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In Kosovo, survivors maintain private museums to preserve evidence of war


Nina Strochlic
6:00AM, 29 Dec, 2023 
POKLEK, Kosovo — Fadil Muqolli has spent more than two decades trying to rebuild his life. He remarried, raised two sons. “My new family,” he calls them. But there is no escaping his past when he lives a short walk from its charred remains.
Across the former Yugoslavia, poignant museums commemorate the wars sparked during the splintering of the six republics and two autonomous regions once held together by a fragile socialist bond. Bosnia has at least five museums about the war; Croatia has three. Serbia has one. Kosovo has none.
Earlier this year, nearly 25 years after war ended, the Ministry of Culture announced plans to develop one. For now, the history is preserved in privately-owned sites, like the ruins of the home where Muqolli’s first family once lived. As memories fade, evidence of the war has survived only because Muqolli and other Kosovars safeguard it.
The night of April 16, 1999, plays over and over in Muqolli’s head.
At the time, Kosovo was a province of Serbia, with an ethnic Albanian majority and Serbian minority. When Albanian Kosovars launched a rebellion in 1998, the Serbian military and ethnic Serbian police officers carried out massacres that left some 13,500 people dead or missing.
That night, Muqolli’s parents, siblings, wife and four children had gathered for safety in the house that his father built in the village of Poklek. Muqolli left the forest where his unit of guerrilla soldiers was fighting to visit. They ate and talked until 2 a.m., when he stealthily returned to his position.
The next day, 53 people staying in the house were killed by grenades and bullets fired by uniformed policemen, witnesses later recounted. The structure was set on fire, and most of the bodies were reduced to bone.

Images of Fadil Muqolli’s family are preserved in their home, where 53 people were killed on April 17, 1999. For the past 24 years, Muqolli has preserved the house as a memorial to his family and to the war that’s open to the public. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
‘It’s so painful’
Today, Muqolli, a soft-spoken man with cropped gray hair and wide hands, goes to work installing phone and internet lines, and returns each night to his new wife and sons, a few blocks from the shell of his old house.
He never considered tearing it down. For nearly 25 years, he has preserved it as a public memorial to his family and to the war. Walking up a stone path from the roadside, he travels back in time. At the end of the lane, trees sagging with plums nearly hide the tall house. “When I come here,” he said. “I see my family again.”

Muqolli’s former home was built by his father in a village called Poklek. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
In the room where his family was killed, his voice drops to a whisper. “To visit this home is terrible,” he said. “It’s so painful even for a common visitor, let alone me: A father, brother, and son.” A belt buckle, a child’s shoe, and bullet casings still lie in the rubble.
The responsibility of tour guide and caretaker makes him ill, he said. He has trouble sleeping. His thoughts are dark and depressed. But if he does not do it, no one else will. “My children’s bones are here,” he said.
Just as Muqolli has reconstructed his life, Kosovo, too, has rebuilt. In 2008, nine years after a NATO bombing campaign ended the war, Kosovo declared its independence. A flood of international aid helped lay its foundation, and construction is everywhere.

Muqolli’s new home, near the site of the massacre at his old house. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)

Muqolli with his wife, Lumnije. They met in 2000, and were married the same year. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
Yet reminders of the conflict are unavoidable: War veterans march in the capital every few weeks, ensuring their sacrifices are not forgotten. Granite monuments to fallen soldiers dot cities and the countryside.
Even so, evidence is slipping away. “Why is there no museum to the war?” said Bekim Blakaj, the executive director of the Humanitarian Law Center Kosovo, which collects documentation of wartime crimes. “We will lose the narrative and the memory of what happened.”
In the dimly lit National Museum in Pristina, the capital, there is no account of the bloodshed, the destroyed cities, or the refugee crisis that displaced half the country. A rebel leaders’ burned-out compound is preserved by the government, along with a small museum and a cemetery. But to learn about the civilian toll, a visitor must seek out Muqolli and the few others who have saved their own small pieces of the war.

The small town of Gjakova. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
Proof, evidence, testimony
In the small city of Gjakova, known for its dervishes of Islam’s mystical Sufi order, sits Kosovo’s most famous private museum: the Qerkezi house, a neat, two-story home adorned with a red-and-black Albanian flag.
Ferdonije Qerkezi lives alone now, but she once shared this home with her husband, their four sons, and two daughters-in-law. She slowly climbs the stairs to her sons’ bedrooms, where their beds, clothes, toys, and photographs are wrapped in plastic. Matching tuxedos hang in the wardrobe; her husband, a tailor, made them for their sons’ joint wedding.
Qerkezi sits heavily on a beige couch and launches into a history she has spent more than two decades reciting to visitors. It never gets easier. 
“It’s beyond words to describe the pain and deep sadness of telling the story of how your family was taken away and murdered,” she said, her breathing labored. “I don’t know if there are words.”

The Qerkezi house, now a museum, in Gjakova. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
On April 27, 1999, a Serb police officer came to Qerkezi’s house and took her husband and sons — the youngest was 14 — for questioning. Qerkezi waited for her family’s return and did not change a thing in the house. Every night, for the first two years after the war ended, she set a dinner table for six.
Word of her vigil spread and visitors began to come. Aid workers, dignitaries, even presidents. 
In 2005, the bodies of her youngest and oldest sons were found in a mass grave in Serbia; her husband and other sons are still missing.

Qerkezi’s husband and four sons were killed in the war. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)

A portrait of Qerkezi and her family. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
In 2008, the house was declared a museum by the municipality, but aside from free utilities and donated glass cabinets, Qerkezi gets no assistance. Asked why there is no war museum in Kosovo, she grew angry. “Why didn’t I do it on my own? It’s just because I can’t fit all war crimes in one house,” she said. “Why didn’t the state do it?”
At family-run museums across the country, proprietors repeat the same words to describe what they’ve preserved: “proof,” “evidence,” “testimony.”
Serbia has long denied wrongdoing and most families still do not know who was responsible for killing their loved ones. Some still hope to achieve justice in court.

The shoes of Adrian Qerkezi, born on Sept. 26, 1980. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)

The shoes of Armend Qerkezi, born on Sept. 10, 1975. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)

The shoes of Halim Qerkezi, born on March 7, 1946. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)

The shoes of Artan Qerkezi, born on Feb. 17, 1974. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
Anne Gilliland, a professor at UCLA who has studied private museums across the Balkans, calls them archives. “The family members there are living documents themselves,” Gilliland said.
For a decade after the war, Kosovo was governed by a United Nations-appointed international coalition. “They were not interested in collective memory,” said Baki Svirca, a historian who is helping the government create an official narrative of the war. “They were much more interested in keeping the status quo and peace.”
Svirca has been studying war museums from North Carolina to Israel. He particularly admires how the Jewish community has memorialized the Holocaust, while using it as a tool for education. He hopes one day Kosovars can replicate that model.
Kosovo’s minister of culture, Hajrulla Çeku, said plans for one or more official museums will be drafted next year “to present a comprehensive history of crimes” but said he could not explain why previous governments did not start the task.

Once a pizzeria, before 26 members were herded inside, shot, and burned by Serbian forces. In 2023, a donation allowed Hysni Berisha to encase the bullet-scarred walls in glass and build an elevated walkway over the rubble-strewn floor. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
Disentangling fact from hatred
For now, those stories are being preserved by whatever means possible.
In the small city of Suhareka, a storefront pockmarked with bullet holes and scorch marks sits in a strip mall. The door is locked but there is a phone number posted outside, and soon a lanky, white-haired man appears jangling a key ring.
The man, Hysni Berisha, said this was a pizzeria, where 44 members of his extended family were shot and burned by Serbian forces. Their bodies were later unearthed from a mass grave in Serbia. The owner gave Berisha the shop and he left it as it was. Last year, with a donation from a local energy drink company, he encased the bullet-scarred walls in glass and built an elevated walkway over the rubble-strewn floor.
“I’ve never been interested in keeping this for the state, or the city, or myself,” he said. “My idea is to keep it for the next generations. Reconciliation might come but this should never be forgotten.”

Flowers left at the pizzeria. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
In another country, he said, the site might have become a museum with a memorial park for reflection. Instead, it is squeezed next to a gaming parlor that echoes with clacks from a foosball table.
The bodies of some children killed here were never found, he said. Sometimes they appear in his dreams, asking if anyone is looking for them. “I have a lot of voices in my head,” he said.
When there is an official war museum in Kosovo, it will struggle to disentangle fact from hatred. Most of the war’s victims were ethnic Albanians, but Serbs, Roma, and others also suffered. Just as Serbia largely denies Kosovo’s accounts of the war, Kosovo often ignores these other victims.
In the basement of a student library in Pristina, a wall is covered with the names of all 1,133 children killed or missing in wartime. Their clothing, toys, and books are displayed in glass cases by the Humanitarian Law Center, which has compiled a file for each victim.
Those stories led to an exhibit called “Once Upon a Time and Never Again,” which opened in 2019. It was meant to run for a year, but victims’ families kept visiting, bringing relatives and friends. The staff felt they could not close.
In one glass case are notebooks filled with the neat penmanship of Fadil Muqolli’s murdered children. Muqolli’s eldest “new” son is now 19, part of the first generation to grow up in an independent Kosovo. At times, Muqolli said he feels guilty that he started another family and burdened it with his past. 
Recently, the government pledged to renovate his house and hire a docent. His son has begun helping at the museum. He hopes they both can step out from the war’s shadow but not forget it.
“This house,” he said, “is a piece of the new history of our country.”

Notebooks belonging to Fadil Muqolli’s daughter. (Diana Markosian for The Washington Post)
Nina Strochlic’s reporting from Kosovo was funded by the Alicia Patterson Foundation.





Tracking damage within the Gaza Strip through maps


Júlia Ledur, Janice Kai Chen
2:04AM, 29 Dec, 2023 
For more than two months, Israeli airstrikes have caused extensive damage across the Gaza Strip, with southern cities seeing an escalation of attacks in recent weeks. More than 21,000 Palestinians have been killed since the beginning of the war, according to the Gaza Health Ministry.

Map showing damage from Israeli airstrikes in Gaza. 
Israel says it is targeting Hamas leaders and fighters in retaliation to Hamas’s deadly surprise attack on Israel on Oct. 7. But an analysis of satellite imagery shows that places of worship, hospitals, schools and residential areas have also been damaged or destroyed.
Since the end of the cease-fire Dec. 1, Israeli forces have escalated attacks on Khan Younis, a city in southern Gaza with a prewar population of 242,700. Over 1 million Palestinians who were displaced to the south now face repeated bombings in Khan Younis and other southern municipalities. Israeli forces have damaged at least 32 percent of buildings in Khan Younis, according to researchers Corey Scher and Jamon Van Den Hoek.

Map showing damage from Israeli airstrikes in northern Gaza. 
Infrastructure in northern Gaza remains the most impacted, with at least 67 percent of buildings damaged by Israeli airstrikes. A total of at least 22.6 square miles in Gaza have been damaged as of Dec. 23.

Maps showing cumulative damage in the Gaza Strip since Oct. 7
Damage analysis of Copernicus Sentinel-1 satellite data by Corey Scher of CUNY Graduate Center and Jamon Van Den Hoek of Oregon State University. Damage data as of 10:44 p.m. Eastern on Dec. 23. Population data is sourced from the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics and the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. Building footprint data is computer generated by Microsoft Maps using computer vision algorithms. Infrastructure data is from OpenStreetMap.





Gaston Glock, creator of handgun that flooded the world, dies at 94 
The Glock handgun, designed in the early 1980s, has been embraced by police and military but decried by gun-control advocates


Brian Murphy
11:43PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Gaston Glock in Velden am Wörthersee, Austria, on Sept. 4, 2003. (Gert Eggenberger/AFP/Getty Images)
Gaston Glock, an Austrian engineer who created the flat-nosed, plastic-body handgun carried by military and police forces around the world, glorified in films and rap lyrics and decried by gun-control advocates as one of the growing weapons of the streets, died Dec. 27 at 94.
The Glock company announced the death but gave no other details.
The popularity of the Glock semiautomatic made Mr. Glock a billionaire and added his name to the array of weapons known by their makers: Kalashnikov, Beretta, Colt, Uzi and others. Mr. Glock’s path, however, may have been among the most improbable: a small-business tinkerer who once made door hinges and curtain rods.
He had not even held a gun since he was conscripted into Germany’s military near the end of World War II. Then in 1980, he learned the Austrian military was seeking a new sidearm. Without any formal training in firearm design, he devised the first Glock model, the Glock 17, named for being his 17th patent after inventions such as a variation on the collapsible shovel, according to the Glock company.
Mr. Glock gradually disappeared from the public eye, even as the 9mm handgun he crafted built a global presence.
He increasingly spent his time behind the walls of a lakeside estate in Velden Am Wörthersee in southern Austria. His company, meanwhile, adopted a strategy of aggressive dealmaking and promotion. The goal was to make selling points out of characteristics that were initially mocked, particularly the Glock’s lightweight, polymer frame and blocky metal barrel.
Glock sponsored elaborate displays at trade shows and pitched stories to publications such as Soldier of Fortune, which ran a glowing piece in 1984 titled “Plastic Perfection” on the Glock 17. Mr. Glock already had the Austrian military contract and was supplying Norway’s armed forces and others. He wanted next to break into the U.S. market, with its huge retail gun sales and thousands of law enforcement agencies.

Roderick White using a Glock 17 at the HW Range and Training pistol range area in Cypress, Tex., on Sept. 10, 2019. (Melina Mara/The Washington Post)
The late 1980s worked to Mr. Glock’s advantage. Increasingly powerful drug gangs and other underworld groups left many police forces feeling outgunned and imperiled. Glock marketed its handgun as an answer.
Police departments across the United States were given Glocks to test on shooting ranges. Discounts were offered. Company envoys touted the weapon’s reliability in all kinds of weather. Unlike a six-shot revolver, the standard Glock had clips holding 17 rounds. (Later models expanded to 33.)
Glock set up a U.S. plant in Smyrna, Ga., and departments began to line up. In 1988, the D.C. police suspended normal bidding procedures and rushed to purchase 4,300 Glocks for $1.3 million to replace its Smith & Wesson and Colt revolvers.
Currently, more than 65 percent of federal, state and local agencies in the United States have Glock pistols, according to the company. The Glock is also used by police and military in nearly 50 countries.
“And this gun, when it first arrived in the U.S., was disparaged as ugly, as handgun Tupperware,” Paul M. Barrett, the author of “Glock: The Rise of America’s Gun”
(2012), said on NPR’s “Tell Me More.”
Barrett noted that Glock’s plan to court U.S. police departments was deliberate. “That would give the gun credibility in the much larger, much more lucrative civilian market, where you can charge full price and get your full profit margin,” he said.
Yet the gun also represented the rise in firepower on America’s streets among gangs, drug networks and others. The Glock was mentioned in rap songs for decades by artists such as Wu-Tang Clan, Snoop Dogg and Lil Wayne, helping give it a gangster mystique that drew concern from police forces even as they adopted the same handgun.
Congressional hearings were called over the Glock’s light-touch trigger and rapid-fire capacity — issues raised by gun-control groups after a Glock was used in the 2007 massacre at Virginia Tech that claimed 32 lives.
Mr. Glock rarely gave interviews and declined to address outcry from gun-control advocates. All the while, the Glock increasingly found its way into popular culture in films such as “Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines” and “The Matrix Reloaded,” both from 2003. “Get yourself a Glock and lose that nickel-plated sissy pistol,” actor Tommy Lee Jones said in the 1998 movie “U.S. Marshals.”
In 2021, Rep. Lauren Boebert (R-Colo.) released a video showing her putting a Glock in a holster and then purportedly walking through the streets of Washington with the concealed weapon.
“The Glock … inherited all aspects of the American firearm heritage,” Barrett wrote in his book. “It was seen as an instrument of law and security, but also menace, danger and fear.”

A Glock handgun during public testimony in Minnesota in 2013. (Jim Mone/AP)
It’s unclear how much attention the reclusive Mr. Glock paid to it all. His few brushes with media came during court battles with his first wife and questions over his ties to Austrian far-right political figure Jörg Haider — and after Mr. Glock remarkably fended off an apparent murder attempt in 1999.
The plot was hatched by his financial adviser, Charles Ewert, to conceal his embezzlement from Mr. Glock’s company, authorities said. Mr. Glock was ambushed in a garage in Luxembourg by a hired assailant, a former professional wrestler named Jacques Pêcheur, who wielded a hard rubber mallet. Mr. Glock, who was 70 at the time, fought back and managed to knock out some of Pêcheur’s teeth. Ewert and Pêcheur were convicted in 2003 of attempted murder.
Mr. Glock’s company was investigated for fiscal improprieties, such as concealing income through shell companies. Some company officials were prosecuted, but Mr. Glock was not charged.
“I was fighting for my life,” Mr. Glock told Forbes in 2003, recalling the assault. “The attack was the best thing that happened to me,” he added. “Otherwise, I would have gone on trusting [Ewert].”
Garage shop
Gaston Glock was born July 19, 1929, in Vienna. His father worked on the Austrian railroad; his mother was a homemaker.
He studied mechanical engineering at a college in Vienna and later took jobs that included manager of a car-radiator factory. He and his first wife, Helga, opened a business in 1963 in their garage in Deutsch-Wagram outside Vienna, using a metal press to make consumer items such as curtain rods and brass fittings. They later won a contract to make knives for the Austrian Army. Through his military connections, Mr. Glock heard about Austria’s search in 1980 for a new service pistol.
In 2021, Forbes estimated Mr. Glock’s personal fortune at $1.1 billion. Among his personal projects was construction of Austria’s Glock Horse Performance Center, which hosts races and other events.
After his divorce from Helga Glock in 2011, she began litigation to seek alimony and a greater share in the company. She was awarded alimony but lost her bid for other payments.
Mr. Glock had three children from that marriage: a daughter, Brigitte, and sons Gaston Jr. and Robert. In 2011, Mr. Glock married Kathrin Tschikof, his nurse after he had a stroke in 2008. Full information on survivors was not immediately available.
Mr. Glock did not publicly discuss company plans, but his strategic business sense was often on display. He apparently anticipated the assault weapons ban signed by President Bill Clinton in 1994 that, among other things, limited gun magazine capacity to 10 rounds. (The ban expired in 2004.)
The new regulations were initially seen as a blow to Glock. But Mr. Glock had a workaround. He correctly predicted that guns made before 1994 were not covered. For years, he had Glock plants operating round-the-clock.
“Glock had this huge stockpile of the very equipment that many gun owners wanted to get because it was banned,” Barrett said, “and the value of that equipment skyrocketed.”





Israel’s war with Hamas separates Palestinian babies from their mothers 


Louisa Loveluck, Sufian Taha, Hajar Harb
11:03PM, 28 Dec, 2023 
An earlier version of this article about Palestinian mothers in Gaza who have been separated from their newborns mischaracterized some aspects of Israeli rules for permits that allowed some Palestinian women, before Oct. 7, to travel from Gaza to give birth at hospitals in the West Bank and Israel. The article incorrectly said that all Palestinian mothers who received authorization to leave Gaza for humanitarian reasons had to return to Gaza to reapply after their permits expired. In fact, it was not always necessary for mothers to return to Gaza. The article has been updated to specify that it was hospital officials who told two Palestinian mothers that they needed to return to Gaza to apply for new permits.


 The article also reported an incorrect birth weight for one newborn, Mahmoud; he weighed 3½ pounds, not 7 pounds. The article has been corrected.


 In addition, The Post neglected to seek comment from Israeli officials for this article, an omission that fell short of The Post’s standards for fairness. The article has been updated with a statement from an Israeli agency that implements policies in Gaza and the West Bank that says the Oct. 7 attack by Hamas militants that killed 1,200 Israelis is the primary reason that mothers and babies remain separated. The article has also been updated to describe the post-Oct. 7 status of travel permits out of Gaza.
NABLUS, West Bank — The tiny twins didn’t cry like the other babies did. Their small sounds and snuffles were barely audible above the lilting bleeps of incubators in the neonatal ward. It wasn’t normal, the staff agreed, but no one had been able to reach their mother.
Her phone number was scrawled on a Post-it note tacked to the inside of 3-month-old Muayyed’s plastic cot — so the nurses could keep sending her pictures of the babies, could keep calling until someone picked up. The silences lasted days, sometimes longer.
“To be separated like that,” a nurse murmured as she smoothed a pink blanket around the sleeping child, “it’s a terrible thing.”
When Israel sealed its border with the Gaza Strip after Hamas’s deadly assault on Oct. 7, Muayyed and Mahmoud were among several dozen premature babies receiving care at neonatal wards in Israel and the occupied West Bank. Now, a war that has claimed the lives of more than 11,000 Gazans and erased entire families has also parted newborns from their mothers and fathers.
Before the conflict, Palestinians were only allowed to leave Gaza and enter Israel under special circumstances, including for lifesaving medical treatment that is not available in the enclave after 16 years of an Israeli and Egyptian blockade.
The Nablus hospital caring for Muayyed and Mahmoud receives about 40 women from Gaza with high-risk pregnancies each year — each of them granted a permit to enter Israel for a period of weeks. If a baby needs to stay in an incubator longer, some
mothers return to Gaza
to apply for permits all over again.
Israeli and Palestinian authorities do allow for mothers’ permits to be extended without a return to Gaza. But patient advocates and hospital staff who help women with the process say these on-the-ground extensions can be difficult to obtain and are not consistently granted. One of the mothers in this story said she was not aware that she could apply for an extension, and left without doing so.
With the Erez crossing closed, Israel has not issued exit permits to Gazans since the conflict began, leaving the mothers who returned unable to leave. In a statement on Dec. 24, a spokesperson for the Israeli agency that implements policies in Gaza and the West Bank blamed the “barbaric raid” by Hamas militants that killed 1,200 Israelis as the primary reason mothers and children remain separated. The spokesperson, whose office is known as Coordination of Government Activities in the Territories (COGAT), said Israel may eventually use an alternate border crossing to return infants to their mothers in Gaza if the children’s medical conditions permit.
The spokesperson spoke on the condition of anonymity under Israeli government practice.

Imane, a nurse at a clinic in Nablus in the West Bank, holds one of the 3-month-old twins there who have been separated from their mother in Gaza. Imane is also a mother of four, with a child the same age as the twins. (Veronique de Viguerie)
Before the war began, the distress of new Gazan mothers deepened as the expiry date on their permits neared, hospital officials recalled. When the mothers were returning to Gaza, a hospital could simply offer them one last chance to scoop their babies from their incubators and hold them close. The mothers left in “agony,” one hospital administrator said.
Most of the medical staff and Palestinian mothers interviewed for this story spoke on the condition of anonymity, citing security concerns. In the aftermath of Oct. 7, hundreds of Palestinians from Gaza, including hospital patients with permits, were arbitrarily detained by security forces, rights groups say.
The mothers trapped in Gaza have spent weeks cowering in fear as Israeli airstrikes shake the earth and ground forces encircle the north of the enclave. Rooms that expectant parents decorated lovingly for new babies have been smashed. Clothes that infants would have worn in their earliest weeks have been lost to the rubble.
With communication networks shaky, text messages pleading for news of the babies’ health often don’t go through; the photographs sent back don’t always download. At times, the territory has been plunged into a near-total blackout, and the updates stopped flowing altogether.

Twins Muayyed and Mahmoud were born prematurely in a clinic in Nablus on Aug. 3. Their mother, Sabrine, said hospital officials told her that she had to return to Gaza after giving birth, and Israeli authorities since have denied a permit for her to travel to the West Bank again to get her babies, according to hospital staff. (Veronique de Viguerie)
Muayyed and Mahmoud were born on Aug. 3 at just 29 weeks, each weighing about 3½ pounds. By Aug. 5, the hospital told their mother, Sabrine, that it was time for her to go, staff members said. She left in tears, they said, reassured only by the hospital’s promise to help her apply for another permit as soon as possible so she could return to collect them.
Israeli authorities rejected it without explanation, hospital staff said. The war began soon after that.
When staff members try to phone Sabrine, the conversations are brief, if the signal holds at all. They always say that the twins are safe, that they are hers. That they will be here waiting when the skies fall silent and she will take them home.
The Nablus ward was brightly lit and quiet, aside from the beeping monitors. Staff in blue gowns spoke in hushed tones. A young nurse stood watch over the twins, now out of incubators and lying quietly in their cots.
Muayyed has long eyelashes. In her sleep, her lips flicker upward, like she’s smiling. “My nurses care about all of our babies, but their bond with the babies from Gaza is a special one,” said Moath, a pediatrician in charge of the ward. “We do our best to compensate for the love and care that she’s missing, but it’s not the same.”
Some staff members return to the ward after work to play with the twins. They are worried about them.

Medical staff in Nablus have been caring for premature babies born to Gazan mothers who have been unable to reunite with their children. (Veronique de Viguerie)
Without the constant attention of a parent or full-time caregiver, the babies are under-stimulated. They can’t learn to focus, or study the faces of adults gazing down at them to copy their sounds and expressions.
With no end to the war in sight, hospitals are improvising. At an Israeli facility visited by The Washington Post, social workers had found volunteers to give the separated babies skin-to-skin contact. “We made the request and within a day we had a whole list of people,” one of the social workers said. They chose several women who live close by; they now come to the hospital every day. “We chose people who really knew how to care for them,” the social worker said.
The Post is not providing the name or location of the hospital for the security of patients, as staff members fear reprisals from Israeli authorities.
When one of the hospital’s premature babies, Saaidah, experienced serious intestinal problems, doctors got the mother’s consent to operate. They couldn’t reach her the second time it happened and had to decide whether to rely on the previous permission.

Saaidah in her incubator at a hospital in Israel. When Saaidah experienced intestinal problems, doctors at the hospital had to decide whether to operate on her, without being able to reach her family in Gaza. (Salwan Georges/The Washington Post)
“It went against all of the ethics we are trained in, but we had to save her life,” a doctor said. It was 10 days until they heard from the mother again, and she greeted the news with relief.
Doctors fear what state Gazan mothers might return in, if they return at all. Of the more than 28,000 Gazans injured over the past six weeks, many are women. Even in peacetime, mothers reunited with their babies after a long separation have sometimes had difficulties bonding with them.
“We had a woman who wasn’t able to return for eight months,” the hospital administrator recalled. “She barely knew her child at first; she didn’t know how to hold her.”
Hanan al-Bayouk, reached by phone in the city of Khan Younis in southern Gaza before a communications blackout, only saw her triplets twice after they were born on Aug. 28. Thirty hours after giving birth, she said, the hospital told her that her permit had expired and that she would have to return to Gaza. She did not know the permit could be extended, she said.
They were IVF children — a miracle, it had seemed — but seeing them hooked up to oxygen tubes in glass incubators had been disorienting. “I didn’t know whether to feel happy or anxious,” she said. “I was nervous; I dreamed of hugging them.” The smallest was Nour, weighing less than 3 pounds.
Bayouk later secured a permit to return for their discharge. It was dated Oct. 10, four days too late.

A nurse takes care of a baby inside an incubator at a hospital in Israel on Wednesday. (Salwan Georges/The Washington Post)
She and her husband, Fathi, had bought clothes and toys. They had prepared a room. As fighting rages around their city, she stands among the empty cribs.
“I see them everywhere around me,” she said, her voice breaking. “I am afraid that I will be killed in this war, and I will not be able to see them again and I do not know who will take care of them.”
“We see entire families being removed from the civil registry. What if we are the next target?”
For now, Nour and her sisters lie in hospital cots, with SpongeBob SquarePants on one wall and a young boy sitting in a crescent moon on another. Bayouk’s whole family has seen the photos of the girls sleeping peacefully there. “Will we really see them?” they keep asking. In calmer moments, they sit together and talk about the party they will throw for the triplets when they come home.
Not one night has passed, Bayouk said, when she hasn’t dreamed of holding her children. They will be 3 months old in a couple of weeks.
Harb reported from London.





Israel’s ultra-Orthodox, exempt from military service, now enlisting


Ruby Mellen, Itay Stern, Heidi Levine
8:20PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Mordechai Porat leaves his home in Bnei Brak, Israel, on Thursday to serve with the Israel Defense Forces. He enlisted after Hamas attacked Israeli communities on Oct. 7. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post)
SHURA MILITARY BASE, Israel — Mordechai Porat leaves his home each morning in a crisp black suit and hat. It isn’t until he arrives at this army base in central Israel that he changes into his green military fatigues.
Porat, an ultra-Orthodox Jew, doesn’t want his family or neighbors in Bnei Brak spotting him in uniform and discovering his secret: He has enlisted in the Israel Defense Forces.
The 36-year-old social worker is one of a growing number of ultra-Orthodox Jews, or Haredim, who have responded to the Hamas attack of Oct. 7 by enlisting in Israel’s campaign to eradicate the militant group, sometimes quietly, despite the community’s exemption from military service.
Since that surprise attack, when Hamas and allied fighters streamed out of Gaza, killing around 1,200 people and taking 240 more hostage, volunteers from all walks of Israeli life have sought to join the war effort. But the 2,000 new Haredi applicants stand out.
Their exemption from mandatory conscription has long been a point of contention in a country where military service is an integral part of the national identity. It led to the downfall of the government of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in 2019, the start of a four-year election crisis.

Orthodox Jews greet an Israeli soldier as troops rotate along the Israel-Gaza border on Dec. 14. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post)
The Haredim have adamantly opposed being made to serve, on the grounds that they should be spending all available time studying the Torah. They worry that young Haredim sent to the army may never return to their religious duties.
Their size and clout have led Israeli leaders to cater to their demands. They’ve also been excused from observing national education standards and paying some taxes.
The rush now to enlist, while still taboo among some Haredim, is showing how the Hamas attack and Israel’s war, in which its forces have killed 21,320 and injured 55,603 people in Gaza, are reshaping, even drawing together, disparate segments of this divided country, including along some of its deepest fault lines.
“We have the Haredi community legitimizing the army, the Haredi community lowering their stigma to boys that are enlisting,” said Nechumi Yaffe, a lecturer in the School of Social and Policy Studies at Tel Aviv University. “We have the Haredi community saying yes, it is very important to have an army and I would be more willing to draft myself.”
Yaffe polled Haredim on their attitudes about the military in March 2022 and again after Oct. 7. In 2022, 35 percent strongly agreed that they should contribute to Israel’s defense. After the attacks, that rose to 49 percent.
After Oct. 7, the IDF tasked a Haredi rabbi to recruit from the community. Rami Ravad, 65, had served in the Israeli air force. He put out a call on WhatsApp. Within hours, he said, more than 400 people had responded. Soon more than 1,000 were eager to sign up.

Rabbi Rami Ravad holds his Israeli air force uniform at his home in Petah Tikva. The painting depicts the Old City of Jerusalem. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post)
Messaging was crucial, Ravad said. He assured candidates who were still in yeshiva, or religious school, that they would not have to drop out. “The Haredi ideology is not against the idea of the army,” he said. The Torah includes accounts of soldiers and war. “But you can’t force them.”
Of the 2,000 Haredi applicants since Oct. 7, the IDF says, 450 have been accepted. That’s a small fraction of the military, which has an estimated 170,000 active-duty personnel. But it’s a huge shift for the community, Yaffe said. Now, she said, “there’s going to be a lot of pressure to change” the general exemption law.
The Haredim were perhaps never more separate from Israeli society than on Oct. 7. It was the Jewish Sabbath and also the joyous holiday of Simchat Torah. Members of the community woke up to more rocket sirens than usual, but because they refrain on Shabbat from using electricity, they had no way of knowing the cause.
“I didn’t know that as I was dancing, others were crying,” Porat said.
He wanted to help. As a social worker, he believed, he could support soldiers. His wife told him he was crazy. Enlisting, she predicted, would harm the family’s standing in the community.
Porat signed up in mid-October. He completed two weeks of military training and was assigned to provide psychological counseling to soldiers who handle the bodies of the dead.

Porat inspects his uniform at the Shura Military Base. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post)
Despite his efforts to hide his new job, word has started to circulate in his community. His son was rejected from two religious schools without explanation.
“I knew there would be harsh consequences I had to consider,” Porat said. Still, he said, “it was worth it.”
During training, the enlistees learn to wield a weapon, complete obstacle courses and become familiar with their officers, many of whom are a decade younger. Graduates have been assigned to be drivers, cooks and guards. Some have been tasked with preparing corpses for burial, a sacred practice embedded in Jewish law.
When Benzi Schwartz enlisted, relatives emailed him sermons to voice their disapproval. Schwartz, who is almost 40, isn’t trained to serve in combat, but he wishes he could.
The Israeli campaign has destroyed much of Gaza. More than 1.8 million Gazans have fled their homes. They’re suffering shortages of water, food and shelter, sharply limited health care, and cuts to power and communications. International aid organizations warn of rising starvation.
Schwartz said he wholeheartedly supports the war effort.
“I have no sympathy for the Gazans who woke up on Oct. 7 and walked, some of them on their crutches, to kill, rape and torture Jews,” he said. “In any religion, there’s a clear principle: ‘He who comes to kill you, rise up early to kill him.’”

Benzi Schwartz adjusts his kippa at his home in Beit Shemesh. He's wearing tzitzit, ritual fringes worn by Orthodox Jews. (Heidi Levine for The Washington Post)
Others see more nuance but say it’s ultimately a matter of survival. Nathan Rakov, a British citizen who has lived in Israel most of his life, has been accepted into the military and is waiting to be assigned a role.
“Anyone innocent who dies is a painful and unfair thing,” he said. “On the other hand, the value of preserving my life, that of my children and that of my brothers and sisters is also high — as a human being, as a Jew and as a religious man.”
Rakov said the aftermath of Oct. 7 has made him feel as patriotic as he feels religious. “Do I feel more Israeli now?” he asked. “The answer is yes.”





Overcrowded Rafah, already short on food, braces for more refugees
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Injured Palestinians escape the ruins of a home after an Israeli airstrike in the center of Rafah, Gaza Strip, on Thursday. (Loay Ayyoub for The Washington Post)
JERUSALEM — Israel’s spreading ground war across the Gaza Strip is sending new waves of displaced people into the enclave’s overcrowded south, where locals are already underfed and desperate under continuing bombardment.
Efforts to deliver medical supplies and fuel to the hospitals still functioning in and around the southern city of Rafah have been increasingly disrupted by hungry people stopping convoys in search of food, the World Health Organization said this week.
Twelve weeks into Israel’s campaign to root out Hamas, more than 21,000 people in Gaza have been killed and there’s little relief in sight. Talks in Cairo, and an Egyptian cease-fire proposal, appear to be in early stages, and Hamas says it will not return Israeli hostages until the fighting stops.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, visiting Gaza this week, said the war “isn’t close to finished.”
Hamas and allied fighters attacked Israel on Oct. 7, killing about 1,200 people and taking 240 more hostage, triggering current hostilities. Before that surprise attack, the U.N. agency for Palestinian affairs says,
Israel allowed about 500 trucks carrying food, fuel and commercial supplies into the blockaded enclave each day. The wartime average of 80 to 100 trucks “is not anything close to enough,” said Juliette Touma, a spokeswoman for the agency, known as UNRWA.
“We are forced to make decisions that no humanitarian should make on who do we give to, when and how much,” she said. “In many cases we are forced to deliver a can of tuna or a bottle of water to a family of six or seven people.”
The Israeli prime minister’s office said this week that delays in delivering aid to Gaza were
not Israel’s fault. U.N. agencies are “struggling to distribute aid at the pace that Israel is inspecting it,” spokesman Eylon Levy
said Wednesday. “Unfortunately, to date, the U.N. aid mechanism has been woefully unsuccessful because it goes through UNRWA. Aid isn’t reaching the people who need it because Hamas hijacks it and UNRWA covers up for it.”
Touma said the problem was a “combination” of Israeli restrictions on the number of trucks and intensive checks on the goods going in.

Displaced Palestinians arrive at a makeshift camp in Rafah on Thursday. (Hatem Ali/AP)
About
1.8 million of Gaza’s 2.2 million residents depend on UNRWA for humanitarian aid, Touma said. Of those, about 1.4 million are sheltering in U.N. facilities. The other 400,000 have set up informal camps nearby.
“With the ongoing bombardments, you cannot deliver aid in a place with a sky full of airstrikes,” she said. “The restrictions imposed on movement across the Gaza Strip ... means we are missing people in the north on a regular basis.”
Incidents of desperate Gazans breaking into storage areas or stopping trucks to take food items that they eat on the spot appear to be rising.
Breakdowns in civil order are no surprise to Shawqi Salman. The 39-year-old father of four on Thursday spent his third day in a row at a crowded UNRWA distribution center in Rafah hoping to receive two bags of flour. He went away empty-handed, again.
UNRWA initially gave flour, one of its main aid items,
to bakeries. When fuel shortages caused bakeries to close, the agency began distributing it directly to families.
“Unfortunately, goods are scarce in the market, and purchasing anything is nearly impossible,” Salman told The Washington Post. Food, including black-market flour, sells for five or 10 times the prewar price. “What is available comes with exorbitant prices, and we can’t afford much.”

Palestinians line up for free food rations Thursday in Rafah, Gaza. (Ahmad Hasaballah/Getty Images)
Yasmine Rafiq, 22, has not yet made the trek to Rafah. She’s staying with her family of seven
in a tent at al-Aqsa Martyrs Hospital in Deir el-Balah, the only functioning hospital in central Gaza, in an area that the Israel Defense Forces has not yet ordered people to evacuate.
Three times one of her brothers has pushed through the crowd at a distribution center to get a coveted food box with biscuits, sugar, salt, canned beans and mortadella. The family quickly finished it.
“We mostly buy items from the market, but the prices are very high,” Rafiq told The Post. “After waiting four days, we received three bags of flour from UNRWA.”
Gazans with extra food or fuel have tried to fill some of the gaps. A local charity worker said the Emirates Red Crescent was providing his group with twice-weekly donations.
“The small quantities sent to Gaza are not due to a lack of support but rather due to the capacity of the crossings in the Gaza Strip,” the worker, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to avoid being inundated with requests for help, told The Post by phone.
His group has focused on assisting Gazans who aren’t in UNRWA facilities. The group uses cars rather then trucks to avoid being stopped on the road while distributing food, medicine, clothing, mattresses and blankets.
The charity relies on
a database for distribution, “but the movement of the population every day or every moment increases the burden on us,” he said. “Most of the residents here, whether residents or displaced people, lost everything and left their homes without any clothes or supplies.”
Gazans have crowded into Rafah, but no place in the enclave is safe.
Video: An Israeli strike hit a building in Rafah, Gaza, on Dec. 28, leaving 20 people dead and 55 wounded, according to the Gaza Health Ministry. (Video: Reuters)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/israeli-strike-kills-civilians-in-rafah/2023/12/28/e7c7e120-5708-4b32-adc8-7a478fa3fc33_video.html
A missile strike on
two houses near the Kuwaiti Hospital killed at least 18 people and wounded dozens, hospital director Suhaib al-Hams said. The victims included women and children.
“We received some bodies cut into pieces,” Hams
told The Post. “Some of them were identified as internally displaced people who came from the northern regions and Gaza City.”
Ahmed Qanan and his family
fled Khan Younis for Rafah this week.
On Thursday evening, the 38-year-old prayed and then gathered with his children to chat.
“We were talking about our wishes for a cease-fire so that we could return to our home, but we were surprised by a big explosion in the house next to our house,” he said. Shrapnel hit Qanan in the head and neck, he said.
The IDF did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
The Biden administration is pressing Israel to transition from high-intensity strikes to targeted assaults, but there’s no indication that Israel has changed its approach. “We are expanding the fight in the coming days,” Netanyahu said this week. “This will be a long battle.”

Rescuers look for survivors after an Israeli airstrike on Thursday. (Loay Ayyoub for The Washington Post)
U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken is expected to travel to the Middle East next week to discuss the war in Gaza, Israeli media has reported. He is expected to push for a humanitarian pause in the fighting.
Jordan’s King Abdullah II and Egyptian President Abdel Fatah El-Sisi, meeting in Cairo on Wednesday, stressed the need for more aid and said they opposed any Israeli attempt to expel Palestinians from Gaza into Egypt’s Sinai region.
They said in a statement that the international community should pressure Israel to agree to an immediate cease-fire and allow more aid into Gaza.
Diaa Rashwan, the chairman of Egypt’s State Information Service, told The Post that the government was proposing to end the conflict in
three stages leading to a cease-fire.
The Biden administration has been pushing for the Palestinian Authority, which administers a portion of the
Israeli-occupied West Bank, to return to run Gaza after the war ends.
Netanyahu has called that idea “a pipe dream” but has not said who he believes should run Gaza after the war. He has said Israel will maintain control of security around Gaza, at least temporarily, and
talked about establishing a half-mile-wide buffer zone inside Gaza.
Netanyahu and members of his emergency war cabinet were scheduled Thursday night to take up, for the first time, the topic of Gaza’s postwar governance, but the meeting was postponed.
Reports circulated
that Israel had proposed a new hostage exchange, but a senior Hamas official waved the suggestion away.
“Every once in a while they [the Israelis] try to send a new thing, but the stance of the movement until now has not changed,” Basem Naim told The Post from Doha, Qatar.
“No negotiations before cessation of hostilities.”
Balousha reported from Amman, Jordan. Dadouch reported from Beirut. Kareem Fahim and Heba Farouk Mahfouz in Cairo and Hajar Harb in London contributed to this report.





Hong Kong activist convicted under security law flees to U.K. 
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Tony Chung in Hong Kong in 2020. Chung, who has fled to Britain, was among the youngest people sentenced under the city's national security law, but told the court he had “nothing to be ashamed of.” (Isaac Lawrence/AFP/Getty Images)
LONDON — One of the youngest pro-democracy activists to have been sentenced in Hong Kong
under a national security law imposed by China has fled to Britain, where he said he will seek asylum.
Tony Chung, who in an interview described attempted brainwashing while incarcerated and arbitrary rules imposed on him even after his release, is the latest high-profile Hong Kong activist to leave the city in violation of restrictions on overseas travel. Chung told authorities he was planning a trip to Okinawa in Japan for vacation and promised to return to Hong Kong. Earlier this month, Agnes Chow, another democracy activist, announced she had left Hong Kong for Canada in violation of her bail conditions and would probably not return for the rest of her life.
The continued exodus of young activists — despite attempts by the Hong Kong authorities to compel their loyalty — underscores the deterioration of freedoms in a city meant to be autonomous from mainland China. The Hong Kong government has continued to claim that the city’s rights and freedoms are “better protected” after passage of the national security law.
Chung joins a growing number of exiled Hong Kongers who hope to continue exerting pressure on Beijing over the loss of political freedom in Hong Kong, despite cash bounties offered by city authorities for the arrest of 13 overseas activists.
“I have always believed that Hong Kong is the only home of our nation, we shouldn’t be the ones leaving,” Chung said in a statement. But he said the trauma of his arrest, detention and continued surveillance has left him feeling “immense pressure and fear,” which compelled him to leave.
Chung, 22, was just a teenager when he became involved in politics. He co-founded Studentlocalism, a group that advocated for Hong Kong to be independent from China, a red line for the Chinese Communist Party. In an interview with a local English-language publication in 2017, Chung said he came to believe independence was “the only way” to achieve self-rule and democracy for Hong Kong. The political position was fringe at the time and continues to be so even though it gained some traction during mass protests in 2019.
Studentlocalism dissolved before the national security law came into force in June 2020. Though the authorities promised the security law would not be used retroactively, Chung was among the first arrested under suspicion of inciting “secession.” He was initially released on bail.
Chung, whose passport was confiscated, decided to seek protection at the U.S. Consulate in Hong Kong. He knew it was a long shot, having looked up laws that spell out how asylum is granted once someone is on U.S. soil, but he was desperate. Such an attempt was not unprecedented — two Chinese dissidents had been granted protection by the U.S. Embassy in Beijing in 1989 and 2012.
Chung never made it to the consulate gates. As he was alighting from a taxi across the road from the consulate in late October 2020, Chung saw several men watching him. The men turned out to be undercover police officers who detained him.
“I was completely broken,” Chung said of his mental state at the time. “I couldn’t really think.”
Chung said felt he had no choice but to plead guilty to the charges against him. He was sentenced in November 2021 to three years and seven months in prison. His alleged crimes, as detailed by prosecutors, involved no violence — only Facebook posts and other political speech. The judge presiding over the case said the sentence was needed to “deter future acts.”
While in detention, Chung was made to participate in a deradicalization program aimed at changing his beliefs and that of other young prisoners arrested for political crimes. The program was compulsory, he said. Chung confirmed details about the program previously reported by The Washington Post, such as mandatory history lessons that showcase China’s achievements.
Guards “kept telling us that the United States government is really bad and that we had been manipulated by the United States,” Chung said. “We felt like we had to agree with them, that we couldn’t disagree or argue back” for fear of punishment, he added.
Chung was eventually released in June 2023, his time reduced for good behavior. One week before he was due to be released, police from the national security division visited him and warned him not to continue any activities related to “splitting” China, to keep a low profile and not to leave Hong Kong for a year. Conditions of the order included not posting or saying anything that would harm Hong Kong’s national security — a wide-ranging and unclear restriction — and not speaking publicly. Authorities also prevented him from taking up a temporary job he had secured as a waiter in a restaurant, Chung said, stating without explanation that he could not work in that specific business.
Without the job, Chung struggled financially. Amid those difficulties, national security officers proposed he work as a paid informant. Chung provided some basic updates and photos pertaining to people of interest to the police, fulfilling the “minimum requirements” of the police, he said, and was paid a fee.
Representatives for the Hong Kong Correctional Services Department and police department could not immediately be reached for comment.
Since Chung’s release, officials from Hong Kong’s Correctional Services Department have requested meetings every two to four weeks, summoning him to random locations and then transporting him to undisclosed places in a seven-seater van, its curtains drawn shut. Chung said that during those encounters, he was interrogated about his activities over the previous weeks, asked to provide the names of elementary school classmates as well as “detailed information about his visits to restaurants and bars, along with contents of [his] conversations.”
In one meeting this September, officers asked him if he’d be willing to travel to mainland China, where they could arrange a tour for him. Chung replied that would go only if his safety was guaranteed. Officers did not bring up the proposal again.
Chow, the activist who left Hong Kong in early December, said on an Instagram post and in interviews she was brought to the mainland on such a tour, and was made to visit the headquarters of a Chinese technology company and attend an exhibition showcasing China’s rapid economic development —
part of an apparent effort, she said, to convince her she should support the Chinese system.
Chung said he considered other potential destinations to seek asylum, including the United States and Canada, but felt his chances were highest in Britain. He convinced his minders that he wanted to travel to Okinawa for a vacation over Christmas, saying he needed to “emotionally adjust” to life outside detention. Chung submitted a full travel itinerary, including his flight and accommodation details, and the National Security Department approved the trip. Once in Okinawa, Chung bought a plane ticket from Okinawa to Britain before his deadline to return to Hong Kong.
Chung plans to continue his studies and says he will contribute everything he can in exile, “just as before.”





Ukraine gets modest U.S. weapons package, until Congress can agree to more
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Activists hold signs at a rally in front of the Kyiv City Council, demanding that authorities allocate more funds to the Ukrainian military, in downtown Kyiv on Dec. 16. (Roman Pilipey/AFP/Getty Images)
KYIV — A modest U.S. weapons package for Ukraine — what is likely be the last one until Congress approves new funding — was met with tepid gratitude in Kyiv on Thursday.
The $250 million package, which includes artillery shells, air defense equipment, antiaircraft and antitank missiles, and small arms ammunition for the fight against Russia, will address some battlefield shortfalls, but it still leaves Ukraine facing an uncertain future and without critical financial support entering the new year.
President Volodymyr Zelensky thanked President Biden in a post on X, formerly Twitter, for the weapons that “will cover Ukraine’s most pressing needs.”
“U.S. leadership in the coalition of over 50 countries providing Ukraine with military aid is critical to countering terror and aggression not only in Ukraine but around the world,” he added.
Yehor Cherniev, a lawmaker in Ukraine’s parliament, said the package “is only intended to keep us going for a little while longer, but it is not able to change the situation on the battlefield in our favor or even enable us to resist effectively.” And it’s unclear if or when Ukraine will receive more aid from its biggest backer.
“If a full package of aid to Ukraine is not voted through in the near future,” Cherniev said, “it will be difficult to restrain [Russian President Vladimir] Putin.”
Ukrainian officials have warned that without an influx of new funds, some salaries and social payments could be affected starting in January. Financial assistance from Washington alone accounts for roughly a third of Ukraine’s budget. That money can’t be used to directly pay soldiers their salary, but with so much money already going to the military, the Western aid is critical for civilian enterprises to continue running.
In addition to the uncertainty around U.S. aid, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban is blocking a proposed plan of $50 billion in new assistance from the European Union.
Adding to the budget constraints, Zelensky said last week that Ukraine’s military leadership submitted a plan to mobilize up to 500,000 more troops for the fight against Russia — what Zelensky estimated would cost the country some $13 billion. “I would like to know where the money will come from,” Zelensky said during a news conference in Kyiv.
Ukrainian Finance Minister Serhii Marchenko told Forbes on Wednesday that Ukraine has “exhausted our internal potential to finance military needs.”
“We do not rule out that we will have to look for additional internal funding sources,” Marchenko added.

Ukrainian soldiers work with a cannon on Monday, in the Bakhmut region of Ukraine. (Libkos/Getty Images)
While Ukraine waits for the passage of additional aid by Congress, this latest package will be welcome news to soldiers at the front line, who have complained that already scarce ammunition supplies have declined in recent months. Some are firing up to five times less artillery. After Ukraine’s counteroffensive stalled with the start of winter, Russia has seized the battlefield initiative, claiming some gains near Avdiivka in eastern Ukraine.
White House officials have suggested in recent weeks that this weapons package, known as a “drawdown” from Pentagon inventories, was the last one they could make with existing funds, seeking to leverage what they have described as a dire funding situation to push Congress to approve Biden’s request for an additional $60 billion related to the war in Ukraine. Since Putin’s February 2022 invasion, the United States has committed $44 billion in security aid.
“This small package of aid is evidence for us that there are problems with the support of Ukraine from the U.S.,” Cherniev said. “We still believe that these problems are temporary and will be resolved very soon. … In the coming year, the Russians are most definitely counting on the fact that U.S. support for Ukraine will decrease and they will be able to achieve their goal.”

U.S.-supplied M777 howitzer shells lie on the ground to fire at Russian positions in Ukraine's eastern Donbas region in June 2022. (Efrem Lukatsky/AP)
With future funds uncertain, Ukrainian officials have placed more emphasis on domestic arms production. Zelensky has vowed that Ukraine will produce 1 million drones next year, and Kyiv has started producing artillery ammunition, though in small quantities. Cherniev warned that continued U.S. support “is the only factor on which it depends how long the war will last and how it will end.”
Despite the relative smaller size of the latest package, Mykola Davydiuk, a Kyiv-based political expert, said, “I think that this is good news.”
“The fact that our partners don’t leave us to fend for ourselves, even when bureaucratic moments don’t allow them to transfer the sum of money that they want to and that we would want to, they still don’t abandon us and support us either way,” he said.





An aspiring journalist documented Gaza’s beauty, then its destruction
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Before the war, Plestia Alaqad didn’t think much about her Instagram feed. She posted a few photos of herself next to the Mediterranean, holding
her friend’s son, petting her dog, Luki. She uploaded a photo of herself sitting in a cafe (“Happy and carefree era,” the caption read) and one from an early-morning bike ride (“Catch sunrises, not feelings”).
When she imagined her future as a journalist, which was constantly, she thought about ways to bring the world’s attention to the Gaza she loved. But there was no rush. She was 21. There was time to figure out her career.

Photographs posted by journalist Plestia Alaqad on Instagram show what her life was like before the Israel-Gaza war began on Oct. 7. (Plestia Alaqad)
Then she woke up on Oct. 7. On her phone, she scrolled through news stories and posts about Hamas’s attack in southern Israel.
She considered how Israel might react, and what she should do next. She had graduated with a degree in new media and journalism in Cyprus a few months earlier. On Oct. 8, she was meant to start a job as a content creator for a Palestinian nongovernmental organization.
Instead, Plestia began wandering the streets of Gaza and recording what she saw, posting videos and photos to Instagram and TikTok. She had about 3,700 followers on Instagram then, many of them friends and family members. On Oct. 9, she recorded a video as she walked through her building, showing how families were sheltering away from the windows. Then an enormous blast went off, sending a plume of dust and smoke into the air.
“I was trying to explain things, but I think you can hear them now,” she says in the video.
And then: “I’ll go check on my parents.”
Video: (Video: Plestia Alaqad/Instagram)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/plestia-alaqad-on-oct-9-2023/2023/12/21/425f7669-7a38-40e7-a06a-34f8bc74ac9f_video.html
The world’s attention turned to Gaza during the early days of the war. But Israel’s blockade made it impossible for foreign journalists to enter. Palestinian reporters and photographers have been providing the only window into the carnage.
All of a sudden,
Plestia was one of the few young reporters documenting the biggest story in the world.
On Oct. 9, she and her family fled their home in Gaza City and began sheltering in a hospital. The next day, she recorded a video as she went to check on what was left of their building.
Video: (Video: Plestia Alaqad/Instagram)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/plestia-alaqad-on-oct-10-2023/2023/12/21/b8ae7014-185d-4a19-976d-7765ff4ed630_video.html
The street was covered in debris. She walked past ruined buildings before arriving at her own front door. Inside, she turned her camera to show the rubble. And then she tried to find a way to preserve some hope for her followers, and for herself.
“It’s important to clarify that my house was not completely bombed,” she says in the video. “It can be fixed.”
But not long after, she and her family fled Gaza City, heeding warnings from the Israel Defense Forces.
Her uncle in the United Arab Emirates managed to get through to Plestia’s mother over the phone. He wanted to check on the family — but also to tell Plestia that her video had gone viral. She now had half a million Instagram followers.
In her videos, Plestia was soon wearing a blue helmet and a protective vest that said “Press,” which she had borrowed from a local media organization. She was no longer only recording her own life, but documenting scenes of destruction and heroism from across Gaza.

After Plestia Alaqad posted about injured children at al-Quds Hospital, family members were able to find them. (Plestia Alaqad)

Alaqad posted photos of children who had been brought to the emergency room of al-Quds Hospital and asked for people to help find their parents. (Plestia Alaqad)
She began driving around with two other journalists who filmed what they saw: 10-story buildings whose top floors had crumpled like newsprint; wounded children whose parents were missing (“If you know who they are or you are their parents, they are in the hospital,” she wrote).
“Can you imagine that I lived my whole life here in Gaza and I can’t even recognize the streets right now?” she says in a video posted on Oct. 13.
Video: (Video: Plestia Alaqad/Instagram)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/plestia-alaqad-on-oct-13-2023/2023/12/21/bd6c6261-7823-462f-858f-2e293ddad021_video.html
By then, she was getting hundreds of thousands of new followers a day.
But there were also things she didn’t post. As more journalists were killed and as her profile rose, some of Plestia’s friends asked her to delete photos she had uploaded of them from before Oct. 7. She started to worry that if she was targeted, her family might be killed, too.
“Should I go back to where my family is, or should I stay away from them? Am I being selfish?” she began to ask herself, she told The Washington Post in an interview.
At the end of each day, her colleagues dropped her off at a cousin’s house
where she and her family had sought shelter. She slept on a mattress on the floor. Her mother tried to cautiously talk her into staying inside.
“How about you take a break?” she would say.
When Plestia was growing up in Gaza, her mother, Rana, was constantly trying to shield her daughter from the horrors that sometimes descended on the Strip.
When there was bombing, her mother would say, “It’s far away,” even if it wasn’t. Sometimes, when airstrikes began, her mom would insist that it was just a thunderstorm.
Mostly, that strategy worked. Plestia loved growing up in Gaza. She modeled traditional Palestinian dresses and taught classes to other Palestinians at the Press House. She filled piles of notebooks with poems and diary entries.



View this post on Instagram
A post shared by Plestia Alaqad | بلستيا العقاد (@byplestia)
As the Israeli military campaign wore on, Plestia’s work continued. She filmed people baking bread on the floor of their homes after Gaza’s bakeries were bombed. She walked into an area where Palestinians were seeking refuge, and a group of children rushed to hug her.
Video: (Video: Plestia Alaqad/Instagram)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/plestia-alaqad-on-nov-12-2023/2023/12/21/263e1826-6903-4d46-8a90-f4f4b6feb3fd_video.html
A few weeks into the war, she had more than 2 million followers, then 3 million. She considered the responsibility that came with that audience. But she was exhausted, barely sleeping, increasingly certain that she would be killed. People began recognizing her in the streets and asking her to tell their stories.
Video: (Video: Plestia Alaqad/Instagram)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/plestia-alaqad-on-oct-28-2023/2023/12/21/aa8d2ab8-cbef-424a-9b6b-66d7d4f725ea_video.html
One night, she walked into a hospital and saw a woman who had lost three of her limbs. Only one of her hands remained. Plestia introduced herself and explained that she wanted to document the woman’s injuries.
“Oh, I follow you,” the woman said.
Sometimes she would flick through her own Instagram feed and it felt as if she were looking into a stranger’s life. There was no sign of the Gaza she had known before the invasion.

A sign that used to be in the background of many photos in Gaza near the beach before the war began. It has now been destroyed. (Plestia Alaqad)
On Nov. 11, she wrote: “Most of my memories in Gaza are gone. My favorite restaurants, cafes, and stores all gone. Most of my friends’ houses all gone as well. For my house, I’m not sure if it’s partially demolished or if all of it is gone by now.”
She tried to restore some balance to the version of Gaza she was documenting. She posted a video of a woman who had evacuated with three birds and two tiny turtles, one of whom she had named Plestia.
Video: (Video: Plestia Alaqad/Instagram)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/plestia-alaqad-on-nov-8-2023/2023/12/21/929ca27d-ba78-41f1-b94a-92b5df178819_video.html
Plestia’s aim was to share a more intimate glimpse into Gazan life. But the number of casualties soared. By early November, about 10,000 people had been killed, according to the Gaza Health Ministry.
It was at around that time that Plestia learned her uncle had secured visas for the family in Australia.
Once her name was placed on a list at the Rafah crossing, they would need to leave in 12 hours. Did she even have a choice?
“I felt guilty. Why do I get to leave and others don’t?” she told The Post. “Why is it only people with passports or relatives abroad that can escape a war zone?”
She thought about her mission to document Gaza, about leaving that mission behind.
“But I decided I would feel more guilty if my family was killed because I decided to stay.”
So she crossed into Egypt.
A few days later, she was in southeastern Australia.
Video: (Video: Plestia Alaqad/Instagram)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/world/plestia-alaqad-on-dec-9-2023/2023/12/21/e31fc4f2-b743-47b8-a61b-0315cbe5a97c_video.html
For the first few days, it was difficult to look at the news. The chasm between the tranquility of her uncle’s house in Australia and the devastation in Gaza was too much to bear.
But she needed to know what was happening. So she turned on her phone and began to scroll through the Instagram photos of those who had stayed behind.
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Massive, treacherous waves hit California coast


Diana Leonard
2:08AM, 29 Dec, 2023 

Waves of 30 feet and higher crash onto Pfeiffer Beach State Park in Big Sur, California on Thursday December 28, 2023. (Melina Mara/The Washington Post)
Giant waves are forecast to pummel the California coastline, churned up by Pacific storms sweeping across the West Coast this week. Meteorologists are warning that “tremendous wave energy” will lead to treacherous conditions at California beaches Thursday through the weekend, and high surf warnings and advisories have been hoisted up and down the coast.
In some spots, waves could be large enough to damage piers, and could cause coastal flooding and significant beach erosion. Breaking wave heights of up to 40 feet are possible along the Northern California coastline, with the peak swell arriving near high tide late Thursday morning.
Massive waves were rocking the coast Thursday morning and there were already reports of flooding and damage to roads. Evacuation orders were issued for a coastal strip near Stinson Beach, about 15 miles north of San Francisco, and in Santa Cruz County because of flooding.
Very large swell is impacting our coast.  If you are in a position to safely see any coastal flooding we would appreciate any reports, photos, or video.  This swell is at Ventura pier and ~20'. #CAwx
pic.twitter.com/0umT8Af86V
— NWS Los Angeles (@NWSLosAngeles) December 28, 2023
In Ventura County in Southern California, officials said numerous areas had been flooded, resulting in some injuries, and that multiple rescues had been made.
This video is a prime example of why we urge people to stay AWAY from the water! Waves can EASILY knock people down and sweep them away.

Use extreme caution! These waves are breaking at 28-33' and can easily breach the tops of low cliffs or seawalls like those seen here. #CAwx
https://t.co/iN2dzUfaoX
— NWS Bay Area 🌉 (@NWSBayArea) December 28, 2023
“People are advised to stay out of and well away from the water, and keep a close eye on kids and pets,” the National Weather Service for the Bay Area wrote on Wednesday. “These are deadly conditions that can easily overpower the strongest swimmers.”
Satellite data showed waves about 42 feet high in the open ocean far offshore on Wednesday, said Alexis Clouser, a meteorologist with the Bay Area weather office in Monterey, Calif.
“These are not the highest wave heights we’ve seen, but they’re certainly on the larger side,” she said. “They are deadly due to their size and the potential run-up — our biggest concern is people getting too close to the water and potentially getting swept in.”
Waves between 10 and 20 feet and up to 25 feet high could strike parts of the central and Southern California coasts, and could flood vulnerable low-lying areas including beach parking lots and roads. West-facing beaches face the greatest risk, and the large swell could cause impacts as far south as San Diego County. Weather offices are advising that “everyone” should stay out of the water because of the hazardous surf.
“These are forecast to be EXTREMELY DANGEROUS conditions, as powerful waves and life-threatening rip currents pose an exceptional risk of ocean drowning and damage to coastal structures such as piers and jetties,” the National Weather Service in Oxnard, Calif., warned on Wednesday.

Tourists gather at Pfeiffer Beach State Park to watch potentially over 30 foot waves crash onto the beach during high surf warnings up and down the California coast in Big Sur, Calif. (Melina Mara/The Washington Post)
Because of the holidays, there may be more visitors than usual at beaches this week.
“What happens a lot of times is somebody goes to the ocean to watch the waves — they go to a beach or parking lot or walk out onto a jetty — and then a bigger set of waves comes and overwhelms them,” said Tom Fisher, a meteorologist with the National Weather Service in Oxnard.
High surf is an underappreciated and often fatal hazard during California winters. During an especially tragic stretch from November 2020 to February 2021, eight people died in the San Francisco Bay Area, including children, as they were frolicking near the water and got swept out to sea by giant “sneaker waves.”
Such waves surge well beyond the normal surf line and can easily overtake those unaware of the danger, pulling them into cold, rough seas.
A recent study found that California’s winter waves have grown bigger since 1970 because of climate change, a result of increased storminess and an intensification of the wintertime low-pressure center near the Gulf of Alaska known as the Aleutian Low.
This week’s enormous swell is being pushed by winds racing across the Pacific Ocean, thanks to an area of strong low pressure off the West Coast. An active weather pattern is sending a pair of storm systems and associated atmospheric rivers into the Pacific Northwest and California this week — one that moved through Wednesday and into Thursday, and another arriving Friday.

Atmospheric rivers are forecast to make landfall in the Pacific Northwest and California over the next seven days. (Center for Western Weather and Water Extremes, Scripps Institution of Oceanography)
The highest precipitation totals are expected at the California-Oregon border and along the Northern California coast, where more than 4 inches of rain could fall through Saturday.
The wet weather will also reach into Southern California this weekend and light rain could fall on the annual Rose Parade on New Year’s Day in Pasadena. It rarely rains on the parade — there is only about a 12 percent chance of rain on any given day this time of year in the area, the Los Angeles Weather Service said.





University of Idaho demolishes house where four students were killed


Andrea Salcedo
1:02AM, 29 Dec, 2023 

The house where four University of Idaho students were killed in 2022 is demolished on Dec. 28, 2023. (Ted S. Warren/AP)
On Thursday, the scene outside the house where four University of Idaho students were killed in 2022 was a juxtaposition.
A stuffed animal, candles and flowers were left at the curb of the Moscow, Idaho, house where students Madison Mogen, 21; Kaylee Goncalves, 21; Xana Kernodle, 20; and Ethan Chapin, 20, were stabbed to death in the early morning on Nov. 13. But the yellow tape placed around the memorabilia and the noise of heavy equipment shattering the roof of the house down to its foundations marked the start of the demolition process.
The university opted to move forward with the demolition of the King Road house as announced on Dec. 14 despite pleas from some of the students’ families to preserve the residence ahead of the upcoming trial against Brian Christopher Kohberger, who was a graduate student at a nearby university, and has been charged in the killings.
University
of Idaho spokeswoman Jodi Walker told The Washington Post that the demolition was completed on Thursday.
“While we certainly appreciate the emotions around demolishing the house, it is also a huge step toward healing for our community,” Walker said in an email. “The prosecutor’s office notified us that they have no further use for the house and that, in fact, any visit by a jury would most likely not be allowed because the house has been significantly altered since the time of the crime.”

A police outside the Moscow, Idaho, home on Thursday. (Ted S. Warren/AP)
The owner gave the residence to the university free, the school’s president said in February.
“This is a healing step and removes the physical structure where the crime that shook our community was committed,” University of Idaho President Scott Green said at the time. “Demolition also removes efforts to further sensationalize the crime scene.”
Earlier this year, the university also announced plans to create a garden memorial to honor the four students. It will be located on campus.
Kohberger, 28, was arrested and charged with four counts of first-degree murder and one count of felony burglary on Dec. 30, more than six weeks after the killings. Kohberger was a doctoral student, studying criminal justice and criminology at nearby
Washington State University
at the time of the slayings. He is awaiting trial.
The killings shocked the Idaho college town, and fear and confusion
rose among students on
the 9,000-person campus. The university allowed students to finish the semester remotely, following the Thanksgiving break.
“With this physical reminder of the horrific events of November 2022 now gone, we turn our attention to the Healing Garden and Memorial, a student-designed project, to be constructed on campus,” Walker said in an email to The Post. “We will not forget that day or the four students who were killed, but we move forward in honor of them.”
Amber Ferguson contributed to this report.





Rick Scott is latest politician to report swatting at his Fla. home


Praveena Somasundaram
12:55AM, 29 Dec, 2023 

Sen. Rick Scott (R-Fla.) on Capitol Hill in September. (Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post)
The home of Sen. Rick Scott (R-Fla.) was swatted Wednesday night in an incident he described as a “sick attempt to terrorize my family.”
Police received a call around 9 p.m. from a person reporting a shooting at Scott’s home in Naples. Within 15 minutes, officers realized that the caller’s claims were a hoax, the Naples Police Department said in a news release. Scott and his wife were out at dinner during the incident, and no one else was inside the home, said Bryan McGinn, a spokesman for Naples police.
Scott tweeted that the “cowards” who had swatted his home had “wasted the time [and] resources of our law enforcement.” Swatting occurs when people make false reports of ongoing or recent crimes, leading law enforcement personnel to rush to the scenes.
Naples police are investigating the incident and have not yet identified a suspect or a motive, McGinn said. A spokesman for Scott said there were no additional details immediately available.
The attempt was one in a string of swatting episodes against politicians in recent days, including in Ohio, Georgia and New York. Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.) said she had been swatted on Christmas Day, while her family was home celebrating the holiday.
On Wednesday night, the Naples Police Department received a non-emergency call from a person claiming he had “shot his wife with an AR-15 three times while she was sleeping,” according to the incident report. The caller also told the dispatcher he was holding a hostage and demanded $10,000, saying he would “blow up the house” with a pipe bomb if he was not given the money, the report states.
Police said the caller, who said his name was Jamal, did not provide additional identifying information. The caller’s voice also “sounded as if it was computer generated/artificial,” according to the department’s release.
Officers who searched Scott’s home on Wednesday found no signs of forced entry or the pipe bomb and other items described by the caller, police said.
Several recent swatting attempts have targeted Republican figures such as Scott. 
Rep. Brandon Williams (R-N.Y.), tweeted on Tuesday that he had also been swatted on Christmas in an incident that put his “family’s lives at risk.” Greene tweeted that the Christmas swatting call was “like the 8th” she had experienced, later adding that similar incidents occurred at the homes of her two daughters.
“Whoever is doing this, you are going to get caught and it won’t be funny to you anymore,” Greene wrote, describing the hoaxes as “police harassment.”
At least four Georgia state senators and Republican Lt. Gov. Burt Jones have also been swatted over the last week, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution reported.
Earlier this week, Republican Rep. Kevin Miller of Ohio said he had been swatted when police received a report of a shooting at his home. Miller called the incident “a huge waste of resources” in a statement on Facebook Tuesday.
The Naples Police Department said while swatting isn’t a new threat, it has evolved, with offenders using new technology when calling in false reports.
“The response often prompts confusion on the part of the homeowners and pulls limited resources away from other possible valid emergencies,” the department said in its statement.





Gypsy Blanchard is released from prison with regrets of killing mother, she says
Blanchard, who said she told her boyfriend to kill her abusive mother, was freed Thursday after serving most of a 10-year sentence


Daniel Wu
2:11PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Gypsy Rose Blanchard takes the stand during the trial of her ex-boyfriend, Nicholas Godejohn, on Nov. 15, 2018, in Springfield, Mo. (Nathan Papes/Springfield News-Leader/AP)
Gypsy Blanchard’s story seemed crafted for the TV series and documentaries it later inspired. Details that emerged after Blanchard’s mother, Clauddine, was found stabbed to death in their Missouri home in June 2015 seemed to add to the tale’s macabre intrigue: Blanchard said she had been abused and kept in a wheelchair by Clauddine, who had lied about her daughter’s many illnesses.
The killing had been carried out by Nicholas Godejohn, a boyfriend Blanchard met online who was sentenced to life in prison in 2019 after being found guilty of first-degree murder — allegedly at Blanchard’s encouragement. The media followed intently as Blanchard pleaded guilty to second-degree murder in 2016 and was sentenced to 10 years in prison. Dramatic television productions by HBO and Hulu followed.
And Blanchard set about starting a new life from behind bars. She studied for a GED. Blanchard courted several new partners in prison, family members said, then got married.
Now, eight years after her mother’s killing, she has been released from prison. Blanchard, 32, was let out on parole Thursday morning after serving the majority of her 10-year sentence, the Missouri Department of Corrections confirmed to The Washington Post. Blanchard was released from the Chillicothe Correctional Center at 3:30 a.m. local time, according to the Missouri Department of Corrections.
In an interview with People before her release, Blanchard said she regretted her actions.
“Nobody will ever hear me say I’m glad she’s dead or I’m proud of what I did,” Blanchard told People. “I regret it every single day.”
The Missouri public defender’s office did not respond to requests for comment on the Blanchard and Godejohn cases.
In the interview with People, Blanchard offered stark details about abuse she claimed to have suffered at the hands of Clauddine. But she said her mother did not deserve to be killed.
“She was a sick woman and unfortunately I wasn’t educated enough to see that,” Blanchard told People. “She deserved to be where I am, sitting in prison doing time for criminal behavior.”
Audiences across the nation also grappled with the complexities of Blanchard’s case as her story spread. Clauddine home-schooled her daughter, monitored her internet usage and kept her in a wheelchair. Blanchard said her mother justified it by telling her that she was mentally and physically disabled, and suffered from serious medical conditions, including leukemia and muscular dystrophy.
An attorney for Blanchard said Clauddine’s deception stemmed from a case of Munchausen syndrome by proxy, a rare mental condition in which a parent imagines their child to have fictional illnesses, the Associated Press reported.
Blanchard, who authorities discovered to be healthy upon her arrest, told People that she questioned her mother’s claims about her health, but was always talked down.
“I would voice concerns, being like, ‘I really don’t feel like I need this,’ and she would get really, really upset with me and start manipulating me,” she said.
Blanchard also said that as she got older, her mother berated and struck her when they disagreed.
“I was desperate to get out of that situation,” Blanchard told People.
Blanchard found an outlet in a Christian dating site, where an online connection sparked a passionate romance — and a murder plot, prosecutors said. Blanchard and Godejohn fell in love in a “bizarre” online relationship, Godejohn’s attorney said, according to the Springfield News-Leader. In an interview with investigators, Godejohn admitted stabbing Blanchard’s mother and said Blanchard gave him gloves and a knife to carry out the killing.
“She felt it was her only way to be with me,” Godejohn told investigators, according to the newspaper.
In court, attorneys argued over the charges Blanchard and Godejohn should face. While Blanchard took a plea deal, Godejohn’s case went to trial, where defense attorneys argued that he was used by Blanchard to enact her own plan for the killing.
Blanchard testified in Godejohn’s trial, the News-Leader reported, and said she devised the plan to escape her captivity and abuse. Godejohn was convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison.
As Blanchard served her sentence, the television dramatizations of her story catapulted her to an unconventional celebrity. Family members and neighbors gave interviews. Entertainment outlets reported on Blanchard as she carved out a personal life in prison. She got engaged after meeting a suitor who reached out by mail after watching the HBO documentary about her story, then called off the wedding months later, InTouch and E! News reported.
Blanchard married a Louisiana teacher in June 2022. Of the relationship, Blanchard told People, “We’re in love.”
Another documentary, “The Prison Confessions of Gypsy Rose Blanchard,” will premiere on Lifetime in January.
Even after her case engrossed followers for years, Blanchard said her story should serve as a warning.
“I want to make sure that people in abusive relationships do not resort to murder,” she told People. “It may seem like every avenue is closed off but there is always another way.”





Man taught himself to read, then set out to read 100 books in 2023 
Oliver James kept it a secret that most of his life he couldn’t read. Now he shares his literacy progress on TikTok to inspire others.


Sydney Page
1:05PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Oliver James, 35, was functionally illiterate. He started teaching himself how to read in 2020, and has been sharing his progress on TikTok since 2022. (Courtesy of Oliver James)
Oliver James graduated from high school without knowing how to read.
“No one ever told me there was a reason to take school seriously,” said James, 35, who grew up in a low-income neighborhood in Bethlehem, Pa. “It was just a place I had to be.”
When James was in first grade, he was suspended from school. He was punished for being disobedient, and after only a week away from the classroom, “I couldn’t read like the other kids. They were so far ahead.”
That set the stage for the rest of his education, he said, and also his career prospects. Until recently, James was functionally illiterate. He could read some simple words, but not when they were strung together into lengthy sentences.
“I didn’t know how to maneuver around the world normally; I always had to do things like a person who doesn’t know how to read,” he said.
James kept jobs for only a week or two at a time, even when they required little to no reading, such as busing tables or bartending. He couldn’t read restaurant menus, street signs or text messages. He relied on voice dictation tools to get by. He felt ashamed of his inability to read, so he kept it a secret.
“I would just lie, lie, lie, lie,” said James, who had short-term jobs in hospitality, roofing and construction. He would get caught in his lies, which led him to lose jobs.
In 2020, James decided to make a change in his life. He wanted to feel more fulfilled and connected to the world. He decided he had to learn how to read. Plus, he said, he was hoping to become a father one day.
“I can’t have a kid until I read,” James remembered telling himself. “I realized, this is my time to figure out what I can do to grow.”

James started reading in 2020. (Anne Halkias)
So he picked up a book and started sounding out words.
James’s first book was I.C. Robledo’s “365 Quotes to Live Your Life By.” His partner, Anne Halkias, helped him learn the basics, and they read together every evening.
“I would read the same quote for a week.” James said. “It was really hard.”
Gradually, though, he got the hang of it. Words turned into sentences, and sentences turned into chapters. After a few months, James was reading books — starting with shorter stories, then graduating to novels — cover to cover. The more he read, the more he wanted to read. He found it therapeutic.
“There’s nothing that compares to reading,” he said, adding that he has been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder and obsessive-compulsive disorder, and that reading immediately improved his mental health. “When I couldn’t read, I couldn’t help myself.”

James with his partner, Anne Halkias. (Courtesy of Oliver James)
As his reading skills improved, James’s partner suggested he chronicle his literacy journey on social media to inspire others. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 21 percent of American adults have low literacy skills.
“Why don’t you go on the camera, and be yourself?” James recalled Halkias saying to him one day. “You should just be honest and tell the truth.”
That was powerful coming from Halkias, who did not know for a time that James could not read, because he had hidden it from her.
James took Halkias’s advice, and in 2022, he started posting on TikTok about his long-held secret.
“What’s up! I can’t read,” he candidly said in one video, having no idea how it would be received.

James reading live on TikTok. (Anne Halkias)
“It’s very uncomfortable to talk about things that the world doesn’t view as good,” he said.
Still, he opened up and shared his story publicly. He explained why he never properly learned how to read, sparing no details. The video went viral.
“When I was young, I was abused,” he said in the same TikTok. “… It was really hard for me to think about school, reading, anything that had to do with school.”

James as an elementary school student. (Courtesy of Oliver James)
James was honest about the awful treatment he faced at an elementary school for children with special needs. He struggled with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder and behavioral issues, but never got the attention he needed to succeed as a student. He bounced from school to school, as he was repeatedly kicked out for rebelling.
“I had no guidance to show me what was right and what was wrong,” said James, who was raised by a single mother. “I was a kid, but I wasn’t being treated like one.”
Shortly after he graduated from high school in 2006, a fire at his mother’s apartment left James homeless for a year. He got caught up with the wrong crowd, made some bad decisions and ended up serving a 4½-year prison sentence for weapons charges.

James in prison in his early 20s. (Courtesy of Oliver James)
“I was very ignorant,” he said. “I was a kid, so I didn’t understand the consequences of doing that type of stuff.”
After he was released from prison at age 26, he tried to get his life together. He became a personal trainer but soon realized “my passion was not in fitness,” James said, adding that his lack of literacy skills limited his ability to pursue other professions.
But as he began learning how to read — and sharing his progress with people online — James finally started to feel fulfilled. He routinely reads books live on TikTok and documents his progress, including the challenges.
“It feels like I found my purpose,” he said. “I’m finally contributing to the world.”
James is now a leading voice on “BookTok” — TikTok’s community of bibliophiles — and has amassed nearly 300,000 followers on the platform. People frequently reach out to tell him that his videos have encouraged them to learn how to read, too.
“That’s the best part of this whole journey,” said James, who received the 2023 Barbara Bush National Literacy Honors Award in October. “I went from being a person who didn’t know how to read, to a person who is now getting awards.”

James receiving the 2023 Barbara Bush National Literacy Honors Award in October. (Courtesy of Oliver James)
James is now a motivational speaker, speaking at schools and literacy organizations. He considers himself to be reading at a fifth-grade level.
At the start of the year, James vowed to read 100 books in 2023, and he is on track to meet his goal. Of the 99 books he has read so far, his favorites have been Shel Silverstein’s “The Giving Tree,” Anne Frank’s “The Diary of a Young Girl,” E.B. White’s “Charlotte’s Web” and Don Miguel Ruiz’s “The Four Agreements.”
He has read a combination of children’s books and novels, and for more challenging books, he listens to audio recordings while he reads. He has also been practicing his writing.

Through honing his reading skills, James has also learned how to write. (Anne Halkias)
James lives in Orange County, Calif., with his partner and her son, 10, as well as their 1-year-old son. He is hoping to grow his motivational speaking career, and perhaps write a book one day.
“These are things that I never thought I could do,” he said.
James is especially grateful for the small but significant joys that have come with being able to read. He delights in reading his son bedtime stories — something he always dreamed of doing.
“The world is totally different now,” James said. “It’s everything I ever wanted.”





Garland’s death-penalty record will soon include Buffalo killer decision
President Biden’s attorney general has stopped dozens of death-penalty cases he inherited, but continued two involving mass, hate-fueled killings
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Attorney General Merrick Garland visits the Tops Friendly Markets store in Buffalo, where 10 Black people were killed in a 2022 massacre. (Carolyn Thompson/AP)
The Justice Department is nearing a decision over whether to pursue the death penalty for the White gunman who slaughtered 10 Black people at a Buffalo grocery store last year, a racist attack that could lead to the first new capital prosecution authorized by Attorney General Merrick Garland.
Federal prosecutors told a judge in late November that a capital review committee — composed of senior Justice officials in Washington and prosecutors in field offices — has made a confidential recommendation to Garland’s top deputy, Lisa Monaco, ahead of a final decision from Garland.
Payton Gendron, 20, faces charges on hate crimes and weapons violations for the May 2022 massacre. He already is serving a sentence of life in prison without parole after pleading guilty to New York state murder charges. Defense attorneys said he would plead guilty to the federal counts if prosecutors forego the death penalty.
Garland’s decision is freighted with political significance over whether he believes capital punishment is a just outcome for perpetrators of the nation’s deadliest mass killings. The attorney general has echoed concerns about the death penalty from civil rights groups and Democrats, including President Biden, who say it disproportionately targets minorities and the poor.
But nearly three years into his tenure, Garland has sent conflicting signals about his stance.
Prosecutors this year took two death penalty cases Garland inherited to trial, while the attorney general has withdrawn the department’s intent to seek capital punishment in 32 others that also were filed before he took office. In 2021, he issued a moratorium on actually carrying out federal executions, which remains in place. But the Justice Department continues to aggressively fight appeals from the 40 inmates who are on federal death row.
Outside observers say Garland’s decision in the Gendron case could further clarify whether the Biden administration is closing in on defining a new “worst of the worst” standard, in which the death penalty is reserved for mass killers in an age of increasing acts of domestic terrorism. The two cases that went to trial this year, like the Buffalo case, both involved such crimes.
But death penalty critics say that continuing to pursue new capital prosecutions, and leaving dozens of others on death row, could be setting the stage for a slew of additional federal executions if Republicans win the White House in 2024.
Some of Biden’s potential GOP opponents have touted support for the death penalty and sought to cast themselves as tougher than Biden on violent crime.
The Trump administration ended a 17-year hiatus on federal executions, putting 13 prisoners to death in the final six months of Donald Trump’s term. Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis (R) signed a state law this year lowering Florida’s death penalty threshold from a unanimous jury vote to a supermajority.
“The death penalty was going away as a presidential political issue, but Trump brought it back in a big way,” said Ruth Friedman, director at the Federal Capital Habeas Project, which has defended death row inmates.
The Justice Department under Garland “has continued to defend every sentence on death row,” Friedman said. “What that means is that every case is moving closer to execution, and this administration is making it easier for another administration to come in and do another bloodbath.”
A Justice Department spokeswoman declined to comment.
Most executions take place at the state level, but death penalty opponents have pressed the Biden administration to set a federal example by curtailing capital punishment. A Gallup survey last month found 53 percent of Americans support the death penalty, but just 47 percent believe it is applied fairly, the lowest number since the polling firm began tracking the issue in 2000.
One key reason is racial disparity: Fewer than half of the 40 men on federal death row are White, according to the Death Penalty Information Center, even though 59 percent of the U.S. population is White, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. Fifteen of the death row inmates are Black, or nearly 40 percent, even though Black people make up 14 percent of the U.S. population. (Two other men, one White and one Black, have had their death sentences vacated by federal judges and are awaiting resentencing. It is unclear whether the Justice Department will continue to seek capital punishment in their cases.)
In announcing his moratorium on carrying out federal executions, Garland directed the Justice Department to review changes to death penalty protocols made by the Trump administration, a process that is ongoing. But he left in place the government’s ability to seek a death sentence.
In March, jurors split over capital punishment for Sayfullo Saipov, who killed eight people on a New York City bike path in 2017, resulting in a mandatory sentence of life in prison. In August, jurors unanimously supported a death sentence for Robert G. Bowers, a White man who fatally shot 11 people in a Pittsburgh synagogue in 2018.
“In the absence of a policy [from Biden] saying, ‘We’re not seeking death,’ DOJ is making individual judgments,” said Robert Dunham, director of the Death Penalty Policy Project at Phillips Black, a non-profit public interest legal practice, and an adjunct professor at Temple University. “They have the discretion not to do it, but as long as the death penalty remains on the table, it’s something Garland and the DOJ are considering.”
The length and scope of the Justice Department’s deliberations in Gendron’s case — which have lasted 18 months and included private consultations between the capital review committee and defense attorneys in September — suggest that at least some Justice officials involved in the process are in favor of seeking the death penalty, according to former prosecutors and attorneys for the victims’ families.
Gendron’s crimes echo the case of Dylann Roof, a White man on federal death row for the fatal shooting of nine Black parishioners at a Charleston, S.C., church in 2015. Both young adults at the time of their attacks (Roof was 21, and Gendron was 18), they were radicalized online by White supremacist propaganda and targeted Black victims in public settings.
The Obama administration’s Justice Department split over whether to seek death for Roof, with opposition from the civil rights division, then led by Vanita Gupta. She now serves as associate attorney general, the department’s third-ranking official. (Gupta announced this month that she will step down in February.)
In Roof’s case, Attorney General Loretta E. Lynch chose to move forward with a capital prosecution, stating that “the nature of the alleged crime and the resulting harm compelled this decision.” In 2021, under Garland, the Justice Department opposed an appeal from Roof’s lawyers who said he was wrongly allowed to represent himself at trial. A federal appeals court upheld Roof’s sentence, and the Supreme Court chose not to take up the case.

Sharon Risher pays respects to her mother, Ethel Lance, 70, who was one of nine victims of a mass killing at a church in Charleston, S.C. in 2015. (Joe Raedle/Getty Images)
Former federal prosecutor Nathan S. Williams, who helped prosecute Roof, said it is difficult to draw conclusions from one capital decision to another because authorities weigh so many variables: input from victims’ families, the defendants’ mental health and criminal records, and whether they have been convicted in state court and demonstrated remorse.
“It feels a lot like the most egregious cases still get the death penalty,” Williams said. “Maybe that standard is getting its own definition from this administration about what is the ‘worst of the worst.’”
The American Psychological Association last year called on U.S. lawmakers to ban capital punishment for anyone who was younger than 21 when they committed their crime, citing studies that show their brains are still developing at that stage of life. Unlike Roof, Bowers and Saipov, who were tried first in federal court, Gendron already has been convicted on state charges. Also unlike the others, he apologized to the victims’ families at his sentencing hearing in February.
Though Gendron did not offer an insanity defense in his state case, legal analysts said his lawyers are likely to raise mental health issues as a mitigating factor against the death penalty. In February, Patrick Crusius, a White man, pleaded guilty in the killing of 23 people at a Walmart in El Paso in 2019. Federal authorities supported a sentence of life in prison after medical experts concluded Crusius has serious mental deficiencies.
The emotional toll of a death penalty trial for the Buffalo community also could weigh on Garland’s decision. The victims’ families are split over whether Gendron should face the death penalty, said John Elmore, a Buffalo attorney who represents some of them.
The families have sued social media companies, body armor manufacturers and a gun shop, contending that those entities facilitated the shooting. But federal prosecutors blocked their request for access to criminal files, which some families viewed as a sign that authorities are anticipating a death penalty trial and do not want to release evidence.
“I would make a reasonable guess that the panel that made a recommendation [to Garland] would seek the death penalty,” Elmore said.
Civil rights groups have criticized the Biden administration for not taking a clearer stand against capital punishment.
During his confirmation hearing, Garland cited the exonerations of some death row prisoners and echoed concerns from civil rights groups that the death penalty has a “disparate impact on Black Americans and communities of color.”
But he said he had no regrets about his role, as a senior Justice official, in overseeing the federal prosecution of Timothy McVeigh, who was executed in 2001 for killing 168 people in the bombing of a federal building in Oklahoma City in 1995.
Garland said it is up to Congress to assess the fairness of the death penalty. The Justice Department’s review of protocol changes under Trump is focused on rules that allow lethal injections with a single drug, pentobarbital, which some medical experts have said causes undue suffering, and permit federal authorities to use alternative methods of executions in state facilities that are equipped for it.
“There is a disconnect between what Garland lays out as the big problems and big concerns with the fairness of the death penalty,” said Megan McCracken, a federal public defender. “He is absolutely right about those things. But there is a disconnect between those and what these reviews can look at. They are much more limited.”





A terminally ill fan hoped to meet Dolly Parton. She surprised him with a call.
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LeGrand Gold, who is battling Stage 4 colon cancer, talks on the phone with Dolly Parton from his bed Friday in Orem, Utah, after Parton discovered meeting her was on the terminally ill fan’s bucket list. (Photo by Alice Wills Gold)
When LeGrand Gold recently learned that his Stage 4 colon cancer had become terminal, he worried he might not complete all his bucket-list items.
About a year ago, Gold had written on a napkin 11 tasks he had long wanted to accomplish. Gold figured one of them — meeting singer Dolly Parton — would be impossible.
But after Gold’s wife, Alice, posted his wish on social media this month, Gold awoke to a call from an unfamiliar phone number Friday at his Utah home.
Video: Long-time Dolly Parton fan LeGrand Gold, who is battling Stage 4 terminal colon cancer, received a call from the singer on Dec. 22 at their Orem, Utah home. (Video: Alice Wills Gold)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/national/dolly-parton-surprises-terminally-ill-fan-with-phone-call/2023/12/28/f9087325-2c8a-465c-8ca3-1532c2fdb86e_video.html
“Hey, LG,” Parton told Gold over the phone, according to a recording Alice provided. “It’s Dolly P.”
Gold, 48, was shocked to hear the voice of one of his favorite musicians. After they spoke for about four minutes, Parton changed the lyrics to her famous song “I Will Always Love You.”
“I will always love LG,” she sang, using Gold’s nickname.
Gold, who’s expected to live two to 12 more months, told The Washington Post that Parton’s call “meant a lot.”
“It’s an incredible story to tell people,” Gold said, “because everybody loves Dolly.”
Growing up in Kingsport, Tenn., — the same state Parton is from — Gold said he couldn’t remember a time he didn’t listen to Parton. His mother, Faye, often played Parton’s records and tapes. His favorite songs were “Mule Skinner Blues (Blue Yodel No. 8)” — he enjoyed listening to Parton yodel — and “Joshua.”
Gold moved to Knoxville, Tenn., in 2003 to raise a family and earn a law degree from the University of Tennessee. His children enjoyed visiting Dollywood, a Tennessee theme park that Parton co-owns. They also participated in Parton’s Imagination Library, a program that sends free books to children every month.
Even after Gold and his family moved to Orem, Utah, in 2011, they set up a speaker system in their kitchen, where they listened to Parton.
Gold said he was diagnosed with Stage 4 colon cancer in November 2021. He said listening to Parton helped lift his mood through chemotherapy, but he was still exhausted and discouraged.
In December 2022, Gold was eating a Denver omelet at a Lindon, Utah, diner when Alice handed him a napkin and a black marker.
“What do you want to accomplish before you die?” Gold recalled Alice asking.

LeGrand Gold's bucket list included meeting singer Dolly Parton. (Alice Wills Gold)
Gold titled the list “LG’s List of Living” and began completing some tasks a few months later. He watched TNT’s “Inside the NBA” live in Salt Lake City in February, visited Las Vegas for a college basketball tournament in March and attended singer Natalie Merchant’s concert in Chicago in May.
Meanwhile, Gold’s cancer had spread to his liver, and by November, to other parts of his body. On Nov. 21, Gold said that doctors told him that treatment was futile.
Hoping to help her husband finish his bucket-list tasks, Alice took to social media earlier this month. She used hashtags “#lgslistofliving” and “#desperatelyseekingdolly” and asked her followers for assistance connecting with Parton.
“Dolly, if this makes it to you, from one grateful and devoted wife to another, a one-minute phone call or Zoom call would be a life-ending highlight for my giant gentle kind and gracious husband,” Alice wrote on Instagram on Dec. 20.
Gold said that one of his friends from Knoxville, who had worked in the music industry, sent Parton’s management team Gold and Alice’s contact information. Parton’s publicist did not respond to a request for comment Wednesday night.
On Friday, Gold heard Alice’s phone ringing around 9:30 a.m. from a number that began with 615 — Nashville’s area code. They were expecting one of Parton’s managers to call, but they were surprised when they heard Parton say hello. Gold, who was groggy from his medicine and just waking up, said adrenaline rushed through him as his eyes popped open.
“I’m just happy to know that I’ve touched your life in some way, so thank you for honoring me with that,” Parton, 77, told Gold.
Gold and Alice told Parton about the ways she had affected their family. As they were finishing the conversation, Parton said: “Just know that I will always love you.”
Parton paused for a few seconds before adding: “I should’ve sung that.”
She then sang “I Will Always Love You,” with the revised final lyric. Gold laughed in his bed.
Gold still has a few unfinished bucket-list items — building a man cave, attending a March Madness game, cruising to Alaska and riding an electric bike. But he said he’ll always remember Parton’s serenade.
“That might become my new No. 1 song,” Gold told The Post.
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In reversal, U.S. to heighten efforts to collect billions in unpaid covid loans
The Biden administration will try to recover an estimated $30 billion in unpaid loans made to small businesses during the pandemic, months after federal watchdogs said the lenient approach risked violating the law.
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A sign posted on a closed store in North Miami, on April 23, 2020. (Wilfredo Lee/AP)
The Biden administration plans to more aggressively pursue thousands of small businesses with past-due pandemic loans, reversing an earlier policy that saw the U.S. government stop short in its efforts to collect an estimated $30 billion in delinquent debt.
The new approach, announced Thursday, arrives months after federal watchdogs and congressional lawmakers first blasted the administration for its leniency, warning that the government risked breaking the law — and exacerbating its losses — if it didn’t try harder to get the money back.
At the height of the coronavirus pandemic, Congress created two generous stimulus programs to help cash-starved firms stay afloat: the Covid-19 Economic Injury Disaster Loan, known as EIDL, and the Paycheck Protection Program, or
PPP. Over their life span, the lending initiatives provided more than $1 trillion in assistance to companies large and small, helping to blunt the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression.
Congress allowed borrowers to request their PPP loans be forgiven, while those who obtained aid under EIDL were supposed to repay the money. Before most of those EIDL bills became due, however, the Small Business Administration enacted a policy in April 2022 to forgo some collection activities on past-due loans of $100,000 or less, The Washington Post first reported earlier this year.
Explaining its policy, SBA officials said at the time it would have cost too much money to refer each delinquent loan to the Treasury Department, which can impose the toughest punishments on late borrowers, including wage garnishment. But the rationale troubled the agency’s inspector general, Hannibal “Mike” Ware, whose office in September warned that the SBA policy “could incentivize other COVID-19 EIDL recipients to stop paying on their loans.”
In its investigation, the watchdog estimated that there were about $62 billion in past-due EIDL loans worth $100,000 or less as of this March. Earlier, the inspector general found an additional $1.1 billion in unpaid PPP loans that the government had charged off as a loss and never referred to the Treasury Department for collection activities.
By its own measurement, the SBA on Thursday estimated there are about $30 billion in PPP and EIDL loans worth up to $100,000 that could be subject to the stiffer sanctions next year. The potentially staggering loss amounts to about 2.5 percent of those programs’ total portfolios, the agency said.
“The Small Business Administration constantly assesses the implementation of its programs and makes data-driven decisions to ensure the agency remains a responsible steward of taxpayer money in supporting America’s 33.5 million small businesses,” a spokesperson said in a statement.
“The SBA’s long-standing policy is to use all cost-effective methods to collect on all pandemic-era loans as required by law,” the agency added, “and we will refer PPP and COVID EIDL loans less than $100,000 to Treasury in accordance with a recent, updated analysis demonstrating that this final collection step will be cost effective for the government.”
The new policy is unlikely to assuage some Republicans on Capitol Hill, who have previously castigated the agency for its handling of the EIDL and PPP programs, which began under former president Donald Trump. Rep. Roger Williams (R-Tex.), the chairman of the House Small Business Committee, threatened to subpoena the SBA earlier this year for records related to its repayment policies.
The dispute underscores the unique and expensive challenges that plague SBA more than three years after Congress tasked the agency to manage an aid portfolio that was larger than its annual budget. Its generosity and haste early in the pandemic may have saved millions of small businesses, but it also came at a steep cost to federal taxpayers, with losses from fraud alone that may now exceed $200 billion.
That figure does not include borrowers who have fallen behind on their bills by 30 days or more, either as a result of economic hardship or negligence. Under a 1996 federal law, the SBA is supposed to take aggressive action to pursue these debts — or demonstrate that it would be prohibitively expensive for the government to do so. The agency adopted the latter approach with PPP and EIDL last April, concluding in an analysis later that year that a full federal crackdown would result in a net loss for the government, according to SBA.
Before revising its policy, the SBA opted to place 75.2 million phone calls as well as send 7 million emails and 1.6 million letters to the recipients of smaller EIDL loans that fell behind on their bills, the agency said Thursday. It also put delinquent businesses on an official list that prohibits them from obtaining federal loans and other related aid in the future. And SBA reported the late debts to credit-ratings bureaus, though federal watchdogs later found that the government had failed to do so in a timely, appropriate way.
Starting next year, SBA plans to refer pandemic borrowers in default to the Treasury Department after a 60-day grace period that will end in early March. The agency has the power to levy the harshest of sanctions, and it can retain a portion of a taxpayer’s refund or deduct amounts from other federal aid just to recover unpaid government debt.
The SBA previously considered other approaches to manage its beleaguered EIDL portfolio, at one point hiring an outside consultant that later recommended the agency sell its fuller stable of loans in a bid to minimize its losses. But the agency ultimately opted against that idea, according to its inspector general, which raised the prospect in a September report that the SBA “risks” violating the law by not trying to collect the debts.





BlendJet recalls almost 5 million blenders on concerns over fire, blades
Hundreds of injuries, including dozens of burns and one laceration, have been attributed to the BlendJet 2 portable blender, the CPSC said 


Eli Tan
10:01PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

The BlendJet 2 devices being recalled were sold between October 2020 and November 2023. (U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission)
BlendJet is recalling 4.9 million of its portable blenders after broken metal blades and spontaneous fires injured hundreds of its customers.
The BlendJet 2 devices, sold in the United States and Canada at Costco, Walmart, Target and through BlendJet’s online store, have caused 329 reported injuries, including 49 burns and one laceration, according to a notice posted Thursday on the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission’s website. Fires and overheating by the devices have caused $150,000 worth of property damages, the commission said.
The China-manufactured blenders were sold between October 2020 and November 2023, retailing for $50 to $70, according to the commission. BlendJet is based in Benicia, Calif.
BlendJet did not immediately respond to The Washington Post’s request for comment.
Customers can contact the company for a free replacement, according to BlendJet’s website. Owners of the blenders can enter their devices’ serial numbers on the company’s site to see whether they’re part of the recall.
“You should immediately stop using your BlendJet 2 until you verify if your product is recalled,” the company said.
A report by Consumer Reports raised safety concerns about the blender in August, though it wasn’t recalled until Thursday. In one complaint filed to the Consumer Product Safety Commission on Aug. 18, a BlendJet customer reported that “the blade in the portable mini blender broke off and almost became part of the morning breakfast.”
BlendJet 2 blenders that are currently for sale are not subject to the recall, the company said.





Is climate-friendly flying possible? Biden administration places a big wager.
Billions of dollars in new tax credits aim to cut jet emissions -- but experts worry the benefits are exaggerated
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A Virgin Atlantic Boeing 787 departs London's Heathrow airport en route to completing the first 100 percent sustainable aviation fuel transatlantic flight, to John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York. (Peter Nicholls/Reuters)
The Biden administration on Friday unveiled the framework of its plan for achieving one of the most elusive goals in the fight against global warming: making jet travel more climate-friendly.
The proposal calls for giving subsidies to support the development of “sustainable aviation fuels,” capable of powering jet engines from agricultural products. Examples of such fuels include biofuels engineered out of soybeans, diesel made with animal fat and conventional types of ethanol.
Senior White House officials said the program would make the airline industry cleaner while bringing prosperity to rural America.
But environmental groups and some scientists expressed reservations about
the plan, which would award subsidies based on a scientific model that has previously been used to justify incentives for corn-based ethanol. Studies have found the gasoline additive
is exacerbating climate change.
The new tax credits, created through President Biden’s signature climate law, are meant to spur production of jet fuels that create no more than half the emissions of the petroleum-based product. Each gallon of such fuel qualifies for a tax credit up to $1.75 per gallon.
“The concern is they will end up subsidizing fuels that take an enormous amount of land to produce,” said Tim Searchinger, a senior research scholar at Princeton University. In addition to corn-based ethanol, he said, the new subsidy could spur massive new production of biofuels made from vegetable oil, with farmland currently being used to grow food replaced with crops harvested for jet fuel production.
That, in turn, could unleash more deforestation around the world as land is cleared to backfill food production displaced in the United States, Searchinger said.
Administration officials said on a call with reporters Thursday that they are carefully weighing such concerns. Agencies are in the process of updating the scientific model for gauging climate friendliness of jet fuels, they said, and it will be revised to factor in the emissions impact of cropland converted from food to fuel production. Federal agencies plan to complete their revisions by March 1.
“The sustainable aviation fuel industry is a potential 36 billion gallon industry that for all intents and purposes is just getting started,” Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack said on the call. “This is a big, big deal.”
The announcement thrusts
the complicated politics of ethanol and biofuels into an election year. Subsidies for such products are hugely popular in some Midwestern swing states, and industry players are lobbying for maximum flexibility in what products could qualify for the new jet fuel subsidies.
Vilsack said the administration is eager to make eligible as many fuels derived from agricultural products as possible, including those made using nascent technologies such as “climate smart” agriculture and machinery to capture and store emissions. The effectiveness of such technologies is in dispute among scientists and climate economists.
“There are some who argue that when discerning the climate benefits of your fuel you should be allowed to take credit for carbon a crop absorbs and deposits into the soil,” said Mark Brownstein, a senior vice president overseeing energy transition work at the Environmental Defense Fund. “In theory, that make sense. But it turns out it is very hard in practice to document whether that is happening and the degree to which the carbon stays permanently stored in the ground.”
Jet travel is one of the most vexing climate problems. While it accounts for only 2 percent of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions, it is among the most stubborn of any sector. Those emissions are on the rise as the travel industry recovers from the impacts of the covid-19 pandemic.
Unlike automobiles, jumbo jets cannot run on batteries. The immense amount of energy they consume makes electrification possible only for small planes making short trips. So the industry has turned to jet fuels that can run existing engines but release fewer emissions when burned. These products, which are typically mixed with traditional jet fuel, are marketed as “sustainable aviation fuel.”
Last month, Virgin Atlantic made the first transatlantic flight powered entirely by sustainable aviation fuel. A company news release claimed the flight’s lifecycle carbon emissions were 70 percent lower than a flight powered by petroleum-based jet fuel.
But sustainable aviation fuel accounts for less than 1 percent of the jet fuel burned in the world. At the moment, much of it is made with waste products such as animal fats or french fry grease. But the supply of such feedstocks will be exhausted quickly as airlines shift away from petroleum to meet their climate targets.
The United States and other countries are scrambling to ramp up production of low-carbon jet fuels that can be produced on a larger scale, aiming not just to meet climate goals, but also to become dominant players in a fledgling industry with huge growth potential. Vilsack said there is a need for 36 billion gallons of the fuel, which is more than twice the amount of corn-based ethanol the United States produces annually. This new industry, he said, will support 400,000 jobs.
“You can do the math,” Vilsack said. “This is a tremendous opportunity.”





Here’s where workers were laid off in 2023
We tracked layoffs in 2023 as companies cut jobs and workers. Here’s which industries were hit the hardest. 
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(Washington Post illustration; iStock)
A flurry of layoffs at the beginning of 2023 came amid panic that the U.S. economy was in for a painful downturn. But then an unexpected thing happened: the prominent layoffs petered out.
A surge of economic activity, particularly in the second half of the year, helped stabilize the labor market and protect millions of American jobs. There were still plenty of job cuts in certain pockets of the economy, but many economists say the situation could have been much worse.
“We’ve seen that a lot of companies have been choosing to pull back on hiring," rather than conduct layoffs, said Cory Stahle, an economist at job searching site Indeed.
Some of the most prominent cuts occurred in late 2022 and the first months of this year in the tech and media sectors: Microsoft, Amazon, Salesforce, HP, and the parent companies of Google and Facebook all cut several thousand workers.
Despite the cuts, the U.S. job market has remained remarkably strong throughout the year, most recently adding 199,000 jobs in November, slower but solid growth that lowered the unemployment rate to 3.7 percent. In further signs of the economy’s resilience, inflation has dropped to 3.1 percent, from 2022′s peak of 9.1, and the economy grew at a blockbuster pace last quarter.
Because of high interest rates and the cost of capital, many companies are still remaining cautious on spending. But as 2024 begins, layoffs have become more measured, said Aaron Terrazas, chief economist at the employment website Glassdoor.
“Layoffs continue to trickle in, but the tone of them has changed,” he said. “The motivation was general economic fear early in the year. Now they’re certainly more surgical.”
From Google to Goldman Sachs, here’s a look back at notable layoffs since late 2022.
1. Technology
Accenture
The consulting firm Accenture in late March said it planned to cut 2.5 percent of its workforce, roughly 19,000 jobs, after lowering its annual revenue and profit projections. The company had expected revenue growth of between 8 and 11 percent, but it revised that forecast down to between 8 and 10 percent. The company wrote in a securities filing that it expects more than half of the layoffs to occur among employees in “nonbillable corporate functions.”
Alphabet
Google’s parent company, Alphabet, is cutting about 12,000 jobs, CEO Sundar Pichai said in January. He said that the job cuts — estimated to be 6 percent of the workforce —
will occur across the company
and that the decision came after a “rigorous review.”
Alphabet nodded to the tremendous growth the company experienced over the past two years,
but demand has waned with the return to in-person life
and with interest rate increases, which have made borrowing more expensive.
Pichai said that the company had hired to meet the prior surge but that the economic reality the company faces now is far different.
Amazon
The Seattle-based e-commerce giant announced in November 2022 plans to slash roughly 10,000 corporate jobs — many from its human resources, devices and retail divisions — and raised that total to 18,000 in January. In March, Amazon said it planned to lay off an additional 9,000 workers, citing an “uncertain economy.” (Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post, and the newspaper’s interim CEO, Patty Stonesifer, sits on Amazon’s board.)
Apple
Bloomberg reported in April that Apple planned to lay off a small number employees from its retail teams, which are responsible for the construction and upkeep of the company’s global retail stores, citing sources familiar with the plans. At the time, Apple had been the only tech giant to not announce major cuts to its workforce. Still, it is pulling back in some areas, including by trimming contractors such as engineers, recruiters and security guards, according to Bloomberg.
Coinbase
In January, the cryptocurrency exchange announced that it was eliminating 950 jobs in an effort to reduce operating expenses. In a blog post, chief executive Brian Armstrong wrote that the cuts come as the industry “trended downward along with the broader macroeconomy” in 2022.
Dell
In February, the PC maker is shedding about 5 percent of its workforce, or around 6,650 positions,. Plunging demand for personal computers has forced the company to enact a broader cost-cutting program that also includes a hiring freeze and a pullback on travel. “What we know is market conditions continue to erode with an uncertain future,” Dell Vice Chairman Jeff Clarke told employees, according to a Feb. 6 SEC filing.
DocuSign
In February, the e-signature company announced plans to lay off about 10 percent of its workforce as part of a broader restructuring. An earlier round of layoffs affected about 9 percent of the company, according to CNBC, which reported on Feb. 16 that the latest cuts will bring DocuSign’s head count to around 700.
DoorDash
Swollen by pandemic hiring, the food delivery company in November 2022 shed 1,250 corporate jobs, about 6 percent of its workforce. Chief executive Tony Xu said in a note to employees that company leaders were “not as rigorous as we should have been in managing our team growth,” as the company’s revenue growth was eclipsed by operating expenses.
Dropbox
The cloud storage and software firm said April 27 that it would lay off 500 employees, about 16 percent of the company. Chief executive Drew Houston wrote in a staff memo that Dropbox’s growth had slowed as a result of the larger economic downturn even though the company remains profitable. He also wrote that the company will be increasing its investment in artificial intelligence and needs to reorganize its staffing to prioritize those skills.
Ericsson
In February,
CNN reported that the telecommunications giant plans to cut a total of 8,500 positions, or 8 percent of its workforce, by the end of 2023. The company experienced lower-than-expected fourth-quarter earnings as equipment sales slowed in the United States, according to Reuters.
Etsy
The online market platform announced Dec. 13, that it was cutting 225 employees, or 11 percent of its staff. Josh Silverman, Etsy’s chief executive, blamed a “very challenging macro and competitive environment,” as well as lagging sales and growing employee expenses. “This is ultimately not a sustainable trajectory and we must change it,” he said in a blog post.
Grubhub
In June, the food delivery platform
said it would lay
off approximately 400 employees, or about 15 percent of its workforce, according to a message sent to company workers. The company’s operating costs have risen faster than revenue, CEO Howard Migdal wrote in his message.
HP
The computer giant said in November 2022 that it would trim 4,000 to 6,000 workers by the end of 2025 in an effort to reduce costs. The announcement came after HP reported an 11.2 percent drop in fourth-quarter revenue compared with the same period in 2021; full-year sales dipped 0.8 percent.
IBM
The technology company announced plans in January to cut around 3,900 positions, or about 1.5 percent of its global workforce. IBM said the cuts were related to earlier divestitures of its Kyndryl and Watson Health businesses, although those moves took place long before the job cuts were announced in late January.
Indeed
The job-searching company announced in March that it would lay off 2,200 people, or 15 percent of its staff. In a March 22 memo to staff, chief executive Chris Hyams cited a decline in U.S. job openings, which he predicted would fall even further in the next few years. “With future job openings at or below pre-pandemic levels, our organization is simply too big for what lies ahead,” added Hyams, who said he’d take a 25 percent cut in base pay.
Kraken
The cryptocurrency exchange said in a November 2022 blog post that it would slash 30 percent of its payroll, or 1,100 workers, to “adapt to current market conditions.” The industry experienced a dramatic downturn in 2022, erasing billions of dollars of investments.
LinkedIn
The Microsoft-owned networking platform said Oct. 16 that it would lay off 668 employees as part of an ongoing reorganization, according to a company announcement. In May, the company laid off 716 employees as part of a phaseout of the company’s China-based local jobs app, InCareer, according to a public letter from chief executive Ryan Roslansky.
Lyft
The ride-share giant announced April 27 that it would lay off more than a quarter of its workforce, or 1,072 employees, according to a regulatory filing. It will also eliminate 250 vacant positions. The separations will cost Lyft as much as $47 million in severance payments, the company said.
Meta
In November 2022,
the parent company of Facebook and Instagram announced plans to cut 11,000 jobs, or 13 percent of its workforce, in an effort to rein in expenses and focus on transforming its advertising business. The cuts underscored a tumultuous new period in Silicon Valley, whose tech giants have been long regarded as recession-proof. Mark Zuckerberg, the company’s founder, has said declines in online shopping and advertising competition led to a decline in revenue. His company has also bet big on a push to create a virtual world often called the metaverse. In March, Zuckerberg announced that an additional 10,000 workers would be cut.
Microsoft
In January, Microsoft said it planned to lay off 10,000 employees, the company said it was part of a restructuring plan to focus on areas of growth and brace the company for an economic downturn.
PayPal
In January, online payment company PayPal said it will lay off 2,000 employees, or about 7 percent of its global workforce. In a memo to staff published to the company’s website, chief executive Dan Schulman said PayPal had made significant progress in addressing “the challenging macroeconomic environment” but added that the company has “more work to do,” as it restructures and focuses on core priorities.
Roku
In March, the streaming media device company said it planned to cut about 6 percent of its workforce, or about 200 employees, according to a March 29 filing. The company said the layoffs are part of a restructuring plan designed to reduce operating expenses and prioritize projects that may offer a “higher return on investment.” The company also shed 200 employees in November 2022, citing the “current economic conditions in our industry.”
Salesforce
The cloud-computing giant — whose products include the popular workplace chat system Slack, as well as tools for sales, marketing and customer service — announced in January cost-cutting plans that include shedding 10 percent of its workforce. Salesforce has more than 79,000 employees, meaning the layoffs affected
nearly 8,000 people. Co-chief executive Marc Benioff said the company hired too many people when its sales surged during the pandemic. In September, Benioff told Bloomberg the company planned to hire about 3,300
SAP
According to a January earnings report, the European software giant announced plans to eliminate 2,800 employees, or 2.5 percent of its workforce, citing a “targeted restructuring” and plans to “strengthen its core business and improve overall process efficiency.”
Shopify
Shopify said it would cut about 20 percent of its staff in May.
Spotify
On Dec. 4, the music streaming company announced plans to lay off 17 percent of its staff — its third round of layoffs this year — citing slower economic growth and more expensive capital. Chief executive Daniel Ek said there is a need to ensure the company is “right-sized for the challenges ahead.”
This came after Spotify announced cuts in June and January. First that it would slash 6 percent of its workforce, citing the “need to become more efficient” and over-hiring during the pandemic. “I take full accountability for the moves that got us here today,” Ek wrote in a blog post, which also discussed reorganization plans. And later, an additional 200 jobs would be cut as it makes changes to its podcast strategy.
Stripe
Online payment company Stripe said in November 2022 that it would cut
14 percent of its workforce. In a memo to staff in November, the company said the 1,100 job cuts will return Stripe’s head count to almost what it was in February 2022.
T-Mobile
The wireless service giant
announced plans to lay off 5,000 workers, or just under 7 percent of its U.S. workforce, according to letter sent to employees Aug. 24. The cuts come amid a larger cost-saving plan to improve the company’s efficiency as it faces heightened competition, chief executive Mike Sievert said in the message. Earlier this year, T-Mobile agreed to acquire Mint Mobile, the cell carrier backed by actor Ryan Reynolds, for $1.35 billion.
Twilio
The San Francisco-based communications technology firm announced on Feb. 13 that it would be laying off 17 percent of its workforce. That’s 1,500 jobs based on Twilio’s September 2022 head count of roughly 9,000 people, according to an SEC filing. Executives said the cuts were part of a broader restructuring plan designed to shift the company toward greater profitability.
Unity Software
In May, Unity, which makes a software platform widely used in mobile and virtual reality games, said it planned to lay off 600 people, according to a SEC filing. The layoffs cover about 8 percent of the company’s workforce.
Vimeo
Video-streaming company Vimeo said in early January that it would lay off about 11 percent of its staff, or about 140 people, “due to the uncertain economic environment.”
X
Soon after Elon Musk acquired the San Francisco-based social media company formerly known as Twitter in October 2022, he fired much of the company’s top brass and laid off roughly half of its 7,500 workers. Hundreds more workers departed the next month, after refusing to sign a pledge to work longer hours, The Washington Post reported. It laid off another 200 people on Feb. 25, according to the New York Times.
Zoom
The videoconference company said in February that it would lay off 15 percent of its workforce, or 1,300 workers — and its chief executive, Eric Yuan, said he’d take a 98 percent pay cut. Yuan said the company had not assessed whether it was growing sustainably as its product became ubiquitous during pandemic lockdowns and business skyrocketed. Now that much of the world has returned to in-person life, some consumers have “Zoom fatigue” — and the company’s shares have plummeted.
2. Media
BuzzFeed
In a staff memo on April 20, BuzzFeed CEO Jonah Peretti said the company will lay off 15 percent of the company and begin shuttering BuzzFeed News, a Pulitzer Prize-winning online publication that was started in 2011 as an adjunct to the primary BuzzFeed site, which specializes in listicles about celebrities and popular culture.
Disney
The entertainment behemoth announced in February that it planned to cut around 7,000 jobs in a sweeping effort to save $5.5 billion. The reductions came only months after Bob Iger, who led Disney through its golden age, returned to the company, promising big changes. In announcing the cuts, Iger said Disney is “committed to running our businesses more efficiently, especially in a challenging economic environment.”
The Los Angeles Times
On June 7, the Los Angeles Times announced it would shed 74 positions, or 13 percent of its newsroom staff. In a note to employees, Executive Editor Kevin Merida said the decision was “made more urgent by the economic climate and the unique challenges of our industry.”
News Corp
In February, Reuters reported Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp would be reducing its workforce by 5 percent, or about 1,250 jobs. The media giant that publishes the Wall Street Journal posted a 10.6 percent decline in advertising revenue, part of an industry-wide slump accompanying higher interest rates. It also incurred $6 million in one-time costs because of a scrapped merger with Fox Corp.
NPR
Facing a $30 million shortfall, the radio broadcaster announced in February that it planned to lay off about 10 percent of its staff, or roughly 100 people. In a memo to staff, CEO John Lansing said the broadcasting company was experiencing a decline in advertising revenue, especially in podcasting. He also noted the tough environment for the media industry in general.
Vox Media
Vox Media, the company behind New York Magazine, the Verge and Vox, is cutting about 7 percent of its staff, the company said on Jan. 20. Chief executive Jim Bankoff said in a note to staff that cuts would affect multiple teams throughout the company, affecting about 130 people.
The Washington Post
The Washington Post laid off 20 of its 2,500 employees in January. The move follows action taken in 2022 to shutter The Post’s Sunday magazine and lay off 11 newsroom employees.
Yahoo
The media and technology company said in February that it planned to lay off 20 percent of its workforce as it embarked on a restructuring plan that would impact its advertising unit. Chief executive Jim Lanzone told Axios that the cuts were strategic and not financial. In 2021, the private-equity firm Apollo Global Management acquired Yahoo and AOL in a $5 billion deal with Verizon.
3. Finance
Goldman Sachs
The investment bank started shedding as many as 3,200 jobs in early January following a slump in dealmaking in 2022. As with other Wall Street banks, Goldman’s employees expected a drop in annual bonuses, according to the New York Times, and getting no bonus at all can be taken as a sign to leave.
The investment bank’s cuts will go well beyond a ritual year-end culling of underperformers, according to multiple news outlets. Goldman’s head count would still be higher than it was going into the pandemic, the Wall Street Journal reported, noting it was roughly 49,000 compared with 38,000 in 2019.
Morgan Stanley
In December 2022, the investment bank trimmed about 1,600 workers, or 2 percent of its workforce, CNBC reported. The cuts appeared to be part of a tradition among Morgan Stanley and its peers to cut a percentage of low performers at year’s end — a practice that had been suspended during the pandemic. But the following May, the bank started discussions about a new round of layoffs totaling some 3,000 workers, according to multiple news outlets including Bloomberg News.
The bank had seen its head count grow roughly 34 percent since early 2020, partly as a result of two acquisitions. By the end of 2022, inflation had cut into the bank’s dealmaking, according to Reuters, putting pressure on investment banks that earned record profits a year earlier from consulting on mergers, acquisitions and IPOs.
4. Manufacturing, retail and other industries
3M
3M said in January it
would cut 2,500 manufacturing jobs after the company reported rapid declines in its consumer-facing markets, including slowing demand for disposable respirators and covid-related disruptions in China. The company said the cuts are part of a strategy to address slower-than-expected growth, as it adjusts its manufacturing output. The layoffs will affect about 3 percent of 3M’s workforce.
“We expect macroeconomic challenges to persist in 2023,” chief executive Mike Roman said.
Anheuser-Busch InBev
The parent company of Bud Light announced July 27 that it would shed 350 corporate positions, or less than 2 percent of its U.S. workforce, as a boycott continues to weigh on its bottom line. Bud Light had long reigned as the country’s most popular beer, but sales have sagged since March when a marketing campaign featuring transgender influencer Dylan Mulvaney upset some conservatives and led to a boycott. Anheuser-Busch InBev distanced itself from the ads amid the uproar, leading some liberals to eschew the brew, too.
Boeing
In February, a Boeing spokesman confirmed that the Arlington, Va.-based aerospace giant said it
plans to shed roughly 2,000 non-unionized jobs, primarily in the company’s human resources and finance divisions. The spokesman emphasized that the company plans to hire about 10,000 people throughout 2023, following 15,000 hires the year before.
“We expect lower staffing within some corporate support functions so that we can focus our resources in engineering and manufacturing and directly supporting our products, services and technology development efforts,” the spokesman said.
CVS Health
The pharmacy, insurance provider and retailer said in August it would cut 5,000 corporate jobs, a spokesperson told The Post, as part of a larger cost savings plan. The company does not expect any impacts to its pharmacy operations, 1,100 walk-in clinics or 9,000 retail locations. Earlier this year, it completed acquisitions of Oak Street Health, which operates primary-care clinics for elderly patients, and Signify Health, a home-heath-care provider.
Deloitte
The Financial Times reported on April 21 that Deloitte plans to cut around 1,200 jobs as part of a broader restructuring, citing internal employee communications.
Dow
The chemical company announced in late January that it planned to reduce its workforce by 2,000, or about 5.5 percent, as it seeks to save $1 billion in 2023. The plans also include closing down certain company assets and “aligning spending levels to the macroeconomic environment.”
Jim Fitterling, Dow’s chairman and chief executive, said those actions would allow the company to navigate “macro uncertainties and challenging energy markets, particularly in Europe.”
Ford
Redirecting its focus on electric vehicles and their batteries, Ford in August let go about 3,000 white-collar contract employees, according to the Wall Street Journal. It represented a 1 percent reduction in Ford’s 183,000-person workforce and mainly affected workers in the United States, Canada and India, according to the Journal. On Feb. 14, the automaker announced plans to cut 3,800 jobs in Europe, while expanding battery production operations in Michigan as part of a broader transition toward electric vehicles. And in late June, the Wall Street Journal reported that Ford cut another 1,000 white-collar employees in the United States and Canada as part of a broader cost-cutting strategy.
Gap
The parent company of Gap, Banana Republic, Old Navy and Athleta announced April 27 that it would eliminate 1,800 leadership roles at its headquarters and stores as part of a plan for “simplifying and optimizing our operating model.” The move will save the company $300 million annually, interim chief executive Bob Martin said in a statement.
Hasbro
The toy and entertainment giant announced on Jan. 26 that it would eliminate 15 percent of its global workforce amid broader organizational changes designed to yield $250 million to $300 million in savings by the end of 2025. Hasbro’s consumer products division “underperformed in the fourth quarter against the backdrop of a challenging holiday consumer environment,” CEO Chris Cocks said in a news release.
H&M
The world’s second-largest fashion retailer, based in Sweden, said in November 2022 that it would cut 1,500 positions, about 1 percent of its workforce. The move was part of a $177 million effort to cut costs amid surging inflation in Europe tied to the war in Ukraine, Reuters reported. Compounding the retailer’s woes were disappointing third-quarter results as it struggled to keep up with Inditex, the owner of Zara.
Novavax
The vaccine manufacturer said in May that it planned to lay off about 25 percent of its global workforce, while also consolidating facilities and infrastructure, the company announced as part of its quarterly earnings report. That would translate to just under 500 jobs based on the company’s head count on Feb. 21, the most recent figure available in regulatory filings.
Tyson Foods
The major food producer said on April 26 that it will eliminate roughly 10 percent of its corporate workforce and 15 percent of senior leadership roles. The cuts are likely to amount to hundreds of workers; the company had 6,000 U.S. corporate employees as of Oct. 1, 2022 Reuters reported, and 118,000 in other facilities nationwide, including meatpacking plants. Tyson has already shed some corporate jobs. In October, it centralized its corporate workforce at its headquarters in Arkansas, leading some workers to leave the company.





Red Sea attacks could raise prices for U.S. consumers


Eli Tan
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A Mediterranean Shipping Company container ship crosses the Suez Canal toward the Red Sea in Ismailia, Egypt, on Dec. 22. (Mohamed Hossam/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)
Attacks on Red Sea shipping might raise prices for consumers because cargo carriers take
longer routes to avoid dangerous waters for now.
Iran-backed Houthi rebels in Yemen first struck cargo ships with drones and missiles this month, in what they claim is retaliation for Israel’s actions in the Gaza war. The disruptions caused shipping giants Maersk, CMA CGM and COSCO to reroute shipments around the Cape of Good Hope in South Africa, maneuvers that are increasingly costly to shippers and consumers.
As of Tuesday, shipping carriers expect most services to avoid the Red Sea through China’s Lunar New Year festival, said Ryan Petersen, CEO of Flexport, a logistics technology company. The two weeks leading up to the celebrations is a peak period for shippers, who rush to deliver goods before the holiday, which starts Feb. 10.
Experts say the costs of rerouting vessels around South Africa or through the Panama Canal will increase prices for consumer goods shipped from Asia to the U.S. East Coast.
“It’s about an 8 percent longer journey, which is going to drive prices up quite a bit for ocean freight — that’s a material impact on prices for the goods themselves,” Petersen said. The rising costs will affect the price of “most of the stuff that you see in all the stores,” other than food, raw materials, and energy, he added.
Tucked between two continents and bordering 10 countries — six in Africa and four in the Middle East — around 12 percent of all global trade passes through the Red Sea and Suez Canal, according to the U.S. Naval Institute. It’s also an especially important passageway for fuel tankers.

Map shows shipping lanes around Africa.
Wholesalers and retailers will still bear some of the increased shipping costs, especially on items with tight profit margins and competitive pricing, as well as goods that will no longer be in season, according to George Kochanowski and Richard Danderline, CEO and chief financial officer of Staxxon, a company that makes shipping containers.
“You can’t sell Valentine’s Day cards on St. Patrick’s Day,” Kochanowski said.
While the most immediate effect of the conflict is on the shippers that have to reroute from the Red Sea, the added traffic to other passages “will ultimately metastasize to the entire world,” said Danderline.
Shippers expect the congestion in the Panama Canal, for instance, to grow worse the longer the conflict continues. It also precedes an important season for industry between March and May, when shipping companies tend to sign annual contracts.

Vessels wait to cross through the Panama Canal on Dec. 17. (Roberto Cisneros/Reuters)
To protect cargo ships in the Red Sea region, U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin last week announced the launch of Operation Prosperity Guardian, a maritime security force with units from 20 countries.
The industry has welcomed the security of the coalition but continues to cautiously reroute its shipments, satellite data shows. As of Tuesday, 290 vessels had either diverted or planned to divert from the conflict zone, according to data compiled by Flexport and shared with The Washington Post. But knowing the exact number of vessels that brave the journey through the Red Sea is difficult to quantify, as most ships are turning off their location devices to avoid being detected by the Houthis, Flexport’s Petersen said.
Global shipping giant Maersk said on Dec. 24 it would resume some shipments through the Red Sea after Operation Prosperity Guardian was deployed, which it called “welcome news for the entire industry and indeed the functionality of global trade.”
But “the overall risk in the area is not eliminated at this stage,” a Maersk spokesperson told The Post. “Maersk will not hesitate to reevaluate the situation and once again initiate diversion plans if we deem it necessary for the safety of our seafarers.”
Despite the U.S.-led security effort, the attacks on cargo ships continue. On Tuesday, the Houthis announced it struck the commercial ship MSC United VIII in its latest attack. MSC later reported no injuries to its crew.
A Pentagon spokesperson put no timetable on how long the attacks are expected to last but said the U.S. reserved the right to defend itself and its interests.
The Red Sea attacks are the latest disruption for a global supply chain that has seen snags and inflationary pressures dating to the early days of the pandemic, when freight costs hit record highs caused by demand for goods manufactured in Asia outstripping supply. As global lockdowns forced everyone into their homes, consumers fed the economy by shopping online. The sudden demand for goods caused operational costs to soar — most notably, freight container shipping rates from Asia.
But freight rates dropped in 2022 as consumer demand waned. Americans, battling record-high inflation, cut back on discretionary spending on items such as technology and apparel to afford essentials like food and gas, leaving retailers with a glut of inventory.
A larger supply chain disaster was avoided in June, when port operators inked a new deal with the International Longshore and Warehouse Union for a contract that included a significant pay hike — 32 percent increases in wages over six years.
If the Red Sea attacks persist into September, it will coincide with the expiration of the labor contract between East Coast port operators and the International Longshoremen’s Association, which said in November it won’t extend the contract and is prepared to strike.
Jaclyn Peiser contributed to this report.
A previous version of this article misstated the names of two unions. They are the International Longshore and Warehouse Union and the International Longshoremen’s Association. The article has been corrected.





Work Advice: More standoffs over return-to-office mandates loom in 2024
Employers demanding in-office presence face worker resistance, passive and otherwise 


Karla Miller
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(iStock)
Reader: Is it crazy to ask to be laid off?
New leadership at the nonprofit where I have worked for 17 years has announced a return-to-office policy to be applied without exception starting early 2024. This policy violates a promise my director made to me in writing.
The company will be tracking our badge swipes, which is a complete culture change. Out-of-state workers are now required to fly in once a quarter.
The announcement was met with so much hostility that I have doubts the policy will be implemented as planned in the coming months.
In my opinion, the employees who should be in person are our call center workers, who really benefit from knowledge-sharing and camaraderie. But they are the only workers not required to come in; we couldn’t find anyone willing to do the job unless they had the benefit of working at home.
Before the new rule was announced, I had already been feeling taken for granted and was considering “quiet quitting.” Instead, I’m considering a career change that would require more education. My state has a program that, in theory, allows you to receive unemployment for 28 weeks without looking for work if you’re in training. If I asked to be laid off, it could send a message about the new leaders’ error, and I could collect unemployment and go to school full time.
Individual layoffs are not unusual at my company. I am 50 and have a good retirement account. I also have kids and don’t want to be completely irresponsible. Is there anything I’m not considering?
Karla: Your proposed solution turns on a lot more “ifs” than I would be comfortable with.
If your employer agrees to lay you off, instead of treating your request as a resignation or a dare; if you can get by on unemployment benefits; if the training will enable you to make a lateral reentry instead of starting over at the bottom; and if the job market seven months from now is favorable — it could work out. And it might even let leaders know they’ve made a mistake — if in fact it was a mistake and not a strategic gambit to encourage voluntary attrition.
As counterweight to those airy ifs, let me offer these recent cautionary tales from other readers in your (our) approximate demographic:
 
	A 50-something nonprofit consultant who went back to law school for additional credentials is now “unhappy, in debt and frustrated” in a legal practice far removed from the environmental conservation work they hoped to be doing.
	A business owner who retired and moved for their spouse’s new job and retrained for a new career is struggling after the spouse lost the job, the backup career sputtered and a series of setbacks burned through their retirement savings.

Given those prospects, I would recommend a more gradual and practical transition, continuing in your current job while pursuing the degree you want part-time and building your network. But I understand your current employer’s mandate probably has you feeling a bit panicked.
Your experience reflects the ongoing workplace tug-of-war that I expect we’ll be seeing more of in 2024 between employees accustomed to flexibility and employers whose policy on remote work has been succinctly summarized by the CEO of chip manufacturer Broadcom: “You get your butt in here.”
Employer enforcement of return-to-office mandates is running the gamut from carrots — 87 percent of CEOs in a KPMG survey said they will probably reward in-office employees with raises, promotions and favorable assignments — to sticks, such as threats by Amazon to terminate workers who do not comply. (KPMG is my full-time employer, and Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.)
In response, employees are either grudgingly complying with badge-swipe quotas while putting in the bare minimum of face time or offering their skills to more flex-friendly employers. Some are fighting back with lawsuits claiming that strict return-to-office mandates discriminate against workers with disabilities. (See also: older workers, caretakers and moms.)
Since you note the mandate at your workplace is meeting significant resistance, it might be worth it to stand your ground with your colleagues and see if the new management blinks while you quietly lay plans for an alternative future.
Incidentally, I would spend less time thinking about which of your colleagues should be forced to comply with a policy no one likes and think more about the example they have set for the rest of you: “We couldn’t find anyone willing to do the job unless they had the benefit of working at home.”
READER QUERY: Has your workplace imposed in-office work requirements? How are they being enforced? How have employees responded? Let me know at karla.miller@washpost.com.





New York Times sues OpenAI, Microsoft for using articles to train AI
The Times joins a growing group of creators pushing back against tech companies’ use of their content
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OpenAI CEO Sam Altman, left, and Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella at an OpenAI event in San Francisco on Nov. 6. (Justin Sullivan/Getty Images)
The New York Times sued OpenAI and Microsoft on Wednesday over the tech companies’ use of its copyrighted articles to train their artificial intelligence technology, joining a growing wave of opposition to the tech industry’s using creative work without paying for it or getting permission.
OpenAI and Microsoft used “millions” of Times articles to help build their tech, which is now extremely lucrative and directly competes with the Times’s own services, the newspaper’s lawyers wrote in a complaint filed in federal court in Manhattan.
“For months, The Times has attempted to reach a negotiated agreement,” the Times’s lawyers said in the lawsuit. “ … These negotiations have not led to a resolution.”
OpenAI said it respects the rights of content creators and owners, and is committed to working with them “to ensure they benefit from AI technology and new revenue models,” spokesperson Lindsey Held said. “Our ongoing conversations with the New York Times have been productive and moving forward constructively, so we are surprised and disappointed with this development.”
Microsoft spokespeople did not return a request for comment.
The “large language models” (LLMs) behind AI tools such as ChatGPT work by ingesting huge amounts of text scraped from the internet, learning the connections between words and concepts, then developing the ability to predict what word to say next in a sentence, allowing them to mimic human speech and writing. OpenAI, Microsoft and Google have refused to reveal what goes into their newest models, but previous LLMs have been shown to include large amounts of content from news organizations and catalogues of books.
The tech companies have steadfastly said that the use of information scraped from the internet to train their AI algorithms falls under “fair use” — a concept in copyright law that allows people to use the work of others if it is substantially changed. The Times’s lawsuit, however, includes multiple examples of OpenAI’s GPT-4 AI model outputting New York Times articles word for word.
Legal experts have said that plaintiffs will have stronger cases of copyright infringement if they can show that AI tools are directly reproducing copyrighted works, rather than paraphrasing the information from them.
Pushback
The news industry has been grappling with its relationship to this rapidly evolving technology. Several media companies have started internal conversations on how to use emerging automated tools to assist with newsgathering and production. And some, such as Sports Illustrated, have faced backlash for using AI to generate news articles that were passed off as being written by humans.
Other online publishing companies have already begun using AI to churn out huge amounts of new content with a goal of winning Google search traffic to gin up ad revenue. These include fake news sites that publish false information. Since May, the number of websites showing fake AI-written articles has jumped by more than 1,000 percent, according to NewsGuard, an organization that tracks misinformation.
But the use of this technology also presents a possible existential crisis for the news industry, which has struggled to find ways to replace the revenue it once generated from its profitable print products. The number of journalists working in newsrooms declined by more than 25 percent between 2008 and 2020, according to the Pew Research Center.
By suing OpenAI and Microsoft, the Times is joining a growing group of artists, authors, musicians, filmmakers and other creative professionals who want credit and compensation from tech companies that took their work to build tools that they say are already undermining their work.
Some of them, including blockbuster writers such as George R.R. Martin, Jodi Picoult, Jonathan Franzen and George Saunders, have also sued OpenAI. And since August, at least 583 news organizations, including the Times, The Washington Post and Reuters, have installed blockers on their websites to prevent tech companies from scraping their articles. But their online catalogues, going back decades, have probably already been used to create AI tools.
“We are reviewing the New York Times’s complaint closely and support its decision to protect these important copyright principles,” a spokesperson for The Post said Wednesday.
Meanwhile, OpenAI has been negotiating deals with news organizations over the past year to pay them for content. In July, it signed a deal with the Associated Press for access to its archive of news articles. But in October, a spokesperson for OpenAI said that the company’s practices do not violate copyright laws and that the deals it was negotiating would be intended only for accessing content that it couldn’t get online or for showing links or full sections of articles in ChatGPT.
German publishing company Axel Springer, which owns Politico and Business Insider, earlier this month also signed a deal with OpenAI, under which the tech company will pay to show parts of articles in ChatGPT answers. And earlier this year, Google pitched media outlets on building and selling AI tools that could assist journalists.
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The Checkup With Dr. Wen: Don’t blame lagging nursing home covid shots on vaccine hesitancy 


Leana Wen
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A nurse prepares a syringe with a coronavirus vaccine at the Peoples Congregational United Church of Christ in D.C. on March 31. (Eric Lee for The Washington Post) 
You’re reading The Checkup With Dr. Wen, a newsletter on how to navigate covid-19 and other public health challenges. Click here to get the full newsletter in your inbox, including answers to reader questions and a summary of new scientific research.
In recent weeks, I have written a lot about low coronavirus vaccination rates in long-term care facilities. While some have speculated that this is because residents are hesitant to receive the shot, many readers have shared experiences reinforcing a different reason: Accessing vaccines in nursing homes is often far too difficult.
Christina from Pennsylvania wrote that when her uncle asked for the coronavirus vaccine, staff members at his facility told him they did not have it. “I was shocked. No one told his family, and he ended up contracting covid a week ago.” Her mother, too, was told that her facility didn’t have it, so they took her to a pharmacy themselves.
Diane from California also took matters into her own hands when she was told that her 89-year-old mother, who was admitted to a nursing home following a hip fracture, could not get the vaccine in the facility. Diane ended up calling the county health department and arranging for someone to administer the shot. Just three weeks later, there was an outbreak at the nursing home. Her mother still contracted the virus, but the vaccine might have saved her life.
“I am so grateful that she was able to get that vaccine,” Diane wrote. “Without it, I’m not convinced that she would still be with us.”
Melinda from Arizona and Dan from New York also had to push for their spouses to get the vaccine. Both partners are in nursing homes because of Alzheimer’s disease, and the families had to ask the facilities multiple times to protect their loved ones.
As Helen from Connecticut describes, those who are in facilities for dementia, such as her parents, are especially vulnerable. “Alongside their physiological vulnerability, their cognitive abilities make managing a covid outbreak extremely challenging,” she wrote. “They eat in a cafeteria and cannot remember to mask.”
The facility where Helen’s parents are living was unable to schedule shots before an outbreak hit the memory-care unit. Half the residents got the virus, Helen said, and her mother needed to be hospitalized for it.
These stories are consistent with my reporting that the low vaccine uptake in nursing homes is more the result of logistical barriers than vaccine hesitancy. While the latter plays a part, trusted providers can often overcome it with thoughtful engagement and ongoing conversations.
Susan Reinhard, director of the public policy institute at AARP, gave me another important data point to support this hypothesis. Her organization conducted a series of focus groups with nurses who work in long-term-care facilities across the country. What they found, Reinhard said, was an “absolutely enormous variation” across nursing homes in the same area. Whereas one facility would have vaccinated nearly all of its residents, others nearby would have very low rates.
This ran counter to the narrative she often heard, which was that vaccine misinformation can be so pervasive in a community that the nursing homes simply cannot solve it. But if hesitancy were solely to blame for poor vaccination rates, why would there be dramatic differences in uptake between two neighboring nursing homes?
Reinhard looked into this further. She spoke with a nurse practitioner who worked in two nursing homes that were located just five miles apart in rural Tennessee. Both were even owned by the same corporation. But one had about double the vaccine uptake of the other.
Part of the reason is that the nursing home with the higher rate had a system that automatically indicated whether a resident had been vaccinated; the other one didn’t. That means, in the former facility, clinicians didn’t have to dig for vaccine records and could immediately flag which residents they needed to speak with about the shot.
This nurse practitioner also shared that it often takes several conversations to explain the necessity of the vaccines and answer questions about each resident’s circumstances. For example, some wanted to know whether to wait until after having surgery. Others wanted to know whether it was okay to get the shot while using medications such as prednisone. The nursing home that had higher uptake made clinicians available to talk directly to residents and their families. In the other, Reinhard said, “education and consistent communication weren’t occurring.”
Reinhard also pointed to other administrative barriers, including problems with payments and reimbursements now that the vaccines are no longer provided free of charge to nursing homes. Beyond that, she said, “there is the question of how important this is to the leadership.” She believes nursing home officials must ask themselves: “Are we really going to make this a priority? And if so, how are we going to do it?”
That has been my biggest takeaway from expert interviews and reader comments. Of course, nursing homes face major logistical barriers for this round of vaccines that did not exist in previous ones. Vaccine misinformation is also a big problem; systemic policy reforms and consistent public messaging can help.
Boosting nursing home vaccine rates, however, is ultimately up to facilities. Those with higher rates have processes in place to bring vaccines to residents, to track who has not yet received them and to ensure ongoing clinician dialogue with residents and families. In other words, success requires leadership that fosters a culture of active engagement around public health.
Thank you for all your reader submissions about nursing home vaccinations. Next week, I plan to write about the top 10 health policy issues for 2024. What makes the list for you? Please let me know, and in the meantime, happy new year!





To get Republican support for Ukraine, make Putin pay up, too 
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A Ukrainian serviceman in the Donetsk region of Ukraine on Nov. 8. (Serhii Nuzhnenko/Reuters) 
The Biden administration is finally warming to the idea of using Russia’s frozen assets to pay for Ukraine’s reconstruction. This idea was originally put forth by lawmakers as the best means of getting Russia to compensate Ukraine for the damage President Vladimir Putin has inflicted on it. Somewhat controversial and complicated, the proposal has long lingered in policy limbo despite bipartisan congressional backing.
Today, there is new urgency. If the White House can act quickly, its full support for the initiative could also be a means of getting Republicans to approve lifesaving Ukrainian military aid.
For more than a year, the administration resisted a bipartisan effort to pass legislation that would give President Biden the authority to seize Russian sovereign assets currently frozen in U.S. banks and give them to Ukraine. In November, the House Foreign Affairs Committee voted 40-2 on its version of the Rebuilding Economic Prosperity and Opportunity for Ukrainians Act (Repo Act).
Just last month, House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-La.) said the legislation could help him persuade House Republicans to vote for the administration’s emergency supplemental budget request, which includes about $60 billion for Ukraine in military, economic and humanitarian aid. “It would be pure poetry to fund the Ukrainian war effort with Russian assets,” Johnson said. “As you can imagine, that idea has been met with great enthusiasm on the Republican side.”
Johnson was fudging reality. The $300 billion of Russian assets frozen in U.S. and European banks would not be given to Ukraine right away; it would be used for funding reconstruction in the years ahead. Therefore, passing this law would not replace the need for Congress to also approve military aid to Ukraine as soon as possible.
But it could provide political cover for Republicans who want to support Ukraine but are afraid of backlash from the MAGA part of the GOP. “Many Republicans want to vote for Ukraine aid but they are scared of their base. If they can say we are making Putin pay for the rebuilding of Ukraine, it will be easier for them to vote yes,” former congressman Tom Malinowski (D-N.J.), an early leader of this effort, told me. “And since the fate of the free world depends on getting every last vote for the supplemental, my hope is that the administration won’t make the perfect the enemy of the good.”
Behind the scenes, the White House has been involved in a long internal policy debate, extensive diplomatic outreach and simultaneous negotiations with Capitol Hill as it inches closer to publicly embracing the idea. There is legitimate concern inside the Treasury and State departments about seizing foreign sovereign assets, even under these conditions.
Also, only about 2 percent of those funds are held inside the United States, officials told me. Most of Russia’s frozen assets are in Belgium or Switzerland. And there is resistance in Europe, especially in Berlin, about whether the move is justifiable under international law and whether it might undermine confidence in the euro. The Biden administration is centering its diplomatic efforts around the Group of Seven and has called on those countries to come up with a way forward by the end of February.
But on Capitol Hill, the unspoken deadline for passing Ukraine aid in Congress is Jan. 19, the date by which Congress must also pass new government funding, several congressional aides told me. There’s frustration among the Repo Act’s supporters over both European objections and the perception that the White House has been dragging its feet.
“Yet again, Europe is arguing with itself, and its divisions on this issue only help Russia, which has already expropriated European companies,” a senior GOP congressional aide told me. “Common sense dictates that Russia should pay for the damage it has done to Ukraine.”
The White House wants to maintain the flexibility to give Russia back the assets if Putin compensates Ukraine on his own. Although that is unlikely, it bolsters the argument that the West is not taking Russia’s money — that it’s using it as a down payment on Russia’s future international obligations to Ukraine.
The Russian government is warning that the measure would be met with
drastic retaliation. But when the U.S. and European banks froze the money last year, Moscow made similar threats and nothing came of them. Similarly, many warned that freezing the assets would undermine confidence in the U.S. dollar. That, too, has not come to pass.
Administration officials told me that without European buy-in, the plan won’t work. That’s true. But passing the Repo Act would show that the United States is deadly serious, thereby possibly inducing fence-sitting allies to fall in line. Moreover, the law simply gives Biden the authority to act. He would maintain broad flexibility in when and how he chooses to move forward.
The critics have a narrow point when they say this is an unprecedented use of America’s economic power for national security purposes. But unprecedented times call for unprecedented measures. Without Russia’s seized assets, Ukraine could lose its ability to survive as a functioning country. And that is exactly Putin’s strategy.





Confederate monuments are lessons in war


Letters to the Editor
8:07PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

A construction crew prepares Dec. 20 to take down parts of a Confederate memorial in Arlington National Cemetery in Arlington. (Amanda Andrade-Rhoades for The Washington Post) 
Regarding the Dec. 21 Metro article “Confederate statue comes down”:
This sanctimonious policy foisted upon the U.S. military leadership is anathema to the ideals of chivalry, valor and honor due the simple soldier. Noble forts are capriciously renamed to satisfy fickle politicians. Now, stepping foot onto the hallowed ground of Arlington National Cemetery to advance a political agenda has stirred the righteous anger of the living and awakened the spirits resting there. The headstones laid out in concentric circles surrounding the Confederate monument with the main figure removing her laurel wreath, hand extended and bowed head in mourning, are marked “unknown.” The Confederate soldiers resting there lost their lives in service to their home states, and they lost their identities.
They were granted amnesty to restore their honor. They were granted a plot of Virginia earth to lay their broken bodies with dignity. They were granted a monument to salute them in perpetuity, that they might know eternal rest in small recompense from their victors by affording them this small mercy. It is enough that Arlington was confiscated from Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee to use to bury Civil War soldiers in his own time. This monument was designed to convey respect to warfighters, that even if they were once your enemy, they were your countrymen. It is petty to begrudge them this final salute.
There will always be a political protest to war policy. That debate is done under the Capitol dome, not Arlington National Cemetery or anywhere else that honors our warfighters. If you disagree with the policy, take it up with the policymakers. Let the lessons of war be a constant reminder through the monuments erected for those who were destroyed in a war they never started over a policy they never created. The spirit of the soldiers laid to rest at Arlington National Cemetery are protesting this. If you do not fight for us now, who will fight for you later?
Anthony Melé, Rockland County, N.Y.





Protecting democracy from autocrats


Letters to the Editor
8:07PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

The dome of the U.S. Capitol. (Mark Wilson/Getty Images) 
Regarding the Dec. 22 editorial, “How the battle for democracy will be fought — and won”:
The Editorial Board must look beyond the box in defeating authoritarian advantages in framing democracy as dysfunctional. Democracies are dysfunctional. They can’t react instantly with a workable solution. And if they do, it’s only momentary in stopping the problem. Independent nations with independent agencies cannot quickly stop globally interdependent challenges. Authoritarians can act quickly and forcefully. Then they can quickly adjust if they fear a citizen revolt, making them appear strong and wise.
Democracies’ lag times at best yield only reactionary solutions. Combined with citizens’ unrealistic expectations for best results, problems are unlikely to be solved. Quick and effective responses to pandemics, immigration flows, violent extremists, destructive weather patterns or economic pain caused by interdependent global influences are not going to come from either form of government. Neither can deliver what’s actually needed: addressing root causes. This would require international cooperation and coordination on a level unseen since the global eradication of smallpox or hosting the Olympics.
Democracies moving in this sensible direction would require a majority of wise and patient voters insisting on it. Freedom certainly matters to them! But protecting a nation’s freedoms requires wisdom, responsibility, accountability and a democratic majority of virtuous voters. An authoritarian leader needs only patience and to placate citizens. Both systems of government can expect a rougher future.
Chuck Woolery, Rockville
The writer is a former chair of the United Nations Association Council of Organizations.
The Dec. 22 editorial called for government-funded media and counter-censorship tools to be beefed up. But Americans whose tax dollars support the alphabet soup of public diplomacy agencies long ago grew weary of their mismanagement.
The U.S. Agency for Global Media (USAGM) budget request for fiscal 2024 was about $940 million. Congress boosted spending year after year but failed to address the managerial rot that has become a baked-in feature of USAGM.
On Capitol Hill, Republicans alone have been willing to examine these issues. They have demanded more transparency and accountability. But the response from Voice of America — recently in the headlines for refusing to call Hamas “terrorists” — was stonewalling.
Basically, VOA and USAGM have a “don’t tread on me” attitude toward congressional criticism. At a 2023 congressional hearing, USAGM chief executive Amanda Bennett was seen to be evasive in her answers to sharp questions. On the Hamas matter, the current acting VOA director described complaints from Republican lawmakers as “silly.”
The Post and public diplomacy cognoscenti would have taxpayers pony up potentially hundreds of millions of dollars more in the great war against advancing authoritarianism. But careful thought needs to be given to how to clean up the mess at USAGM. No one will support just shutting the place down. But aggressive, targeted organizational reforms are sorely needed, and that hasn’t happened under the Biden administration.
Daniel Robinson, Potomac
The writer is a former VOA White House, congressional and foreign correspondent.
The Dec. 22 editorial noted “autocracy is on the march in today’s world, and democracy must confront this profound threat.” This is a view I share and therefore hope, in its next opinion, the Editorial Board will look at how the tactics of authoritarians are plainly visible in the platform of former president Donald Trump’s 2024 presidential campaign, most specifically in his past and proposed future efforts to capture the civil service for his political agenda.
The vast majority of civil service employees are not political appointees; they are hired and fired based on merit and cause, which means they are held accountable to the law and regulations of the land. But toward the end of his administration, Mr. Trump issued an executive order that, had it not been rescinded by President Biden, would have reclassified a large number of civil service professionals into political appointees. This would increase the number of political appointees by an estimated 50,000 positions, meaning there would be a much, much larger slice of our federal government subject to the whims and vendettas of the president. Mr. Trump has pledged to restore this executive order if reelected, thus making real the potential for an actual deep state and fast-tracking perhaps the most dangerous kind of authoritarianism — the one that masks itself as a democracy.
Danielle Brian, Washington
The writer is executive director of the Project On Government Oversight.
I really appreciated the timely and informative Dec. 22 editorial. In addition to the comprehensive discussion of the important tangible efforts to permit meaningful communication in repressed societies, the paragraph asserting the need for a “rebuttal to the narrative offered by dictatorships” was paramount.
The vital element among the inherent advantages of democratic systems is the freedom to discuss and the corresponding courage to admit to their imperfections. This is what attracts those who seek to effect political, economic, social or cultural change. This is what makes democracy, whether popular or representational, dynamic.
In contrast, beyond their depredations, authoritarian regimes degenerate from a lack of open communication and ultimately become sclerotic. Understanding the history of the development of democracy — and clearly presenting its limitations and how they can be overcome — precludes any need for reliance on spin or slogans.
The development of the communication tools described in the editorial and indeed the technological advances that facilitated their development are evidence of what democracy is all about.
Andrew Labadie, Washington
Regarding Karen Tumulty’s Dec. 20 op-ed, “Democracy has a youth problem”:
One factor contributing to its declining support is that democracy is erroneously viewed by some as being less decisive and therefore less effective than autocracy. This misconception should be addressed by a quick, hard-hitting, play-the-tape-forward civics lesson: People prefer autocracy from the vantage point of having chosen it.
They might express this preference in the near-term context of the upcoming presidential election. The premise that voters choose governments is intrinsic to democracy. It will be falsified in the longer term, however, if autocracy wins out. To teach that the autocracy premise is false, I suggest shifting to a longer-term narrative.
That is: The autocrat, not today’s voters, will fashion future governments. Autocracies increasingly will serve the interests of the autocrat, not the voters, not the public. Those saying they prefer autocracy are unlikely to prefer it if they are educated to understand that, ultimately, they will be marginalized, if not excluded from choosing it, and they will not be its beneficiaries.
Robert Michaels, Schenectady, N.Y.
The writer is a consulting scientist and author of “Civics and Science: Contemporary Issues for Civil Democracy.”





Nikki Haley goes on Civil War autopilot, runs over her own campaign


Jim Geraghty
7:22PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Republican presidential candidate Nikki Haley speaks at a campaign town hall in Atkinson, N.H., on Dec. 14. (Brian Snyder/Reuters)
Oooof.
Nikki Haley offered a really lousy answer on Wednesday night about the cause of the Civil War during a town hall in Berlin, N.H. On Thursday morning, she complained that the questioner was “definitely a Democrat plant,” as if she had been hit with a tricky or unfair question.
Decide for yourself if there was anything tricky or unfair about the question, or if — as someone is certain to complain — Haley’s words are somehow being taken out of context. Here’s the entire exchange verbatim:
Questioner: What was the cause of the United States Civil War?
Haley: Well, don’t come with an easy question or any — I mean, I think the cause of the Civil War was basically how government was going to run. The freedoms and what people could and couldn’t do. What do you think the cause of the Civil War was?
[The questioner’s answer is inaudible.]
Haley: I’m sorry?
[The questioner gets a microphone.]
Questioner: I’m not running for president. I, I, I wanted to see what your —
Another person: It’s a good thing!
Questioner: — on the cause of the Civil War.
Haley: I mean, I think it always comes down to the role of government, and what the rights of the people are. And I will always stand by the fact that I think government was intended to secure the rights and freedoms of the people. It was never meant to be all things to all people. Government doesn’t have to tell you how to live your life. They don’t need to tell you what you can and can’t do. They don’t need to be a part of your life. They need to make sure that you have freedom. We need to have capitalism. We need to have economic freedom. We need to make sure that we do all things so that individuals have the liberties — so that they can have freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom to do or be anything they want to be without government getting in the way.
Questioner: Thank you. And in the year 2023, it is astonishing to me that you answered that question without mentioning the word “slavery.”
Haley: What do you want me to say about slavery?
Questioner: No, um, you’ve answered my question. Thank you.
Haley: Next question.
In or out of the full context, the answer stinks. It’s gobbledygook. It’s as if someone took Haley’s usual stump speech, printed it onto those little “fridge poetry” magnet words and smushed them around on the refrigerator door.
Even if you cut Haley some slack — she didn’t expect the question and was speaking off the cuff — a person really has to bend over backward to not mention slavery at all in a 200-word answer about what caused the Civil War. Even when prompted by the questioner’s mention of slavery, she didn’t say, “Whoops, I forgot to mention that, sorry, it has been a long day.” She seemed to see no need to expand on her answer — or to recognize the political mess she was plunging her campaign into.
This is going to lead to a lot of accusations that Haley is some sort of neo-Confederate or slavery apologist, which is tough to align with the fact that in 2015, as South Carolina’s governor, she chose to remove the Confederate battle flag from the statehouse grounds.
No, this was just a hideous demonstration of what happens when a candidate goes on verbal autopilot and has apparently developed instincts to placate those in her home state who don’t want to believe that the Civil War featured one side with a righteous cause and one side with a lost cause that defended a fundamentally evil system.
Even when Haley announced the flag’s removal, she said, “For many people in our state, the flag stands for traditions that are noble — traditions of history, of heritage and of ancestry. … At the same time, for many others in South Carolina, the flag is a deeply offensive symbol of a brutally oppressive past. As a state, we can survive, as we have done, while still being home to both of those viewpoints. We do not need to declare a winner and loser.” Haley wanted to remove the flag but also never wanted to antagonize those who romanticized the Confederate cause.
Thursday morning, Haley appeared on New Hampshire talk-radio host Jack Heath’s show. In addition to complaining about Democrats planting questions at her town halls, Haley declared, “Of course, the Civil War was about slavery, that’s the easy part. Yes, I know it was about slavery. I am from the South.” Funny how doing the easy part was so hard the night before.
Even the paeans to liberty in Haley’s answer don’t really hold up: “They”— the government — “don’t need to tell you what you can and can’t do” and “They don’t need to be a part of your life”? Come on, isn’t the government telling you “what you can and can’t do” a big part of why it exists? And short of living in the woods in a shack like the Unabomber, you’re going to need and want the government to be “a part of your life” — roads, schools, EMTs — in some way.
But, hey, how much can a screw-up in New Hampshire derail a candidacy? Well, Marco Rubio was doing pretty well in the 2016 GOP campaign until the debacle of his bizarre robotic debate performance in the Granite State. Haley clearly thought he’d survive — she endorsed him a couple of weeks later. She must be hoping for a better outcome from this self-inflicted wound.





What a new genetic therapy should teach us about biomedical ‘progress’


Bina Venkataraman
1:14PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

An electron microscope image shows, at top, a blood cell altered by sickle cell disease. (National Center for Advancing Translational Sciences/National Institutes of Health/AP) 
One of the year’s most notable medical breakthroughs came this month, when the Food and Drug Administration approved the first CRISPR gene-editing therapy. But what should be cause for celebration — a potential cure for a genetic illness that mostly affects millions of poor people in Nigeria, India and the Democratic Republic of Congo, as well as people of color in the United States — comes with math too grim to declare victory just yet.
The therapy, Casgevy, uses gene-editing technology to treat people with sickle cell disease — an inherited blood disorder that afflicts an estimated 100,000 Americans, primarily of African descent. The eye-popping price tag? $2.2 million per person. Meanwhile, 80 percent of the millions who suffer and die of sickle cell disease live in sub-Saharan Africa, where the treatment won’t be accessible for decades due both to its cost and the lack of hospital infrastructure to deliver the complex treatment. Even in the United States, where the therapy is theoretically more accessible, non-White people are more likely to be uninsured or to be insured by Medicaid, which might not cover Casgevy’s exorbitant cost. As happens with many medical technologies when they first emerge, getting treated with Casgevy is likely to be a matter of how rich or poor patients are, whether they have insurance, whether insurance covers the costly treatment — and, foremost, the random chance of where they were born. But it doesn’t have to be this way.
In the United States, we’ve come to accept short-run disparity as a necessary side effect of biomedical progress: The risks and costs of inventing a treatment, running clinical trials and attainting regulatory approval are high, so the prices of new medicines must also be high, if companies are to bring them to market. Yes, when patents expire, competitors arise and prices fall, those drugs eventually can become more accessible. In the meantime, however, the world’s poorest sick people often needlessly suffer and die. With HIV, decades of activism, philanthropic largesse and global support have expanded access to lifesaving antiretrovirals. But treatments are still hard to get in some places. In the intervening years since those drugs first became available to the insured in the United States, millions of people died of AIDS — despite the existence of medicines that could have saved them.
As more researchers develop genetic therapies, including those that rely on CRISPR’s gene-editing technology, more treatments are poised to command multimillion-dollar price tags — and, in the process, to exacerbate disparities in who suffers from disease or gets cured, who lives or dies. A promising treatment for a disease that primarily afflicts people with less privilege underscores the urgent need to rethink how innovative medicines are brought to market. We don’t have to accept the inequity that has defined the path of past biomedical progress. And we shouldn’t.
One of the key drivers of high costs for genetic therapies is the cost of capital, says Melinda Kliegman, public impact director of the Innovative Genomics Institute, a California-based academic group founded by Jennifer Doudna, one of the two scientists who won the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 2020 for developing CRISPR technology. Venture capitalists who invest in therapies typically look for big returns, which forces companies to charge high prices, Kliegman noted. The institute, in consultation with a group of 30 experts, examined what a model with lower-cost capital could do to reduce the price of genetic therapies, such as if funding came from a mix of government grants, philanthropies, social impact investment and venture philanthropy. The cost of a CRISPR therapy like Casgevy, they found, could shrink by a factor of 10 if it were funded by a business model that combined attributes of nonprofit and public benefit corporations that could draw alternative kinds of investment.
Kliegman previously worked for the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation on its strategy for gene editing to advance public health globally. She said that academic licensing is another leverage point to get innovative medical treatments to people who most need them. When scientists and universities allow their intellectual property to be used by companies developing genetic therapies, they can include provisions requiring equitable access for the global poor. Universities that rake in money from commercializing research might not see it in their financial interests to rein in the uses of such research this way — but there are arguments for doing so, given that universities ostensibly operate in the public interest and that biomedical research in the United States is often supported by taxpayers through federal grants. Attention student and alumni activists: This is a worthy cause.
Government could also do more to drive down the cost of making and delivering new therapies. Canada, with its single-payer health-care system, recently created an innovative model to dramatically cut the cost of cellular cancer therapies, including cutting-edge CAR T immunotherapies. Instead of relying on a centralized location, the Canadian government invested in building a network of geographically distributed centers to manufacture the therapies in hospital settings where patients are.
Biomedical progress is a big business in the United States — and the investments of for-profit companies and venture capitalists have benefited many people by advancing new medicines and therapies. But there are steep costs to letting the market determine what’s best for a society’s well-being. The result has been health care that is far more expensive here than in other countries, and the acceptance of injustice amid our desperate hope for new cures. The next generation of medical innovation should target not just molecules and genomes but also the ways we collectively invest to ensure that progress benefits everyone — especially those who need it most.





Some predictions for 2024 
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Blame democracy’s woes on the GOP or ‘tyranny of the minority’? Try the voters.


Jennifer Rubin
12:45PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Proud Boys members walk toward the U.S. Capitol in Washington in support of President Donald Trump on Jan. 6, 2021. (Carolyn Kaster/AP)
Two of the year’s best books on politics present contrasting diagnoses for what ails American democracy.
Liz Cheney’s “Oath and Honor: A Memoir and a Warning”
lowers the boom on the mendacious and cowardly Republicans and the now four-times-indicted former president Donald Trump, whom they enabled in nearly destroying our democratic system. “Tyranny of the Minority: Why American Democracy Reached the Breaking Point,” by Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, cites structural protections for the minority that have been exploited to the point that self-government is threatened. Both books have a point, but neither puts the blame squarely where it should be.
Cheney’s memoir takes us through the events leading up to the 2020 election, the attempted coup and the investigation that followed. In granular detail, she explains how a maniacal narcissist insistent on retaining power bent weak men and women to his will. Had Republicans not played along with the “big lie,” not signed a brief attempting to disenfranchise millions of voters, not raised bogus objections to electoral votes, not maintained those bogus objections even after the assault on the Capitol, not acquitted Trump in his second impeachment and not continued to curry favor with him, the nation long ago would have done away with the only president ever to refuse to transfer power peacefully to his successor.
Cheney’s account is a damning indictment of a party that prizes power over principle, careerism over country. Along the way, she singles out disreputable lawyers, opportunistic apparatchiks and deceitful right-wing media figures who not only would not stand up to Trump but also attacked those who did. She makes a powerful case that no written Constitution or statute is sufficient to deter men and women determined to act in bad faith and even deploy violence.
Few could argue that Republicans still prize character in their leaders. A 2018 Gallup poll found: “Republicans, by 22 points, were much more likely than Democrats to say it was very important for the president to be a moral leader when [Bill] Clinton was in office.” The pollsters continued, “Now with Trump in office, Democrats are more likely than Republicans to hold this view, by 14 points.”
Rules, norms and laws are empty fixtures without decent, patriotic leaders. We cannot survive when one party’s leaders give up on truth, loyalty to country and self-restraint.
By contrast, Levitsky and Ziblatt explain that elements designed to prevent mob rule and emergence of an executive despot have become a fortress for a political minority — mostly White, rural and Christian. The essence of democracy, majoritarian rule, is therefore thwarted. The authors enumerated numerous antidemocratic devices such as the filibuster, the electoral college, the rural-state biased Senate, gerrymandering, lifetime-appointed Supreme Court justices and voting restrictions that have been adopted by the Republican Party. The latter no longer can compete for majority support in an increasingly pluralistic country, so it relies on these devices to stay in power.
As Ziblatt explained in an interview, “The Republican Party in particular doesn’t actually need to win majorities of voters to win power. So that’s why we need to reform our institutions and consider things like reducing the power of the filibuster, maybe eliminating the electoral college to encourage the Republican Party to have to win majorities.” He added, “If they had to win majorities, they wouldn’t radicalize. If they didn’t radicalize, we wouldn’t have the dysfunction that we have today.”
Elements that were once the product of pragmatic compromise (a bicameral Congress, with a Senate favoring sparsely populated states) or rarely deployed (the filibuster) now threaten the essence of our democracy. Popular will on everything from abortion to gun reform can be thwarted, leading to gridlock and a loss of confidence in government to respond to public will.
The solution to the tyranny of the minority is a wave of pro-democracy reforms, including elimination of gerrymandering and lifetime terms for Supreme Court justices as well as expansion and protection of voting rights. Republicans, once deprived of the crutches that allow minority control, thereafter will need to appeal to the multicultural, multiracial electorate of the 21st century.
Each argument presents a cogent, powerful explanation for the perilous state of our democracy. Electing true patriots would certainly help, but even well-meaning politicians learn to play by the existing rules. Change the rules, and the incentives change as well.
Plainly, we need both structural change and public virtue to repair our democracy. But there is another element the analyses do not fully acknowledge: voters. We get the government we want and deserve.
If Republican voters had recoiled in horror after Jan. 6, 2021, former House speaker Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.) would have gotten the message. If voters had taken to the streets in public protest and vowed to cast out Sens. Kyrsten Sinema (I-Ariz.) and Joe Manchin III (D-W.Va.) as well as all the GOP senators who filibustered voting rights, it would have passed.
We can blame poor political leadership, a corrupt right-wing media and voting restrictions, to name a few, for the rise of a right-wing, authoritarian movement. However, ultimately, democracy is our collective responsibility. Republican primary voters know exactly who Trump is and what he plans for a second term (tyranny); we can blame them if they nevertheless imperil our democracy again by nominating him.
When tens of millions of Americans reject the premise of our Constitution, resort to fascist methods to hold power and demand the country be redefined along racial and religious lines, no structural remodeling nor crop of virtuous politicians can save the republic.
So, yes, reform the system and vote for better people, but the only real solution to what ails us is a surge of democratic activism, civic involvement and collective rededication to our constitutional system. If that happens, the rest will follow.





Get real, Hollywood. It’s time to show us evil circa 2024.


Hugh Hewitt
12:30PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Crew members film a scene of the Israeli TV show "Fauda" in 2019 in Tel Aviv. (AP Photo/Oded Balilty)
Americans will have spent more than $8.5 billion at the box office this year. We watch hours and hours of network television and streaming video. And yet, did anything we’ve seen on-screen in recent memory prepare us for Oct. 7 — the “GoPro pogrom”?
Nothing in our 24/7 entertainment universe, including the programming intended to at least partake of some reality, matched the cold-blooded horror of the Hamas attack on Israel. There’s plenty of violence on TV and video, but it takes place in a context mostly divorced from the worst realities of the world we live in. It is either absurdly staged — e.g., the John Wick series — or, if intended to be believable, it is still, well, contained. Remote. Viewers feel safe from it even if they know such things go on “out there,” beyond their living rooms.
Our entertainment barons, naturally, are driven by a desire for audience and profits and a mandate to, well, entertain. “Gritty” sells — but not mayhem on the level of 10/7. After 9/11, producers recoiled from depicting anything like the terrible events of that day and only slowly returned to terrorism-driven themes. Now the challenge will be to represent the reality of the fanaticism we saw explode out of Gaza without reducing that horror to a cliché.
There’s no denying that what we watch affects how we view the world. Huge, hard-edge shows such as “The Wire,” “Homeland,” “Breaking Bad,” “Better Call Saul,” “Ozark” or “Fauda” — all these change our understanding of the world, the way we look at it, the threats we perceive as urgent.
The assumptions of such shows become
part of the national conversation and inevitably part of the national consensus on the way the world operates.
The ubiquity of the drug trade in both “Breaking Bad” and “Better Call Saul,” as well as in “The Wire” and “Ozark,” has created a general belief about the flow of narcotics into the United States: That it is massive, destroys many lives, powers corruption and violence — and cannot be stopped. That’s all true, save the despair over solutions, but the insidious effect of those shows is a belief that the evil of the narcotics trade isn’t likely to touch most viewers — that participants must go looking for it.
“Fauda,” an Israeli series based on the country’s elite counterterrorism operatives, may have contributed to the general belief — the “conception” is how Israelis refer to it — that Israel could not be surprised by massive terrorist attacks like 10/7. A similar “conception” was fractured by the Yom Kippur War in 1973 and in the United States on Sept. 11, 2001. It wasn’t a false sense of security but rather a shared set of assumptions about the nature of the threats we faced — assumptions that shattered in a moment.
“Homeland,” “Jack Ryan” and “Fauda” have more than a few villains of cunning and patience. Certainly, the cartels of Netflix and Prime Video are every bit as ruthless as those of Mexico and Bolivia. But the villains of the streaming universe leave you, the viewer, alone because they are almost always thwarted. On screens large and small, citizens of the West have to almost purposely seek them out for these cadres to ruin their lives. The real-world villains are in fact both worse in intentions and more able in capabilities than we ever imagined. None of the on-screen killers, to cite the most recent hideous example, has been portrayed as capable of turning thousands of ordinary young Palestinian men into fanatical killers.
It’s not the savagery of just Hamas that was rendered unthinkable over decades of viewing but that of other evildoers as well. Russian leader Vladimir Putin has committed war crimes too numerous to count, but the wanton bloodlust of Putin simply never made it onto screens even after his first invasion of Ukraine in 2014. The United States is in a new Cold War with China, but Xi Jinping’s crushing of freedom in Hong Kong and the Uyghur genocide have never become a backdrop to a streaming hit.
This is self-censoring in part and also a failure of imagination among producers, writers and directors. Certainly studio executives worry about losing the lucrative Chinese box office. But when it comes to the fanatics of Iran’s proxies — whether Hamas, Hezbollah or the Houthis — there’s been an inexplicable failure among the creators because there is no box office to lose.
“Fauda” has featured dozens of terrorists over its four seasons — but thousands of them crashing through the fence to murder, rape and torture?
Our streaming reality has unlimited numbers of predatory villains who are sometimes charming and always malevolent, and the legions of flawed protagonists usually prevail, but collectively it’s all a PG illusion of what we are dealing with when it comes to evil circa 2024.
We need to start visualizing the world as its worst case might be. It would be useful if the West got reality television of a different sort — and soon. The villains aren’t getting less evil, less competent, or less lethal or brutal. The opposite is true in fact.





Face it: A smart ban on ski masks can help fight crime and protect rights


Editorial Board
12:00PM, 28 Dec, 2023 

A pedestrian wears a ski mask in Philadelphia in November. (Jose F. Moreno/The Philadelphia Inquirer/AP) 
Tucked into Mayor Muriel E. Bowser’s Addressing Crime Trends Now Act, a bill intended to help police fight crime in D.C., is an under-discussed proposal: a prohibition on ski masks and face coverings.
The mayor’s proposal would revive the anti-mask section of a 1982 law, the Anti-Intimidation and Defacing of Public or Private Property Criminal Act. That statute prohibited those 16 and older from covering their faces while in public, intending to commit a crime, intimidate, threaten, or harass others or in cases in which masking would recklessly “cause another person to fear for his or her personal safety.”
The provision, which carried a one-year maximum sentence, was rarely enforced even when it was on the books. And D.C. repealed it in 2020 to encourage the use of face masks during the coronavirus pandemic.
That reasonable public health policy had an unintended consequence: normalizing masking for all sorts of purposes, legal and otherwise. Now, identity-obscuring ski masks have become a de facto uniform for those who commit retail thefts, carjackings and robberies. The disguises make crimes scarier and perpetrators more difficult to identify — which of course is the point. One of the more remarkable aspects of last week’s CityCenter Chanel store robbery was that a video camera recorded one of the suspects without a face covering.
Other cities are debating anti-mask measures or have already adopted them: Philadelphia in November banned ski masks in public places — parks, schools, day-care centers, city-owned buildings and public transit — and at least 11 states have some kind of anti-mask ordinance on their books, most decades old. The goal is to prevent citizens from feeling “under siege,” as one Philadelphia council member put it, and to promote a sense of public safety.
Safety, actual and perceived, is a valid goal, especially urgent in the District. Still, the case for mask bans is more complicated than it might seem. There is a tension between the security mask bans seek to protect and the First Amendment liberties some mask wearers can legitimately claim in certain contexts. Undeniably, dress can be a form of expression: As a fashion trend, the interest in ski masks spans classes and groups — spotted everywhere from music videos (ski masks are sometimes nicknamed “shiesties” after the Memphis rapper Pooh Shiesty) to high-fashion runways. The Guy Fawkes mask favored by anti-capitalist protesters has developed into a political symbol.
At the same time, anonymity has a long association with criminality or deviance, and social science research shows that it can enable untoward behavior and make crimes more terrorizing. Hence one of the earliest anti-mask mandates in the United States, the 1871 Ku Klux Klan Act, which made it a federal offense to “go in disguise upon the public highways” with the intention of violating others’ constitutional rights. Much of democracy depends on citizens participating in politics visibly and with accountability; masks can be read as antisocial in the most basic sense.
Probably the biggest potential problem with anti-mask decrees is a practical one: enforcement. D.C. police are not eager to enforce such a ban; some officers have told us that it is a distraction from more important tasks and could heighten the risk of discrimination claims. The fact that ski masks are particularly popular among youths of color all but guarantees that enforcement will appear targeted. Seemingly disparate enforcement could engender resentment, as when the Alexandria housing authority issued a notice about upcoming enforcement of the city’s ski mask ban that only went to public housing residents. These fears aren’t unfounded: Enforcement of a mask law could easily facilitate unconstitutional behavior if wearing a popular accessory becomes a rationale for racial profiling.
Fortunately, relatively minor tweaks could address the concerns. A mask ban could be limited to particular and clearly delineated spaces — public transit, for instance, or city property and places of commerce, where mask-wearing is commonly understood to induce anxiety and serve little public good. Reasonable exceptions for religious practice or political expression should be spelled out in the statute. An anti-mask provision could be used to enhance penalties for other crimes of which the masked perpetrator is accused, rather than a stand-alone offense. A law that clearly provides that wearing a mask itself is not criminal, but committing a crime with one is, would be harder to use as a pretext for selective enforcement or harassment.
Ultimately, mask bans present a fresh iteration of a familiar problem: reconciling public safety with individual liberty. That balance is delicate at the best of times — but Ms. Bowser and the council should be able to strike it.





Arabs are forced to question our place in the world


Abdelrahman ElGendy
11:30AM, 28 Dec, 2023 
Abdelrahman ElGendy, an Egyptian writer and former political prisoner, is a Dietrich fellow at the University of Pittsburgh’s nonfiction writing graduate program.
Is there life before death?
I thought of this line by poet Mourid Barghouti as the Palestinian flags billowed above my head. This was the first pro-Palestinian rally in Pittsburgh since the massacres in Gaza began this October, and protesters shook their signs in solidarity: End the Occupation! Cease-fire Now!
The day also marked my first rally since my arrest 10 years ago in Cairo at a protest against Egypt’s 2013 military coup. The organizers of the Pittsburgh event, who were of Arab origin, began their speeches by denouncing the attacks they had not yet faced but anticipated. I clenched my jaw listening to the long preface: We Arabs are decent, civilized, peaceful. We are not the antisemites nor the savages they claim we are.
The harmony of the day’s gathering was suddenly interrupted by a yelp — my wife’s. I turned in time to see that a bulky and bald White American man had knocked her and several other protesters over. He raised his middle finger as a stream of insults poured out of his mouth. A clutch of protesters eventually surrounded him, pushing him toward the on-site police. More than anything else, it was the look in his eyes that I will never forget. Not the hatred, not the violence — that, I could stomach — but the lack of hesitation, the assuredness that he would never be labeled a “terrorist” or “barbaric.” Only we would ever face those charges.
In the weeks since, my eyes, like so many others around the world, have been glued to the news. The Gaza Strip has been reeling from vicious bombardment and a complete siege. In the second week of October, the Israelis cut Gaza’s access to water, electricity and fuel. According to the Gaza Health Ministry, the death count has exceeded 20,000 Palestinians — a number without precedent across about 75 years of occupation.
As I scour the internet, trying and failing to find a trace of good news, I return to Barghouti, who died in 2021:
I look at my life, since the day I was born.
In my despair, I remember:
There is life after death; there is life after death
and I have no problem.
But I ask:
O, God,
is there life before death?
Over the past two months, we’ve witnessed a military campaign that an increasing number of scholars are calling a genocide.
We’ve also seen biased news coverage, along with American complicity in the massacre, as much of the rest of the world stands by.
As Arabs, we’re asking fundamental questions about our place in the world. We’re coming to understand that our disposability is not a failure of the world order; it’s one of its integral functions.
In “All the Pasha’s Men,” Egyptian-born historian Khaled Fahmy writes about the earliest iteration of what we now know as the Egyptian passport — the tezkere, an Ottoman-era term for identity card. In the early 1800s, under Muhammad Ali Pasha’s Ottoman rule, to deter Egyptian peasants from abandoning their villages and to better regulate their movement, the authorities mandated that each person carry a tezkere: a document that included the bearer’s name, physical description, father’s name and village name. Without it, people would face repatriation
to the villages they had come from.
Today, “tezkere” is the name of the identification document that every modern Egyptian prisoner carries behind bars. I know this from experience. For six years and three months, I navigated seven Egyptian detention facilities, clutching the worn yellow card that logged my personal data, cell assignments, sentencing details and records of additional punishments, from solitary confinement to visitation bans. The tezkere, echoing its origins, encapsulated the state’s regulation of my body.
Today’s Arab passports and the identities they confer continue to play a similar role both within Arab countries and around the world. In my homeland, I’m acutely aware that my body is expendable. A Western body there, however, will always have more currency. Each time Egyptian authorities have harmed a Westerner, they have faced international opprobrium. The brutal killing of Italian researcher Giulio Regeni in 2016, for example, haunts them to this day. Overwhelming evidence points to his killers being members of the Egyptian security forces. Tellingly, Regeni’s mother commented, “They tortured and killed him as if he were Egyptian.”
Our bodies, broken at no price, are thus broken often.
When I fled Egypt in 2020 after my release from prison, I sought a rebirth: to be recognized as a body whose suffering is consequential. I had no romantic ideas about the American Dream; I’ve too often encountered the condescending notion that our migration is in pursuit of superior values, rather than a flight from the chaos wrought by U.S.-imposed wars, the monarchs and military dictatorships that Washington has installed and continues to prop up, or the environmental havoc the United States has caused.
But these two months have exceeded my darkest nightmares. An Arab name affords me a new series of monikers, a lineage that begins at “Other” and ends at “human animal.”
As I grapple with my position in the world, my American friends diagnose my distress as post-traumatic stress disorder, triggered by the traumas of incarceration. I never grasped why the term “PTSD” irritated me so much until I read the words of Samah Jabr, the head of mental health services at the Palestinian Ministry of Health. In a 2019 interview, she argued that the concept of PTSD, with its roots in Western thought, demands a before and after — a time before the trauma starts and a time after it ends. Yet for so many Arabs, trauma is a continuous, intergenerational reality.
There is no pre- or post- for us. Traumatic stress is life. When the eyes of two Arabs in exile meet, there’s a silent acknowledgment. Our tezkere transcends time, prison bars and national borders. We carry a built-in estrangement not only in our pockets but also in the lines on our faces and in our bone marrow.
Today, I move with a profound hollowness, the result of a string of tragic events: the horrific fatal stabbing of 6-year-old Palestinian American Wadea al-Fayoume in Illinois; the shooting of Palestinian college students Hisham Awartani, Kinnan Abdalhamid and Tahseen Ali Ahmad in Vermont; the reportedly targeted hit-and-run of a Stanford University student of Syrian origin named Abdulwahab Omira. The list goes on.
The idea of dying, I can take. We Arabs know death. We’ve grown up with it, made its acquaintance and learned that it has a taste for our bodies.
This world was never built to accommodate us. Even in the most progressive circles, we are a disruption to be tolerated only if we remain model, tokenized Arabs: palatable and coy, offering the prerequisite condemnations before demanding our humanity. Our allies are few, and our confidants are fewer. We understand now.
Between homelands that have crushed us and countries of exile that thirst to do so, it sometimes seems as if there will never be life before death. If this is how I feel, I try to imagine the plight of Palestinians in Gaza. One second, there’s a breathing body, a roof. The next second: mangled limbs, rubble.
In fear of this imminent death, I dwell in death. I wonder, like Barghouti: Will I ever know life before it?
Will we?
I don’t have the answer. But I know that the facade of Western moral superiority has crumbled. Today, we Arabs shed our internalized inferiority and attempt to carve our way back into language and history: our language, our history. We gather around our collective sorrow and moans as guttural and textured as our alphabet’s A’ins and Kha’as.
In this life that is not a life, we no longer appeal to the world to see us as human. We are learning to see one another instead — and to let that be enough.





Palestinians must be a part of any postwar Gaza peacekeeping force


David Ignatius
11:15AM, 28 Dec, 2023 

Palestinians are reflected on a damaged TV screen while searching the rubble of a building following Israeli bombardment in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip on Tuesday. (Said Khatib/AFP/Getty Images) 
As New Year’s Day approaches in a blood-soaked Gaza, the Biden administration must prod Israel to face a reality: There is no endgame for this war that doesn’t require a Palestinian security force to help maintain order in Gaza after Hamas is deposed.
And where will this post-Hamas Palestinian force come from? The obvious answer is that it should be drawn from the thousands of Palestinians who serve in the roughly half-dozen security organizations now under the nominal control of the Palestinian Authority.
The authority is incompetent and corrupt — so this is hardly an ideal option. Israel rightly faults the authority for doing a poor job in maintaining law and order in the West Bank. But the authority, for all its faults, provides the best bridge to a postwar international peacekeeping force for Gaza, with Arab support. The authority has supporters in Gaza who despise Hamas. But they need help — not more bombs.
This challenge — of empowering and training security forces drawn from the Palestinian Authority — is one that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu keeps resisting. But Biden administration officials see no other good pathway forward; they’re urging Israel to address the challenge before the carnage in Gaza gets worse and the future power vacuum there becomes impossible for anyone to fill.
Israel’s difficulty in thinking clearly about future security in Gaza is an example of the broader policymaking failure in Israel after the country went to war after Hamas’s savage terrorist attack on Oct. 7. Some prominent Israelis have told me privately for more than a month that the United States must press Israel to make wise choices about this war because Netanyahu seems unable to make them himself.
The reality is that the future of Palestinian security in Gaza begins with improved Palestinian security forces in the West Bank. That’s where such forces, independent of Hamas, can learn how to protect Palestinians, even as they cooperate with Israel, the United States and moderate Arab governments. Indeed, that’s what authority security forces are already doing in a sliver of the West Bank — not always well but with the legal authority to act and some competent and experienced leaders.
Though few Americans or Israelis are aware of it, the United States has been thinking about this problem of building Palestinian security forces for more than a decade. In 2005, the United States created a “security coordinator” in Jerusalem with an explicit mandate to “develop a capable, effective, and sustainable security force” for Palestinians and, by working with Israel, to “assist in ending violence” through this force. This office is now headed by an experienced veteran of Afghanistan, a former brigade commander in the 82nd Airborne Division, Lt. Gen. Michael Fenzel.
The multiple security services illustrate the jumble of responsibility within the authority. Some units, such as the Presidential Guard and parts of the General Intelligence Service, have been well-trained by the CIA and Jordanian military and intelligence. The problem is that their writ has been too narrow, with authority limited mostly to what’s called “Area A” of the West Bank, which includes the big cities of Hebron, Ramallah, Nablus and Jenin, but accounts for only 18 percent of the overall territory.
To develop the leadership and skills they will need in Gaza — and the West Bank — the security forces need a wider footprint. The State Department explicitly calls for them to move into “areas vacated by [the Israel Defense Forces], including Area B,” which connects the West Bank’s big cities and accounts for another 22 percent of the West Bank.
Biden administration officials understand the need for such an expansion. But they’ve been wary of pressing a beleaguered Israel. They should push harder now.
Martin Indyk, who twice served as U.S. ambassador to Israel, noted the Palestinian Authority has been providing salaries for about 19,000 security personnel in Gaza since Hamas took over in 2007. “What state they are in one can only imagine, but they do represent a cadre of PA-loyal forces that could be trained and deployed to maintain law and order in the Gaza Strip,” Indyk said.
The natural partner for training these Gaza security forces would be Egypt, “since it knows the security terrain so intimately,” Indyk argued. In assuming this role, Egypt would augment the work Jordan has done since 2005 in training and mentoring Palestinian security forces in the West Bank.
Time is running out. Unless the authority can operate across a wider swath of the West Bank and begin training for a future role in Gaza, it won’t have the confidence of Palestinians or the competence to be a strong partner for Israel.
Israel’s path out of Gaza also requires a crackdown on violence by extremist settlers in the West Bank. The Biden administration has been urging Israel to discipline settlers for the past year, but the Netanyahu government, which has strong roots in the settler community, has often resisted. Biden finally got fed up — and took a unilateral step this month by announcing a ban on U.S. visas for settlers who engage in violence and their families.
The drive to restrain extremist settlers has a perhaps unlikely ally in Israeli Maj. Gen. Yehuda Fox, head of the IDF’s central command, which oversees the West Bank. Fox riled right-wing critics when he described a revenge attack by settlers on the Palestinian town of Huwara in February as a “pogrom.” Settlers are also furious that he has dismantled illegal “outposts” that often become settlements. In September, a pro-settler critic posted on X, formerly Twitter, a caricature of Fox as Hitler, with the claim “Yehuda Fox acts like a dictator.”
The Biden administration should recognize that senior IDF commanders oppose violence committed by extremist settlers and the harassment of the authority’s fragile security forces because they make it harder to maintain order in the West Bank — and, eventually, to create a stable post-Hamas order in Gaza in which Palestinian rights and security will be respected. The IDF doesn’t want an endless war.
Netanyahu’s relentless campaign against Hamas has shattered Gaza. He seems to have no idea how to put the pieces back together — or even to care what happens to the Palestinians there. The United States has a plan for the day after, even if Netanyahu doesn’t. He should start listening — or face the likelihood that he will soon be replaced.





Why your kids are obsessed with axolotls


Alyssa Rosenberg
11:00AM, 28 Dec, 2023 
First, it was narwhals. Then, llamas. Now, axolotls are coming for America’s children.
The salamanders are the hottest creature in kids’ departments this winter. Children can dress plush axolotls from Build-A-Bear Workshop in holiday finery, or decorate their binders with bedazzled axolotl stickers from Pipsticks. Wee worriers might be soothed by a microwaveable axolotl heating pad or the pink light of an axolotl lamp. When Girl Scouts hit the streets to sell cookies in January, they’ll be cheered on by an axolotl mascot.
The story of how axolotls went from clammy and obscure to cute and ubiquitous is a lesson in the creation of contemporary trends. It’s also a caution: A market for tchotchkes featuring a critically endangered animal doesn’t necessarily support keeping the species alive in the wild.
Axolotls were primed to go viral. Their gills look fluffy from afar, making them easy to translate into plush. They have a winning expression, with wide-spaced eyes and perpetual small smiles. As one of the few creatures able to regenerate limbs and internal organs, they’re weird enough to appeal to kids enchanted by the oddities of the natural world. That they’re at risk only adds to the appeal.
Brand axolotl has been bubbling for a couple of decades. The critters appear to have made their pop culture debut in 1999, when Pokémon introduced something like one as a pocket monster named Wooper. Another similar Pokémon helped give rise to the first
of many memes involving the creature. Toothless, an axolotl-inspired dragon, flapped onto the big screen in 2010’s “How to Train Your Dragon.” And the amphibians feature in the cryptocurrency game “Axie Infinity” that took off in the Philippines during the covid-19 pandemic.
But it was when the mega-popular world-building game “Minecraft” introduced axolotls in 2021 that interest in the creatures spiked.
Success breeds success: This year, axolotls beat out sea otters, zebras, sugar gliders, goats and pikas in the Girl Scout mascot vote, netting 38 percent of ballots.
The rise of the axolotl, and its challenge to llamas and narwhals, is also a product of the toy and craft industry’s constant search for the next cute thing to sell to kids and their parents.
Take Pipsticks, the sticker subscription service and retailer. It needs to generate 45 new sticker sheets a month, says Mo Vazquez, the company’s founder. “If there is a strange animal request, I usually want to do it immediately because we can make an animal fit into any theme,” she told me. Customers requested axolotls through the company’s Facebook page. (Axolotls have also racked up 3.7 billion views on TikTok.) The frilled-gilled ones made their Pipsticks debut for Valentine’s Day, all hearts and dreamy smiles.
Adults are driving the demand for axolotls, too — and for toys in general. At the Toy Fair in September, the Toy Association’s Kristin Morency Goldman highlighted research the group commissioned that suggests 89 percent of adults plan to buy toys for other grown-ups this holiday season. Goldman also said a staggering 53 percent of American men planned to buy toys for themselves.
Over at Build-A-Bear Workshop, which offers several plush axolotls and outfits for them, chief executive Sharon Price John notes a similar trend. Grown-up customers gravitate toward “trendy animals” as a form of self-expression. Fondness for axolotls — be they in jammies or tutus — can signal an affinity for gaming, environmental concerns or simply a love of all things cute. Many Pipsticks customers are adults, too.
Selling consumers small and big on axolotls has been easy. Channeling this enthusiasm toward conservation is harder, as the “Minecraft”-induced craze illustrated.
The platform has added at-risk animals and ecosystems to the game before, including bees, pandas and mangroves. And it partners with BBC Earth on environmental education. But the virtual axolotl introduction had unintended consequences in the real world. People rushed to buy axolotls as pets and then animal rescues were swamped with unwanted ones.

An axolotl poses on a stone. (Iva Dimova/Shutterstock)
A spokeswoman for the Girl Scouts noted that having an exotic animal as a mascot is an opportunity to educate girls about the challenges such pets pose. Rather than buying a live salamander, families might be better off with a symbolic axolotl adoption that contributes to conservation efforts.
Keeping axolotls alive in the wild requires both money and creativity. Wild axolotls’ wetland home around Mexico City has undergone radical changes. The expanding metropolis, changes to farming and the arrival of predatory nonnative fish saw the population plummet to just 35 per square kilometer a decade ago, down from thousands in the 1990s. Now researchers are trying to build demand for the products of farming practices that maintain the creatures’ native habitat, and to breed and release axolotls into the newly welcoming environment.
But conservationists hoping to seize axolotls’ moment in the spotlight to build long-term support had better hurry. From their monitoring of social media trends, Vazquez and John predict capybaras will be the next big thing. So when kids hanker after pajamas and pencils and plushies featuring the giant South American rodents in 2024, parents should remember: Pairing these with a real investment in biodiversity is the best gift of all.
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