawsuit that he filed complaints with the F.B.I. and Nick Calico, a chief investigator for then-Sheriff Billy McGee, giving him medical records and photos that could have served as evidence.
In an interview, Mr. Calico said he had investigated the allegations and found that nothing improper happened. After the lawsuit was filed, he said, he was contacted by the F.B.I., sent them a copy of his investigative file and never heard about it again.
Seven months after the alleged beating, he would marry Sheriff McGee’s daughter.

This article was co-reported by The New York Times and the Mississippi Center for Investigative Reporting at Mississippi Today.
Joel Engelhardt contributed reporting. Kitty Bennett contributed research.





San Francisco’s Montgomery Street Could Signal a Downtown Revival
From the revamped Transamerica Pyramid to a small public radio station broadcasting from a former copy shop, the street offers hope for recovery in the city.

The revival of Montgomery Street, shown where it crosses California Street, could be a bellwether for San Francisco’s recovery. 
By Heather Knight  28 Dec, 2023
It seemed like the last place one might invest a billion dollars on an office building in October 2020.
San Francisco’s downtown symbolized all that had gone wrong with American cities during the pandemic. The empty office towers. The shops and restaurants boarded up with plywood. The dirty streets, the petty crime, the eerily silent transit stations.
But Michael Shvo, the New York real estate titan, decided there was one building he had to have here, one that has been synonymous with the San Francisco skyline: the Transamerica Pyramid.
Mr. Shvo paid $650 million for the tower on San Francisco’s Montgomery Street, long hailed as “the Wall Street of the West” for its concentration of financial institutions, including the insurance company after which the triangular skyscraper is named. He then spent another $400 million to renovate the tower and turn it into an attraction for businesses and visitors alike.

The Transamerica Pyramid in downtown San Francisco.
If his bet pays off, the revamped tower and blocks below could serve as a bellwether for the beleaguered city’s recovery and a road map for other downtowns that have struggled to rebound from the pandemic. The key, Mr. Shvo argues, is turning downtowns into spaces where people actually want to be, rather than places their bosses say they have to be.
“I’ve always believed in San Francisco. The difference was, I was optimistic with a billion-dollar check in my hand,” Mr. Shvo said, wearing his customary black T-shirt, black jeans and black sneakers while standing on the 36th floor of the Transamerica Pyramid.
Nearly 200 years ago, Montgomery Street — or the land beneath it, anyway — comprised the literal edge of San Francisco. When young gold seekers arrived in 1849 during the first of many booms that would come to define the city, San Francisco added several blocks by piling landfill into the bay. Now, a 15-minute stroll separates Montgomery Street from the shoreline.
A seven-block stretch of Montgomery, from Shvo’s pyramid at the north to Market Street at the south, is dotted with “green shoots,” the botanical term that economists use to describe early signs of recovery. The street is on the eastern side of the city, in the heart of the Financial District.
From revamped office spaces to a public radio studio with high visibility, Montgomery Street is offering more than “packing and stacking knowledge workers into giant towers,” said Richard Florida, a professor at the University of Toronto who studies urban development.
Downtowns fare best when they offer a diverse array of music, art, restaurants, shops and gathering places, he explained. Other cities that have emphasized hospitality and entertainment over offices alone, like Austin, Nashville and Miami, have recovered faster from the pandemic than have cities with work-focused downtowns.
“When a place gets boring, even rich people leave,” Mr. Florida said. “San Francisco is already starting its rebound.”

Michael Shvo, the New York real estate titan, decided there was one building he had to have here, one that has long been synonymous with the San Francisco skyline: the Transamerica Pyramid.
To be sure, the city’s downtown has a long way to go. Its office vacancy rate hovers around 36 percent, the highest among major American cities, spelling trouble for foot traffic and tax revenues. Financial forecasts predict that the city could take a decade to get back to normal. And the much-discussed idea of converting office towers into housing has stalled because it is far too expensive, developers say.
“It’s going to take time for the market to correct itself, and I think it’s going to be a bumpy 12 to 18 months,” said Robbie Silver, executive director of the Downtown San Francisco Partnership, which businesses pay to clean and market the neighborhood.
Mr. Silver said he anticipated that property values would sink further and that some building owners could sell for cheap. But he hopes that in the next two years the downtown will have more affordable rents that enable small businesses to thrive in areas like Montgomery Street.
Mr. Shvo is intent on speeding the recovery by bringing amenities such as gyms and bars to lure tenants to the 51-year-old Transamerica Pyramid. He is also turning the drab lobby into a hive of small businesses, with a raised ceiling and wide openings that create passageways for pedestrians. The park outside, rarely visited by locals, will feature furniture and new cherry trees.
He predicts three million visitors a year when the transformation is complete.
This section of San Francisco’s downtown isn’t the hellscape that one might believe based on some social media videos that have gone viral. Businesses pay the Downtown San Francisco Partnership to powerwash the streets, remove graffiti and pick up trash 14 hours a day, seven days a week.
“I won’t say it’s back to 2019, but it is totally normal,” said the developer Oz Erickson, who recently moved his Emerald Fund offices from one building on Montgomery to a smaller, cheaper one across the street. 
Sometimes, he said with glee, the street even features the epitome of prepandemic life: traffic jams.
The architecture firm

Gensler, a global architecture firm, has relocated to Montgomery Street and a new office that the firm’s leaders hope will serve as a prototype for other employers.
In the decade before the pandemic, sleek office towers were in high demand, as tech companies and other businesses flocked to the South of Market neighborhood, or SoMa, blocks away from the Financial District.
But some firms say that they are now drawn to offices that have more charm and history on Montgomery Street. Until recently, Gensler, a global architecture firm, spread its workers across three high floors of a more modern SoMa building near Salesforce Tower. But with cheaper rents available postpandemic, the firm moved to the historic Mills Building, three blocks from the pyramid.
Gensler’s architects designed not only the perfect office for themselves, but what they hoped would serve as a prototype for other employers. Gensler requires its employees to be in the office five days a week, a rarity in San Francisco.

“This is the heart of San Francisco,” Hao Ko, managing director of Gensler’s office, said of the firm’s new neighborhood. “It feels like we’re in the center of gravity.”
Now, the firm’s 250 employees all work on the large second floor of the Mills Building, making collaboration easier, and they have close-up views of the street life outside. The windows open, allowing fresh air to enter.
The front door opens onto a giant room that looks more like a posh apartment than an office. To the right are comfortable couches and modern desks. Shelves are dotted with plants, books and the original Rolodex that belonged to Art Gensler, the company’s founder. To the left is a kitchen with a marble island, an espresso machine, free snacks and taps offering lemonade, beer and kombucha.

Gensler requires its employees to be in the office five days a week, a rarity in San Francisco.
Farther back, the workspaces grow progressively darker and more private, and an employee can decide which among them fits the mood on a given day. 
Miao Wang, a 28-year-old architect at Gensler, said that San Francisco’s downtown felt dull and empty when the firm was at its previous office tower. Now, she said, she sees pedestrians scrambling across intersections, smells morning coffee and bacon and hears buskers playing the guitar and saxophone.
“It just feels so nice,” she said. “I hope more people come back.”
The public radio pop-up

KALW is participating in a new San Francisco effort that convinces landlords to give up empty retail space for three months to tenants for creative uses.
In the same Mills Building, on the ground floor where a copy shop once operated, the staff of the public radio station KALW now records its shows and hosts happy hours, quiz shows and poetry nights.
KALW is participating in a new effort launched by the city and a small business nonprofit, SF New Deal, that convinces landlords to give up empty retail space for three months to tenants for creative uses. The program, Vacant to Vibrant, has attracted bakeries, boutiques and artists’ studios.
James Kass, the executive director of KALW, said that pedestrians have regularly popped into the station to check out its temporary space. But, he noted, the station had to spend far more than the $8,000 it received in a city grant to make the space functional, such as adding booths that block out the sound of flushing toilets. 
Sandra Halladey, an intern at KALW, said that she hoped the city could figure out how to convert empty office space into long-term housing for artists and workers who have been priced out of the city. 
“If we’re not inviting those kinds of people to live here, we’ve lost,” Ms. Halladey said.
Wade Rose, the president of Advance SF, a business group that aims to revive San Francisco, said that unique shops and experiences were the norm before the downtown area became a more sterile office-centered environment, dotted with chain retailers.
“The unique stores left because rent got too high,” he said. “We need to support very interesting, human experiences, and you’re starting to see glimmers of that.”
The public plaza

Dozens of people sat in lawn chairs as they watched a winter-themed light show that was projected onto the facade of a substation.
A half-block off Montgomery Street, between the radio station and the Transamerica Pyramid, an alley next to an electric substation has been turned into a public plaza called Landing at Leidesdorff.
It sports a giant mural honoring William Leidesdorff, a businessman who arrived here in 1841 and is considered San Francisco’s Black founding father. Outdoor furniture and lighting have been added, and live music and fitness classes have been offered. 
On a recent night, dozens of people sat in lawn chairs watching a trippy, winter-themed light show that was projected onto the substation facade.
“Downtown has often felt stuffy and stiff, the place where people stuck in offices go,” said Suzy Garren, a 50-year-old landscaper who lives in Oakland, adding that she rarely had any reason to venture to the neighborhood. “This is 2023’s version of what makes San Francisco cool and interesting.”
And then she uttered words perhaps never before used to describe the Financial District.
“It reminds me,” she said, “of Burning Man.”
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How China’s Property Crisis Blew Up Bets That Couldn’t Lose
Citic said its new fund was as safe as they come because it would invest in real estate. Then the developer defaulted and the projects stalled.

The Sunac One Central residential compound, in Beijing, in 2021.
By Claire Fu and Daisuke Wakabayashi  28 Dec, 2023
One of China’s largest investment firms, Citic Trust, had a clear pitch to investors when it was aiming to raise $1.7 billion to fund property development in 2020: There is no safer Chinese investment than real estate.
The trust, the investment arm of the state-owned financial conglomerate Citic, called housing “China’s economic ballast” and “an indispensable value investment.” The money it raised would be put toward four projects from Sunac China Holdings, a major developer.
Three years later, investors who put their money in the Citic fund have recouped only a small fraction of their investment. Three of the fund’s construction projects are on hold or significantly delayed because of financing problems or poor sales. Sunac has defaulted and is trying to restructure its debt.
The unraveling of the Citic fund provides a window into the broader problems facing China’s ailing property sector. What started as a housing slump has escalated into a full-blown crisis. The budgets of local governments, which depended on revenue from real estate, have been destabilized. The shock to the country’s financial system has drained China’s capital markets.
The nexus of government, financial institutions and companies supercharged China’s property sector for years, clearing the way for the nonstop building that propelled real estate to become the biggest sector of the economy. But the ties that once juiced growth are now deepening the downturn as problems spread across the economy.
This month, China South City Holdings, a state-backed developer, warned that it did not have the funds to pay interest on its overseas debt, and investors agreed to restructure the debt to stave off a possible default. And Hywin Wealth Management, a major real estate investor, said it had to delay some redemption payments, citing “the economic downturn.”
Confidence in the investment sector was already shaky. In November, a financial giant managing $140 billion in assets, Zhongzhi Enterprise Group, told investors that it was “severely insolvent.” Zhongzhi’s wealth management arm started missing payments to investors in July and said it had a $36 billion financial shortfall.
For its part, China’s central government pledged this month to “actively and prudently resolve real estate risks” and help firms to meet their “reasonable financing needs.” The problems have gotten big enough that it seemed Beijing, which has yet to offer lifelines to troubled developers, was finally signaling its willingness to step in after more than 50 companies have defaulted on loans since 2021.
“Three years ago, nobody would have dreamed of this amount of defaulting,” said Andrew Collier, managing director at Orient Capital, an economic research firm in Hong Kong. “It is pretty staggering.”

People visit a display home developed by Sunac China Holdings in Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture, in the Chinese province Yunnan, in 2019.
Investors were confident in real estate.
Trust firms like Citic are arms of China’s so-called shadow banking system that sell investment products to companies and wealthy individuals. They face few requirements to publicly disclose information about their operations and as a group manage $3 trillion in assets.
Property developers had relied on trust firms to extend loans and invest in businesses that regulators considered too risky for traditional banks. The trusts turned the loans into investment products they then sold to Chinese companies and wealthy individuals, promising lucrative returns.
The market was booming when Citic Trust established the Junkun Equity Fund, raising $1.7 billion for Sunac to use. With real estate prices soaring, when Sunac’s projects moved forward and the properties were sold, investors would get their money back as well as a portion of the profit after three years. The payoff for the Junkun fund, one of hundreds that Citic Trust offered, was potentially higher than an investment with a fixed return, but there was also more risk.
Even though Citic did not guarantee how much money investors would make, it included in marketing materials a chart of “similar projects” from Sunac that had delivered double-digit returns.
At least that’s the way it was supposed to work.
Celina Zhang said she invested about $420,000, a significant chunk of her savings, into this fund in 2020, because Citic Trust was a reliable, big brand. A Citic investment manager all but assured her that she would get her principal back and annual returns exceeding 7.5 percent, Ms. Zhang said.
“At that time, I was fairly confident in real estate,” said Ms. Zhang, 38, who lives in the southern Chinese city Shenzhen. “Housing prices were all rising.”
But from the outset, the developments faced challenges. The projects were a combination of residential and commercial properties in three southern cities — Chengdu, Guiyang and Shaoxing — and one in Xi’an in central China. And like the rest of the world, China was grappling with Covid. Pandemic restrictions caused construction delays and hurt property sales.
Citic Trust, in a statement, said it “has firmly safeguarded the legitimate rights and interests of its clients” and made “some progress” in minimizing risks stemming from the real estate market. It declined to comment on the Junkun fund.
Sunac did not respond to requests for comment.

A Citic bank branch in Beijing.
Government grew concerned about the market.
Also around the time the fund was started, policymakers in Beijing, worried about a housing bubble and reckless speculation, put in place new rules aimed at curbing excessive borrowing by developers. This created cash problems for many developers. In May 2022, Sunac said it missed a bond repayment and warned that it would not be able to make other debt payments.
The impact on the Citic investments was drastic. Citic Trust was forced to suspend construction last year at the Chengdu project.
A Citic Trust official said in a November investor briefing that it did so because its research showed that demand would remain poor for many months and Covid lockdowns made the situation unpredictable, according to a recording of the briefing reviewed by The New York Times. Citic said it feared that sales could not keep pace with construction costs. 
For a mixed residential and commercial property project in Shaoxing, a city near the coast famous for its locally produced yellow wine, preliminary sales have been sluggish.
Citic considered selling the project in January, but it struggled to find a buyer because developers were scaling back, a company official said at the briefing. Then after sales slowed in July, Citic said it decided to try to find a company to invest in the project to help ease the financial burden.
In Guiyang, in southwest China, Sunac started construction shortly after acquiring the land-use rights in May 2020 from the city government for about $245 million. But the project has been dogged by a series of stops and starts, including a one-month suspension in August because of “general contracting funding issues,” according to a management report to investors. 

The Zhongzhi Enterprise Group office building in Beijing, in August.
When the Citic investment matured in October, Ms. Zhang said, she received about $80,000 in payouts although it wasn’t clear to her if that was interest on her investment or part of her principal of $420,000.
In November, Citic Trust held the briefing to calm investors demanding an explanation for the missed payment in October. In the meeting, a company official said the projects retained some value and expressed hope that the government’s recent policies would help — even though currently there was no “obvious tangible effect.”
The Citic official acknowledged that the “entire market is not good now,” but she asked for patience.
“The money has not arrived, so everyone will definitely be worried and angry — this is normal,” she said. “But don’t get too angry.”





Tesla Strike Is a Culture Clash: Swedish Labor vs. American Management
Workers seeking a collective agreement from the automaker say they are pushing for their rights, but car owners see them as taking the fight too far.

Tesla cars charging outside Stockholm. Tesla’s Model Y is the most popular car in Sweden, where registration numbers for new cars so far do not show the strike is denting sales.
By Melissa Eddy  27 Dec, 2023
The Tesla technicians who walked off their jobs in Sweden say they still support the mission of the American company and its headline-grabbing chief executive. But they also want Tesla to accept the Swedish way of doing business.
They call it the Swedish Model, a way of life that has defined the country’s economy for decades. At its heart is cooperation between employers and employees to ensure that both sides benefit from a company’s profit.
Instead, four technicians who walked off their jobs on Oct. 27 said, they have been subjected to what they described as a “typical U.S. model”: six-day workweeks, unavoidable overtime and an unclear evaluation system for promotion.
“Just work, work, work,” said Janis Kuzma, one of the technicians on strike.
The union representing the Tesla workers, IF Metall, won’t say how many of the company’s 130 technicians have walked out — it may be only a few dozen. The company’s 10 service centers remain open.
But as the strike moves into its third month, it is having an outsize impact on the Nordic region. At least 15 other unions have taken action to try to force Tesla to negotiate a collective bargaining agreement to set wages and benefits that reflect industrywide norms in Sweden. Daniel Ives, an analyst at Wedbush Securities, warned that the dispute was becoming “an important lightning-rod issue around unions globally” for Tesla and its chief executive, Elon Musk.
Polls show a majority of Swedes support the strike, widely viewed as a defense of the country’s consensus-based way of doing business. Nine in 10 people in Sweden work under a labor agreement, and strikes are relatively rare. But as the walkout continues, questions are being raised about whether Sweden’s reliance on labor-management agreements denies businesses flexibility and agility.
That divide can be seen in the reactions of some of the country’s roughly 50,000 Tesla owners, who see the walkout as a power play by a wealthy, politically influential union.

Janis Kuzma, a Tesla technician and member of the IF Metall union, is one of the workers who walked off their jobs in late October, demanding better work conditions. 
Mr. Musk has pushed back against efforts by his 127,000 employees around the world to unionize.
The company has declined repeated requests for comment. At a service center in Malmo this month, workers wearing Tesla shirts were busy moving cars in and out. Strikers on the picket line said some of those working appeared to be recent hires.
There is talk that some Tesla owners have been unable to find anyone to change their tires for winter — essential for driving in Sweden this time of year.
But fearing that the walkout has been little more than a nuisance for Tesla, IF Metall has called for support from other unions.
Unions in Denmark, Norway and Finland, as well as Sweden, have rallied around IF Metall. This means dockworkers have stopped unloading Teslas arriving by ship; union members at independent repair shops have stopped servicing Teslas; postal workers have quit delivering Tesla’s mail, including license plates; and electricians have pledged to no longer repair Tesla’s charging stations.

A Tesla service center in Stockholm. The automaker has pledged to maintain business as usual despite a strike by some technicians.
It may be too early to tell how much these measures are hurting the company. So far, registration numbers for new vehicles do not show the strike is denting sales — Tesla’s Model Y is poised to become the most popular vehicle in Sweden for 2023, with more than 14,000 cars sold through October, according to official statistics.
The company also appears to have found a loophole to get around a postal workers’ blockade by ordering license plates to be taken directly to customers.
Still, some prospective buyers are concerned that despite Tesla’s pledge of business as usual, they will not get their cars in the five to eight weeks promised.
“I don’t want to commit yet,” said John Khademi, a Tesla owner who decided to put off ordering a new one. “I will wait to see how it plays out.”
The solidarity strikes have proved divisive. Some firms with no direct stake in the walkout, like independent auto repair shops, have lost business because they have collective agreements with IF Metall that require them to turn away business related to Tesla. Under Swedish law, if a union calls a solidarity strike, its members have to go along with it.

A Tesla showroom in the Mall of Scandinavia near Stockholm. Some prospective buyers are concerned about delays in getting their cars. 
“Then those companies lose a lot of money and they are really frustrated,” said Mattias Dahl, the deputy vice president of the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, which represents 60,000 companies.
Some believe these solidarity actions have gone too far. “There is no longer equality here,” said PM Nilsson, chief executive of Timbro, a Swedish think tank that promotes libertarian ideals and the free market.
He pointed to Spotify, the streaming audio giant founded in Stockholm in 2006, as another company that has operated in Sweden without a collective agreement. Like Tesla, it comes from a start-up culture.
“Companies in the Swedish labor market should be allowed to exist without a collective agreement,” Mr. Nilsson said.
Neither side has indicated it is willing to back down. IF Metall, which represents workers in other heavy industries, has built up its war chest over decades. It is offering those on strike 130 percent of their pay.
Tesla also has deep pockets — the company is valued at about $817 billion — and it says it offers wages and benefits that are equivalent to or better than those in a collective agreement, including the offer of stock options as a lucrative incentive.
Tesla demonstrated its willingness to fight by suing both the Swedish agency responsible for automobile registrations and the postal company after its license plates were held up. The lawsuits, filed in November, are continuing.
Collective bargaining, not the law, governs workplace conditions in Sweden. The country has no statutory minimum wage.
Strikes are uncommon because once a labor agreement comes into force, the union cannot call one. This peace guarantee has helped to keep the number of strike days in Sweden to one of the lowest levels in Europe — a little more than two working days a year lost to strikes and lockouts per 1,000 employees from 2010 to 2019, compared with 55 in Norway and 128 in France, according to one study.
Marie Nilsson has been a member of IF Metall for more than 40 years and took over as its leader in 2017. She remembers joining the picket line in 1995 to support workers who went on strike against Toys “R” Us, the last major U.S. company that rejected a collective agreement. But the action against Tesla is the first time she has called a strike.

Marie Nilsson, the head of IF Metall, has been in the union for more than 40 years and remembers joining the picket line in 1995 to support workers who went on strike against Toys “R” Us.
“It’s the workers who form the union,” she said. “It’s not someone from the outside.”
She pushed back against Tesla’s argument that it provides terms that are equal to or better than what employees would get under a collective agreement. “This is never the case,” Ms. Nilsson said.
Four technicians who described their reasons for striking said they admired Mr. Musk. One raved about how the extended battery in the new Cybertruck will be a game changer, and Mr. Kuzma drives a Model Y. But each agreed that for all Mr. Musk’s genius in revolutionizing electric vehicles, he was picking a fight with a country that prizes consensus, and that it would be wrong to conflate the Swedish Model with the United Automobile Workers, the U.S. union that took a hard line against Detroit’s Big Three automakers in a recent strike.
“IF Metall is not the U.A.W.,” said one technician, who declined to give his name because he said he hoped to return to his job at Tesla after the strike and feared repercussions for speaking out. “You have to know how different unions work in different countries.”
The strike is regularly covered in the Swedish media and has featured in television debates. Discussions have become polarized, pitting Tesla fans and owners against the union and its members.
Some Tesla owners describe the strike as a publicity grab and a demonstration of the union’s overreach. They point to the dozens of technicians who remain on the job, including some who have not joined the union, as a sign they are happy with their jobs.
“If the working conditions are so bad, they would have all quit,” said Ulf Siklosi, who drives a Tesla Model S. “Or they would all join the union.”

Ulf Siklosi, a Tesla owner: “If the working conditions are so bad, they would have all quit.”

Another Tesla owner, Daniel Schlaug, said Tesla told owners that 90 percent of its employees were still working.
Daniel Schlaug, a fellow Model S owner and an investor in Tesla, said the company had sent out letters telling owners that 90 percent of Tesla employees were still working, a figure that could not be confirmed.
Mr. Kuzma and several colleagues said they were frustrated by the criticism from Tesla owners. “They don’t understand it’s about them,” he said. “If the pressure on the workers is too much, they are not going to do a good job fixing their cars.”
Last week, institutional investors from Sweden’s Nordic neighbors — who together manage $1 trillion in assets — sent a letter to Tesla’s board saying they were “deeply concerned” about Tesla’s attitude toward worker rights in Sweden and asking for a meeting early next year.
Ms. Nilsson would also like to speak to Mr. Musk. Asked what she would say if he called her, she responded: “I would love it.”
“I would say, ‘Let me explain, and let me hear about your expectations,’” she said. “Let us talk about it.”

Mr. Kuzma with his Model Y. He and several colleagues said they were frustrated by the criticism from Tesla owners.
Christina Anderson contributed reporting.





Will China Ease Its New Video Game Controls? Investors Think So.
After a market rout, gaming companies like Tencent and Netease rallied on signals that regulators might apply proposed curbs on users less harshly than feared.

Gamers at an internet cafe in Beijing.
By John Liu  27 Dec, 2023
The stock prices of Chinese video game companies rebounded Wednesday after investors seized on signals that the government was having second thoughts about proposed regulations on gaming.
Since the weekend, regulators have tried to calm the market after shares of the two largest video game companies, Tencent and Netease, plunged on Friday.
When trading resumed after the four-day holiday weekend in Hong Kong, Tencent rose about 4 percent and Netease jumped 12 percent, recovering some of their losses. The companies’ shares rose again on Thursday.
The events of the past several days underline the push-and-pull forces in Chinese policymaking. The country’s top leaders have acknowledged that they need to stabilize the economy, which has been slow to recover from being virtually locked down during the Covid pandemic. But the government’s tight control of how companies do business continues to inject uncertainty into the markets.
China’s National Press and Publication Administration, which issues licenses to game publishers and oversees the industry, unveiled a proposal on Friday aimed at effectively reducing how much people spend playing games. The plan took the industry by surprise, and investors dumped tens of billions of dollars in company stock.
The regulator issued a statement on Saturday stressing that the draft rules aim to “promote the prosperity and healthy development of the industry,” and said it was “listening to more opinions comprehensively and improving regulations and provisions.”
Then on Monday, the agency announced that it had licensed about 100 new games, after licensing 40 others on Friday. And a semiofficial association affiliated with the agency said the additional game approvals were “positive signals” that the agency supported the industry.
The new regulations would cap how much money users could spend within games on things like upgrading the features of characters or procuring virtual weapons or other things used by the characters. It would also ban rewards that companies use to entice players to return. The proposal did not specify a spending cap.
“The draft regulations would inevitably lead to changes in current practices and potential short-term revenue losses,” said Xiao Lei, assistant professor at the University of Hong Kong’s business school.
But, he added, their impact might be less than feared, as the authorities could adjust or drop some of the provisions. Consumer demand for games and the social interactions they allow would remain unaffected, he added.
Analysts from Nomura, a Japanese bank, said in a report on Tuesday that the rules could “significantly impair” Chinese video game companies’ ability to make money.
The “fire-quenching measures” that the government has rolled out since Friday, Nomura added, will ease investor concerns but won’t remove the shadow it has thrown over China’s video game sector.
The industry is still reeling from restrictions first imposed in 2019 aimed at what the government deemed was an online gaming addiction among minors, as well as a broader crackdown against tech companies. Regulators also stymied publishers by not issuing any new game licenses for an eight-month stretch that ended in April 2022.
Tencent and Netease have downplayed the impact of the proposed regulations.
The draft rules did not “fundamentally change the game’s business model, operating rhythm or other key elements,” Vigo Zhang, vice president of Tencent Games, said in a statement on Friday. Netease said over the weekend that the proposal would not have any substantial impact on its business, adding that it would share its views with the authorities.
The regulatory agency said it would accept comments on the proposal until Jan. 22.





The State of Deals
Next year’s biggest headwinds for deal making will be “geopolitics, geopolitics and geopolitics,” says Viswas Raghavan, the co-head of global investment banking at JPMorgan Chase.

Global M.&A. activity fell to a 10-year low.
By Michael J. de la Merced  28 Dec, 2023
For deal makers, 2024 is a year to look forward to, if only because 2023 wasn’t necessarily one to celebrate.
Despite some notable transactions, the year presented challenges to the bankers and lawyers who advise corporate clients on big takeovers and initial public offerings.
Global M.&A. fell to a 10-year low. About 53,529 deals worth a combined $2.9 trillion were announced, down 17 percent annually by volume, according to data from L.S.E.G.
The busiest sectors included energy — led by Exxon Mobil’s $60 billion takeover of Pioneer Natural Resources and Chevron’s $53 billion acquisition of Hess — and health care, which was topped by Pfizer’s roughly $43 billion purchase of the cancer drug maker Seagen.

The story was worse for I.P.O.s, which tumbled 25 percent year-on-year to a combined $109.8 billion in proceeds, a 14-year low. That’s despite notable market debuts, including those of the semiconductor designer Arm, the grocery delivery app Instacart and the sandal maker Birkenstock.
That reflects ongoing concern in corporate boardrooms about an array of factors, from the global economy to geopolitical tensions, according to Viswas Raghavan, the co-head of global investment banking and the C.E.O. of Europe, the Middle East and Africa at JPMorgan Chase.
With his firm topping the investment banking league tables for 2023, he spoke with DealBook about the year in deals, and what will shape deal-making in 2024.
This interview has been edited and condensed.
How would you describe the feeling in boardrooms these days? I was just thinking of the JPMorgan C.E.O. Jamie Dimon’s recent comment that “this may be the most dangerous time the world has seen in decades.”
The big thing that is plaguing boardrooms right now is geopolitical uncertainty. If you look at what’s ahead, countries that account for close to half of the world’s G.D.P. are going to be choosing a leader sometime in the next 12 months. You have two wars on our doorstep. And then there’s China — China and trade, China’s domestic economy as it relates to nonperforming loans, corporate health and the like.
There’s also antitrust and shepherding deals through various competition authorities. A deal that is global will take much longer, from something like 12 months historically, to probably 18, 24 months or maybe longer.

Looking at where we are, the volume of deals is at a decade low. Did you expect this low level of activity?
No. The investment banking fee pool was $135 billion in 2021, and the steady state-run rate is around $80 billion a year. This year, it will be somewhere in the $65 billion ZIP code. And this is probably the lowest it’s been in nearly two decades.
But remember, we came from a world that thought the end was upon us in 2020 with Covid. You saw this mountain of quantitative easing. There was excess liquidity in the system, and you saw asset prices reflect that excess liquidity. You knew that would be tapering.
Arm, Instacart and the marketing software company Klaviyo went public in September. There was a sense that the I.P.O. window might reopen. Obviously, that didn’t happen. Were you surprised by how dead the market remains?
Not really. I don’t think anybody thought that the floodgates had opened. That market was always incredibly selective, and the market will continue to remain selective.
Is the market closed? No. Are our teams working on many transactions? Absolutely. But is it kind of going to a “bring it on, any name flies” place? Absolutely not.
Someone told me that if anyone is running some sort of auction, there is naturally going to be some interest from Saudi Arabia or the U.A.E.
That is a fair comment. It’s a natural part of their strategy to diversify and make them more global.
They are big players. They have a lot of firepower. They are also projecting their own clout and the fact that they’ve arrived, that they want to be mainstream.
What are the big things you’re looking for next year — the big tailwinds and headwinds?
I think headwinds are geopolitics, geopolitics and geopolitics. Tailwinds are inflation calming, growth coming back and rates trending lower.





Bill Granger, Chef Who Brought Avocado Toast to the World, Dies at 54
His breakfast cuisine catapulted Australian cafe culture to international acclaim, although some saw his best-known dish as an example of millennial excess.

Bill Granger handing out plates of scrambled eggs in Tokyo in 2006. Known for serving unfussy but sophisticated fare, he popularized Australian cafe culture around the globe.
By Natasha Frost  28 Dec, 2023
Bill Granger, a chef who combined an easy Australian manner with a talent for making simple food sing, selling the world on the infinite potential of breakfast, died on Christmas Day in London. He was 54.
His death, in a hospital, was announced on his Instagram page. The cause was not specified.
To many Australians, and particularly Sydneysiders, Mr. Granger was just Bill: the frontman, originator and head chef of a Sydney corner cafe called Bills that eventually expanded to nine outlets across three countries, as well as an offshoot, Granger & Co., with five locations in London.
His facility for food that was straightforward yet stunning propelled him onto television screens — his “Bill’s Food” and “Bill’s Holiday” were both on the air for multiple seasons — and bookshelves, making him a national treasure.
Though he wrote about a dozen books that included more than 500 recipes, he became best known for two dishes in particular: a zesty avocado on toast, which his cafe is often credited with being the first to serve, and scrambled eggs with luxuriously creamy curds.
The avocado toast, sold at Bills for 18 Australian dollars a plate, or around $12, would take on a life of its own, becoming an international food trend and held up as an example of millennial frivolity and excess that was preventing a generation from becoming homeowners. (Mr. Granger, speaking to The Sydney Morning Herald in 2020, responded: “It’s always been impossible to buy a house. Always!”)
In many respects, said Jane Morrow, his publisher at Murdoch Books, Mr. Granger exemplified the very best of his country’s national attitude: warm, open and generous, with an understated commitment to excellence.
“He reflected that back to Australians themselves,” she said, “and then he sold that to the world — and that gave us, as Australians, confidence.”

Mr. Granger’s restaurant, Bills, was credited with introducing the world to avocado toast, which has quickly become a ubiquitous cafe offering.
William Granger was born in Mentone, a suburb of Melbourne, Australia, on Aug. 26, 1969, to — as he liked to note — a butcher and a vegetarian. His father was one in a line of Williams (and butchers), and his mother, Patricia, worked in the fashion industry.
Mr. Granger had an early interest in food, bringing his parents a “silver service” of breakfast in bed from the age of 5 and working his way through magazine recipe cards, before turning his attention to the food writers Elizabeth David and Margaret Fulton. He feasted on Melbourne’s richly diverse cuisine, eating dim sum with the Chinese parents of a childhood friend and searching out Lebanese kofta, African curry and the “most pungent” Parmesan, he wrote in his most recent cookbook, “Australian Food” (2020).
Like his father, he went to Mentone Grammar School, a private boys’ school at the time. In high school, he by turns struggled and excelled — he took three attempts to graduate but scored top marks in art. He then spent a few months studying architecture at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology.
Finding the field too “rigid,” he told the podcast “Grilling” in 2021, he dropped out and moved to Sydney, where he attended art school. These studies, too, would ultimately be short-lived, but travels in Japan, stints waiting tables and work in kitchens eventually inspired him to open his own place, Bills.
“I had no formal training as a chef, and I’ve always said that, ironically, this was a great training,” Mr. Granger wrote in “Australian Food.” “I wasn’t tied down by any rules about food and fine dining. I didn’t even know the rules I wasn’t supposed to be breaking. It puts me on a parallel with the Australian way of eating: joyfully lacking in fixed assumptions or strict culinary history.”
It was at Bills that the real business of breakfast began. Finding few proprietors prepared to rent any site to a 22-year-old with no commercial experience (and just 30,000 Australian dollars, borrowed against his grandfather’s insurance policy), he settled on a site with a few dozen seats, no liquor license and a compulsory closing time of around 3 p.m., and set about transforming it into the communal dining setting of his dreams.
“As an ex-art student, I had a bit of a feel for design,” he wrote. “I liked minimalism, and it was cheap. So was breakfast.”
Bills brought together Mr. Granger’s talents for unfussy, fresh fare; his Melburnian fondness for artisanal, espresso-based coffee; his taste for sophisticated international flavors; and his eye for breezy, beachy beauty, at a time when people were dining out more than ever before.
It would eventually become the blueprint for the modern Australian cafe culture that has been exported worldwide, inspiring the coffee chain Bluestone Lane and the restaurant Sqirl in Los Angeles, among other establishments.
“That was 30 years ago, and there have been very few adjustments to it,” Besha Rodell, a food writer and critic based in Melbourne, said. “You’re still going to get those same dishes, you’re still going to get that same feel. It was kind of this perfection of the genre.”
Mr. Granger met Natalie Elliott in the late 1990s at his cafe in Darlinghurst, a suburb of Sydney. Within four weeks, they had purchased a ring and planned their nuptials, he told an Australian newspaper in 2002, though they did not marry until 2006, after having three daughters.
Ms. Elliott was a critical part of Mr. Granger’s professional world and his constant partner in virtually every pursuit. “She loved and protected and sought his good in everything,” Ms. Morrow said. “It was the two of them there, step by step.”
In addition to his wife, Mr. Granger is survived by his daughters, Edie, Bunny and Inès Elliott Granger, and his brother, Steven. He had lived in London for 14 years with his family.
While Mr. Granger was famous for simple dishes, his tastes evolved with the growing sophistication of Australian breakfast cuisine. In recent years he published recipes for chilled coconut rice pudding and harissa-accented buckwheat bowls.
“When I first opened, people were really conservative with what they’d eat for breakfast,” he told The New York Times in 2015. “At dinner they’d eat the most exotic things, but at breakfast they wanted what they knew.”
“Now,” he added, “I find we’re all much more adventurous.”





California Pushes Electric Trucks as the Future of Freight
A mainstay of cargo transport will be phased out at ports as California bans new registrations of carbon-fuel trucks in favor of nonpolluting ones.

An electric truck at the Port of Los Angeles. Beginning Monday, diesel rigs can no longer be added to the list of vehicles approved to move goods in and out of California’s ports.
By Peter EavisPhotographs by Mark Abramson  28 Dec, 2023
Neri Diaz thought he was ready for a crucial juncture in California’s ambitious plans, closely watched in other states and around the world, to phase out diesel-powered trucks.
His company, Harbor Pride Logistics, acquired 14 electric trucks this year to work alongside 32 diesel vehicles, in anticipation of a rule that says that after Monday, diesel rigs can no longer be added to the list of vehicles approved to move goods in and out of California’s ports. But in August the manufacturer of Mr. Diaz’s electric vehicles, Nikola, took back the trucks as part of a recall, saying it would return them in the first quarter of the new year.
“It’s a brand-new technology, first generation, so I knew things were going to happen, but I wasn’t expecting all my 14 trucks to be taken back,” he said. “It is a big impact on my operations.”
Trucking, an outsize source of carbon emissions, is where California’s green revolution is meeting some of its biggest challenges. Electric trucks, with their huge batteries, can cost over $400,000, and they can’t do long hauls without stopping for long charging periods, which can undermine the economics of a trucking fleet. 
But California sees the port trucks as an opportunity to take a big step forward.
The electric trucks on the market today can travel from the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach — the nation’s busiest hub for container cargo — to many of the warehouses inland without stopping to charge. And cleaning up the port trucks could have a big impact. With some 30,000 trucks registered with the ports, introducing green vehicles could lead to a substantial decrease in carbon emissions and the particulates that can cause illnesses in the communities through which the trucks travel.
Nancy Gonzalez and her 25-year-old son, Juan, who has Down syndrome and rheumatoid arthritis, live in the Wilmington neighborhood, just north of the ports. Huge rigs going to and from nearby truck yards roar constantly a few feet from the house.
The truck traffic got much heavier about four years ago, Ms. Gonzalez said, and now she cleans twice a day to get rid of the dirt it produces. Ms. Gonzalez says that she has problems with her sinuses and that her son’s eyes started tearing about two years ago.
“Nobody opens their windows,” she said in Spanish through an interpreter. “Nobody.”

Nancy Gonzalez, who lives near the port complex, says she cleans twice a day to get rid of the dirt from cargo trucks.

Ms. Gonzalez’s son, Juan, with his nephew. The family has experienced a number of health problems.
California hopes that its stringent rules combined with financial support — truck purchase grants from state agencies can total as much as $288,000 per vehicle, operators say — will help spur truckers, automakers, warehouse landlords, utilities and charging companies to make the investments needed to create a carbon-free port truck sector by 2035, when all diesel trucks will be banned from the ports. And success at the ports could help the state meet its goal of decarbonizing all types of trucking over the next two decades, and be a model for similar efforts in New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts, Oregon and Washington.
“In the long run, I am quite confident we can decarbonize the heavy-duty truck sector,” said James Sallee, a professor in the department of agriculture and resource economics at the University of California, Berkeley, referring to California’s plan. “But I don’t know that the industry is ready to overcome the various barriers to rapid deployment.”
The port fleets have barely started the transformation.
In November, 180 electric trucks, a mere 1 percent of the total, were registered to operate at the Port of Los Angeles. There was a single truck powered by hydrogen fuel cells, the other technology used to power big rigs.
Some truck operators say they have stockpiled diesel trucks and registered them with the ports ahead of the Monday cutoff, though this does not show up in port statistics. In November, there were 20,083 diesel trucks with access to the Los Angeles port, down from 21,310 a year earlier.
Large companies, with deep pockets and big facilities, are best positioned to make the green transition. Mike Gallagher, a California-based executive at Maersk, the Danish shipping giant, said the company had a fully electric fleet, comprising some 85 vehicles made by Volvo and BYD, the Chinese automaker, for transporting goods up to 50 miles out of the ports of Southern California. And it has worked with landlords to install scores of chargers at its depots.
“We’re well ahead of the curve,” he said.
But smaller trucking fleets do most of the port runs — accounting for some 70 percent at the Los Angeles port — and they are going to find the transition hard. The California Trucking Association has filed a federal lawsuit against the state’s trucking rules, including the one focused on port trucks, contending that they represent “a vast overreach that threatens the security and predictability of the nation’s goods movement industry.”

The Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach form the largest container cargo hub in the nation.

Electric trucks can use a lane reserved for zero-emission trucks, significantly reducing their wait. 
Matt Schrap, the chief executive of the Harbor Trucking Association, another trade group, said the port truck rules lacked exemptions that would help smaller businesses survive the transformation. Getting access to chargers is particularly difficult for smaller fleets, he said: They are expensive, and the truck yard landlords may be reluctant to install them, forcing the operators to rely on a public charging system that is only just getting built.
“The landlord is, like, ‘There’s not a snowball’s chance in Bakersfield that you’re going to tear up my parking lot to put in some heavy-duty charging,’” Mr. Schrap said.
Concern exists beyond the trade groups. Mr. Gallagher, the Maersk executive, said that if the clean truck rules caused serious problems for smaller operators, it could be “a significant disruption to the supply chain.”
Forum Mobility is one of several companies that believe they can help the smaller fleets, by building public truck charging stations and leasing electric trucks. The company has secured permits to build a depot at the Long Beach port, expected to open next year, that can charge 44 trucks. The depot will run on nine megawatts of electricity, enough to power most sports stadiums, but Forum Mobility executives say that charging all the port trucks would require roughly the amount of power produced by Diablo Canyon, a California nuclear power station, and thousands of chargers.
“We need a real Manhattan Project on interconnection,” said Adam Browning, executive vice president for policy at Forum Mobility.
Chanel Parson, director of building and transportation electrification at Southern California Edison, a large power utility, said building out the truck-charging infrastructure would be helped if state agencies streamlined the issuing of permits and accelerated spending approvals, and if trucking companies communicated their charging needs.
But she added that her company was undaunted by the task. “There’s not this concern that this is really difficult,” she said. “It’s what we do.”
Mr. Diaz, the operator whose Nikola trucks were recalled, said that charging the trucks cost roughly 40 percent less than diesel, and that he was impressed with their performance. Even with the help of state grants, he estimates that the electric trucks cost him as much as 50 percent more than diesel models. During the recall, Nikola has been covering the payments on the loans Mr. Diaz took out to buy the trucks, but he said he was concerned about the truck maker’s financial situation.

Neri Diaz, the chief executive of Harbor Pride Logistics, acquired 14 electric trucks, but they were recalled by Nikola, their manufacturer.

Some costs have risen for Hight Logistics as it brings drivers onto its payroll and reduces its reliance on contract drivers using their own diesel trucks.
Steve Girsky, Nikola’s chief executive, said a new infusion of capital in December showed that investors believed in the company. “This will get us a long way,” he said in an interview. “Everything this company’s talked about is coming together in the fourth quarter.”
Some trucking executives say not only that they are used to responding to California’s ratcheting up of regulations over the years, but also that they believe in the environmental goals of the port truck transition.
Rudy Diaz, president of Hight Logistics, said the new regulations had pushed up some of his costs as his company brought drivers onto its payroll and reduced its reliance on contract drivers using their own diesel trucks.
“It’s extra headaches, extra costs,” he said. “But consumers are asking for products that are more sustainable, and they’re willing to pay the price.”
Ana Facio-Krajcer contributed reporting.





Apple Resuming Sales of Its Newest Smartwatches, for Now
The company pulled two watches from stores after losing a patent case, but an appeals court temporarily paused enforcement of that ruling while the legal battle continues.

The Apple Watch Ultra 2 on display at an Apple store in Los Angeles.
By Mike Ives  28 Dec, 2023
Apple resumed sales of its newest smartwatches on Thursday, a day after a federal appeals court temporarily reversed an earlier ban on their import and sale in the United States.
But the watches’ fate will ultimately depend on how a continuing legal fight plays out in federal court over the next few weeks.
The company paused sales of the Apple Watch Series 9 and Watch Ultra 2 in its flagship stores on Dec. 21 and at retail locations on Christmas Eve. The pause was the result of a patent case that Apple lost in October.
The ruling in that case became final on Tuesday, when President Biden’s administration declined to step in and reverse it. But on Wednesday, a federal appeals court ordered the government not to enforce it “until further notice” while the court considers Apple’s appeal.
So could I buy an Apple Watch today?
Yes. The company said on Wednesday that it would restart retail sales of the two new watches at some Apple stores that day, and in more stores by Saturday. Apple confirmed that the two watches were also made available for sale online on Thursday.
Tell me more about this court fight.
The case against Apple before the U.S. International Trade Commission focuses on technology that some Apple watches use to detect a wearer’s pulse rate by measuring the percentage of oxygen in their blood.
The commission ruled in October that some models of Apple watches were infringing on patents held by two medical technology companies in California, Masimo and Cercacor Laboratories. It ordered Apple to stop selling the Apple Watch Series 9 and Watch Ultra 2 after Christmas.
The Biden administration had 60 days to decide whether to veto the commission’s ruling. On Tuesday, it said it had chosen not to, making the ruling final.
But on Wednesday, the federal appeals court granted a fresh request from Apple to pause enforcement of the ruling as the appeals process plays out. It gave the commission until Jan. 10 to respond to Apple’s request for a further delay in enforcing the ban.
Is Apple going to disable the watch I got for Christmas?
No, although the legal battle will ultimately determine whether sales, service and repairs of Apple’s newest watches continue over the long term.
The battle may hinge partly on a proposed redesign of the two watches that Apple has submitted to the United States customs authorities for approval.
Does this court fight apply to other Apple Watches?
The ban that was temporarily paused on Wednesday applied to several other models that use the same pulse-monitoring technology, including the Apple Watch Series 6, 7 and 8, and all models of the Apple Watch Ultra. But those models are not currently sold at Apple stores or on the company’s website. (The ban did not apply to the Apple Watch SE.)
What about international sales of these watches?
The ruling only affected sales in the United States.
Johnny Diaz contributed reporting.





ChatGPT Helps, and Worries, Business Consultants, Study Finds
The A.I. tool helped most with creative tasks. With more analytical work, however, the technology led to more mistakes.

By David Berreby  28 Dec, 2023
Last spring, when Karim Lakhani began testing how ChatGPT affected the work of elite business consultants, he thought they’d be delighted by the tool. In a preliminary study of two dozen workers, the language bot had helped them finish two hours’ worth of tasks in 20 minutes.
“I assumed they, like me, would think, ‘Great! I can do so much more!” said Dr. Lakhani, a professor at the Harvard Business School.
Instead, the consultants had feelings of unease. They appreciated that they had done better work in less time. But ChatGPT’s quick work threatened their sense of themselves as high-skilled workers, and some feared relying on it too much. “They were really worried and felt like this was going to denigrate them and be sort of empty calories for their brain,” Dr. Lakhani said.
After these preliminary tests, Dr. Lakhani and his colleagues devised a larger, controlled experiment to measure how ChatGPT would affect more than 750 white-collar workers. That study, which is under review at a scientific journal, indicated sharply mixed results in the consultants’ work product. ChatGPT greatly improved the speed and quality of work on a brainstorming task, but it led many consultants astray when doing more analytical work.
The study also detailed workers’ varied feelings about the tool. One participant compared it to the fire Prometheus stole from the gods to help mortals. Another told Dr. Lakhani’s colleague Fabrizio Dell’Acqua that ChatGPT felt like junk food — hard to resist, easy to consume but ultimately bad for the consumer.
In the near future, language bots like OpenAI’s ChatGPT, Meta’s Llama and Google’s Gemini are expected to take on many white-collar tasks, like copy writing, preparing legal briefs and drafting letters of recommendation. The study is one of the first to show how the technology might affect real office work — and office workers.
“It’s a well-designed study, particularly in a nascent area like this,” said Maryam Alavi, a professor at the Scheller College of Business at the Georgia Institute of Technology who was not involved in the experiments. Dr. Alavi, who has studied the impact of new digital technology on workers and organizations, also noted that the study “really points out how much more we need to learn.’’
The study recruited management consultants from Boston Consulting Group, one of the world’s largest management-consulting firms. The company had barred its consultants from using A.I. bots in their work.
“We wanted it to involve a large set of real workers working on real tasks,” said François Candelon, a managing director of the company who helped design the experiments.
The volunteers were split into two groups, each of which worked on a different management-consulting problem. Within each group, some consultants used ChatGPT after 30 minutes of training, some used it with no instructions and some did not use it.
One of the tasks was to brainstorm about a new type of shoe, sketch a persuasive business plan for making it and write about it persuasively. Some researchers had believed only humans could perform such creative tasks.
They were wrong. The consultants who used ChatGPT produced work that independent evaluators rated about 40 percent better on average. In fact, people who simply cut and pasted ChatGPT’s output were rated more highly than colleagues who blended its work with their own thoughts. And the A.I.-assisted consultants were more than 20 percent faster.
Studies this year of ChatGPT in legal analysis and white-collar writing chores have found that the bot helps lower-performing people more than it does the most skilled. Dr. Lakhani and his colleagues found the same effect in their study.
On a task that required reasoning based on evidence, however, ChatGPT was not helpful at all. In this group, volunteers were asked to advise a corporation that had been invented for the study. They needed to interpret data from spreadsheets and relate it to mock transcripts of interviews with executives.
Here, ChatGPT lulled employees into trusting it too much. Unaided humans had the correct answer 85 percent of the time. People who used ChatGPT without training scored just over 70 percent. Those who had been trained did even worse, getting the answer only 60 percent of the time.
In interviews conducted after the experiment, “people told us they neglected to check because it’s so polished, it looks so right,” said Hila Lifshitz-Assaf, a management professor at Warwick Business School in Britain.
Many consultants said that ChatGPT made them uneasy about how the tool would change their profession and even their sense of themselves. Nearly three out of four participants told the researchers that they worried ChatGPT use would cause their own creative muscles to atrophy, said Mr. Candelon of Boston Consulting Group.
“If you haven’t had an existential crisis about this tool, then you haven’t used it very much yet,” said another co-author, Ethan Mollick, a management professor at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania.





Gaston Glock, Inventor of the Gun That Bears His Name, Dies at 94
A reclusive Austrian billionaire, he created the handgun worn by two-thirds of America’s police officers and the security forces of at least 48 countries.

Gaston Glock, left, the inventor of the Glock handgun, with Pete Dickey of the National Rifle Association in 1988. In 2017, Forbes estimated worldwide Glock sales at more than $500 million, with a 65 percent market share of handguns sold in the United States.
By Robert D. McFadden  27 Dec, 2023
Gaston Glock, the Austrian engineer who invented the boxy Glock handgun, which has become a weapon of choice for national security forces, law enforcement officials, violent criminals and gun enthusiasts in America and around the world, died on Wednesday. He was 94.
The Glock company announced his death on its website. Their statement did not provide further details.
The Glock is almost everywhere: fired in massacres and shootouts, glamorized in Hollywood movies, featured in television dramas, jammed into the belts of killers and thugs, worn by two-thirds of America’s police officers and the security forces of at least 48 countries. Its praises are sung by gangsta rappers, its silhouette is posted at airports, and it is a focus of gun-control debates.
Its creator was almost nowhere: a reclusive billionaire who owned his company and lived on a lakefront estate in Austria shielded by guards, lawyers, financiers and servants. He was in the news rarely — in 1999, when a business associate tried to have him killed (Mr. Glock knocked his assailant unconscious); in 2011, when at 82 he divorced his wife and married a 31-year-old woman; and in 2012, when “Glock: The Rise of America’s Gun,” by Paul M. Barrett, was published.
In 2017, Forbes estimated worldwide Glock sales at more than $500 million, with a 65 percent market share of handguns sold in the United States. In 2021, Forbes estimated Mr. Glock’s personal fortune at $1.1 billion.
Before his gun became a global phenomenon, Mr. Glock managed a car-radiator factory near Vienna and, with his wife, ran a small business in his garage making door hinges, curtain rods and knives. He had not handled a gun since he was a teenage conscript in Hitler’s Wehrmacht at the end of World War II.
But one day in 1980, he overheard two Austrian Army officers talking about a prospective new military contract for a pistol. He spoke to the officers, and later to experts on handguns. He then designed and patented a lightweight 9-millimeter semiautomatic, partly made of tough plastic, that could rapidly fire 18 rounds and be reloaded easily with a magazine in the handle.

The 9-millimeter Glock 19 handgun uses an extended 33-round magazine (left) instead of the standard 15 rounds. Two-thirds of America’s police forces, including New York City’s, have adopted the Glock, as have many federal, state and county agencies.
It was a dull black, industrial-looking wedge of rectangles without the fancy wood grip or sleek steel curves of the Smith & Wesson revolver. But it was cheap to produce, accurate and reliable, ready to fire even if soaked by rain, left in the snow or dropped on the sidewalk. Although its parts were plastic, its metal barrel set off airport security alarms. In 1982, the Austrian Army ordered 20,000 Glock 17s — so named because it was his 17th invention.
Overcoming legal hurdles and benefiting from promotional campaigns, the Glock became a phenomenal seller, especially in the United States. It arrived in the mid-1980s, when crime rates were soaring and police officers felt outgunned. New models and calibers with extended magazines were introduced. Two-thirds of America’s police forces, including New York City’s, adopted the Glock, as did many federal, state and county agencies.
Mr. Glock established manufacturing plants in the U.S., Europe and Asia and amassed a large personal fortune. He bought jet planes and a yacht, built an equestrian center to indulge his passion for horses, and turned his vacation retreat at Velden, Austria, into a mansion on a guarded estate. He traveled and entertained associates, including the right-wing extremist Jörg Haider. But he avoided publicity and valued his privacy.
He was vilified by gun-control advocates and hailed by gun aficionados. Despite the Glock’s popular depiction as a criminal’s weapon and its use in some of America’s most spectacular mass shootings, Mr. Barrett, the author of “Glock,” said the gun had not commonly been traced to crime scenes — indeed, far less so than other firearm brands.
“Glock, then, is not a particular villain within the fraternity of firearms,” Mr. Barrett wrote. “Nor is he a hero — regardless of what Hollywood tells us on both scores.” In summation, he added, “Gaston Glock is one of the giants in handgun history, deserving of mention alongside Colt, Browning, Smith and Wesson.”
Gaston Glock was born in Vienna on July 19, 1929, the son of an Austrian railroad worker. He attended public schools and, after his brief military service, graduated from a technical institute. Trained as an engineer, he joined a company that made hand drills, worked his way up to management and held a series of supervisory jobs.
He and his wife, Helga, were married in 1962 and had three children: Brigitte, Gaston Jr. and Robert. They were divorced in 2011, after which they were embroiled in litigation for years over hundreds of millions in assets and alimony, and over control of the business. Later in 2011, Mr. Glock married Katherine Tschikof, who had been his nurse when he suffered a stroke in 2008, and who became the director of his equestrian center in Southern Austria after they married.
Information on survivors was not immediately available.
Gaston and Helga Glock settled in Deutsch-Wagram, a suburb of Vienna, and he became manager of a car-radiator factory. With a metal press in their garage, they began a small side business making curtain rods and brass fittings for doors and windows. They later won contracts to make knives and bayonets for the Austrian Army. It was on a visit to the Defense Ministry that Mr. Glock overheard the conversation that led to his gun contract.
As Glock sales soared to $100 million a year in the 1990s, a business associate, Charles Ewert — a financial adviser who had set up shell companies as tax shelters for Mr. Glock — tried to have him assassinated, evidently to conceal his own embezzlement of millions from the company. In July 1999, Mr. Glock went to Luxembourg for a meeting with Mr. Ewert and was attacked in a garage by a masked man wielding a hard rubber mallet.

Mr. Glock in 2006. His handgun is almost everywhere, but the reclusive Mr. Glock himself was almost nowhere.
As Mr. Ewert ran off, Mr. Glock, who was 70 but physically fit from swimming every day, fought back and, despite receiving seven head wounds, knocked the assailant unconscious. Mr. Ewert returned with the police and was himself arrested after being implicated in the plot.
In 2003, Mr. Ewert and the attacker, Jacques Pêcheur, were found guilty of attempted murder. Mr. Ewert was sentenced to 20 years. Mr. Pêcheur drew a 17-year term after testifying for the prosecution against Mr. Ewert, but he was released after seven years for good behavior.
Investigations of Glock corporate financial affairs later revealed a global chain of shell companies that hid income, laundered profits, reduced taxes, deflected liability lawsuits and made payments to lobbyists and the campaigns of public officials. Some company officials were prosecuted, but Mr. Glock was not.
After his divorce and remarriage, Mr. Glock’s first wife filed lawsuits in Austria, claiming alimony for her 49-year marriage and asserting that she had been wrongly deprived of a 15 percent interest in the firearms empire under a 1999 trust intended to perpetuate family control. Under the trust, Mr. Glock owned 99 percent of the company and Mrs. Glock 1 percent. She also said her adult children had been unjustly fired from positions in the corporation.
Helga Glock won her alimony case, but she lost her lawsuit demanding a larger stake in her former husband’s company. In 2014, she resumed the fight with a lawsuit filed in a federal court in Georgia, claiming that Mr. Glock had cheated on her both in their marriage and financially. Her case was dismissed in 2017 and again in 2018.
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A.I. Can Make Art That Feels Human. Whose Fault Is That?
A fake Drake/Weeknd mash-up is not a threat to our species’s culture. It’s a warning: We can’t let our imaginations shrink to machine size.

“Leonardo da Vinci: Wisdom of A.I. Light Exhibition” at X Media Art Museum in Istanbul last year.
By Jason Farago  28 Dec, 2023
This was the year — ask your stockbroker, or the disgraced management of Sports Illustrated — that artificial intelligence went from a dreamy projection to an ambient menace and perpetual sales pitch. Does it feel like the future to you, or has A.I. already taken on the staleness and scamminess of the now-worthless nonfungible token?
Artists have been deploying A.I. technologies for a while, after all: Ed Atkins, Martine Syms, Ian Cheng and Agnieszka Kurant have made use of neural networks and large language models for years, and orchestras were playing A.I.-produced Bach variations back in the 1990s. I suppose there was something nifty the first time I tried ChatGPT — a slightly more sophisticated grandchild of Eliza, the ’60s therapist chatbot — though I’ve barely used it since then; the hallucinatory falsehoods of ChatGPT make it worthless for journalists, and even its tone seems an insult to my humanity. (I asked: “Who was the better painter, Manet or Degas?” Response: “It is not appropriate to compare artists in terms of ‘better’ or ‘worse,’ as art is a highly subjective field.”)
Still, the explosive growth of text-to-image generators such as Midjourney, Stable Diffusion and Dall-E (the last is named after the corniest artist of the 20th century; that should have been a clue) provoked anxieties that A.I. was coming for culture — that certain capabilities once understood as uniquely human now faced computational rivals. Is this really the case?
Without specific prompting, these A.I. images default to some common aesthetic characteristics: highly symmetrical composition, extreme depth of field, and sparkly and radiant edges that pop on a backlit smartphone screen. Figures have the waxed-fruit skin and deeply set eyes of video game characters; they also often have more than 10 fingers, though let’s hold out for a software update. There is little I’d call human here, and any one of these A.I. pictures, on its own, is an aesthetic irrelevance. But collectively they do signal a hazard we are already facing: the devaluation and trivialization of culture into just one more flavor of data.

Refik Anadol’s “Fluid Dreams” at the Museum of Modern Art last year. 
A.I. cannot innovate. All it can produce are prompt-driven approximations and reconstitutions of preexisting materials. If you believe that culture is an imaginative human endeavor, then there should be nothing to fear, except that — what do you know? — a lot of humans have not been imagining anything more substantial. When a TikTok user in April posted an A.I.-generated song in the style (and voices) of Drake and the Weeknd, critics and copyright lawyers bayed that nothing less than our species’s self-definition was under threat, and a simpler sort of listener was left to wonder: Was this a “real” song? (A soulless engine that strings together a bunch of random formulas can pass as Drake — hard to believe, I know….)
An apter question is: Why is the music of these two cocksure Canadians so algorithmic to begin with? And another: What can we learn about human art, human music, human writing, now that the good-enough approximations of A.I. have put their bareness and thinness on full display?
As early as 1738, as the musicologist Deirdre Loughridge writes in her engaging new book “Sounding Human: Music and Machines, 1740/2020,” Parisian crowds were marveling at a musical automaton equipped with bellows and pipes, capable of playing the flute. They loved the robot, and happily accepted that the sounds it produced were “real” music. An android flutist was, on its own, no threat to human creativity — but impelled philosophers to understand humans and machines as perpetually entangled, and artists to raise their game. To do the same in the 21st century will require us to take seriously not only what capabilities we share with machines, but also what differentiates us, or should.

In the 18th century, the French inventor Jacques de Vaucanson created a mechanical flute player.
I remain profoundly relaxed about machines passing themselves off as humans; they are terrible at it. Humans acting like machines — that is a much likelier peril, and one that culture, as the supposed guardian of (human?) virtues and values, has failed to combat these last few years.
Every year, our art and entertainment has resigned itself further to recommendation engines and ratings structures. Every year our museums and theaters and studios have further internalized the tech industry’s reduction of human consciousness into simple sequences of numbers. A score out of 100 for joy or fear. Love or pain, surprise or rage — all just so much metadata. Insofar as A.I. threatens culture, it’s not in the form of some cheesy HAL-meets-Robocop fantasy of out-of-control software and killer lasers. The threat is that we shrink ourselves to the scale of our machines’ limited capabilities; the threat is the sanding down of human thought and life to fit into ever more standardized data sets.
It sure seems that A.I. will accelerate or even automate the composition of elevator music, the production of color-popping, celebratory portraiture, the screenwriting of multiverse coming-of-age quests. If so, well, as Cher Horowitz’s father says in “Clueless,” I doubt anybody would miss you. These were already the outputs of “artificial” intelligences in every way that matters — and if what you write or paint has no more profundity or humanity than a server farm’s creations, then surely you deserve your obsolescence.

“Hello Vincent,” at the Musée d’Orsay in Paris, allows you to converse with an A.I. Van Gogh.

V.R. supplements your interactions with Vincent.
Rather than worry about whether bots can do what humans do, we would do much better to raise our cultural expectations of humans: to expect and demand that art — even and especially art made with the help of new technologies — testify to the full extent of human powers and human aspirations. The Ukrainian composer Heinali, whose album “Kyiv Eternal” I’ve held close to me throughout 2023, reconstructed the wartime capital through beautiful reconciliations of medieval plainsong and contemporary synthesizers. The sculptures of Nairy Baghramian, which I chased down this year in Mexico City, in Aspen, in the garden at MoMA and on the facade of the Met, deploys the most contemporary methods of fabrications for the most fragile and tender of forms. These artists are not afraid of technology. They are not replaceable by technology, either. Technologies are tools for human flourishing.
I spent a lot of this year thinking about stylistic exhaustion, and the pervading sense that, in digital times, culture is going nowhere fast. The worries that accompanied artificial intelligence in 2023 reaffirmed this fear: that we’ve lost something vital between our screens and our databases, that content has conquered form and novelty has had its day. If our culture has grown static, then might we call our dissembling chatbots and insta-kitsch image engines what they are: mirrors of our diminished expectations?
Seen that way, I might even allow myself to wonder if A.I. might be the best thing to happen to culture in years — that is, if these perpetual mediocrity machines, these supercharged engines of cliché, end up pressing us to revalue the things humans alone can do. Leaving behind “a narrow fixation on how humanly machines can perform,” as Loughbridge writes, now is the time to figure out “what it means to work with and exist in relation to them.”
To make something count, you are going to have to do more than just rearrange precedent images and words, like any old robot. You are going to have to put your back into it, your back and maybe also your soul.
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