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The Epoch Times is an independent voice in print and on the web. We report news responsibly and truthfully so that readers can improve their own lives and increase their understanding and respect for their neighbors next door and around the globe.
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US Planning $10 Billion Sale of HIMARS Rocket Launchers, Ammunition to Poland
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The Biden administration plans to sell nearly 20 High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) launchers, as well as various other weapons and related equipment worth around $10 billion to NATO ally Poland.

The Defense Security Cooperation Agency of the Department of Defense said in a statement that Congress was notified of the potential sale on Tuesday. Lawmakers will still need to sign off on it.

Poland, which borders Ukraine, requested to buy a number of weapons, including 18 M142 HIMARS launchers, 45 of the 185-mile range Army Tactical Missile System (ATACMS) missiles, and more than 1,000 Guided Multiple Rocket Launch System (GMLRS) rockets, among other things.

HIMARS launchers have played a key role in aiding Ukraine amid Russia’s invasion, allowing Kyiv to destroy Russian ammunition warehouses and command and control centers with pinpoint accuracy.

The technically advanced systems can carry a six-pack of GMLRS rockets or one large Tactical Missile System, according to its manufacturer Lockheed Martin.

Weapons Will ‘Improve Security’ of Poland

Ukraine has regularly requested ATACMS missiles from the United States to use in the ongoing invasion but has been rebuffed. Poland would not be able to transfer any ATACMS to Ukraine without U.S. approval.

Also included in the deal are low-cost Reduced-Range Practice Rockets, support and communications equipment, spare and repair parts, test sets, batteries, laptop computers, personnel training and equipment, U.S. government and contractor engineering and logistics personnel services, and other related elements of logistics and program support.

“This proposed sale will support the foreign policy goals and national security objectives of the United States by improving the security of a NATO Ally that is a force for political stability and economic progress in Europe,” the Department of Defense said.

It will also aid Poland’s “military goals of updating capability while further enhancing interoperability with the United States and other allies,” according to the Pentagon.

“Poland intends to use these defense articles and services to modernize its armed forces and expand its capability to strengthen its homeland defense and deter regional threats. Poland will have no difficulty absorbing this equipment into its armed forces,” the statement said.

The principal contractor for the sale would be Lockheed Martin, which manufactures the HIMARS rocket launchers.

Poland Ramps Up Military Spending

According to the Pentagon, the proposed sale will have no adverse impact on U.S. defense readiness and will not alter the basic military balance in Poland.

The latest sale comes after Poland ordered 20 HIMARS, including 18 combat and two training rocket launchers from the United States in 2019, which were set to be delivered by 2023.

In May, the country, which has been a NATO member since 1999, ordered an additional 500 HIMARS launchers from the United States, but, according to Polish media, Lockheed Martin said it could only offer around 200.

Poland has been bolstering military spending in the past year amid the war in neighboring Ukraine, which is fast approaching its one-year anniversary.

The country splashed out the equivalent of 2.4 percent of its GDP on its military in 2022, The Defense Post reported, making it the third-highest percentage among NATO countries.

in January, Poland’s Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki said the country will spend 4 percent of its GDP this year on bolstering the military, amid growing concerns over the ongoing Russia–Ukraine war.

“The war in Ukraine makes us arm ourselves even faster,” Morawiecki told reporters on Jan. 30. “That is why this year we will make an unprecedented effort: four percent of GDP for the Polish army.”

Reuters contributed to this report.
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President Joe Biden’s State of the Union speech started with a lighthearted gesture of bipartisan goodwill, but that evaporated as he repeatedly made statements that irked the Republican side of the aisle.

His Feb. 7 speech marked the first time that the Democrat president, in office since 2021, faced a Republican-controlled House of Representatives as he gave his annual report to the nation.

Biden began by congratulating Rep. Kevin McCarthy (R- Calif.) for being chosen as Speaker of the House, then joked, off-script: “Mr. Speaker, I don’t want to ruin your reputation, but I look forward to working with you.”

And, Biden said, during the past couple of years, Democrats and Republicans have shown they can work together, noting they approved a “once-in-a-generation infrastructure law, building bridges connecting our nation and our people.”

Jeers and Cheers

But Biden ran afoul of the GOP several times during his 75-minute speech, especially when he accused Republicans of wanting to “sunset” Medicare and Social Security. As Republicans booed and accused him of lying about that, Biden said, “I’m not saying it’s the majority.”

Inexplicably, Biden responded, “I enjoy conversion.” After going back and forth with Republican lawmakers who were shouting from their seats, Biden backed away from the confrontation, saying, “So folks, as we all apparently agree, Social Security and Medicare is off, off the books now.”

Applause and cheers followed. But Biden followed up with a threat: If anyone tries to cut those programs, “I’ll veto it,” he said.

He also threatened to veto any anti-abortion law that Congress might pass.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] President Joe Biden delivers his State of the Union address before a joint session of Congress as Vice President Kamala Harris and Speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy applaud in the House Chamber at the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Feb. 7, 2023. (Reuters/Kevin Lamarque)


Biden attempted to urge the Republican-controlled House and the Democrat-controlled Senate to “come together” on immigration. “Make it a bipartisan issue once again,” he said.

But the GOP side of the chamber again erupted with heckling as Biden claimed he was trying to secure the U.S.-Mexico border—a sore point with Republicans who have criticized him for allowing illegal immigrants to pour into America.

“We now have a record number of personnel working to secure the border,” Biden said. “American border problems won’t be fixed until Congress acts.”

He urged them to “at least pass my plan to provide the equipment and officers to secure the border.”

Another point of contention: Biden recognized a parent who had lost his daughter to a fentanyl overdose and decried the fact that 70,000 deaths from that drug have plagued the United States. Some Republicans shouted their disapproval of Biden; many have publicly criticized him for failing to stop the tide of fentanyl from coming from Mexico into the United States.

McCarthy remained fairly stoic throughout the speech, even when his fellow Republicans made their opposition to Biden clear. He applauded politely several times. Seated next to McCarthy, Vice President Kamala Harris frequently nodded in agreement as Biden spoke.

Standing Ovation

One of the few unifying moments of the evening came when Biden recognized two guests, RowVaughn and Rodney Wells, the mother and stepfather of Tyre Nichols, the 29-year-old black man whom police beat to death in Memphis, Tennessee, in January.

Everyone rose to their feet and applauded to show respect for the couple and the tragedy they have endured.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Rodney Wells and RowVaughn Wells, parents of Tyre Nichols, stand and applaud U.S. President Joe Biden during his State of the Union address in the House Chambers of the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Feb.07, 2023. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


Biden said that Nichols’s mother told him that she hoped something good could come of her son’s death. The president seized the moment. He asked Congress to pass a police reform bill.

But then Biden turned around and used the Nichols incident to decry how “black and brown” people must talk to their children about being cautious around police–even though the officers accused in Nichols’s death are also black.

He gave a disclaimer, though, which was greeted with applause: “I know most cops and their families are good, decent honorable people–the vast majority.”

Spy Balloon Not Mentioned

Repeatedly, Biden said he wanted to “finish the job,” which seemed to hint that he will run for re-election. Still, he didn’t mention the upcoming 2024 presidential race.

He also made no direct mention of China’s spy balloon, which drifted across U.S. airspace for days before it was shot down. Many criticized the administration’s failure to act sooner.

Biden did make a passing reference to the incident by stating, “As we made clear last week, if China threatens our sovereignty, we will act to protect our country. And we did.” He said little else about China.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] President Joe Biden delivers the State of the Union address in the House Chamber of the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Feb. 7, 2023. (Jacquelyn Martin/POOL/AFP via Getty Images)


Another topic that looms large but received little notice from Biden—the national debt.

Last month, two dozen GOP Senators wrote a letter warning Biden that they would oppose raising the national debt limit unless he cuts spending and “brings fiscal sanity back to Washington.” America is now $31 trillion in debt, an amount that exceeds the national economy.

Union is ‘Strong’

Biden wrapped up his speech by attempting to strike an optimistic note.

“My fellow Americans, we meet tonight in an inflection point, one of those moments that only a few generations ever face,” he said. “The direction we now take is going to decide the course of this nation for decades to come … We have to see each other not as enemies but as fellow Americans.”

He said Americans are “good people” and our nation is the only one in the world that is “built on an idea.”

“We’re the only nation based on the idea that all of us, every one of us, is created equal,” Biden said.

Then he declared: “Because the soul of this nation is strong, because the backbone…of this nation is strong because the people of this nation are strong, the state of the union is strong.”

Finally, Biden made one last attempt to strike the unifying chord that so many had expected from this speech, stating, “We’re the United States of America, and there’s nothing beyond our capacity to do it together.”
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Heated Rhetoric at House Committee Hearing on Illegal Immigration
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In a House Committee on Oversight and Accountability fact-finding hearing on illegal immigration along the U.S. southern border, strident, accusatory, and passionate rhetoric from lawmakers on both sides of the aisle was abundant.

Two U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CPB) agents gave testimony and answered questions at the hearing held on Tuesday.

The hearing comes with the Biden administration facing a growing crisis of illegal immigration on the border.

Before Joe Biden became president, there had never been a month in which there were more than 200,000 interceptions of illegal immigrants along the border.

Every month for the past 10 months, more than 200,000 illegal immigrants have been intercepted along the border.

In the hearing, debated and discussed were dueling approaches to solving the crisis of illegal immigration and the attendant issues of human trafficking, drug trafficking (with a specific focus on the lethal fentanyl), handling asylum cases, gangs, and the U.S. Customs and Border Protection personnel being spread thin.

CPB agents appearing and delivering testimony at the hearing were Gloria Chavez, Chief Patrol Agent, Rio Grande Sector, and John Modlin, Chief Patrol Agent Tucson Sector.

Disturbing Tweet

One comment that stirred emotions did not come from a committee member’s oral comments but in a social media post that Committee on Oversight and Accountability Chairman James Comer (R-Ky.) read aloud.

As for that post, it was a tweet that Comer called “very disturbing.”

Comer and Ranking Member Jamie Raskin (D-Md.) had already made their opening statements, in which neither pulled punches.

And just before Comer introduced the border patrol agents, he cited the tweet, which he had just been made aware of and put out by Oversight Committee Democrats.

“It says, ‘Good morning and good luck to everyone except @GOPoversight members who are using today’s hearing,” said Comer as he read from a piece of paper, “to amplify white nationalist conspiracy theories instead of comprehensive solution to protect our borders and strengthen our immigration system.'”

Then, Comer looked forward and around and said, “I mean, really, I don’t even know what to say about this.”

Making Their Case

In his opening remarks, Comer stated that the Biden administration, and its lax immigration policies, significantly contribute to the transport of illicit drugs that “make their way to communities across the United States and poison our neighbors and our children.”

Comer continued, “Why? Why is this happening? Starting on his first day in office, President Biden signaled to the world our borders were open—open to criminals, human traffickers, and drug traffickers. His administration’s policies have eroded deterrents and stripped away enforcement tools.

“President Biden immediately ended enrollments in the migrant protection protocols, which required inadmissible aliens who remain in Mexico while their immigration case was adjudicated. He halted construction of border barriers even though Congress had appropriated nearly $1.4 billion for wall construction just a month before…”

Rep. Raskin held different views on the status of immigration.

After Raksin’s opening statement, which heralded the economy and job numbers under Biden and argued that expediting paths to citizenship for illegal immigrants living in the U.S. would benefit the economy, he claimed that the GOP is not interested in bipartisan immigration reform.

“The political problem is that when it comes to working out common sense immigration policy solutions, Republicans driven by the extreme MAGA wing of their party have been systematically thwarting and derailing comprehensive efforts to improve our immigration system and strengthen border enforcement,” Raskin said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Rep. Jamie Raskin (D-Md) maintains the “one-size-fits-all, cookie-cutter” SHOW UP Act will force federal agencies to shelve plans to lease less office space if they must restore 2019 in-person staffing levels, costing taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars a year. (Senate Television via AP)


Raskin accused Republicans of spreading “fear about a foreign invasion, dangerous paranoia, about the racist and anti-semitic Great Replacement mythology and disinformation about fentanyl, the vast amount which is brought into our country by American smugglers working for the international drug cartels and traveling through lawful points of entry.”

Border Patrol Agent Testimony

In their opening statements and responses to questions, CPB chiefs Chavez and Chief Modlin emphasized that their jobs, and those whom they oversee, are focused on interdiction of those attempting illegal entry into the United States.

The agents said that their involvement with the migrants takes place within a period of 24 to 72 hours after apprehension and involves a significant humanitarian component, including making sure the migrants receive food, access to a shower, and any needed medical attention or clothing.

Indeed, with the rapid and dramatic rise of illegal immigration, the CPB estimates that 60 percent of the work of its agents has become humanitarian.

Following completing its duties, CPB Border Patrol turns the migrants over to the CPB Office of Field Operations (OFO).

In addressing and questioning Chief Patrol Agent John Modlin, Rep. Nick Langworthy (R-N.Y.) noted that in the first three months of the fiscal year 2023, an estimated 7,000 aliens a day were trying to pass illegally into the country.

“Chief Modlin, how has the unprecedented flow of illegal immigration impacted U.S. Border Patrol’s ability to maintain operational control of the southern border?” asked Langworthy.

[image: EpochImages-1095263698-xl] A group of illegal aliens walk up the road after crossing the Rio Grande from Mexico. Further up the road, they will board a bus bound for the Border Patrol processing facility in McAllen, Texas, on April 18, 2019. (Charlotte Cuthbertson/The Epoch Times)


Modlin responded, “When the flow of migrants across the border increases the way it does, there is a compounding amount of things that happen—one, certainly, in my sector, in the Tucson sector, because of the very extreme terrain we deal with, agents are called upon to make rescue.

“So an agent, literally in a matter of seconds, can go from an enforcement action to now rescuing someone—you know, performing on, whatever that happens to be. You have just the great distances within my sector that cause us to deal with these large groups and takes away from the border security mission.”

Rep. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-D.C.) asked Chief Patrol Agent Gloria Chavez, “How does extreme rhetoric, including rhetoric used by lawmakers, make your work, and that of agents, more challenging?”

“I think of when I’m out there, with our agents, and we focus on the mission, and we do the job that we do everyday, encountering migrants on the ground,” responded Chavez. “The relationship that exists between those agents and encountering those migrants, it’s one of those relationships that no one will ever understand.

“Because those migrants, they see that agent for the first time, many of them on their journey—this is the first time they get the assistance and the help that they need from a law enforcement officer—from days and weeks, maybe even months, on a long journey.

“So they’re very helpful, they’re very happy, to have seen that agent for the first time.”
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Freedom vs. ‘More Government Control’: Gov. Sanders Delivers GOP Rebuttal to Biden’s State of the Union
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Among reasons why Arkansas Gov. Sarah Huckabee Sanders was selected to deliver the Republican rebuttal to Democrat President Joe Biden’s Feb. 7 State of the Union address was because at 40, she’s the nation’s youngest governor while at 80, Biden’s the oldest president in the history of the United States.

But Sanders in her combative 15-minute response said age is not the only difference between the two. In a searing juxtaposition, she said the vision offered by a “new generation of Republican leadership” of America today and tomorrow is vastly different from that presented by Biden and the Democratic Party.

“The dividing line in America is no longer between right or left. The choice is between normal and crazy,” she said, noting, “Americans want common sense leadership” while in Washington “the Biden administration is doubling down on crazy.”

“Tonight, let us reaffirm our commitment to a timeless American idea: that government exists not to rule the people, but to serve the people. Democrats want to rule us with more government control, but that is not who we are,” she said.

Sanders said she is a vanguard of that “new Republican leadership,” while Biden is “too weak” to stand up to progressives who control the Democratic Party.

“His administration has been completely hijacked by the radical left, by a woke mob who can’t even tell what a woman is,” she said. Biden wants “to rule with more control. That is not who we are. I am for freedom, he is for more control.”

Sanders, elected Arkansas’ first woman governor in November and sworn into office in January, is the daughter of former three-term Arkansas Gov. Mike Huckabee and served as former President Donald Trump’s press secretary for two-and-a-half years.

She said during Trump’s administration, the United States was energy independent, the economy was robust, and the “world was at peace.”

Now, Americans are contending with empty grocery store shelves, high energy prices, rising crime, “children taught to hate one another” because of their race, and a world that appears increasingly spiraling toward war, Sanders said.

“In the last two years, Democrats destroyed it all,” she said.

Offering a Different Vision

Biden’s “weakness puts world order at risk,” Sanders said, claiming he has failed to “stand up to China—a dangerous and unacceptable failure to defend our borders, defend our skies, and defend our people. He is unfit to serve as commander-in-chief.”

She said that Biden has made concessions to progressives who want to “defund the police … while violent criminals roam the streets,” and to “collude with ‘Big Tech’ to strip away our freedom of speech.”

“We now have the worst border crisis in American history,” Sanders said, noting, “As a Mom, my heart breaks for every parent who has lost a child to addiction” to drugs laced with fentanyl that are on the nation’s streets because “Biden has failed to  secure the border and save American lives.”

She said the “new generation of Republican leadership” will ensure that “a quality education is the civil rights issue of the day” by spearheading an educational reform movement that provides parents with “a real choice” that will “end the cycle of trapping kids in failing schools. We will educate, not indoctrinate.”

Sanders vowed, “Republicans will not surrender this fight. We will do what is right, not what is convenient or politically correct. Under the leadership of Senate Republicans and [House] Speaker McCarthy, we will hold Biden accountable.”

Republicans are being galvanized by a “new generation brimming with passion,” ready to offer “new ideas to solve age-old problems,” and “find a better way forward,” she said. “A new generation of Republican leadership are stepping up, not to be caretakers of the status quo but to be change-makers.”

Sanders said under the GOP’s vision, “America will again be the land of the free and home of the brave.”

The vision offered by the Biden administration is starkly different, she said.

“Today our freedom is under attack. The America we love is under attack. It is not normal. It is crazy and it is wrong,” she said. “Biden and the Democrats have failed you. They know it. You know it. It is time for a change.”
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Many Republicans expressed disappointment at President Joe Biden’s State of the Union address on Feb. 7, contending that Biden failed to appropriately address the threat posed by communist China, the border crisis, and the economy.

Sen, Ted Cruz (R-Texas) said Biden’s address was full of tough talk and strong language, but ultimately his rhetoric was hollow.

“I thought it was an angry speech, I thought it was a partisan speech and I thought it was a speech disconnected from working men and women and indicated a complete unwillingness to change the course we’re on,” Cruz told The Epoch Times after the speech.

During his second State of the Union address, Biden said America was more robust and better able to defend its interests against countries such as the Chinese regime.

“We’re in the strongest position in decades to compete with China or anyone else in the world,” Biden said.

Referring to the recent shootdown of the Chinese spy balloon that had been hovering over the continental United States for about a week, Biden said “As we made clear last week, if China threatens our sovereignty, we will act to protect our country. And we did.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The Chinese spy balloon drifts to the ocean after being shot down off the coast in Surfside Beach, S.C., on Feb. 4, 2023.; and a U.S. Coast Guard helicopter flies over a debris field during recovery efforts on Feb. 4, 2023. (Randall Hill/Reuters); U.S. Navy photo by Lt. j.g. Jerry Ireland)


But Republicans, who have been highly critical of the administration’s handling of the incident, particularly its delay in shooting down the balloon, were not satisfied with Biden’s characterization of the event.

“I thought it was a total failure to level with the American people about what happened last week,” Sen. Josh Hawley (R-Mo.) told The Epoch Times after the speech.

Cruz agreed, saying the incident projected something to the rest of the world, but it was not strength.

“Sadly, the entire world is laughing at the president. A Chinese spy balloon hovered over America for about a week, and we should have shot it down the instant it entered U.S. airspace,” Cruz said.

Rep. French Hill (R-Ark) said the balloon incident was a perfect opportunity for the Biden administration to confront China with its surveillance techniques and its violations of international law, but ultimately one that was not taken up.

“I was disappointed by the president’s lack of specificity on the China strategy,” Hill told The Epoch Times.

“I think he missed an opportunity to … talk about how we could work together to … counter the most aggressive policies of the Chinese Communist Party, both domestically against their own people, as well as exporting their malign activities around the world,” he added.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Illegal immigrants wait outside the Migrant Resource Center to receive food from the San Antonio Catholic Charities in San Antonio, Texas, on Sept. 19, 2022. (Jordan Vonderhaar/Getty Images)


Border Crisis

Biden’s call to stop the flow of fentanyl across the Southern Border drew both jeers and applause from Republicans in the House. Since Biden took office, close to 5 million illegal immigrants and multiple tons of illicit drugs have entered the United States over the Mexican border.

“Joe Biden stands up and says he wants to secure the Southern border,” Cruz said. “That’s nothing but a laugh line because he’s spent two years undermining security at the border.”

Rep. Bob Good (R-Va.) criticized the president for allegedly not being more upfront about the issues at the Southern Border.

“It was disappointing that he didn’t take responsibility for his border policies,” Good told The Epoch Times.

Biden’s claims of economic success also drew criticism.

Cruz pointed out that Biden and Democrats have pushed big dollar projects, such as the so-called Build Back Better plan, the Inflation Reduction Act, and the Bi-Partisan Safer Communities Act, all of which carry hefty price tags, Republicans say. The Texas Senator said these and other expansionary fiscal policies are the real drivers of inflation.

“He takes none of the responsibility for the trillions in spending and debt that have caused the out-of-control inflation,” the Texas senator said.

Hawley contended that Biden “deserves credit” for “the fact that working-class wages can’t keep up with inflation, that the cost of gas is unaffordable, that grocery prices are unaffordable, and working families can’t get ahead.”

“And that’s because of his policies. … He deserves to be held accountable for that,” the senator added.

Emel Akan contributed to this report. 
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Biden Pushes Billionaire Tax, Quadrupling Stock Buyback Levy in State of the Union Address
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In his second State of the Union address on Feb. 7, President Joe Biden urged billionaires and corporations to “pay their fair share,” repeating the administration’s concept of “reward work, not just wealth.”  

The president proposed instituting a minimum tax on billionaires and quadrupling the stock buyback tax.  

“Let’s finish the job. Reward work, not just wealth. Pass my proposal for a billionaire minimum tax,” he said. “Because no billionaire should pay a lower tax rate than a school teacher or a firefighter.”  

A September 2021 report from the Office of Management and Budget and the Council of Economic Advisers found that billionaires paid an average federal individual income tax rate of 8.2 percent between 2010 and 2018.

Official details surrounding the president’s billionaire minimum tax have not been revealed. However, President Biden previously recommended this levy in his 2023 federal budget, suggesting a tax rate of at least 20 percent on households possessing a net worth of more than $100 million.  

The public policy proposal failed to make its way through Congress last year, and experts say that it is unlikely to happen with a Republican-controlled House.  

In October 2021, Senate Democrats championed a comparable billionaire tax—the Billionaires Income Tax—to help fund spending plans. But there were disagreements within the party, including among progressive-leaning Democrats, over the bill’s mechanisms.  

In late 2021, Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen spearheaded an international initiative to establish a global minimum corporate tax of 15 percent. More than 130 nations agreed to a general framework for the tax proposal, but there have been delays in implementation on crucial details, resulting in a postponement of the full agreement until later this year.

“I’m a capitalist. But just pay your fair share,” the president said in Tuesday’s address.

Taxing Stock Buybacks  

He also called it “outrageous” that oil and gas companies posted $200 billion in profits.  

“They invested too little of that profit to increase domestic production and keep gas prices down,” Biden said. “Instead, they used those record profits to buy back their own stock, rewarding their CEOs and shareholders.”  

The president recommended quadrupling the tax on corporate stock buybacks “to encourage long-term investments instead” to 4 percent.  

“They will still make a considerable profit,” he added. “Let’s finish the job and close the loopholes that allow the very wealthy to avoid paying their taxes.”  

As part of the Inflation Reduction Act, the federal government introduced a 1 percent excise tax on corporations that repurchased more than $1 million of stock over the course of a tax year. Market experts contend that this levy did not dissuade corporations from engaging in this activity, as there was a buyback frenzy last year.  

Although the president called out energy companies for their profits and buybacks, Apple topped the list of stock buybacks in 2022: $90 billion.   

Companies will buy back shares if they think the investors have discounted their stocks too immensely or bolster their financial ratios. Businesses initiating buybacks might also think that there are too few investment opportunities.  

Like the billionaire wealth tax, experts do not think the president would have enough support in the GOP-controlled House. 

Overall, Biden asserted that “our present tax system is simply unfair” because large corporations are taking advantage of the tax code. And, according to the president, these companies are also “taking advantage of you, the American consumer.”
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‘Positive and Enthusiastic’: Democrats React To Biden’s State of the Union Address
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Democrats gave a strong endorsement to President Joe Biden’s State of the Union address, with one calling the speech “positive” and “optimistic.”

Republicans, in turn, described the speech with terms ranging from “divisive” to “delusional.”

Rep. Ami Bera (D-Calif.) told the Epoch Times after the speech that he appreciated it.

“I think the President hit on all the right notes,” Bera said. “You know, he certainly is talking about unity. And we talked about restoring the strength of America, and don’t count America out, and talked about the legislation that we passed. But, you know, I thought it was a very positive, optimistic speech.”

During his speech, Biden called for a resurgence in American manufacturing—a message Republicans applauded.

“Where is it written that America can’t lead the world in manufacturing?” Biden said.

Later, the president called for a made-in-America policy that won a round of applause from Republicans.

“We’re gonna make sure the supply chain in America begins in America,” Biden said.

“We’re gonna buy American,” he said later, to another round of applause from Republicans.

Reactions

Bera was dismissive of concerns about the economy, contending that the United States is doing well compared to the rest of the world.

“I think you saw him speak to the American people about the positive things: yes, we’ve come through three years of a pandemic … families have suffered, we face challenges,” Bera said. “You had inflation and inflation numbers were coming down. Jobs are being created. And compared to the rest of the world, we’re actually doing well.”

Asked if Biden should run in 2024, Bera gave his support.

“Yeah, I think he has a platform to run on,” Bera said. “He’s got a record of achievement to run on. So I think he just laid out the case.”

Critics of Biden running again warn about the president’s advanced age and increasing susceptibility to cognitive decline and other conditions.

But not all Democrats embraced Biden’s messaging.

Rep. Henry Cuellar (D-Texas), one of the most moderate Democrats in the House, was more critical, arguing for the importance of producing energy in the United States and not making energy companies “the enemy.”

“Energy is very important to the United States,” Cuellar told The Epoch Times. “And we’ve got to make sure that we have clean energy. I don’t think the enemy is the energy companies—I think the enemy is the emissions. The emissions, whether it’s carbon or whether it’s methane, that’s what we ought to go after.”

Cuellar expressed doubt on Biden’s optimistic 10-year timeline to transition to clean and renewable energy sources.

Either way, Cuellar said, “I think we cannot make the energy companies the enemy.”

Asked about the border, where Border Patrol agents are dealing with unprecedented levels of illegal immigration, Cuellar said he wishes Biden had discussed it more.

“I personally wish she would have spent a little bit more time on it,” Cuellar said.

In sum, Cuellar said of the speech, “He focused more on the economy, the economy, the economy, the economy, which is the right thing to do.”

Bipartisanship

For Hillary Scholten (D-Mich.), the standout from Biden’s speech was his “strong message of bipartisanship.”

“To my Republican friends, if we could work together in the last Congress, there is no reason we can’t work together and find consensus on important things in this Congress as well,” Biden said, before touting several pieces of legislation that passed last year with bipartisan support, including the CHIPs Act and the infrastructure bill.

Scholten said bipartisanship was “very important” to her. “In my district, I chose tonight to attend with my fellow freshmen Republican Congressman John James, I literally crossed the aisle and sat on the Republican side,” she told The Epoch Times.

“I found that there were many moments where we were all standing in unison and cheering for issues like bringing manufacturing back home, buying American, common sense police reform, so that every individual can have the safety and security of coming home at night, and as we found tonight, protecting and shoring up social security,” she said.

The congresswoman was referring to an exchange earlier in Biden’s speech when he got into a spirited exchange with congressional Republicans.

The loudest Republican jeers came when Biden accused Republicans of planning to cut Social Security and Medicare, which some members of the party have suggested but whom Biden said he would not name.

“Liar!” shouted Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-Ga.).

“We never said that!” said Rep. Byron Donalds (R-Fla.)

But between jeers from Republicans and cheers from Democrats for his proposal to tax the wealthy, the president finally managed to bring the entire room to applause.

“So, folks, as we all apparently agree, Social Security and Medicare is off the books now. Right?” Biden shouted. “All right. We’ve got unanimity!”

‘Finish the Job’

At one point in his speech, Biden called on Congress and the GOP to “finish the job” it had been elected to do by its constituents.

Many Democrats in their reactions to Biden’s speech built on this, using the phrase as a platform for specific policies.

Rep. Steny Hoyer (D-Md.), the former House majority leader, said, “Let’s finish the job so that more of our workers and families have the tools they need to #MakeItInAmerica,” a reference to Biden’s call for increased domestic production.

Sen. Ron Wyden (D-Ore.) wrote in a Twitter post: “I’m proud that Democrats are delivering big, bold action on infrastructure, clean energy, drug costs and more. But there’s more work to be done. I look forward to the work ahead as we continue to tackle the priorities that matter to the American people.

Rep. Bennie Thompson (D-Miss.), best known for his role as the former chairman of the now-defunct House Jan. 6 Select Committee, applauded the president’s speech.

“[President Biden] highlighted many important factors for the American people,” Thompson wrote in a statement posted to Twitter. “President Biden’s policy of investing in America is clearly working. His leadership has helped protect America’s businesses and guided us through a COVID-19 pandemic.”

Thompson then turned to what he said were the “most important topics covered by President Biden”: Social Security and Medicare.

The senator intimated at claims that Republicans wish to dismantle these programs wholesale.

While a handful of Republicans have called for changes to Medicare funding, or for Social Security to be phased into private pension accounts, GOP lawmakers largely have made clear that they intend to leave the two programs alone.

“We will continue to stand with the American people and ensure the continuance of Social Security Medicare,” Thompson wrote. “[Biden] discussed the progress we’ve made over the last two years, which include expanding health care for veterans, addressing our national mental health crisis, and addressing a number of other critical issues.

“President Biden’s message of unity for the nation is to be commended,” Thompson said.

Emel Akan and Reuters contributed to this report. 
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US Says China Denied Request for Call With Pentagon Chief After Balloon Downing
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The United States attempted to contact China’s communist regime after its military shot down a suspected Chinese surveillance balloon off the South Carolina coast on Feb. 4, but Beijing refused to take the call.

The Pentagon said on Feb. 7 that it requested a phone call between U.S. defense secretary Lloyd Austin and Chinese defense minister Wei Fenghe after the balloon downing, but the request had been turned down.

“Lines between our militaries are particularly important in moments like this. Unfortunately, the [People’s Republic of China] has declined our request,” Pentagon press secretary Brig. Gen. Pat Ryder said in a statement.

Ryder stated that Washington remains committed to maintaining open lines of communication with Beijing.

On Feb. 4, a U.S. F-22 fighter jet fired a missile at the balloon from an altitude of 58,000 feet near Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. The balloon itself was flying between 60,000 to 65,000 feet in altitude, according to a senior defense official.

PRC Explanation ‘Lacked Any Credibility’

The Chinese Foreign Ministry condemned the U.S. move as “a clear overreaction,” claiming that the balloon was a civilian airship that had been blown off-course and posed no threat to national security.

“The airship does not belong to the U.S. It belongs to China,” Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Mao Ning told reporters on Feb. 7, criticizing the United States for using force to deal with such incidents.

A senior defense official said U.S. officials spoke directly with Chinese authorities through multiple channels before the shootdown, but instead of addressing their intrusion into U.S. airspace, “the PRC put out an explanation that lacked any credibility.”

“This surveillance balloon purposely traversed the United States and Canada. And we are confident it was seeking to monitor sensitive military sites,” the official told reporters on Feb. 4.

“Its route over the United States, near many potential sensitive sites, contradicts the PRC government’s explanation that it was a weather balloon,” he added.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Sailors assigned to Explosive Ordnance Disposal Group 2 recover a high-altitude surveillance balloon off the coast of Myrtle Beach, S.C. on Feb. 5, 2023 (U.S. Navy Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 1st Class Tyler Thompson)


The shootdown came after President Joe Biden broke the silence on the balloon, telling reporters on Feb. 4 that “we’re gonna take care of it.”

Biden said he ordered the Pentagon to shoot it down “as soon as possible” after being briefed on the intrusion on Feb. 1, but the Pentagon decided that the best time to do so without harming anyone on the ground was when the balloon was “out over water, within a 12-mile limit.”

“They successfully took it down, and I want to compliment our aviators who did it,” he said, adding that they will “have more to report on this a little later.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Sailors are seen attempting to recover a high-altitude surveillance balloon off the coast of Myrtle Beach, S.C., on Feb. 5, 2023. (U.S. Navy Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 1st Class Tyler Thompson)


Unnamed “senior government sources” told Fox News that once recovered, the balloon will be sent to the FBI’s facility in Quantico, Virginia, for further analysis. The Epoch Times has contacted the bureau for comment.

The head of NORCOM and the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) on Feb. 6 said the balloon was about 200 feet in height and weighed thousands of pounds.

The balloon, described by U.S. officials as a “high altitude surveillance balloon,” was first spotted on Feb. 1 above an airfield in Montana, one of three U.S. states where the nuclear missile fields are based.

It drifted over Asheville, North Carolina, and then near Charlotte on the morning of Feb. 4.

The presence of the balloon has exacerbated the already tense relations between the United States and China and prompted U.S. secretary of state Antony Blinken to postpone a planned trip to Beijing earlier this month.

A second Chinese balloon was spotted flying above Latin America on Feb. 3.

Eva Fu and Jack Phillips contributed to this report.
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Biden Suggests Connection Between Paul Pelosi Attack and Jan 6 Protest During State of the Union Address
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President Joe Biden made a connection between the Jan. 6 protest and the attack on Paul Pelosi were connected and both were part of an “attack on democracy.”

The president’s comments came during his State of the Union address before a joint session of Congress on Feb. 7.

“For the last few years, our democracy has been threatened, attacked, and put at risk,” Biden said near the end of his comments. “[It was] put to the test here, in this very room, on Jan. 6. And then, just a few months ago, unhinged by the Big Lie, an assailant unleashed political violence in the home of the then-Speaker of this House of Representatives.”

Biden then pivoted to the attack on the husband of former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.): “Using the very same language that insurrectionists who stalked these halls chanted on Jan. 6. Here tonight in this chamber is the man who bears the scars of that brutal attack, but is as tough and strong and as resilient as they get. My friend, Paul Pelosi.”

The president said that “such a heinous act never should have happened … There is no place for political violence in America. In America, we must protect the right to vote, not suppress that fundamental right. We honor the results of our elections, not subvert the will of the people. We must uphold the rule of the law and restore trust in our institutions of democracy.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] U.S. Vice President Kamala Harris and U.S. Speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy (R-CA) listen as U.S. President Joe Biden delivers the State of the Union address in the House Chamber of the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Feb. 7, 2023. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)


This isn’t the first time Biden has drawn a line between the attack on Paul Pelosi. In October of last year, shortly after the attack took place, top Democrats attempted to tie the attack to Republicans and the Jan. 6 breach, as The Epoch Times previously reported.

Biden told a fundraiser in Pennsylvania that the suspect, David DePape, allegedly used the “same chant” as those who broke into the Capitol.

“You know, it’s reported that the same chant was used by this guy they have in custody that was used on Jan. 6 in the attacks on the U.S. Capitol,” he said. “The chant was ‘Where’s Nancy? Where’s Nancy? Where’s Nancy?’ This is despicable,” the president said.

It’s unclear whether the alleged Pelosi assailant said those words. According to some reports citing anonymous sources, the suspect made that statement during the incident.

					



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/biden-suggests-connection-between-paul-pelosi-and-jan-6-protest_5041860.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 
| Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 


Chinese Corn Mill Project in North Dakota Struck Down by Grand Forks Over National Security Concerns
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A city council in North Dakota voted unanimously on Monday to block a Chinese company’s proposed corn mill after the U.S. Air Force raised national security concerns over its proximity to a military base.

The public in attendance cheered and chanted “USA!” when the Grand Forks City Council voted unanimously 5–0 to terminate the proposal by Fufeng Group, a large Chinese agribusiness with strong ties to the Chinese Communist Party.

The proposed mill was intended to be built on 300 acres of land owned by Fufeng Group, which is only 12 miles from a military base that houses top-secret drone technology.

Grand Forks Mayor Brandon Bochenski read out the motion, stating that the council’s decision to block the proposed mill was prompted by a letter (pdf) from the Air Force, sent to Sens. Kevin Cramer (R-N.D.) and John Hoeven (R-N.D.) on Jan. 27, stating that the project “presents a significant threat to national security with both near- and long-term risks of significant impacts to our operations in the area.”

Bochenski said the city determined that certain conditions of the company’s development agreement with the city “cannot be satisfied” and that certain representations and warranties were incorrect, and he directed the city attorney to “take all appropriate actions available and in favor of the city” under the development agreement.

Prior to the vote, Councilwoman Rebecca Osowski acknowledged the concerns raised by citizens about Fufeng’s proposal and thanked them for their support.

“I guess I will say it. Citizens, you were right, and thank you,” Osowski said to applause from members of the public in attendance. “As a citizen of Grand Forks, thank you very much.”

She also urged the city council to “look at what has been done and work together to make things right.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Airmen assigned to the 319th Aircraft Maintenance Squadron from Grand Forks Air Force Base, N.D., perform a maintenance check on a drone on June 6, 2022. (U.S. Air Force photo by Senior Airman Ashley Richards)


National Security Concerns

The city of Grand Forks approved the Fufeng project in November 2021, and the development agreement was signed in July 2022.

That same month, Sens. Marco Rubio (R-Fla.), Hoeven, and Cramer raised their concerns in a letter (pdf) to Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin about the Fufeng Group’s operations impacts in the area.

They said its proximity to the base “led to concern that Fufeng operations could provide cover for PRC surveillance or interference with the missions located at that installation, given Fufeng Group’s reported ties to the Chinese Communist Party.”

The senators requested a full review by the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS), a federal panel responsible for evaluating foreign acquisitions for potential national security risks.

In December 2022, CIFUS determined it did not have jurisdiction to investigate the land purchase.

Mayor Bochenski declared his intention to stop the project on Jan. 31, saying the federal government requested the city’s help to do so amid geo-political tensions that he said had “greatly increased since the initial announcement of the project.”

“The only remedies the city has to meet this directive is to refuse to connect industrial infrastructure and deny building permits,” Bochenski said. “As mayor of the city of Grand Forks, I am requesting these remedies be undertaken and the project be stopped, pending City Council approval.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A sign spells out the concerns many residents have over a proposed corn mill in Grand Forks, N.D. (Allan Stein/The Epoch Times)


The council’s vote to block the development agreement was made shortly after a Chinese spy balloon was left to travel over the United States, including hovering above a military base in Montana, before being brought down near the coast of South Carolina.

Despite the city’s vote to terminate the development agreement, Fufeng USA, the U.S. subsidiary of Fufeng Group, will still retain ownership of the farmland they purchased in Grand Forks in the fall of 2021.

As of Dec. 31, 2020, China held 325,686 acres of U.S. agricultural land, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. This represents less than 1 percent of all foreign-held agricultural land, but a significant increase from 13,720 acres in 2010.

Several state officials have also expressed concern about Chinese ownership of U.S. farmland, leading to legislation in states such as South Dakota, Florida, Texas, Virginia, Missouri, and Iowa aimed at prohibiting or restricting Chinese entities from buying U.S. agricultural land and businesses.

Eva Fu contributed to this report.

					



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/chinese-corn-mill-project-in-north-dakota-struck-down-by-grand-forks-over-national-security-concerns_5041736.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 

| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |




World

The Epoch Times is an independent voice in print and on the web. We report news responsibly and truthfully so that readers can improve their own lives and increase their understanding and respect for their neighbors next door and around the globe.




	
US Planning $10 Billion Sale of HIMARS Rocket Launchers, Ammunition to Poland [Wed, 08 Feb 04:46]Military personnel stand in front of a High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) during the military exercise Namejs 2022 in Skede, Latvia, on Sept. 26, 2022. (Gints Ivuskans/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Four Australians Missing After Deadly Turkey Earthquake [Wed, 08 Feb 04:39]A rescue team searches for a mother and daughter trapped under the rubble of a 14-floor building that collapsed following the first of two earthquakes in Adana province, Turkey, on Feb. 7, 2023. (Ercan Koc for The Epoch Times)



	
Papuan Separatists in Indonesia Take New Zealand Pilot Hostage [Wed, 08 Feb 01:25]A Susi Air Cessna C208B Grand Caravan aircraft prepares for take off at Halim airport in Jakarta, Indonesia, on Sept. 10, 2011. (Bay Ismoyo/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Australia and China Hold First Trade Minister Meeting in Three Years [Wed, 08 Feb 01:05]Australian Trade Minister Don Farrell (left) speaks to China's Minister of Commerce Wang Wentao during a meeting via teleconference at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Feb. 6, 2023. (Lukas Coch - Pool/Getty Images)



	
Premium Tickets or Discounts? Cineplex CEO ‘Experiments’ With Ticket Price [Wed, 08 Feb 00:24]A Cineplex movie theatre sign looms over Yonge street in Toronto on March 16, 2020. (Reuters)



	
House Passes Motion for Auditor General to Investigate Government’s McKinsey Contracts [Wed, 08 Feb 00:09]A sign of U.S.-based McKinsey &#038; Company management consulting firm in Geneva on April 12, 2022. (Fabrice Coffrini/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Moscow Intensifies Winter Assault, Kyiv Expects New Offensive [Tue, 07 Feb 23:59]Ukrainian army from the 43rd Heavy Artillery Brigade fire the German howitzer Panzerhaubitze 2000, called Tina by the unit, near Bahmut, in Donetsk region, Ukraine, on Feb. 5, 2023. (Marko Djurica/Reuters)



	
Belgian Police Detain 25 in Chinese Sex Trafficking Probe [Tue, 07 Feb 23:58]Belgian police in a file photo. (Kenzo Tribouillard/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Hostile Regimes Such as China’s Pose ‘Greatest Strategic Cyber Threat’ to Canada, MPs Told in Committee [Tue, 07 Feb 23:56]A sign for the Government of Canada's Communications Security Establishment (CSE) outside their headquarters in Ottawa in a file photo. (Sean Kilpatrick/The Canadian Press)



	
Ottawa Must Be Prepared to Expel Chinese Diplomats Involved in Interference, Harassment: Former Envoy to China [Tue, 07 Feb 23:28]A Canadian flag hangs from a lamp post along the road in front of the Parliament buildings ahead of Canada Day in Ottawa on June 30, 2020. (Adrian Wyld/The Canadian Press)







| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |





| Next | Section menu | Main menu | 


US Planning $10 Billion Sale of HIMARS Rocket Launchers, Ammunition to Poland
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The Biden administration plans to sell nearly 20 High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) launchers, as well as various other weapons and related equipment worth around $10 billion to NATO ally Poland.

The Defense Security Cooperation Agency of the Department of Defense said in a statement that Congress was notified of the potential sale on Tuesday. Lawmakers will still need to sign off on it.

Poland, which borders Ukraine, requested to buy a number of weapons, including 18 M142 HIMARS launchers, 45 of the 185-mile range Army Tactical Missile System (ATACMS) missiles, and more than 1,000 Guided Multiple Rocket Launch System (GMLRS) rockets, among other things.

HIMARS launchers have played a key role in aiding Ukraine amid Russia’s invasion, allowing Kyiv to destroy Russian ammunition warehouses and command and control centers with pinpoint accuracy.

The technically advanced systems can carry a six-pack of GMLRS rockets or one large Tactical Missile System, according to its manufacturer Lockheed Martin.

Weapons Will ‘Improve Security’ of Poland

Ukraine has regularly requested ATACMS missiles from the United States to use in the ongoing invasion but has been rebuffed. Poland would not be able to transfer any ATACMS to Ukraine without U.S. approval.

Also included in the deal are low-cost Reduced-Range Practice Rockets, support and communications equipment, spare and repair parts, test sets, batteries, laptop computers, personnel training and equipment, U.S. government and contractor engineering and logistics personnel services, and other related elements of logistics and program support.

“This proposed sale will support the foreign policy goals and national security objectives of the United States by improving the security of a NATO Ally that is a force for political stability and economic progress in Europe,” the Department of Defense said.

It will also aid Poland’s “military goals of updating capability while further enhancing interoperability with the United States and other allies,” according to the Pentagon.

“Poland intends to use these defense articles and services to modernize its armed forces and expand its capability to strengthen its homeland defense and deter regional threats. Poland will have no difficulty absorbing this equipment into its armed forces,” the statement said.

The principal contractor for the sale would be Lockheed Martin, which manufactures the HIMARS rocket launchers.

Poland Ramps Up Military Spending

According to the Pentagon, the proposed sale will have no adverse impact on U.S. defense readiness and will not alter the basic military balance in Poland.

The latest sale comes after Poland ordered 20 HIMARS, including 18 combat and two training rocket launchers from the United States in 2019, which were set to be delivered by 2023.

In May, the country, which has been a NATO member since 1999, ordered an additional 500 HIMARS launchers from the United States, but, according to Polish media, Lockheed Martin said it could only offer around 200.

Poland has been bolstering military spending in the past year amid the war in neighboring Ukraine, which is fast approaching its one-year anniversary.

The country splashed out the equivalent of 2.4 percent of its GDP on its military in 2022, The Defense Post reported, making it the third-highest percentage among NATO countries.

in January, Poland’s Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki said the country will spend 4 percent of its GDP this year on bolstering the military, amid growing concerns over the ongoing Russia–Ukraine war.

“The war in Ukraine makes us arm ourselves even faster,” Morawiecki told reporters on Jan. 30. “That is why this year we will make an unprecedented effort: four percent of GDP for the Polish army.”

Reuters contributed to this report.
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Four Australians Missing After Deadly Turkey Earthquake
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						Four Australians are missing following the devastating earthquake in Turkey as the federal government sends a search and rescue team to assist recovery efforts.

The foreign affairs department is providing consular assistance to the families of the missing as well as about 40 other Australians who were in the earthquake-hit region.

Prime Minister Anthony Albanese announced a team of 72 Australian personnel would be on the ground by the end of the week to help local authorities in rescue and recovery efforts.

“These urban search and rescue specialists are highly trained to locate, deliver medical assistance to and remove victims who have been trapped or impacted by a structural collapse,” he said.

“Our hearts are heavy. It is impossible to look away from the terrible and heartbreaking scenes of loss.”

Australia will also provide $10 million in humanitarian assistance to help with response efforts.

The death toll from Monday’s earthquake in Turkey and Syria has risen to nearly 8000.

Foreign Minister Penny Wong said everyone would back Australia in providing whatever help it could.

“We’ve all seen the scenes of devastation and heard the stories of human tragedy,” she said.

The aid comes as buildings in major Australian cities are lit up in solidarity with those affected by the earthquake.

The sails of the Sydney Opera House will be lit up on Thursday, while buildings in Melbourne will be illuminated on Friday.

In the Melbourne suburb of Campbellfield, volunteer Konur Alp Ozal was among hundreds of people who banded together to pack and ship donations for earthquake victims.

Huge piles of donated blankets, bedding and clothing were sent to Sultan Halal Meats and Poultry after owners Necmy and Necmiye Kul put a call out on social media.

Ozal, who lost relatives in the earthquake, said the public response had been overwhelming.

“We found out this morning actually that my dad’s three cousins in Hatay were found deceased in the rubble,” he told AAP.

“It’s hard because you want to go there and help, but you can’t, obviously, so this is what we can do. We’re just trying to do anything we can to help.”

Volunteer Nilufer Kurtuldu said many people felt helpless, but people were coming together in Australia to help as they could.

“I just spoke to someone who has friends stuck in the rubble, and they can’t get a hold of them, so they feel helpless, so I said, ‘Well, get down here—at least that way you feel like you can contribute on a community level’,” he said.

Mr and Mrs Kul initially planned to ship a few donated goods to Turkey in a container, but after sharing the idea on social media and tagging a few friends, their post went viral.

“I’m so overwhelmed with the community response, and it’s not just the Turkish community; it’s everyone,” Mrs Kul said.

Many Australians with ties to the region are glued to their televisions and feel helpless watching recovery efforts unfold from the other side of the world.

The Brisbane Turkish Islamic Society is collecting donations to go towards medical supplies, food and blankets, but board member Sadullah Karatas said some people wished they could do more.

“These are essentially our brothers and sisters who are left under this rubble, and because we’re not there, we almost feel desperate,” he said.

“We wish we could just go and physically take the rubble out ourselves.”
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Papuan Separatists in Indonesia Take New Zealand Pilot Hostage


					[image: A Susi Air Cessna C208B Grand Caravan aircraft prepares for take off at Halim airport in Jakarta, Indonesia, on Sept. 10, 2011. (Bay Ismoyo/AFP via Getty Images)]
A Susi Air Cessna C208B Grand Caravan aircraft prepares for take off at Halim airport in Jakarta, Indonesia, on Sept. 10, 2011. (Bay Ismoyo/AFP via Getty Images)
					
By Rebecca Zhu
				[image: Rebecca Zhu]
				Rebecca Zhu




				Rebecca Zhu is based in Sydney. She focuses on Australian and New Zealand national affairs. Got a tip? Contact her at rebecca.zhu@epochtimes.com.au.

				

February 8, 2023Updated: February 8, 2023

						A New Zealand pilot has been taken hostage while flying over Indonesia’s Papua province by an armed separatist group.

The pilot has been identified as Captain Philip Merthens, and local authorities are currently investigating the case.

Merthens was carrying five passengers on his plane, and Indonesia authorities are unclear on whether they were also taken.

It is understood that the plane operated by Susi Air departed from Mozes Kilangin Airport in Timika and arrived at Paro airport in Nduga at 6:17 a.m., eastern Indonesia time.

However, soon after landing, contact was lost with the plane, which was later found up in flames on an airstrip.

A police spokesman in Papua, Ignatius Benny Adi Prabowo, told Reuters that police and military personnel had been sent to locate the pilot and passengers.

“We cannot send many personnel there because Nduga is a difficult area to reach. We can only go there by plane,” he said.

The West Papua National Liberation Army (TPNPB) has claimed responsibility for the abduction. The Indonesian government classified the group as a terrorist group in 2021.

A spokesperson for the New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade said they were aware of the situation involving a New Zealand pilot in Papua and that the New Zealand Embassy in Jakarta was providing consular support to his family.

“For privacy reasons, we will not be commenting further on the case,” the spokesperson told The Epoch Times.

A spokesman for the TPNPB, Sebby Sambom, said the group had released the five passengers because they were Indigenous Papuans.

“We want to convey that we have taken this pilot hostage and brought it to the TPNPB headquarters, which is far from the airfield area,” he told The Australian, adding that he will be killed if their demands aren’t met.

He said that New Zealand, Australia, the U.S., and Europe have supported the Indonesian government’s actions in the region and should be “held accountable.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] People react as a building burns after protests broke out in Wamena, Papua province, Indonesia, on Sept. 23, 2019. (Vina Rumbewas/AFP via Getty Images)


Additionally, local media have reported that they suspect the TPNPB are also holding 15 local construction workers hostage in Nduga.

Prabowo said communication access in the area was very limited, so there was very little information.

Decades of Conflict Sees Violent Escalation

West Papuan separatist forces have clashed with Indonesian authorities after the Dutch, and the United Nations handed over governance of the region to the Indonesians in 1963 under the New York agreement.

According to the agreement, the United Nations would oversee a referendum in 1969 where the people would choose whether to remain a part of Indonesia or become independent.

The result—to be integrated into Indonesia—was rejected by the Free Papua Movement due to its allegations that there was strong evidence showing the vote was rigged.

The separatist movement, however, has gained momentum following the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement in the United States, causing the escalation of violent conflict in 2018.

Civilians have fallen victim to the armed conflict between separatist forces and the Indonesian authorities, with the United Nations estimating that since December 2018, between 60,000 and 100,000 people have been displaced as a result of violence.

“The majority of IDPs [internally displaced people] in West Papua have not returned to their homes due to the heavy security force presence and ongoing armed clashes in the conflict areas,” United Nations experts said.

“Thousands of displaced villagers have fled to the forests where they are exposed to the harsh climate in the highlands without access to food, healthcare, and education facilities.”

The U.N. has raised concerns with the Indonesian government of allegations of security forces carrying out extrajudicial killings, inhuman treatment, and human rights abuses towards the native Papuans.

Meanwhile, the TPNPB have executed civilians who they claim were Indonesian military dressed in plain clothing. The targeting of civilians, primarily workers in government projects and non-Papuan citizens and migrants, has increased since 2020.
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Australia and China Hold First Trade Minister Meeting in Three Years
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						Australia and China have held a meeting between trade ministers for the first time in three years as the two sides seek to resume the normal trade relationship after a period of tension.

On Feb. 6, Australian Trade Minister Don Farrel joined a virtual meeting with Chinese Commerce Minister Wang Wentao to discuss the removal of China’s trade restrictions on many key commodities of Australia.

In the opening remarks, Farrel said trade and investment had always been part of the “bedrock” of the relationship between the two countries as China continued to be Australia’s largest trading partner and an important source of investment.

The minister also said the Australian government was determined to cooperate with China while standing firm on the country’s national interest.

While there were disagreements between the two sides on many issues, the Australian government believed the differences should be resolved via dialogues.

On China’s side, Wang invited Farrel to visit China at a convenient time for further discussion, saying the trip would give him “a different impression” of the country.

While the Chinese commerce minister said he would like to work together with Farrel to bring economic cooperation between Australia and China back on track, Wang noted that the meeting was not likely to resolve all of the issues.

He also then suggested the meeting focus on building trust and finding a way to resolve the differences but stressed that China would not back down on “principled issues.”

The Meeting’s Result

While the meeting, which lasted for about 90 minutes, did not bring about any breakthrough, Farrell said it was another critical step in the stabilisation of Australia’s relations with China.

“Our discussion covered a range of trade and investment issues, including the need for resumption of unimpeded trade for Australian exporters so that Chinese consumers can continue to benefit from high-quality Australian products,” Farrell said in a statement after the meeting.

“Minister Wang and I agreed to enhance dialogue at all levels, including between officials, as a pathway towards the timely and full resumption of trade.”

Farrell also noted that he and Wang discussed the potential of cooperation between the two countries on several issues other than trade, such as climate change and support for business delegations.

As the Chinese regime lifted its international travel restriction in January, Farrell said Australia looked forward to seeing Chinese tourists and students return to the country.

The Australian trade minister also accepted Wang’s invitation to travel to Beijing to continue their “productive dialogue”.

Meanwhile, Chinese state-run media Xinhua reported that during the meeting, Wang expressed the Chinese regime’s concerns about Australia’s tightened security review of Chinese companies’ investment and operations in the country.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] China’s Minister of Commerce Wang Wentao is seen on a screen during a meeting via teleconference at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Feb. 6, 2023. (Lukas Coch-Pool/Getty Images)


Wang also hoped that Australia could handle the above issue “appropriately” and provide a “fair, open, and equal” business environment for Chinese companies.

Wang’s remarks came as the Australian government has signalled that it would be more cautious over foreign ownership of critical mineral resources such as lithium.

The meeting between Farrell and Wang is Australia’s latest attempt to resume the normal trade relation with China after Foreign Minister Penny Wong’s trip to Beijing in December 2022.

China’s Trade Ban

In 2020, Beijing unofficially imposed restrictions on a wide range of Australian commodities after tension escalated between the two countries due to several political and public health matters.

The tension started in 2018 when Australia banned Huawei from participating in the country’s 5G network and later became worse when Canberra called for an investigation into the origin of the COVID-19 virus, which attracted protests from the Chinese regime.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A container ship is loaded at the main Botany port in Sydney, Australia, on April 16, 2020. (Saeed Khan/AFP via Getty Images)


As a result, the Chinese regime imposed a combined 80.5 percent anti-dumping tariff on Australian barley and up to 218 percent for some wine brands.

Australian coal and cotton exporters also suffered as Chinese companies were reportedly told to avoid importing those commodities.

Other affected goods include Australian timber, beef and lobster, as they were subject to lengthy delays at Chinese customs clearing and enhanced inspection.

While the trade restrictions significantly impacted many Australian commodities, the Australian coal industry has found alternative long-term markets and is no longer dependent on China.

Meanwhile, the Chinese had shown signs of willingness to remove the trade bans, with reports emerging about the possibility of resuming coal trade relations with Australia in early January.

Some experts on China explained that China was now in a deep economic crisis due to the collapsing real estate sector and shrinking government finances, forcing the Chinese regime to improve its foreign relations to save the economy.
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Premium Tickets or Discounts? Cineplex CEO ‘Experiments’ With Ticket Price
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While audiences rush back to theatres to catch “Avatar: The Way of Water” on pricey Imax screens, the head of Cineplex Inc. says he’s open to “experiments” with cheaper tickets for some movies if they might lure back people who are staying home.

Chief executive Ellis Jacob said Canada’s biggest movie chain is looking at “different pricing for different types of product,” which this month included a rare discount on tickets to “80 For Brady.” The comedy is aimed directly at senior citizens, a demographic that’s been reluctant to return to the movies.

“We want to be accommodating to our guests and we want to have the right pricing for the opportunity,” Jacob said on Tuesday as Cineplex reported its fourth-quarter results.

Ticket prices have become a greater focus for movie chains across North America as they look to drive profits after years of staggered closures, but keep audiences coming back in a troubled economy with plenty of streaming alternatives.

In the latest quarter, Cineplex leaned on premium Imax and UltraAVX tickets for the “Avatar” sequel and other blockbusters to help turn around a loss.

The company reported a profit of $10.2 million to end the calendar year, compared with a loss of $21.8 million in late 2021. The results were equivalent to 16 cents per diluted share or 34 cents per diluted share a year earlier.

Revenue totalled $350.1 million, up from $300 million a year earlier.

The “Avatar” sequel and “Black Panther: Wakanda Forever” were bright spots in the period, which faced a drought of new movies and moviegoers.

That void showed in the attendance numbers which dropped to 9.2 million customers from 10.2 million in the fourth quarter of 2021 when “Spider-Man: No Way Home” smashed box-office records.

Concession revenues still managed to reach a new high of $8.93 per person as moviegoers gobbled up pricier snacks, while box-office revenues hit a record of $13.06 per person driven by those premium-priced tickets.

While some moviegoers are willing to pay for more expensive nights out, Jacob said lowering the cost of tickets might make sense in other instances, though it would depend on the Hollywood title.

In the case of “80 For Brady,” which opened on Feb. 3, he says the film’s distributor Paramount Pictures asked Cineplex to sell tickets at Tuesday prices for any day of the week—a 40 percent discount. Already discounted senior tickets were reduced by a lesser amount of roughly 13 percent.

The movie stars Jane Fonda, Lily Tomlin and football quarterback Tom Brady, and is squarely aimed at older audiences.

A similar discount was made by U.S. chain AMC which charged matinee prices for the film.

Also this week, AMC announced it will soon charge different ticket prices depending on where the seat is located inside the theatre. The move was immediately met with backlash from moviegoers, including actor Elijah Wood who tweeted it would “penalize people” who couldn’t afford it.

While Jacob didn’t rule out a similar move at Cineplex, he said it’s not something the company is looking at right now and that he intends to be “very careful” when considering such models.

Cineplex mingled with the concept on a smaller scale when it charged more for “prime seating” at the centre of the auditorium in some of its more upscale locations. Those experiments were abandoned early in the pandemic, Jacob said, partly because people were sitting in other people’s “prime” seats without paying for them.

“It’s difficult to navigate when the show has started and people are fighting for the seats,” he added.

Cineplex hopes a new theatre, dining and entertainment complex called Junxion will be a more successful way to boost sales and attract customers.

The hybrid venue opened in Winnipeg last December and features six auditoriums with reclining seats, an arcade, a live entertainment space and dining options.
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House Passes Motion for Auditor General to Investigate Government’s McKinsey Contracts
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						A motion tabled by Conservative MP Garnett Genuis to request that the auditor general investigate the Liberal government’s awarding of contracts to multi-national consulting firm McKinsey unanimously passed in the House of Commons on Feb. 7.

The motion called for the House to accept a report of the Standing Committee on Government Operations and Estimates (OGGO), which is studying the federal government consulting contracts awarded to McKinsey & Company.

The committee report recommends that “the Auditor General be called upon to conduct, as soon as possible, a performance and value for money audit of the contracts awarded to McKinsey & Company since January 1, 2011, by any department, agency or Crown corporation.”

The committee started its study of contracts awarded to McKinsey after CBC reported an exponential increase in dollars spent on the firm since the Liberals took power in 2015.

On Feb. 6, the committee heard testimony from the Minister of Public Services and Procurement Helena Jaczek. Her department has spent $104.6 million on McKinsey since 2015.

Jaczek, who took over the portfolio in August, said she shared concerns about excessive outsourcing, but could not answer many of the questions sent her way by MPs and deferred to her deputy.

Prime Minister Justin Trudeau had tasked Jaczek and Treasury Board President Mona Fortier to look into the matter after the news broke.

The committee also heard on the same day from former McKinsey partner Ehren Cory who then became the CEO of the Canadian Infrastructure Bank (CIB).

Cory said the CIB had given contracts to McKinsey before his tenure and that under his watch not a dollar had been spent on the firm.

The CIB is a crown corporation that was established in 2017 based on the recommendations of the Advisory Council for Economic Growth, which was at the time chaired by the head of McKinsey, Dominic Barton.

Barton was then appointed as Canada’s ambassador to China in 2019, a post he left in 2021 after Beijing released Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor.

Barton testified at the government operations committee on Feb. 1 and downplayed his personal links to the Trudeau government and the importance of contracts from the federal government for the firm’s revenues.

The Globe and Mail previously reported that, based on filing made in a U.S. court by McKinsey, the New York-based company’s contracts with the federal government made up as much as 10 percent of its gross Canadian revenue from 2016 to 2022.

Public Services and Procurement Canada (PSPC) told The Epoch Times on Jan. 26 that the total amount awarded to McKinsey for 24 contracts since the Liberals took power in 2015 was $104.6 million.

PSPC added being aware of contracts signed by other departments for the sum of $12.2 million, noting research had not been completed.

McKinsey has defended its work for the government and accurately points out that other consulting firms conduct a lot more business with Ottawa.

“Our government work in Canada is entirely non-partisan in nature and focuses on core management topics, such as digitization and operations improvement. Our firm does not make policy recommendations on immigration or any other topic,” McKinsey said in a statement on Jan. 10.

Noé Chartier and Peter Wilson contributed to this report. 
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Moscow Intensifies Winter Assault, Kyiv Expects New Offensive
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						KYIV—Russian forces ramped up a winter assault in eastern Ukraine, bringing tens of thousands of freshly mobilized troops to the battlefield, while Kyiv expected Moscow to broaden its offensive as towns in the northeast and south came under fire.

Ukraine’s military said on Tuesday that 1,030 Russian troops were killed over 24 hours, the highest daily toll of the war. The figure could not be independently verified, and Russia has also claimed to have killed large numbers of Ukrainian troops in recent weeks. For its part, Russia said it had inflicted 6,500 Ukrainian casualties in the month of January.

Ukraine national security chief Oleksiy Danilov said in an interview on Tuesday that the Kremlin is expected to target the northeastern Kharkiv or southern Zaporizhzhia regions in a new thrust.

“Attempts at an offensive in either the Kharkiv or Zaporizhzhia direction will of course be made,” he told Reuters, speaking in his office in Kyiv. “How successful they’ll be will depend on us.”

The Ukraine Armed Forces said on Tuesday evening that more than 30 towns and villages in Kharkiv and 20 communities in Zaporizhzhia came under fire.

Top Ukrainian officials including President Volodymyr Zelenskiy have said Moscow will attempt to mount another major offensive with freshly mobilized troops in the coming weeks as the one-year anniversary of Russia’s invasion nears on Feb. 24.

“They need to have something to show before their people, and have a major desire to do something big, as they see it, by this date,” Danilov said.

Moscow is now making full use of hundreds of thousands of troops it called up in the autumn in its first mobilization since World War II.

Fighting has focused for months around Ukrainian-held Bakhmut in eastern Donetsk province, a city with a pre-war population of around 75,000. Russia has made clear progress towards encircling it from both the north and south, but Kyiv says its garrison is holding fast.

“There will be a retreat from Bakhmut if there is a risk of encirclement,” Ukrainian military analyst Oleksiy Hetman said on Ukrainian Radio NV.

“There would be no sense in losing more people. Bakhmut does not have great strategic value. For the moment, we can hold our positions.”

Danilov echoed earlier predictions by Kyiv that Russia still wants to capture all of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions in the east that Moscow claimed as its own territory last year in referendums dismissed by Ukraine and the West as a sham.

Moscow has also launched an assault further south against Vuhledar, a Ukrainian-controlled bastion also in Donetsk province on high ground at the strategic intersection between the eastern and southern front lines.

New Weapons Months Away

So far this year, Western countries have pledged hundreds of tanks and armored vehicles to Ukraine to give it the firepower and mobility to push through Russian lines and recapture territory later in 2023.

A new U.S. package of weapons is expected to include longer-range rockets, which would give Ukraine the ability to hit Russian supply lines in all of the territory it occupies in Ukraine’s mainland and parts of the Crimea Peninsula.

Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba said on Twitter he spoke on Tuesday with U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken about new military aid, sanctions on Russia and “the preparations of important events.”

But it will take months before new weapons arrive, and meanwhile Russia has replenished its manpower. The Kremlin says Western supplies of arms only widen and extend the conflict.

“The U.S. and its allies are trying to prolong the conflict as much as possible,” Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu said on Tuesday in a conference call with military officials.

“To do this, they have started supplying heavy offensive weapons, openly urging Ukraine to seize our territories. In fact, such steps are dragging NATO countries into the conflict and could lead to an unpredictable level of escalation.”

His use of the phrase “our territories” appeared to refer to four Ukrainian provinces Russia claimed to have annexed last year, as well as Crimea, which it seized from Ukraine in 2014.

By Dan Peleschuk and Max Hunder
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Belgian Police Detain 25 in Chinese Sex Trafficking Probe
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						BRUSSELS—Belgian police detained 25 people Tuesday as part of a human trafficking probe targeting an alleged criminal organization suspected of sending Chinese women to Europe and forcing them into prostitution, the federal prosecutor’s office said.

Police raided 26 places across Belgium, discovering 20 alleged victims, and one suspect was detained in Spain, the office said, with raids also taking place in the Spanish cities of Alicante and Barcelona.

All the alleged victims are of Chinese origin, and three suspects are of Belgian nationality, with the others of Chinese origin.

According to prosecutors, Chinese sex workers are increasingly present in Belgium, particularly in Brussels.

They said the criminal organization allegedly recruited women in China and transferred them to Europe where they were “sexually exploited” and forced to surrender most of their earnings.

The alleged prostitution ring used online rental platforms, hotels, or vacation homes and appointments could be made via websites specializing in sex advertisements, prosecutors said, adding that the victims were often moved from one place to another across the continent.

“A significant proportion of the victims no longer had legal residence status, which increased their dependence on the criminal organization,” the office said. “The criminal organization acquired large sums of money, which were transferred abroad through legal and illegal channels.”

Some of the victims discovered Tuesday have been sheltered in a specialized reception center, prosecutors said.

Belgian police took control of several buildings during the raids in Antwerp, Charleroi, Louvain, Neufchâteau and Brussels, prosecutors said. The European Union’s judicial cooperation agency Eurojust and the bloc’s crime agency Europol took part in the investigation.
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Hostile Regimes Such as China’s Pose ‘Greatest Strategic Cyber Threat’ to Canada, MPs Told in Committee
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						Canada faces two main cybersecurity threats, according to testimony on Feb. 7 at the House of Commons Standing Committee on National Defence.

These include the cyber programs of countries that are hostile to Canada, as well as cyber crimes such as ransomware attacks, MPs were told.

“The state sponsored cyber programs of Russia, China, Iran, and North Korea continue to pose the greatest strategic cyber threat to Canada,” said Sami Khoury, the head of the Canadian Centre for Cyber Security, which is part of the Canadian Security Establishment (CSE).

“We know that Iran is using cyber criminal tools to avoid attribution. This is one of their techniques. China is going after, you know, research, technical data, business, intellectual property, military capabilities,” Khoury told MPs. “North Korea is very much interested in enhancing its economic value by stealing credentials and then stealing funds. So they each have a motivation to conduct those activities … to further their own interest.”

Other witnesses told the committee that to see what cyber warfare looks like in action, they simply have to look at the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

“The reason I think it’s particularly important to pay attention to the Ukraine war is it’s a laboratory for cyber warfare,” said Wesley Wark, a senior fellow with the Centre for International Governance Innovation, a think tank based in Waterloo. “It’s really the first single laboratory we’ve seen everything that’s been used by Russia against Ukraine.”

The committee heard two examples of that.

“We’ve seen them use them against Ukraine by shutting down the power grid over there. Twice,” said Khoury. “We are very concerned about that. And that’s why we work with critical infrastructure providers in Canada to make sure that they are taking every precaution,” said Khoury.

And he added while Western nations have not been directly targeted, there can be spill-off effects, such as when Russia disrupted Ukraine’s satellite communications when the invasion was launched.

“So Russia went after satellite communication … and as a result, there was some Western entities that were also users of that service. So as a result, their communication got disrupted,” he said.

Concern over what other nations are doing also prompted some blunt questions from Conservative MP Cheryl Gallant over the Chinese high-altitude balloon that floated over Canada and the United States for a week, starting on Jan. 28. It was shot down on Feb. 4 over the Atlantic Ocean by North Carolina. But some MPs have expressed outrage that nothing appears to have been done while it was over Canada.

“How and when was the Communications Security Establishment [CSE] made aware of the Chinese balloon in our airspace?” asked Gallant.

“As the minister spoke over the weekend, she indicated we’ve been working very closely with our U.S. allies on this matter,” replied Alia Tayyeb, deputy chief of Signals Intelligence with CSE.

“Did the CSE play a role in electronic warfare in blocking or jamming the devices attached to the spy balloon?” asked Gallant.

“Again, I apologize that I’m not able to answer your question,” replied Tayyeb, who later said she would try to get the answers in writing to the committee.

Gallant also asked whether ongoing research partnerships between Canadian universities and China’s National University of Defense Technology are being monitored.

“We … do report on any foreign activity … directed towards Canadian[s] including approaches to our research work or intellectual property or economic investments,” Tayyeb replied.

But direct state-sanctioned cyber attacks are by no means the only threat. Cybercrime and ransomware are also major concerns.

The committee heard that almost every aspect of public life can be a target—government departments, health institutions, utility companies, and more.

Wark told the committee that “I would say I think we’re holding our own,” against cyberattacks by China and Russia. But he added cybercrime and ransomware remain major challenges.

“There’s a whole other world of threats to Canada and Canadians, including through cybercrime,” he said. Wark added while major companies and institutions have a pretty high awareness of cyber risks, he feels many smaller companies are vulnerable.

“The real problem is that small and medium enterprises who neither have the resources nor perhaps even the understanding of the degree to which they’re vulnerable to cyberattacks, and so we need to find … ways to help them,” he said.

Khoury told the committee there is no requirement for private sector companies to report ransomware attacks, so the Centre is not even sure how many there are.

“Many of them don’t report it. As a matter of fact, in 2021, we’ve only had reports of about 300 ransomware incidents to the cyber center, which is probably underreporting,” he said.

He said the cyber centre works with the private sector to try to mitigate the threat, including publishing alerts of emerging threats and other ongoing measures.

Aaron Shull, managing director of the Centre for International Governance Innovation, suggested tax incentives as a way to get smaller companies to follow protocols on cyber security.

“There’s that old saying, you cannot herd cats, but you can pick where you put the food out,” said Shull.

The committee also heard about the role of social media and how foreign actors try to influence that, including the use of bots.

“The universe of social media communications is increasingly being affected by automated bots,” said Wark. “These are simply machines out there that amplify according to certain algorithms, certain kinds of messages, and they’re there. They can be used for disinformation purposes by foreign state actors,” he said, whether the target is an election, or public opinion.

The committee is doing a study on the state of Canada’s cybersecurity and cyberwarfare preparedness.
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Ottawa Must Be Prepared to Expel Chinese Diplomats Involved in Interference, Harassment: Former Envoy to China
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Canada must be ready to expel any Chinese diplomats that are found to be involved in interference or harassment activities on Canadian soil, says a former Canadian ambassador to China.

Testifying before the Commons procedure and House affairs committee (PROC) on Jan. 7, David Mulroney said China’s plan for Canada is to transform it into a “compliant” country that “perpetually looks over its shoulder to be sure that what it says and does meet Beijing’s approval and looks the other way when Beijing’s extraterritorial reach extends into our communities..”

Mulroney, who served as Canada’s envoy to China from 2009 to 2012, told committee members that China is “the primary threat” when it comes to foreign interference in Canada, and the longer Ottawa takes to address these issues, the more difficult the task becomes.

“We must be prepared to expel Chinese diplomats involved in interference or harassment,” he said. “Our failure to do so only encourages increasingly brazen meddling.”

“This will trigger retaliation, but we must make it clear that expulsion is the inevitable consequence of such hostile behaviour,” he added.

‘Accountability’

Mulroney urged that the federal government launch a foreign agent registry that will require people to publicly report when they are doing paid work on behalf of another state, under threat of fines or jail time.

“We need to hold current and former elected officials and public servants to higher standards of transparency, accountability, and loyalty,” he stressed to PROC, which is currently studying how foreign state actors interfered with the federal election in 2019 and 2021.

On Dec. 2, 2022, the Liberal government acknowledged outside interference from foreign governments and organizations that routinely try to meddle in Canadian affairs.

Public Safety Minister Marco Mendicino said at the time that the government would launch consultations to hear from the public on whether it should follow the lead of key allies including the United States and Australia in establishing a foreign agent registry.

The announcement came nearly a month after the Global News reported on Nov. 7, 2022, that intelligence officials had warned Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and several cabinet members that Beijing had been allegedly targeting Canada with an extensive campaign of foreign interference, including during the federal election in 2019.

The report also alleged that at least 11 federal candidates, whose party affiliations weren’t revealed, received funding from the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) during that election.

Trudeau responded shortly that day, saying his government had taken “significant measures” to strengthen Canada’s election process and systems, and would “continue to invest in the fight” against election interference and foreign interference.

A week later on Nov. 15, 2022, Trudeau’s office said the prime minister spoke with Chinese Leader Xi Jinping at the G-20 Summit in Bali, Indonesia, regarding allegations of interference and media reports of de facto police stations operating in Canada. He was confronted by Xi the next day who said it was “not appropriate” to share their conversations with the media.

‘Haven’t Seen the Actions’

Mulroney agreed that Trudeau is not currently doing enough to counter foreign interference when asked by Conservative MP Luc Berthold if he thinks so.

“Yes, I think his China policy took a long time in getting on the right track,” Mulroney said. “But I haven’t seen the actions to follow up on that new understanding—that new awareness of China.”

On Feb. 6, Mendicino said Canada should be “thoughtful and inclusive” when it comes to creating a foreign agent registry. He said such a database must be carefully considered, as it could stigmatize communities who have felt targeted by security agencies in the past.

Mulroney said one tactic the CCP uses against those who speak against it is to accuse them of fanning anti-Chinese sentiment.

“This is furthered by propagation of the falsehood that simply speaking up about PRC [People’s Republic of China] interference is itself racist, anti-Chinese,” he said.

‘Get Away With It’

Charles Burton, a China expert and senior fellow at the Macdonald-Laurier Institute who also testified at the committee, said he “heartily endorse[s] everything” Mulroney had said.

“After what has happened in the previous elections, no Chinese diplomats have been declared persona non grata, and no agents of the Chinese regime have been brought before a Canadian court to be accountable for alleged criminal activity, … this emboldened the Chinese regime to do much more of it in the next election,” Burton said.

“In other words, the longer we remain passive and ineffective, the more encouraged they’ll be that they can do more of this and get away with it.”

Burton, also a former diplomat posted in China, added that Canada is a laggard in providing information on attempted interference, and in probing disinformation that appears on social media in languages like Chinese.

“We don’t have the capability within the Canadian system to deal with activities in the diaspora community that could affect election results improperly,” he testified.

Mulroney said Canada should design its defence against “proxies” favoured by the CCP. “Here in Canada, Beijing recruits proxies to parrot its talking points, expand its influence in media, on college campuses, and in government, and to launder its illicit financial contributions,” he said.

He recommended that police need to be more present in the diaspora communities that are informed of the CCP’s interference.

“The defining characteristic of a truly sovereign nation is the ability to shield its citizens and its institutions from foreign interference,” he said.

Andrew Chen, Peter Wilson, and The Canadian Press contributed to this report.
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US Planning $10 Billion Sale of HIMARS Rocket Launchers, Ammunition to Poland


					[image: Military personnel stand in front of a High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) during the military exercise Namejs 2022 in Skede, Latvia, on Sept. 26, 2022. (Gints Ivuskans/AFP via Getty Images)]
Military personnel stand in front of a High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) during the military exercise Namejs 2022 in Skede, Latvia, on Sept. 26, 2022. (Gints Ivuskans/AFP via Getty Images)
					
By Katabella Roberts
				[image: Katabella Roberts]
				Katabella Roberts




				Katabella Roberts is a news writer for The Epoch Times, focusing primarily on the United States, world, and business news.


				

February 8, 2023Updated: February 8, 2023

						

The Biden administration plans to sell nearly 20 High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) launchers, as well as various other weapons and related equipment worth around $10 billion to NATO ally Poland.

The Defense Security Cooperation Agency of the Department of Defense said in a statement that Congress was notified of the potential sale on Tuesday. Lawmakers will still need to sign off on it.

Poland, which borders Ukraine, requested to buy a number of weapons, including 18 M142 HIMARS launchers, 45 of the 185-mile range Army Tactical Missile System (ATACMS) missiles, and more than 1,000 Guided Multiple Rocket Launch System (GMLRS) rockets, among other things.

HIMARS launchers have played a key role in aiding Ukraine amid Russia’s invasion, allowing Kyiv to destroy Russian ammunition warehouses and command and control centers with pinpoint accuracy.

The technically advanced systems can carry a six-pack of GMLRS rockets or one large Tactical Missile System, according to its manufacturer Lockheed Martin.

Weapons Will ‘Improve Security’ of Poland

Ukraine has regularly requested ATACMS missiles from the United States to use in the ongoing invasion but has been rebuffed. Poland would not be able to transfer any ATACMS to Ukraine without U.S. approval.

Also included in the deal are low-cost Reduced-Range Practice Rockets, support and communications equipment, spare and repair parts, test sets, batteries, laptop computers, personnel training and equipment, U.S. government and contractor engineering and logistics personnel services, and other related elements of logistics and program support.

“This proposed sale will support the foreign policy goals and national security objectives of the United States by improving the security of a NATO Ally that is a force for political stability and economic progress in Europe,” the Department of Defense said.

It will also aid Poland’s “military goals of updating capability while further enhancing interoperability with the United States and other allies,” according to the Pentagon.

“Poland intends to use these defense articles and services to modernize its armed forces and expand its capability to strengthen its homeland defense and deter regional threats. Poland will have no difficulty absorbing this equipment into its armed forces,” the statement said.

The principal contractor for the sale would be Lockheed Martin, which manufactures the HIMARS rocket launchers.

Poland Ramps Up Military Spending

According to the Pentagon, the proposed sale will have no adverse impact on U.S. defense readiness and will not alter the basic military balance in Poland.

The latest sale comes after Poland ordered 20 HIMARS, including 18 combat and two training rocket launchers from the United States in 2019, which were set to be delivered by 2023.

In May, the country, which has been a NATO member since 1999, ordered an additional 500 HIMARS launchers from the United States, but, according to Polish media, Lockheed Martin said it could only offer around 200.

Poland has been bolstering military spending in the past year amid the war in neighboring Ukraine, which is fast approaching its one-year anniversary.

The country splashed out the equivalent of 2.4 percent of its GDP on its military in 2022, The Defense Post reported, making it the third-highest percentage among NATO countries.

in January, Poland’s Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki said the country will spend 4 percent of its GDP this year on bolstering the military, amid growing concerns over the ongoing Russia–Ukraine war.

“The war in Ukraine makes us arm ourselves even faster,” Morawiecki told reporters on Jan. 30. “That is why this year we will make an unprecedented effort: four percent of GDP for the Polish army.”

Reuters contributed to this report.
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Four Australians Missing After Deadly Turkey Earthquake
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						Four Australians are missing following the devastating earthquake in Turkey as the federal government sends a search and rescue team to assist recovery efforts.

The foreign affairs department is providing consular assistance to the families of the missing as well as about 40 other Australians who were in the earthquake-hit region.

Prime Minister Anthony Albanese announced a team of 72 Australian personnel would be on the ground by the end of the week to help local authorities in rescue and recovery efforts.

“These urban search and rescue specialists are highly trained to locate, deliver medical assistance to and remove victims who have been trapped or impacted by a structural collapse,” he said.

“Our hearts are heavy. It is impossible to look away from the terrible and heartbreaking scenes of loss.”

Australia will also provide $10 million in humanitarian assistance to help with response efforts.

The death toll from Monday’s earthquake in Turkey and Syria has risen to nearly 8000.

Foreign Minister Penny Wong said everyone would back Australia in providing whatever help it could.

“We’ve all seen the scenes of devastation and heard the stories of human tragedy,” she said.

The aid comes as buildings in major Australian cities are lit up in solidarity with those affected by the earthquake.

The sails of the Sydney Opera House will be lit up on Thursday, while buildings in Melbourne will be illuminated on Friday.

In the Melbourne suburb of Campbellfield, volunteer Konur Alp Ozal was among hundreds of people who banded together to pack and ship donations for earthquake victims.

Huge piles of donated blankets, bedding and clothing were sent to Sultan Halal Meats and Poultry after owners Necmy and Necmiye Kul put a call out on social media.

Ozal, who lost relatives in the earthquake, said the public response had been overwhelming.

“We found out this morning actually that my dad’s three cousins in Hatay were found deceased in the rubble,” he told AAP.

“It’s hard because you want to go there and help, but you can’t, obviously, so this is what we can do. We’re just trying to do anything we can to help.”

Volunteer Nilufer Kurtuldu said many people felt helpless, but people were coming together in Australia to help as they could.

“I just spoke to someone who has friends stuck in the rubble, and they can’t get a hold of them, so they feel helpless, so I said, ‘Well, get down here—at least that way you feel like you can contribute on a community level’,” he said.

Mr and Mrs Kul initially planned to ship a few donated goods to Turkey in a container, but after sharing the idea on social media and tagging a few friends, their post went viral.

“I’m so overwhelmed with the community response, and it’s not just the Turkish community; it’s everyone,” Mrs Kul said.

Many Australians with ties to the region are glued to their televisions and feel helpless watching recovery efforts unfold from the other side of the world.

The Brisbane Turkish Islamic Society is collecting donations to go towards medical supplies, food and blankets, but board member Sadullah Karatas said some people wished they could do more.

“These are essentially our brothers and sisters who are left under this rubble, and because we’re not there, we almost feel desperate,” he said.

“We wish we could just go and physically take the rubble out ourselves.”
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Delta Is Raising Pay as Airlines Cope With Travel Rebound
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						ATLANTA—Delta Air Lines said Tuesday it will raise pay for its non-union employees by 5 percent on April 1 and increase a pool used for merit raises.

Among those getting the increases will be flight attendants, who have been the target of several close organizing campaigns by unions.

The raises are far more modest than ones that Delta’s union pilots are voting on. That agreement would raise pilots’ pay by more than 30 percent over the four-year life of the contract. Voting ends March 1.

Pilots are the highest-paid work group at airlines, and smaller carriers have struggled with a shortage of them.

Airlines have been hiring and raising pay to attract and keep workers as travel has recovered from the 2020 low point of the pandemic, when the number of passengers plunged and airlines paid employees to take early retirement.
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Biden Attempt at Bipartisan Unity Evaporates as State of the Union Speech Irks Republicans
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President Joe Biden’s State of the Union speech started with a lighthearted gesture of bipartisan goodwill, but that evaporated as he repeatedly made statements that irked the Republican side of the aisle.

His Feb. 7 speech marked the first time that the Democrat president, in office since 2021, faced a Republican-controlled House of Representatives as he gave his annual report to the nation.

Biden began by congratulating Rep. Kevin McCarthy (R- Calif.) for being chosen as Speaker of the House, then joked, off-script: “Mr. Speaker, I don’t want to ruin your reputation, but I look forward to working with you.”

And, Biden said, during the past couple of years, Democrats and Republicans have shown they can work together, noting they approved a “once-in-a-generation infrastructure law, building bridges connecting our nation and our people.”

Jeers and Cheers

But Biden ran afoul of the GOP several times during his 75-minute speech, especially when he accused Republicans of wanting to “sunset” Medicare and Social Security. As Republicans booed and accused him of lying about that, Biden said, “I’m not saying it’s the majority.”

Inexplicably, Biden responded, “I enjoy conversion.” After going back and forth with Republican lawmakers who were shouting from their seats, Biden backed away from the confrontation, saying, “So folks, as we all apparently agree, Social Security and Medicare is off, off the books now.”

Applause and cheers followed. But Biden followed up with a threat: If anyone tries to cut those programs, “I’ll veto it,” he said.

He also threatened to veto any anti-abortion law that Congress might pass.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] President Joe Biden delivers his State of the Union address before a joint session of Congress as Vice President Kamala Harris and Speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy applaud in the House Chamber at the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Feb. 7, 2023. (Reuters/Kevin Lamarque)


Biden attempted to urge the Republican-controlled House and the Democrat-controlled Senate to “come together” on immigration. “Make it a bipartisan issue once again,” he said.

But the GOP side of the chamber again erupted with heckling as Biden claimed he was trying to secure the U.S.-Mexico border—a sore point with Republicans who have criticized him for allowing illegal immigrants to pour into America.

“We now have a record number of personnel working to secure the border,” Biden said. “American border problems won’t be fixed until Congress acts.”

He urged them to “at least pass my plan to provide the equipment and officers to secure the border.”

Another point of contention: Biden recognized a parent who had lost his daughter to a fentanyl overdose and decried the fact that 70,000 deaths from that drug have plagued the United States. Some Republicans shouted their disapproval of Biden; many have publicly criticized him for failing to stop the tide of fentanyl from coming from Mexico into the United States.

McCarthy remained fairly stoic throughout the speech, even when his fellow Republicans made their opposition to Biden clear. He applauded politely several times. Seated next to McCarthy, Vice President Kamala Harris frequently nodded in agreement as Biden spoke.

Standing Ovation

One of the few unifying moments of the evening came when Biden recognized two guests, RowVaughn and Rodney Wells, the mother and stepfather of Tyre Nichols, the 29-year-old black man whom police beat to death in Memphis, Tennessee, in January.

Everyone rose to their feet and applauded to show respect for the couple and the tragedy they have endured.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Rodney Wells and RowVaughn Wells, parents of Tyre Nichols, stand and applaud U.S. President Joe Biden during his State of the Union address in the House Chambers of the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Feb.07, 2023. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


Biden said that Nichols’s mother told him that she hoped something good could come of her son’s death. The president seized the moment. He asked Congress to pass a police reform bill.

But then Biden turned around and used the Nichols incident to decry how “black and brown” people must talk to their children about being cautious around police–even though the officers accused in Nichols’s death are also black.

He gave a disclaimer, though, which was greeted with applause: “I know most cops and their families are good, decent honorable people–the vast majority.”

Spy Balloon Not Mentioned

Repeatedly, Biden said he wanted to “finish the job,” which seemed to hint that he will run for re-election. Still, he didn’t mention the upcoming 2024 presidential race.

He also made no direct mention of China’s spy balloon, which drifted across U.S. airspace for days before it was shot down. Many criticized the administration’s failure to act sooner.

Biden did make a passing reference to the incident by stating, “As we made clear last week, if China threatens our sovereignty, we will act to protect our country. And we did.” He said little else about China.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] President Joe Biden delivers the State of the Union address in the House Chamber of the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Feb. 7, 2023. (Jacquelyn Martin/POOL/AFP via Getty Images)


Another topic that looms large but received little notice from Biden—the national debt.

Last month, two dozen GOP Senators wrote a letter warning Biden that they would oppose raising the national debt limit unless he cuts spending and “brings fiscal sanity back to Washington.” America is now $31 trillion in debt, an amount that exceeds the national economy.

Union is ‘Strong’

Biden wrapped up his speech by attempting to strike an optimistic note.

“My fellow Americans, we meet tonight in an inflection point, one of those moments that only a few generations ever face,” he said. “The direction we now take is going to decide the course of this nation for decades to come … We have to see each other not as enemies but as fellow Americans.”

He said Americans are “good people” and our nation is the only one in the world that is “built on an idea.”

“We’re the only nation based on the idea that all of us, every one of us, is created equal,” Biden said.

Then he declared: “Because the soul of this nation is strong, because the backbone…of this nation is strong because the people of this nation are strong, the state of the union is strong.”

Finally, Biden made one last attempt to strike the unifying chord that so many had expected from this speech, stating, “We’re the United States of America, and there’s nothing beyond our capacity to do it together.”
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Shen Yun Shares Chinese Culture With Reno


											[image: Shen Yun Shares Chinese Culture With Reno]

						Charles Rieckhoff
attended Shen Yun Performing Arts at Pioneer Center for the Performing Arts on Feb. 7. (Mary Mann/The Epoch Times)
					

						RENO, Nev.—China was once the great Tang, the great Han and many other dynasties that came and went. China nowadays is under communist rule, but Shen Yun is a reminder of those great dynasties.

Charles Rieckhoff works in real estate and he shared that Shen Yun helped him “realize the values that have brought prosperity in China for thousands of years. And it’s just a shame that, what this is showing to me is today is [that] China is not the same as the old China.”

Shen Yun is based in New York and, since its inception in 2006, has been dedicated to reviving 5,000 years of traditional Chinese culture and civilization.

“It would have been nice if the best of the old world was celebrated today. It’d be nice if it was revived,” said Mr. Rieckhoff, who saw the performance at Pioneer Center for the Performing Arts opening night on Feb. 7.

Shen Yun’s artists are trained in classical Chinese dance, a dance form with thousands of years of history. Classical Chinese dance stresses bearing, form, and technique. With these three components mastered, Shen Yun’s artists are able to portray any role and emotion with grace, as its website explains.

“I didn’t really know what to expect. All the dance I see normally is relatively modern, but you actually see no culture. [Shen Yun] goes back thousands of years,” said Mr. Rieckhoff.

Shen Yun tells stories of ancient China through dance and music. The tales can vary from brave generals who saved a dynasty or the mischievous Monkey King accompanying a monk on a journey.







“What I really liked most about the show was just seeing the different stories, whether it’s modern or historical. It’s really fascinating. And then the colors and the way they transition was just pleasantly surprising. I just didn’t really know what to expect and this was just great,” said Mr. Rieckhoff.

As someone who is familiar with the censorship in China, Mr. Rieckhoff complimented Shen Yun on utilizing its freedom to bring awareness to what is happening in modern China.

“To see it from a broader perspective here in Reno of all places, this is not what I would expect,” he said.

“It was pleasant because I didn’t know if it was going to be totally traditional. I’ve seen censored shows before, so to actually see something that’s not censored, it’s a freedom of expression. And I don’t think people realize that there’s so much culture. Chinese culture is extremely broad,” he said.







Reporting by Mary Mann and Maria Han.

The Epoch Times is a proud sponsor of Shen Yun Performing Arts. We have covered audience reactions since Shen Yun’s inception in 2006.
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In the prime of his youth, a 21-year-old music major, Joseph Ma, was suddenly admitted to a Guangxi hospital due to lobar pneumonia, a severe lung infection that fills the air sacs with pus and other liquid. The damage to both his lungs made it difficult for him to breathe.

Amid excruciating pain, nine miracle Chinese words pulled him back from the brink of death and forever changed his life. He made it through the severe ailment without medication.

Serious Condition 

In 2008, Ma suddenly experienced severe coughing and persistent high fever. He was later admitted to the hospital and was told that he had lobar pneumonia, a lung disease with a high mortality rate.

The doctor said over 75 percent of his lungs had become suppurated and necrotic based on his x-ray scans, which was what resulted in his difficulty breathing.

“At first, I kept coughing and had a high fever of 39 to 40 degrees Celsius, which lasted for almost a week. My family sent me to the hospital. After seeing my condition, the doctor was shocked and said, ‘it was too late.’ And that the condition was too serious,” Ma said.

“When I was lying on the hospital bed, I felt extremely ill. I felt severe pain with every breath I took. I couldn’t breathe in at all, and the pain was so painful that I had to spit out my breath,” he said.

At that time, the hospital had no prescription to treat him, so they only gave him a glucose drip. The doctor also told his family that there wasn’t any more they could do to help and “whether he lives will depend on his own willpower to survive.”

The feeling of hopelessness grew stronger every second as Ma continued to experience excruciating pain and difficulty breathing.

Just as he felt every second was on the verge of life and death, Ma’s girlfriend and her mother came to visit.

In a genuinely heartfelt tone, they asked him to recite the nine-word mantra, “Falun Dafa is good, truthfulness-compassion-forbearance is good.”

Amid hopelessness, Ma was willing to give it a try, but he was afraid to recite those words out loud as he knew that Falun Gong had been slandered and persecuted in China.

“[However], my girlfriend told me not to be afraid but to recite [those words] silently in my heart,” Ma said.

Like many others in communist China, Ma was brought up as an atheist who regarded all “unscientific” things as superstitions.

However, he decided to recite the nine-word mantra as nothing else could help him.

“I was miserable at the time. It was like treating a dead horse as if it’s still alive,” Ma said. “I just believed her words, like grasping at straws, and I kept reciting these nine words in my heart.”

Miracle

A few hours later, at about 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning, a miracle happened.

“I felt an electric shock go through my entire body. Golden snowflakes appeared in front of my eyes. I felt a battle was being fought inside my body, like armies of good versus evil, and I felt a tingling sensation. That feeling lasted for a few minutes. And immediately after that, everything went silent. My body felt refreshed, and for the first time in a while, I felt comfortable,” Ma described.

He then felt a warm current go through his entire body as he began recovering and felt increasingly more comfortable. By sunrise, he was able to get out of bed and go to the bathroom by himself.

That same day, he started spitting up thick, rust-colored phlegm.

“At that time, I was vomiting [phlegm] bowl after bowl. After the vomiting stopped, my body felt much better, and I recovered after a week,” Ma said.

The doctor thought it was incredible but warned him that there might be sequelae. Symptoms of coughing would likely occur as the weather changes, the doctor suggested.

He asked Ma to return to the hospital for a review in a month.

A Healed Body

A month later, Ma went to the hospital for a re-examination.

The doctor couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw the new x-ray scans. He double-checked Ma’s medical records.

“Is this you? Why is there no shadow on your lungs? And no scars?” the doctor said. “Most people will have sequelae,” the doctor added, referring to the expected aftereffects of the disease.

Ma’s x-ray films showed his lungs were translucent and in a healthy state that even he was surprised. In the days that followed, he experienced no relapse or sequelae from the disease. He felt free of illness.

This miraculous experience changed Ma.

“By simply reciting the nine-word mantra ‘Falun Dafa is good’ and ‘truthfulness-compassion-forbearance is good’ brought me back to life; even if I didn’t believe it, it’s incredible!” Ma said.

“I found my mind opened up. There are too many mysteries in this universe that science has not discovered. Such as ‘multidimensional space’ and ‘multiple time dimensions.’

“There are too many things out there that exist, but we just don’t know them yet. The science we know is too limited. We should open our minds and quit limiting ourselves!”

Ma’s miraculous experience led him to begin understanding Falun Dafa.

Also known as Falun Gong, Falun Dafa is an ancient Chinese spiritual practice consisting of qigong exercises and moral teachings that promote living life according to the principles of truthfulness, compassion, and forbearance. However, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) regime launched a brutal campaign to eliminate the practice in July 1999 due to its growing popularity, which had attracted 70 million to 100 million adherents in China—more than the number of CCP members.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Falun Gong practitioners meditating in public in Guangzhou in 1998 before the Chinese Communist Party banned the spiritual group in 1999. Such sessions remain forbidden. (Minghui.org)


Changed Person

But after reading “Zhuan Falun,” the main text of Falun Gong, things changed for Ma. After recovering from his severe illness, Ma embarked on the path of spiritual cultivation. He also quit smoking and drinking.

By following Falun Gong’s principles of truthfulness, compassion, and forbearance, Ma’s personality has undergone tremendous changes.

“In the past, I had a bad temper and a poor personality. After practicing Falun Gong, everything changed. My interactions with my family and neighbors have become very harmonious. People who knew me said I had changed for the better,” Ma said.

He advised those who have doubts about Falun Gong to read “Zhuan Falun” for themselves and not listen to the Chinese regime’s propaganda.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Traditional Chinese and English versions of Zhuan Falun. (Faluninfo.net)


Musical Journey

In 2016, Ma applied to the Berklee College of Music, one of the world’s top music colleges based in Boston, Massachusetts, a prestigious music school that Ma had dreamed of entering.

During the interview process, Ma caught the interviewer’s attention with a self-created symphony. And he was successfully admitted after two rounds of interviews.

In his academic tenure, Ma earned a place on the Dean’s list four times and received the Berklee Achievement-Based Scholarship. He graduated at the end of 2019 with a Bachelor of Music in film and media scoring.

After graduation, he composed the soundtrack and theme song for the movie “Silver Screen Dreams.” In 2022, he won the Best Composer Award at the American Golden Picture International Film Festival.

Ma is currently engaged in music creation and post-production work in a U.S.-based media company. His work includes orchestration, mixing, and many more.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Joseph Ma now engages in music creation and post-production work. (Courtesy of Joseph Ma)


Ma said practicing Falun Gong has inspired his music creations.

“Inspiration is the life of the artist and the source of art. It will be difficult for your artistic career to develop if your inspiration runs dry. Falun Dafa has opened up my wisdom, and sometimes I hear music from other dimensions. Sometimes, music comes to my mind even when I’m only sitting here,” Ma said.

“My master told us that a practitioner’s inspiration comes from the wisdom of Dafa. Therefore, when a beautiful melody, or even the melody of the entire symphony, appears in my mind, I will quickly record it. I don’t have to worry about inspiration running dry at all.”

‘Music That Can Heal Your Mind and Body’

Ma said that in ancient China, music was a form of medicine, and one of its earliest purposes was healing one’s mind and body. He used Japanese businessman and scholar Masaru Emoto’s research results on the “crystallization of water” as an example.

In 2004, Masaru Emoto published “The Hidden Messages in Water,” and his book quickly became a bestseller. In his experiment, Emoto exposed distilled water to various sounds, including classical music and heavy metal rock. The water that had experienced the vibrations of Mozart’s “Jupiter” symphony produced ornate, geometrically perfect crystals. By contrast, water that experienced heavy metal music crystallized in distorted shapes. Emoto concluded that the hexagonal crystals he saw represented the life force of Mother Nature.

Human beings, being largely composed of water, must similarly react to different types of sound, Emoto thought, and so went on to treat clinically ill patients with water that he had treated with vibrational information.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A note with the words ‘You are really nauseating and disgusting. I’ll kill you!’ were put on the container of the water that formed this crystal. (Courtesy of Dr. Masuru Emoto)


[image: Epoch Times Photo] A note with the words ‘love’ and ‘thank you’ was put on the container of the water that formed this crystal. (Courtesy of Dr. Masuru Emoto)


Ma said Emoto’s experiment shows positive vibrational stimuli, such as classical music, can positively affect the human body and even provide healing, in contrast to negative vibrational stimuli in many modern genres of music.

He pointed to classical music, such as Mozart, Beethoven, and Haydn during the classical period and Bach’s music during the Baroque period, as being beneficial to people’s minds and bodies.

[image: shen yun symphony orchestra] The Shen Yun Symphony Orchestra. (Courtesy of Shen Yun Performing Arts)


Shen Yun

He especially recommends Shen Yun Performing Arts to the readers.

New York-based Shen Yun is the world’s top classical Chinese dance company, and since its inception in 2006 has become a global phenomenon. Using the universal language of music and dance, it seeks to “revive 5,000 years of Chinese civilization” and show audiences the beauty of “China before communism.”

“Shen Yun has moved audiences all over the world with its art of virtue, kindness, and beauty. Many audiences said ‘the music comes from heaven’ and experienced healing of their minds and bodies after watching Shen Yun. Every time I listen to Shen Yun’s musical performance, I feel great compassion that reaches the bottom of my heart. The same is true for Shen Yun’s Symphony Orchestra,” Ma said.

He also recommends Shen Yun’s online audio-visual platform to readers—Shen Yun Creations, where one can enjoy some of Shen Yun’s songs, dances, and musicals on their digital devices.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Shen Yun Performing Arts World Company’s curtain call at the Aichi Prefectural Art Theater in Nagoya, Japan, on the afternoon of Jan. 29, 2023. (Fujino Takeshi/The Epoch Times)
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Papuan Separatists in Indonesia Take New Zealand Pilot Hostage
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						A New Zealand pilot has been taken hostage while flying over Indonesia’s Papua province by an armed separatist group.

The pilot has been identified as Captain Philip Merthens, and local authorities are currently investigating the case.

Merthens was carrying five passengers on his plane, and Indonesia authorities are unclear on whether they were also taken.

It is understood that the plane operated by Susi Air departed from Mozes Kilangin Airport in Timika and arrived at Paro airport in Nduga at 6:17 a.m., eastern Indonesia time.

However, soon after landing, contact was lost with the plane, which was later found up in flames on an airstrip.

A police spokesman in Papua, Ignatius Benny Adi Prabowo, told Reuters that police and military personnel had been sent to locate the pilot and passengers.

“We cannot send many personnel there because Nduga is a difficult area to reach. We can only go there by plane,” he said.

The West Papua National Liberation Army (TPNPB) has claimed responsibility for the abduction. The Indonesian government classified the group as a terrorist group in 2021.

A spokesperson for the New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade said they were aware of the situation involving a New Zealand pilot in Papua and that the New Zealand Embassy in Jakarta was providing consular support to his family.

“For privacy reasons, we will not be commenting further on the case,” the spokesperson told The Epoch Times.

A spokesman for the TPNPB, Sebby Sambom, said the group had released the five passengers because they were Indigenous Papuans.

“We want to convey that we have taken this pilot hostage and brought it to the TPNPB headquarters, which is far from the airfield area,” he told The Australian, adding that he will be killed if their demands aren’t met.

He said that New Zealand, Australia, the U.S., and Europe have supported the Indonesian government’s actions in the region and should be “held accountable.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] People react as a building burns after protests broke out in Wamena, Papua province, Indonesia, on Sept. 23, 2019. (Vina Rumbewas/AFP via Getty Images)


Additionally, local media have reported that they suspect the TPNPB are also holding 15 local construction workers hostage in Nduga.

Prabowo said communication access in the area was very limited, so there was very little information.

Decades of Conflict Sees Violent Escalation

West Papuan separatist forces have clashed with Indonesian authorities after the Dutch, and the United Nations handed over governance of the region to the Indonesians in 1963 under the New York agreement.

According to the agreement, the United Nations would oversee a referendum in 1969 where the people would choose whether to remain a part of Indonesia or become independent.

The result—to be integrated into Indonesia—was rejected by the Free Papua Movement due to its allegations that there was strong evidence showing the vote was rigged.

The separatist movement, however, has gained momentum following the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement in the United States, causing the escalation of violent conflict in 2018.

Civilians have fallen victim to the armed conflict between separatist forces and the Indonesian authorities, with the United Nations estimating that since December 2018, between 60,000 and 100,000 people have been displaced as a result of violence.

“The majority of IDPs [internally displaced people] in West Papua have not returned to their homes due to the heavy security force presence and ongoing armed clashes in the conflict areas,” United Nations experts said.

“Thousands of displaced villagers have fled to the forests where they are exposed to the harsh climate in the highlands without access to food, healthcare, and education facilities.”

The U.N. has raised concerns with the Indonesian government of allegations of security forces carrying out extrajudicial killings, inhuman treatment, and human rights abuses towards the native Papuans.

Meanwhile, the TPNPB have executed civilians who they claim were Indonesian military dressed in plain clothing. The targeting of civilians, primarily workers in government projects and non-Papuan citizens and migrants, has increased since 2020.
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Heated Rhetoric at House Committee Hearing on Illegal Immigration
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In a House Committee on Oversight and Accountability fact-finding hearing on illegal immigration along the U.S. southern border, strident, accusatory, and passionate rhetoric from lawmakers on both sides of the aisle was abundant.

Two U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CPB) agents gave testimony and answered questions at the hearing held on Tuesday.

The hearing comes with the Biden administration facing a growing crisis of illegal immigration on the border.

Before Joe Biden became president, there had never been a month in which there were more than 200,000 interceptions of illegal immigrants along the border.

Every month for the past 10 months, more than 200,000 illegal immigrants have been intercepted along the border.

In the hearing, debated and discussed were dueling approaches to solving the crisis of illegal immigration and the attendant issues of human trafficking, drug trafficking (with a specific focus on the lethal fentanyl), handling asylum cases, gangs, and the U.S. Customs and Border Protection personnel being spread thin.

CPB agents appearing and delivering testimony at the hearing were Gloria Chavez, Chief Patrol Agent, Rio Grande Sector, and John Modlin, Chief Patrol Agent Tucson Sector.

Disturbing Tweet

One comment that stirred emotions did not come from a committee member’s oral comments but in a social media post that Committee on Oversight and Accountability Chairman James Comer (R-Ky.) read aloud.

As for that post, it was a tweet that Comer called “very disturbing.”

Comer and Ranking Member Jamie Raskin (D-Md.) had already made their opening statements, in which neither pulled punches.

And just before Comer introduced the border patrol agents, he cited the tweet, which he had just been made aware of and put out by Oversight Committee Democrats.

“It says, ‘Good morning and good luck to everyone except @GOPoversight members who are using today’s hearing,” said Comer as he read from a piece of paper, “to amplify white nationalist conspiracy theories instead of comprehensive solution to protect our borders and strengthen our immigration system.'”

Then, Comer looked forward and around and said, “I mean, really, I don’t even know what to say about this.”

Making Their Case

In his opening remarks, Comer stated that the Biden administration, and its lax immigration policies, significantly contribute to the transport of illicit drugs that “make their way to communities across the United States and poison our neighbors and our children.”

Comer continued, “Why? Why is this happening? Starting on his first day in office, President Biden signaled to the world our borders were open—open to criminals, human traffickers, and drug traffickers. His administration’s policies have eroded deterrents and stripped away enforcement tools.

“President Biden immediately ended enrollments in the migrant protection protocols, which required inadmissible aliens who remain in Mexico while their immigration case was adjudicated. He halted construction of border barriers even though Congress had appropriated nearly $1.4 billion for wall construction just a month before…”

Rep. Raskin held different views on the status of immigration.

After Raksin’s opening statement, which heralded the economy and job numbers under Biden and argued that expediting paths to citizenship for illegal immigrants living in the U.S. would benefit the economy, he claimed that the GOP is not interested in bipartisan immigration reform.

“The political problem is that when it comes to working out common sense immigration policy solutions, Republicans driven by the extreme MAGA wing of their party have been systematically thwarting and derailing comprehensive efforts to improve our immigration system and strengthen border enforcement,” Raskin said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Rep. Jamie Raskin (D-Md) maintains the “one-size-fits-all, cookie-cutter” SHOW UP Act will force federal agencies to shelve plans to lease less office space if they must restore 2019 in-person staffing levels, costing taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars a year. (Senate Television via AP)


Raskin accused Republicans of spreading “fear about a foreign invasion, dangerous paranoia, about the racist and anti-semitic Great Replacement mythology and disinformation about fentanyl, the vast amount which is brought into our country by American smugglers working for the international drug cartels and traveling through lawful points of entry.”

Border Patrol Agent Testimony

In their opening statements and responses to questions, CPB chiefs Chavez and Chief Modlin emphasized that their jobs, and those whom they oversee, are focused on interdiction of those attempting illegal entry into the United States.

The agents said that their involvement with the migrants takes place within a period of 24 to 72 hours after apprehension and involves a significant humanitarian component, including making sure the migrants receive food, access to a shower, and any needed medical attention or clothing.

Indeed, with the rapid and dramatic rise of illegal immigration, the CPB estimates that 60 percent of the work of its agents has become humanitarian.

Following completing its duties, CPB Border Patrol turns the migrants over to the CPB Office of Field Operations (OFO).

In addressing and questioning Chief Patrol Agent John Modlin, Rep. Nick Langworthy (R-N.Y.) noted that in the first three months of the fiscal year 2023, an estimated 7,000 aliens a day were trying to pass illegally into the country.

“Chief Modlin, how has the unprecedented flow of illegal immigration impacted U.S. Border Patrol’s ability to maintain operational control of the southern border?” asked Langworthy.

[image: EpochImages-1095263698-xl] A group of illegal aliens walk up the road after crossing the Rio Grande from Mexico. Further up the road, they will board a bus bound for the Border Patrol processing facility in McAllen, Texas, on April 18, 2019. (Charlotte Cuthbertson/The Epoch Times)


Modlin responded, “When the flow of migrants across the border increases the way it does, there is a compounding amount of things that happen—one, certainly, in my sector, in the Tucson sector, because of the very extreme terrain we deal with, agents are called upon to make rescue.

“So an agent, literally in a matter of seconds, can go from an enforcement action to now rescuing someone—you know, performing on, whatever that happens to be. You have just the great distances within my sector that cause us to deal with these large groups and takes away from the border security mission.”

Rep. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-D.C.) asked Chief Patrol Agent Gloria Chavez, “How does extreme rhetoric, including rhetoric used by lawmakers, make your work, and that of agents, more challenging?”

“I think of when I’m out there, with our agents, and we focus on the mission, and we do the job that we do everyday, encountering migrants on the ground,” responded Chavez. “The relationship that exists between those agents and encountering those migrants, it’s one of those relationships that no one will ever understand.

“Because those migrants, they see that agent for the first time, many of them on their journey—this is the first time they get the assistance and the help that they need from a law enforcement officer—from days and weeks, maybe even months, on a long journey.

“So they’re very helpful, they’re very happy, to have seen that agent for the first time.”
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Freedom vs. ‘More Government Control’: Gov. Sanders Delivers GOP Rebuttal to Biden’s State of the Union
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Among reasons why Arkansas Gov. Sarah Huckabee Sanders was selected to deliver the Republican rebuttal to Democrat President Joe Biden’s Feb. 7 State of the Union address was because at 40, she’s the nation’s youngest governor while at 80, Biden’s the oldest president in the history of the United States.

But Sanders in her combative 15-minute response said age is not the only difference between the two. In a searing juxtaposition, she said the vision offered by a “new generation of Republican leadership” of America today and tomorrow is vastly different from that presented by Biden and the Democratic Party.

“The dividing line in America is no longer between right or left. The choice is between normal and crazy,” she said, noting, “Americans want common sense leadership” while in Washington “the Biden administration is doubling down on crazy.”

“Tonight, let us reaffirm our commitment to a timeless American idea: that government exists not to rule the people, but to serve the people. Democrats want to rule us with more government control, but that is not who we are,” she said.

Sanders said she is a vanguard of that “new Republican leadership,” while Biden is “too weak” to stand up to progressives who control the Democratic Party.

“His administration has been completely hijacked by the radical left, by a woke mob who can’t even tell what a woman is,” she said. Biden wants “to rule with more control. That is not who we are. I am for freedom, he is for more control.”

Sanders, elected Arkansas’ first woman governor in November and sworn into office in January, is the daughter of former three-term Arkansas Gov. Mike Huckabee and served as former President Donald Trump’s press secretary for two-and-a-half years.

She said during Trump’s administration, the United States was energy independent, the economy was robust, and the “world was at peace.”

Now, Americans are contending with empty grocery store shelves, high energy prices, rising crime, “children taught to hate one another” because of their race, and a world that appears increasingly spiraling toward war, Sanders said.

“In the last two years, Democrats destroyed it all,” she said.

Offering a Different Vision

Biden’s “weakness puts world order at risk,” Sanders said, claiming he has failed to “stand up to China—a dangerous and unacceptable failure to defend our borders, defend our skies, and defend our people. He is unfit to serve as commander-in-chief.”

She said that Biden has made concessions to progressives who want to “defund the police … while violent criminals roam the streets,” and to “collude with ‘Big Tech’ to strip away our freedom of speech.”

“We now have the worst border crisis in American history,” Sanders said, noting, “As a Mom, my heart breaks for every parent who has lost a child to addiction” to drugs laced with fentanyl that are on the nation’s streets because “Biden has failed to  secure the border and save American lives.”

She said the “new generation of Republican leadership” will ensure that “a quality education is the civil rights issue of the day” by spearheading an educational reform movement that provides parents with “a real choice” that will “end the cycle of trapping kids in failing schools. We will educate, not indoctrinate.”

Sanders vowed, “Republicans will not surrender this fight. We will do what is right, not what is convenient or politically correct. Under the leadership of Senate Republicans and [House] Speaker McCarthy, we will hold Biden accountable.”

Republicans are being galvanized by a “new generation brimming with passion,” ready to offer “new ideas to solve age-old problems,” and “find a better way forward,” she said. “A new generation of Republican leadership are stepping up, not to be caretakers of the status quo but to be change-makers.”

Sanders said under the GOP’s vision, “America will again be the land of the free and home of the brave.”

The vision offered by the Biden administration is starkly different, she said.

“Today our freedom is under attack. The America we love is under attack. It is not normal. It is crazy and it is wrong,” she said. “Biden and the Democrats have failed you. They know it. You know it. It is time for a change.”
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Scoring King: James Passes Abdul-Jabbar for NBA Points Mark
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						LeBron James is the NBA’s new career scoring leader.

With a step-back jump shot with 10.9 seconds left in the third quarter in the Los Angeles Lakers’ game against the Oklahoma City Thunder on Tuesday night, Feb. 7, James pushed his career total to 38,388 points and broke the record that Kareem Abdul-Jabbar held for nearly four decades.

James outstretched his arms, threw both hands in the air, then smiled. Abdul-Jabbar rose from his seat and clapped. The game was stopped as some members of James’ family, including his mother, wife and children, took the floor for a ceremony recognizing the moment.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] LeBron James (6) of the Los Angeles Lakers reacts with Savannah James, Bronny James, Zhuri James and Bryce James after scoring to pass Kareem Abdul-Jabbar to become the NBA’s all-time leading scorer, surpassing Abdul-Jabbar’s career total of 38,387 points against the Oklahoma City Thunder at Crypto.com Arena in Los Angeles on Feb. 7, 2023. (Harry How/Getty Images)


Abdul-Jabbar—a longtime Laker and one of many celebrities and sports stars who made sure they were there to see history—became the league’s all-time leading scorer on April 5, 1984 and wound up retiring in 1989 with 38,387 points. It was a record that some thought would last forever, with very few even coming close. Karl Malone retired 1,459 points behind Abdul-Jabbar, Kobe Bryant was 4,744 points shy, and Michael Jordan was 6,095 points away.

James passed them all, then caught Abdul-Jabbar, too. He did it in his 20th season. Abdul-Jabbar also played 20 NBA seasons.

And now, King James—a moniker he’s had since high school, when he was just a kid from Akron, Ohio—is the NBA’s scoring king.

“A record that has stood for nearly 40 years, which many people thought would never be broken,” NBA Commissioner Adam Silver said.

Abdul-Jabbar held the ball aloft, then handed it to James, the ceremonial passing of the torch. They posed for photos with Silver, then with one another. James wiped away tears from his eyes, then addressed the crowd.

“I just want to say, thank you to the Laker faithful. You guys are one of a kind,” James said. “To be able to be in the presence of such a legend as great as Kareem, it’s very humbling. Please give a standing ovation to the Captain, please.”

James then thanked his family and those who have supported him, including Silver and the late NBA Commissioner David Stern.

“I thank you guys so much for allowing me to be a part of something I’ve always dreamed about,” James said.

At least 16 different players have, technically, been the all-time leading scorer in league history—most of those coming in the opening month of the league’s existence in 1946, when everybody was starting from zero and nine different players were atop the scoring list in the first 16 days.

But only six have ended a season officially as the all-time leader: Joe Fulks, George Mikan, Dolph Schayes, Bob Pettit, Wilt Chamberlain and Abdul-Jabbar.

James will be the seventh name on that list, and he’s likely to stay there for a long time. No active player is within 10,000 points of James, who is under contract for two more years and is on pace to become the league’s first 40,000-point scorer sometime next season.

“Nobody will ever, ever touch it,” said Cleveland forward Kevin Love, a teammate of James on the 2016 title team. “The scoring record now will never be eclipsed. I don’t care. It will never, ever be touched. It will never happen again.”

James could have had the scoring record long ago, if so inclined. But he always preferred passing. James is behind only John Stockton, Jason Kidd and Chris Paul on the all-time assists list. None of them were, or are, close to the scorer that James is. Of that group, Paul comes closest, ranking 38th in NBA history.

And Paul is 17,000 points behind the new scoring king.

“I hadn’t thought of it that way, but that is very true,” Silver told The Associated Press. “I think it even adds—right?—to this this accomplishment for a guy who became a scorer because he determined that’s what was necessary to win. And you’re right, he probably doesn’t get enough credit for his selfless play, because there’s so much focus and attention on him…I think it makes it that much more special, that he’d rather be known for his assists than his baskets.”

James is the only member of the NBA’s triple-quintuple club: at least 10,000 points, 10,000 rebounds and 10,000 assists. There are 44 players to reach five digits in two of those categories.

He’ll almost certainly be the NBA’s all-time leader in earnings whenever he retires; when adding in the $97 million he’ll make over the next two seasons, he’ll be past $500 million in on-court salary alone. He’s a 19-time All-Star selection, tying an Abdul-Jabbar record. If he plays in the game on Feb. 19 in Salt Lake City, he’ll set a record for appearances.

Others, maybe, have been this good. That’s always a debate. But no one has ever been this good, for this long. James—a two-time champion in Miami, a champion in Cleveland in 2016 and a champion with the Lakers in 2020—is averaging 30 points per game in his 20th season; only three other players have averaged more than 10 points per game this deep into their careers, none of those averaging more than Bryant’s 17.6 in his 20th and final season.

“I never did the, ‘OK, if I play this amount of time and I average this’ thing,” James said. “I’ve never done that with anything in my career. I always said, ‘If it happens, it happens.’”

It happened.

By Tim Reynolds
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Commentary

Not all Hongkongers celebrate the handover of Hong Kong from the United Kingdom to mainland China on July 1. Some prefer the Hong Kong Festival on Jan. 26, the day that marked the beginning of British rule as the British navy landed on Hong Kong island in 1841. The tenth Hong Kong Festival, held this year in the U.K., celebrated the 182nd anniversary of the opening of Hong Kong. My two friends, Chung Kim-wah, Benson Wong, and I, representing Citizens of Our Time Learning Hub, an education platform for Hongkongers, held a talk on “What is Hong Kong?”

After Wong mentioned Hong Kong’s geographical features, I pointed out it is used in a number of popular songs in Hong Kong. For example, in the 1990 Pearl of the Orient by Taiwanese singer Luo Ta-yu, the lyric “The small river bends to the south” describes Hong Kong’s location at the mouth of the Pearl River. A 1969 song, Hong Kong Song, which is not as well-known as the former, repeats the line “Victoria Harbor, from the peak we can overlook far away” six times.

By all accounts, this 1969 song is part of a campaign to promote Hong Kong’s recovery from the scar of the 1967 Riots, like what the Hong Kong government is doing now. “The export industry is famous, trade is flowing freely,” “Hong Kong is picturesque, and the people are happy,” “modest and courteous we are,” “Chinese and foreigners alike are peaceful and happy,” “it is a good paradise, beautiful and amicable.”

What made this song special is its ideological appeal. It highlights “freedom” and “democracy.” Hongkongers today may be bewildered by this part of the lyric, as it is quite a fact that we have had all kinds of freedoms with no democracy. Is it that Hong Kong in 1969 was like today, where lies are told for a good Hong Kong story?

Not really. Views differ when we have different definitions. Today, Hongkongers generally believe that democracy is characterized by an elected legislative body. Therefore, they hold the view that democracy began in 1985 with the introduction of elections in the Legislative Council. However, back in the 1950s and 1960s, people accepted that the legislature could not be elected; they were satisfied that with elected members to the Urban Council, which focused on municipal services, Hong Kong had achieved democracy.

Readers who are familiar with situations in Hong Kong at that time may question that corruption, especially that of police—in receiving bribes and exerting violence in the 1967 Riots—compromised the image of “democracy.” A stronger context of Hong Kong’s “democracy” was necessary, and that was the struggle against totalitarianism in the Cold War context. As a British colony, Hong Kong naturally formed part of the camp of democracy and acquired the identity of democracy as it was free from totalitarian terrors across the Shenzhen River, such as the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution. In a 1950 essay in a pro-Taiwan newspaper, the writer expressed the hope that in the Window of Democracy in the East (Hong Kong), there would be eternal liberty and happiness. One year after the Kuomintang followers were moved to Tiu Keng Leng after being harassed by the communists in the Mount Davis camp, the new district was described as “a small democratic society.” Therefore, the praise of democracy in the 1967 Hong Kong Song conveys the meaning that Hong Kong lives better than China as a democratic city.

It is thus clear that the history of democracy in Hong Kong, or at least democracy as an identity and a value to pursue, is far long longer than we believe. Democracy as a core value of Hong Kong should not be underestimated. Even the communists have to pay superficial respect to democracy after Communist China was founded. If Hong Kong dares not pay lip service to democracy in, say, school education and avoids it in every possible situation, that means we are even worse than Hong Kong and China in the 1950s.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Commentary

There has been a rooted impression that the economic performance in Europe is always worse than that in the United States. This is not true. The measuring period for GDP released by the U.S. is quarter-over-quarter (QoQ), while those in other places are usually year-over-year (YoY). If both are reported in YoY for comparison, the numbers for 2022 Q1 to Q4 in the U.S. were 3.7 percent, 1.8 percent, 1.9 percent, and 1.1 percent, respectively, while those in the Eurozone were 5.5 percent, 4.3 percent, 2.3 percent, and 1.9 percent. The Eurozone numbers are higher than those of the U.S. in every quarter. Even if the Eurozone is replaced by the UK, the UK is no worse than the U.S.

If comparing the average GDP growth rates among these places since the birth of the Euro in 1999 to the latest, Eurozone is the worst at 1.4 percent, which is lower than UK’s 1.7 percent and 2.2 percent in the United States. But if exceptional quarters like the financial tsunami in 2008/09, the European debt crisis in 2012/13, and COVID in 2020/21 are excluded, then in normal times, the Eurozone, UK, and the U.S. averaged a much narrower range at 2.1 percent, 2.4 percent, and 2.6 percent respectively. Note that GDP growth has an intrinsic error of about 1 percent, such a 0.5 percent difference may not matter meaningfully (statistically insignificant).

By further counting, two-thirds of the time, the United States grew faster than the Eurozone, and the portion of time that the U.S. grew faster than the UK or the UK grew faster than the Eurozone is both about 60 percent. Neither of these three fractions is overwhelming, meaning that the three places may not perform very differently. Even if the cyclical ups and downs are observed, the timings of recession and recovery do not exhibit much difference—cycles are pretty synchronous. GDP growth is never a good indicator of cross-country differences, especially on cycles.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] G3 (U.S., UK, and EU) real GDP YoY growth and unemployment rate on Feb.5, 2023. (Courtesy of Law Ka-chung)


The fundamental difference is easier to see not from flow variables but from the stock ones. The latter kind includes those fractions like whatever-to-GDP ratios, or one common measure is the unemployment rate divided by the labor force. Eurozone has shown a consistently higher unemployment rate than the United States or UK, on average by 3-4 percent.

Fair to say that the Eurozone is comprised of extreme members. If only Germany and France—which together take up half of the Eurozone GDP—are concerned, then their average unemployment rates (both 7.8 percent) are just around 2 percent higher than the United States (5.8 percent) or UK ones (5.6 percent). Such differences might be attributed to the institution where capitalism is in the United States and UK while socialism is in Germany and France. A glance at the ups and downs demonstrates again that there is no difference in cyclical direction except for a slight phase lead/lag observed.

What data conclude is the difference lies more in the longer-run macro, which is the growth and development aspect, than shorter-run macro, which is concerned more with business cycles. International institutions or major banks highlighting any cross-country cycle differences may not be consistent with past data. This information is helpful in forecasting because one can always cross-check the consistency of outlook views among these countries.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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The One-Sided Environmental Thinking behind ‘Avatar: The Way of Water’
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Commentary

After 13 years of waiting, “Avatar“ finally has a sequel in the newly released “Avatar: The Way of Water.” The movie has stunning visuals, a decent story, and has received mostly positive reviews. It also grossed a whopping $2.024 billion worldwide, making it the sixth highest-grossing film of all time.

As with the first movie, the sequel is keen to highlight the contrast between peaceful natives living off the land and the violent invaders destroying their world. There’s a colonial angle here, but there’s an environmental one too. Both movies uphold living in harmony with Mother Nature as a virtue, and they decry human industrialization and exploitation of the environment.

This isn’t the first time Hollywood has gone out of its way to make this point. In the 2012 film “The Lorax,” the creators highlight the problems with an artificial world and the benefits of letting nature take its course. Greedy capitalists are blamed for making everything fake and dirty, while defenders of the environment are depicted as heroes.

A One-Sided Picture

The issue with this presentation isn’t so much that it’s wrong as that it’s incomplete. It’s true that the environment is a source of great value and that harming it can cause problems for humanity, but that’s not the whole story. The environment can also be a source of danger, and mastering it with technology can be tremendously beneficial for humans.

The hunting of the whale-like Tulkun in “Avatar: The Way of Water” is a great example of the movie’s one-sided portrayal of humans and the environment. In the movie, the Tulkun are presented as benevolent sea creatures that are deeply intelligent and avowed pacifists. They communicate with each other and with the native Na’vi people using a special Tulkun language, and they’re respected by almost all creatures.

They’re hunted by humans, however, because they possess a certain anti-aging serum called amrita. According to the movie, amrita is one of the most valuable assets in the universe—a small vial sells for $80 million.

Much of the movie’s plot revolves around a group of Tulkun hunters who unashamedly kill the sea creatures for this serum—that is, for the money. As the movie portrays it, this is just humanity at its worst, taking advantage of Mother Nature out of reckless greed, indifferent to the suffering it causes.

The movie uses a variety of tactics to make sure the injustice sinks in. First, it hints the Tulkun are more wise and intelligent than humans, which immediately suggests ethical issues with killing them. It also follows their stories and families, allowing the audience to build an emotional attachment to the species.

But there’s an alternative perspective that isn’t considered here, and it has to do with the $80 million price tag. When that number is presented, we’re supposed to think of pure greed, but this is an incredibly biased perspective. To alleviate this bias, we need to look past the money to what that money represents.

The reason things sell for a high price is because they’re incredibly valuable for humans. If people are willing to give up $80 million for something, chances are it improves their standard of living by a lot. In light of this, the suffering and death of the animal needs to be weighed against the suffering and death of people that will inevitably result if this serum isn’t obtained.

It’s worth asking ourselves, what’s so bad about helping humanity become better off? Do we have a moral obligation to suffer and die if the only alternative is killing an animal?

There’s an unavoidable trade-off here between the well-being of the Tulkun and the well-being of people, and it’s by no means obvious which is more important. This is even more true in the real world, where humans are by far the most intelligent species. Are we supposed to give up fishing—or all of animal agriculture for that matter—because killing an animal is simply wrong?

Rethinking How Humans Relate to the Environment

In a 2019 talk, author and energy expert Alex Epstein explained the problematic underlying paradigm that characterizes so much of the environmentalist movement, and his explanation helps us see the one-sided thinking behind “Avatar: The Way of Water.”

“The dominant way of thinking about our environment is what I would call the delicate nurturer view,” he said. “So the idea is that earth is naturally stable, it’s safe, and it’s sufficient. … The idea is that absent us screwing things up, we basically live in the garden of Eden.”

The truth, he argues, is quite the opposite. “The actual nature of our environment is wild potential,” he says. “So it’s dynamic, dangerous, and deficient.”

It’s also important to understand how humans fit into the picture, Epstein argues.

“People who view nature as a delicate nurturer tend to view human beings as polluter-parasites. So our activities—we make the earth dirty and we quickly squander its very limited resources.”

This is a common perspective, but Epstein doesn’t buy it.

“The other view—the view that I hold—is no, human beings are not polluter-parasites. We are perfecter-producers. We take a naturally dangerous and deficient planet and we make it far safer and more abundant.”

There’s no question that humans can have a negative impact on the environment and that unchecked exploitation is wrongheaded. But implying—as the new Avatar movie does—that almost all environmental impact is wrong simply goes too far.

When we think about real-world environmental issues, we need to avoid one-sided thinking. The costs need to be weighed against the benefits. Industrialization shouldn’t automatically be seen as bad, and making money shouldn’t be seen as pure greed.

Human progress depends on our ability to master our environment, or at least tame it.

It would be nice if Hollywood acknowledged that in its movies.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Commentary

Politics is often colourful. Not only do the various political parties have identifying colours—blue, red, green, and yellow—but the political discourse can also provide a kaleidoscope with the language spoken and the positions taken by the various players.

And what a position was taken by extreme left-wing activist Senator Lidia Thorpe when she resigned from the Greens.

Resigning from Australia’s most extreme left-wing parliamentary party because it isn’t extreme enough suggests a rich vein of extremism coming the Senate’s way over the next few years.

Her amalgam of Black and Green politics appears to have fractured, leaving Senator Thorpe on the cross—read upset—crossbench in the Australian Senate.

From waving her defiant and divisive clenched fist whenever cameras are around, to making the ugliest of interjections to a fellow female senator about her morals, to calling Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II (immediately after her passing) a “coloniser,” and also failing to declare a relationship with a bikie while serving on the parliamentary law enforcement committee.

This is a snapshot of what will continue to be in store for Australian politics.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Senator for Victoria Lidia Thorpe (R) during the Invasion Day rally in Melbourne, Australia, on Jan. 26, 2023. (AAP Image/Diego Fedele)


The impact of the move by Senator Thorpe will be seen over the next few years. I predict that her chance of re-election is minimal, but in the meantime, her voting in the Senate may play a major role in the government’s agenda.

Previously as a member of the Greens Party, she provided a reliable vote for the government in a fractured Australian Senate where Labor, Greens, and two other senators could deliver the needed majority for the passage of legislation. Now the government will need to snare an extra vote.

Time will tell if the newly minted independent senator follows along with her former party on legislation where it matters, or takes to abstaining or protest voting to make her often quite irrational political points.

The harnessing of senators’ votes can often be tedious, defying logic or rationale, let alone principle. And if that isn’t sufficiently complex, a promise of support can easily be “reconsidered” in light of “new information.”

One can be forgiven for pondering whether the “new information” is the realisation that something more or other can be extracted from the government in exchange for the vote.

The Impact of That Single Senate Vote

In the long-term, the Thorpe defection will evolve with its consequences of less stability and certainty for the government’s legislative agenda.

The senator’s approach seems to be based on the premise that somehow one of the most multicultural, democratic, and freedom-loving countries of the world with an envious lifestyle has an illegitimate government and taking the taxpayers’ dollar and all the privileges of being a senator do not seem to faze the consciousness.

How will the senator deal with an illegitimate government in an illegitimate parliament? The tortured logic and justifications will be worth a seat in the public gallery of the Senate.

For the government, the dilemma becomes how can it claim to be a sensible middle-of-the-road government when dealing with such a political participant. Relying on such a vote could be reputationally devastating and damaging over the long term.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The Australian Senate chamber at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Sept. 8, 2022. (AAP Image/Mick Tsikas)


In the short-term, the senator has sent a Thorpedo through the government’s proposed, ill-considered Voice constitutional amendment.

Straight-faced and with sincerity aplenty, the government is asserting to the Australian people that the Indigenous people of the country need a separate voice in the parliament.

In fact, it is another or second voice, potentially making them more equal to other Australians, which is a surefire way to breed resentment.

But that aside, we have a substantial number of members of Parliament identifying as Indigenous too. In the Senate, there is more Indigenous representation on a percentage basis than in the population as a whole.

Therefore, the need for a separate voice in those circumstances is difficult to justify.

However, what is telling is that amongst the Indigenous Senators, there are those who oppose The Voice because it offends the principles of equity and unity, those who support it as a step to reconciliation, and now a senator who thinks it doesn’t go far enough.

Even on the voice, there are three distinct separate schools of thought amongst elected Indigenous representatives that not only make for an upcoming colourful public debate but have torpedoed the paternalistic assertion that there is such a thing as a single Indigenous voice.

The idea we might actually celebrate the diversity of opinion within the Indigenous communities has floundered, but it is there for all to see and even more so thanks to the Thorpedo fired by the activist senator.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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The Russia Collusion Delusion Resurfaces
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Commentary

As the world continues to wonder why the President of the United States allowed a floating Chinese spy dirigible to traverse the entire continent, pausing here and there over ICBM sites, another sort of gaseous eructation has resurfaced to claim our attention.

I mean the Russia Collusion Delusion.

You remember the RCD: the expensive, multi-year malignant fantasy that was foisted upon a credulous public by a loose-knit confederation of operatives for Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign and various anti-Trump outposts in the media and deep-state bureaucracy.

I thought we had finally said goodbye to that enormity, but no. Two recent interventions remind us that lies mean never having to say you’re sorry.

One piece, which ran in our former paper of record in late January, was an exercise in historical revisionism, blustering self-exoneration, a steely-eyed bid for absolution without contrition.

As Mary McCarthy said of Lillian Hellman, every word of it is dishonest, “including ‘and’ and ‘the’.”

As J. Peder Zane shows in a devastating piece for RealClearPolitics, “How Barr’s Quest to Find Flaws in the Russia Inquiry Unraveled” is a mendacious effort to rewrite the history of the New York Times’s coverage of the baseless inquiry into Trump’s possible ties to or collusion with Russia.

One strategy is to deploy “carefully crafted”—read “obfuscatory”— language “to seemingly address inconvenient facts while minimizing them.”

For example, the NY Times tells readers that John Durham, the prosecutor charged with investigating various actors, from the FBI and elsewhere, who were involved in the spurious effort to “get Trump” set out “to pursue the theory that the Clinton campaign conspired to frame Mr. Trump.” What they left out was the inconvenient truth that “this ‘theory’ is now an established fact.”

What started the Russia Collusion Delusion?

Why, the infamous “dossier” fabricated by disgraced former intelligence operative Christopher Steele.

It was concocted out of whole cloth using fabric furnished by Igor Danchenko, a Russian living in the United States who was employed by the Brookings Institution, a left-leaning, anti-Trump think tank.

The NY Times, like every other organ of the regime media, was all over the story.

Eventually, Danchenko admitted that he hadn’t verified any of the scurrilous gossip about Trump.

One source reported (pdf) that he simply asked for any “thought, rumor, allegation.”

But in its long, revisionist review of the story, the NY Times, Zane notes, “ignores this history in its Jan. 26 article, blandly describing the dossier as a ‘dubious’ source.”

A more accurate description would be a “thoroughly discredited pack of lies concocted as an opposition hit piece and gleefully circulated by emunctory media outlets like The New York Times.”

If that seems hyperbolic, read on to the other piece that Zane considers in his essay, the long, meticulously researched essay that Jeff Gerth published on Jan. 30 in the Columbia Journalism Review.

Titled “The press versus the president,” this multi-part fusillade looks back over the media’s concerted effort to weaponize the Russia collusion hoax to take down the Trump presidency.

The NY Times, as Gerth writes, crowed about its Pulitzer-Prize-winning coverage.

But practically everything it reported turned out to be wrong.

“[O]utside of the Times’ own bubble,” he observes, “the damage to the credibility of the Times and its peers persists, three years on, and is likely to take on new energy as the nation faces yet another election season animated by antagonism toward the press.”

Indeed, public trust in the media has plummeted in the wake of the Trump presidency.

It’s true that Trump and his supporters fed the flames of the media war, but the war was started and escalated by the media and its yeomen in the deep-state bureaucracy.

Gerth’s long, melancholy anatomy of the media’s war with Trump is a masterpiece of sober understatement.

His “main conclusion,” and one that anyone who cares about the future of our democratic republic must take very seriously, is that “journalism’s primary missions, informing the public and holding powerful interests accountable, have been undermined by the erosion of journalistic norms and the media’s own lack of transparency about its work.”

That, alas, is putting it mildly.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Commentary

As a kid growing up in cold Michigan, I was fascinated by California. The Beach Boys were my favorite band. Disney movies were magic. My family took a summer trip to the Golden State in 1964 when I turned nine, traveling from Disneyland up across the Golden Gate Bridge to the Redwoods. I loved spending time in Monterey—still my favorite place—learning Russian for a 52-week course at the Defense Language Institute in 1978-79.

It’s no wonder I ended up out here in 1987. And despite complaints detailed here in my Epoch Times columns, I have no plans to leave. Indeed, it’s dismaying seeing the decline of this state these past 36 years. But as I wave goodbye to many friends heading to Texas, Florida, Idaho, and Tennessee, it’s not surprising California’s population has been declining.

The latest U.S. Census figures show the state lost 113,649 people in the year prior to July 1, 2022. The year before that, ending July 1, 2021, saw an even bigger loss, of 395,254. That’s more than half a million gone in two years. At least the rate of exodus is slowing.

Some of the loss was from people fleeing the state’s crowded cities during the pandemic. San Francisco lost 3.7 percent of its population in the year ending July 1, 2021. A lot of people took the lockdowns, and the opportunity to work from home, to leave a city suffering soaring crime and homelessness rates.

But I think these declines are ending due to what for years I have called the Manhattanization of California. It’s the transition of California away from what, until about 2005, was a middle-class paradise. Housing along the coast still was relatively cheap—about 25 percent above the national average—while salaries were about 15 percent higher. Energy prices were reasonable, and the state’s incomparable outdoor lifestyle attracted millions every decade. In the 1980s, when I came here, the population soared 25.7 percent, rising by 6.1 million.

Now consider New York City, population 8,467,513 in 2021, the latest year tallied by the U.S. Census Bureau. That also was a decline, of 336,667 from the 8,804,190 of 2020. Its center is the densely populated Manhattan. The crime spree of 2020 during the national riots following the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis drove out many of these people.

Nobody with any sense would move to Manhattan to raise a family. You crowd into a small apartment at high cost, the schools are terrible, the weather is bad, the crime—which Mayor Rudy Giulani sharply reduced in the 1990s—rose sharply in the 2010s under leftist Mayor Bill de Blasio.

Yet Manhattan has an undeniable mystique: Wall Street, the museums, the concerts, the publishing industry, the restaurants and bars, the excitement. As the old Sinatra song put it, “New York, New York … if you can make it here, you can make it anywhere.”

The population actually has increased, rising each of the past four decades, from 7.1 million in 1980 to 8.8 million in 2020. The recent decline probably is temporary. But no one who goes to Manhattan, or the rest of the Big Apple, does so thinking it provides low-cost housing and fine public schools.

The same, I think, will hold true for California’s population changes. Those who don’t like it here will leave. But those who do come here will have no illusions. They won’t be middle-class families eager to live near the coast in single-family homes—surfing in the morning and cooking on the barbecue in the evening, even in February.

This is part of what sociologists call “the great sorting” going on in America. A clear manifestation of that is conservative Republicans moving to Red States, such as my friends heading out to Tennessee, and liberal Democrats moving to Blue States, such as California. It’s partly why Orange County, where I live, has in a decade gone from electing almost all Republicans to federal, state, and local offices, to a Purple State of mixed Republicans and Democrats.

The OC Board of Supervisors just went majority Democrat for the first time in five decades. And 1970s-era Democrats were the old, conservative types, not progressives like Rep. Katie Porter and state Sen. Dave Min are today.

Not surprisingly, Orange County’s population doubled to 3.2 million during its Republican era of 1970 to 2020. But it dropped 16,292 from 2020 to 2021. That’s probably temporary. OC remains a great place to live, especially compared to Los Angeles. Yet it’s along the coast, so it’ affected directly by California’s Manhattanization.

Some friends of mine bought a nice home on a small lot in Huntington Beach, about a mile from the state beach, for $20,000 in 1970. As recently as 2000, it went for about $180,000, and the neighborhood still was middle class and working class. The house currently lists on Zillow.com for $1.3 million.

Only rich people live in that neighborhood now, along with a few older people who bought before the huge price increase. They’re staying because of Proposition 13’s low taxes on property, based on the purchase price, which was low for them decades ago.

The California coastal middle-class lifestyle is gone. Only the wealthy can afford it now. Which also explains the political changes. In a switch, today it’s the wealthy, indoctrinated by leftism in college, who tend to be liberal Democrats. While it’s the working-class folks, more likely to have only a high-school education, and so more likely to get their politics and ethics from family and religion, who tend to be Republicans.

As this “sorting” continues, soon those seeking to leave California largely will have gone, while those who want to come here, and can afford it, will to do so in greater numbers. And the population will start going upward again.

Coastal California now is Manhattan with great weather.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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The US Marines in Japan: Stiffening Island Defenses
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Commentary

The U.S. Marines, particularly its presence on Okinawa, has often seemed the bellwether of the Japan-U.S. defense relationship. And it’s usually been problematic. But recently, there was good news involving the Marines.

At the “2+2 Meeting” of top Japanese and American defense and foreign affairs officials in Washington on Jan. 11, it was agreed that the 12th Marine Regiment will remain on Okinawa and be converted into the 12th Marine Littoral Regiment (MLR) by 2025.

“Littoral”? That’s a unit capable of deploying small detachments of Marines to “austere, remote islands” from which they conduct surveillance and launch anti-ship missiles at enemy ships. In this case, People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) ships. The Marines will also have some anti-air capability.

One thought the Marines already knew how to do this sort of thing. The Marine Corps hymn mentions fighting in “every clime and place.” But that’s a question for another day.

According to The Washington Post, unnamed U.S. officials described the MLR “deal” as one of the most significant advances in U.S. force posture in the region in at least a decade.

It isn’t. But it is useful and it is important.

Here’s why:

Operational Benefits

It appears the MLR will deploy throughout the Nansei Shoto. Also known as the Ryukyus, this is the chain of islands extending from Kyushu—Japan’s southernmost main island—and almost to Taiwan. The Japan Ground Self-Defense Force (GSDF) has positioned intelligence, missile, and anti-aircraft units along the chain in recent years, and plans to add more. The Marines add additional surveillance resources and firepower—as well as troops to help deal with enemy raiders.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Taiwanese Air Force F-16 fighter jet flies alongside a Chinese People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) H-6K bomber in the western Pacific, one of the Chinese military aircraft that reportedly flew over Bashi Channel and Miyako Strait near Japan’s Okinawa island chain on the morning of May 11, 2018. (Taiwan ROC Air Force)


So Chinese ships and aircraft coming within range of both U.S. and Japanese missile batteries on the Nansei Shoto will need to tread carefully—both in peacetime and wartime. Think of China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) putting something like an MLR on a series of islands; say, like the Chinese have done on man-made islands in the South China Sea.

The U.S. Navy and Air Force will either avoid the area—or else have to eliminate the threat.

Does the MLR Deployment Deter China From Attacking Taiwan?

No. But from Yonaguni, the westernmost Nansei Shoto island, it is only 60 miles from Taiwan. Marine (and Japanese) missiles can reach northern Taiwan and nearby waters. This threatens the northern flank of a Chinese invasion force. Indeed, a well-defended Nansei Shoto barrier severely restricts the PLA’s broader movements by the “northern wing” of an assault force.

However, the MLR’s existing and soon-to-be-acquired missiles are relatively short-range (100-plus miles). Longer-range weapons would increase MLR (and GSDF) effectiveness.

Also, keep in mind that the Nansei Shoto barrier—and any MLR units—can be outflanked or leapfrogged, or penetrated by brute force. They are just one part of a more complex defense problem.

Finally, Becoming Real Partners

The Marines training and operating throughout the Nansei Shoto is a “first.” Until now, the Marines have mostly been confined to the main island of Okinawa. Training areas are limited and there are severe limits on the kinds of training that can be done. This is in part to avoid provoking a well-oiled protest crowd—some of it looking for central government cash, some of it unhinged leftists (many from elsewhere), some of it egged on by China, and some of it principled opposition.

[image: U.S. Marine Air Station Futenma] Aerial file photo shows U.S. Marine Air Station Futenma in Ginowan, Okinawa, southern Japan on Jan. 27, 2018. (Kyodo News via AP)


The expanded training and exercise opportunities are essential for maintaining warfighting skills. They also allow the Marines to operate where they likely will have to fight. And fighting on familiar terrain is always an advantage. This is all moving in the right direction—away from the restrictions that have effectively required the Marines to leave Japan to train in order to defend Japan.

But there’s more benefit. The MLR and its deployed units will need to operate closely with the GSDF—and probably with the Maritime and Air Self-Defense Forces. Progress has been made in recent years, but more needs to be done.

And there’s the psychological benefit that comes from both sides carrying out a common mission together. You increasingly see the other guys as useful partners and equals.

And perhaps the MLR effort will serve as a catalyst for making the entire Nansei Shoto defense a combined effort between all Japanese and U.S. services (not just the Marines and GSDF)—to include a standing joint headquarters overseeing operations. The more the Americans and Japanese are a “single force,” the more effective they’ll be in a fight against the Chinese regime. Beijing hates it when its self-declared adversaries link up to resist.

There’s also a national-level political angle to the Japanese government granting “approval” for the revamped 12th Marines to stay on Okinawa and operate more widely. Until recently, Tokyo would have rejected such a request. But these days, it appears Japan’s rulers are more afraid of the Chinese than of domestic critics—of whom there are fewer than ever.

More Than the MLR

While the MLR announcement got the main coverage, the official 2+2 statement includes more importance than the MLR. These statements usually read like Hallmark Greeting cards. However, this one is different. It mentions specifics and lays out existing shortcomings in defense capabilities—particularly in the bilateral command and control areas, where there is nearly no capability. And it calls for correcting them.

In other words, an effective bilateral defense between the Japanese and the Americans is now conceivable. A few years ago, the handwringing from the Japanese side and the timidity and/or lack of interest on the U.S. side would have made this impossible.

Now, all it takes is some will and some imagination. And it seems there are a few people around who have both.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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No, We Can’t ‘Trust the Science’
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Commentary

The title of a new Oxford University study, “COVID-19 is a leading cause of death in children and young people in the US,” is as shocking as it is misleading. The headline is frightening because it was meant to be.

But is the SARS-CoV-2 virus really one of the most lethal threats to American children and young people from ages 0-19?

Experimental Mass Vaccination Pushed by Fear and Sensationalism

Let’s take a closer look at Oxford University’s assertion.

Since the study describes the virus as “a leading cause of death” in children, one would suppose that it would be near the top, right?

If not No. 1, it certainly would be No. 2, or perhaps No. 3. But neither is, in fact, the case.

Actually, as the writers of the article admit, COVID-19 is only the eighth-ranked cause of death, responsible for only about 2 percent of deaths of American children. The relationship that the researchers (or the person who wrote and/or approved the headline) draw between the ranking and the importance of it is inverse, to say the least, and largely irrelevant.

Since when is an eighth-place causal ranking a “leading cause” of anything, particularly when that ranking has a statistical value of about 2 percent? It’s simply not true, so why try to make that case?

Now, contrast the sensationalist Oxford study with another UK study published in November 2022, which is calmly entitled, “COVID-19 deaths in children and young people in England, March 2020 to December 2021: An active prospective national surveillance study.”

Note the lack of hyperbole in that study’s title. It’s entirely neutral and objectively descriptive. More importantly, however, is the fact that the researchers found that over 22 months, all co-factors considered, COVID-19 was responsible for 1.2 percent of deaths in the under-20 age group in England. Granted, 1.2 percent is less than 2 percent, but that difference is marginal relative to the remaining 98 or 98.8 percent.

The researchers rightly concluded in the study that “death due to COVID-19 is very low in CYP (children and young people), even with the emergence of new SARS-CoV-2 variants.”

On a side note, COVID has supposedly surpassed the flu as a significant cause of childhood deaths in 2022. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), in the 2018-2019 season, there were 136 pediatric flu deaths reported, and 188 in the 2019–2020 season.

But in the 2020–2021 season? Just one.

Imagine childhood flu deaths dropping by 99.99 percent in a single year. That’s an amazing medical accomplishment that one would think would capture headlines around the world.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Children rest at a community vaccination center after receiving a dose of Sinovac Biotech’s CoronaVac COVID-19 vaccine, following the COVID outbreak, in Hong Kong, China, on Feb. 25, 2022. (Tyrone Siu/Files/Reuters)


An attempt is made to explain the drop. The narrative goes as follows: Under lockdown, the 2021 flu season impacted a much lower number of people than usual in all major regions of the United States. And yet, somehow, the COVID-19 virus, a variant of the common cold, was just that much smarter than the flu virus and could infect millions.

It will be interesting to see 2022’s flu report when it comes out in April.

Deception and the Drive to Vaccinate Children

What can one make of the seemingly exploitative attitude of the Oxford study? Why would Oxford University and its researchers overstate the risk that the virus poses to young people?

One explanation could be for the sheer sake of exploitation itself. It’s difficult not to recognize two closely related facts concerning Oxford University and COVID-19.

First, Oxford University has reportedly received hundreds of millions of dollars from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. The foundation made sure that much of that money went into Oxford research that resulted in the AstraZeneca mRNA COVID vaccine. AstraZeneca has since seen billions of dollars in profit from its COVID vaccine business.

Second, the Gates Foundation reportedly funded pharmaceutical companies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the United Kingdom, such as the Wellcome Trust, an international vaccine research and development group, and the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI). These groups have a mutually supportive relationship with almost zero accountability.

A big part of the global COVID agenda and funding effort, which is led by the CDC, is to vaccinate children, even though the science tells us that they’re at very low risk of being harmed by the disease. Coincidentally, the CDC and the World Health Organization (WHO) are also funded by the Gates Foundation. A suspicious mind might conclude that describing COVID-19 as “a leading cause of death in children” could be an effort toward pushing more vaccines onto more children.

Deception Surrounds Everything About the Virus

Oxford certainly isn’t the only highly-rated institution to twist the facts to fit the narrative and blind people from reality. Denying and withholding medical data on vaccine injuries and deaths is the policy of medical and drug bureaucracies in the United States and elsewhere.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Signs are held up at a rally against COVID-19 vaccine mandates in New York City, on Oct. 12, 2021. (Michael M. Santiago/Getty Images)


Dr. Deborah Birx, former response coordinator of the White House Coronavirus Task Force during the Trump administration, said she deliberately misled then-President Donald Trump by exaggerating the risk of asymptomatic transmission of the virus to justify longer and more extensive lockdowns. It wasn’t about following the science that led to economically and socially disastrous lockdowns in the United States. It was about following the politics.

As for the vaccines themselves, Big Medicine and Big Pharma colluded with Big Tech, Big Media, Big Academia, NGOs, and the Biden administration to deny and censor any bad news about the experimental mRNA vaccines that were pushed in the United States and much of the rest of the world.

More than that, medical doctors with stellar reputations and research achievements were banned, humiliated, fired, censored, and otherwise publicly pilloried for daring to provide alternative and simple treatments with a proven 80 percent reduction in hospitalizations and a 75 percent reduction in deaths.

Furthermore, recently uncovered documents show that the CDC was aware of mRNA vaccines causing myocarditis but refused to disclose those facts.

This denial and manipulation of science aren’t restricted to the United States. Scotland has recently seen a rise in neonatal deaths, up from 2 per thousand to 4.9, but medical authorities have ruled out the mothers’ vaccine status as a factor in the deaths without even checking. The neonatal deaths, which apply to infants up to four weeks old, are recorded as stillbirths to avoid alarm or vaccine hesitancy.

Their reasoning? They don’t want anyone to draw “the wrong conclusions.”

Or, perhaps, the right ones.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Our Sacred Oath: To Be or to Do?
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Dedicated to the memory of P.O. Stephen P. Driscoll, ESU Squad 4, Badge #17482, NYPD “Fidelis ad Mortem”

 

A jumble of thoughts and emotions has been pinballing off the edges of my mind as we approach the loss of Afghanistan at the 20-year milestone of 9/11. But the one thought that resonates came from the pen of Robert J. Kaplan, who wrote an article in the May 2006 issue of The Atlantic titled, “Colonel Cross of the Gurkhas.” Kaplan trekked to the remote town of Pokhara, Nepal, to speak to John Phillip Cross, an 80-year-old retired Gurkha colonel and decades-long veteran of the British Army. Colonel Cross’s service in World War II was his first and last conventional fight. Subsequently, he fought in multiple irregular guerilla wars across Asia in similar circumstances to our battles over the last decades.

 

The critical quotation from Colonel Cross speaks volumes about our handling of the war in Afghanistan. He said: “Late-19-century warfare never stopped, though it was masked for a time by the Cold War emphasis on atomic bombs. And in this type of warfare that you Americans must master, only two things count: the mystic dimension of service and the sanctity of an oath. It’s about the giving of one’s best when the audience is of the smallest.”

 

In Afghanistan, we never mastered that type of warfare. Consumed by the supported-supporting paradigm of exotic and expensive weapons systems, our top military and civilian planners neglected to understand the most important element in the fight—the hearts and minds of our enemies. We faced an enemy who unabashedly believes that God is on their side. How else can you explain the reason why a Chechen is fighting barefoot on the freezing snow-covered summit of an 11,000-foot mountain? As a consequence of their beliefs, our enemy’s view of the conflict is as an infinite game—a fight that is literally in the hands of God and has no third out at the bottom of the ninth or a game clock ticking to zero. No rules, no referees. Twenty years is nothing to someone struggling to achieve a victory for their god. Our moral character was challenged and tested. We blinked.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] “Commitment: Taking the Oath.” (Sgt. Sinthia Rosario/Defense Department)


 

After the spectacular victory in the autumn of 2001, the stupidity began to grow. We forgot the admonition of one of the Special Forces ground commanders working with the Northern Alliance, who said, “Brains before bullets. Outthink ’em so you don’t have to outshoot ’em.” We tried to turn a successful unconventional fight into a conventional war. We set up FOBs at the bottom of a steep valley with undefended ridgelines above. We tried to get rid of opium production and pissed off all the farmers, turning them into enemies. Normal planning for a successful outcome in any civilian or military operation begins with drawing up the end state. There was none. We were going in two-year election cycle circles. We did things that a 15-year-old playing Call of Duty wouldn’t do. And even worse, the people responsible for our success started not telling the truth. A lack of transparency and truth ends up with a lack of congruence between words and deeds. At that point, the most critical bonds between the people in the Beltway, the warriors in the field, and the American people are cut. It is trust.

 

I know leadership. It is a field that I have spent decades studying with careful scholarship and practice. In the past decade, we have suffered from a colossal failure of leadership. One of my personal and professional mentors, a championship college and NFL coach, said at a coaching clinic, “We need more thumb-pointers, not finger-pointers.” Our country is being run by finger-pointers. No one takes any personal accountability for any of the events on the ground in Afghanistan. No one is responsible, and no one gets fired. Twenty years ago, Rudy Giuliani triumphantly managed one of the most massive and successful recovery efforts in American history. His mantra was, “Everyone is accountable all of the time.” In the airlift just seen on national television, the opposite seemed to be true.

 

The most enraging incident occurred over the last weekend in August 2022. Americans with proper credentials and private transport were left outside the gates, and the generals who could have let them in looked the other way. It is the most shameful thing I have ever seen. It rivals, and in some ways surpasses, the nomadic voyage of the MS St. Louis, which carried 900 Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany that was turned away from U.S. seaports in 1939. Former Delta Operator Robert “Rat” Trivino’s general orders for leaders state, “Always choose the hard right over the easy wrong.” The generals chose the easy wrong.

 

The character and intentions of our enemy, as well as the general Afghan populace, were either misunderstood or arrogantly dismissed. That is a failure of Sun Tzu 101. I have never been to Afghanistan. I don’t speak Pashto, Dari, or Urdu. But just reading a few books provides enough knowledge of Afghanistan’s people and its warriors to see how massive our screw-ups were. The armies of Macedon, Britain, and the Soviet Union were all ultimately impaled by a culture of tribes led by warlords. Anthropologist and professor Lincoln Keiser lived successfully among violent street gangs in U.S. cities. He lasted just seven months in a Pashtun village before he fled for his life with a badal on his head. His book was presciently titled, “Friend by Day, Enemy by Night.”

[image: Afghanistan] “Afghanistan.” (Petty Officer 1st Class William Townsend/Defense Department)


 

We operated among a population that in many ways culturally hasn’t altered much since the introduction of Islam. We slipped into Afghanistan like a ghost in the darkness and took down the country with just a few hundred men. Special Operators blended in with the Northern Alliance and took down the Taliban. We didn’t need to subsequently secure the country with thousands of troops. All we needed to accomplish our goals was to prevent the Taliban from harboring terrorist actors and get Osama bin Laden. We did both. We didn’t have to hold territory or pacify the population. A low profile in the region would have been sufficient to support the Northern Alliance and keep the Taliban at bay. No withdrawal, no surrender of territory, and no propping up a corrupt government with astronomical amounts of benjamins. In 1898 in what is now Uganda, two rogue man-eating lions brought a major bridge construction project to a screeching halt. Find your enemy’s fulcrum and it doesn’t take much to cause disruption.

 

As Colonel John Boyd advanced in his Air Force career, he realized what was happening in the military and in Washington D.C. He famously advised one of his young officers by challenging them, “Tiger, one day you will come to a fork in the road and you’re going to have to decide which direction you want to go.” He went on to say that if his junior officer made compromises and joined the club, he’d get good assignments and promotions. But, if he chose the harder path of sacrifice and doing good, he wouldn’t get the good assignments or promotions and might piss off his senior leadership. But he would accomplish a great deal, wouldn’t have to compromise, and could keep true friends. Boyd, one of the greatest 20th-century thinkers, and who pissed off a lot of people in his life, ended by saying, “In life, there is often a roll call. That’s when you will have to make a decision. To be or to do? Which way will you go?” The roll call for America’s leaders was taken summer of 2022 and they chose their careers over the people they were sworn to protect.

 

Having seen the mental and physical damage done to our service members, I am angrier today than I was on Sept. 12, 2001. On that day, we were reacting to events of the previous day. In the subsequent two decades, we had the choice of how to respond. We failed at the mystic dimension of service and the sanctity of our oath. There are men and women in our country who can succeed in this. We have to put them in the right position to act on our behalf.

 

Stephen B. Lewis

 

5-5-5-5 #343 #neverforget

 

_____________________

 

Steve Lewis has been an educator and an athletic coach for nearly 30 years. For much of that time, he was a successful high school and college football coach in Connecticut. After the events of 9/11, many of Steve’s former athletes joined the military. In the succeeding years, they didn’t return the same way they went out, and this led Steve to become interested in veteran affairs. In 2017 he conducted the first annual Comfort Walk, a 70-mile three-day trek from Manchester, Connecticut, to Providence, Rhode Island, on Memorial Day weekend to raise awareness of veterans’ mental health issues. In 2017 Steve also assisted the veterans of the 1-24th Infantry Regiment in their Walk of Life.

 

Steve regularly participates in the Connecticut Run for the Fallen and has helped out in other veteran events and presentations, including hosting a veteran’s assembly and classroom visit to his school. A civilian, Steve comes from a military family as the son of a U.S. Military Academy West Point 1952 graduate and grandson of a November 1918 graduate. He has previously authored articles on fisheries issues and is looking forward to contributing his writing talents to military matters and veterans’ advocacy. 

This article first appeared in The Havok Journal.

The appearance of U.S. Department of Defense visual information does not imply or constitute department endorsement.
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						ATLANTA—Delta Air Lines said Tuesday it will raise pay for its non-union employees by 5 percent on April 1 and increase a pool used for merit raises.

Among those getting the increases will be flight attendants, who have been the target of several close organizing campaigns by unions.

The raises are far more modest than ones that Delta’s union pilots are voting on. That agreement would raise pilots’ pay by more than 30 percent over the four-year life of the contract. Voting ends March 1.

Pilots are the highest-paid work group at airlines, and smaller carriers have struggled with a shortage of them.

Airlines have been hiring and raising pay to attract and keep workers as travel has recovered from the 2020 low point of the pandemic, when the number of passengers plunged and airlines paid employees to take early retirement.
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In his second State of the Union address on Feb. 7, President Joe Biden urged billionaires and corporations to “pay their fair share,” repeating the administration’s concept of “reward work, not just wealth.”  

The president proposed instituting a minimum tax on billionaires and quadrupling the stock buyback tax.  

“Let’s finish the job. Reward work, not just wealth. Pass my proposal for a billionaire minimum tax,” he said. “Because no billionaire should pay a lower tax rate than a school teacher or a firefighter.”  

A September 2021 report from the Office of Management and Budget and the Council of Economic Advisers found that billionaires paid an average federal individual income tax rate of 8.2 percent between 2010 and 2018.

Official details surrounding the president’s billionaire minimum tax have not been revealed. However, President Biden previously recommended this levy in his 2023 federal budget, suggesting a tax rate of at least 20 percent on households possessing a net worth of more than $100 million.  

The public policy proposal failed to make its way through Congress last year, and experts say that it is unlikely to happen with a Republican-controlled House.  

In October 2021, Senate Democrats championed a comparable billionaire tax—the Billionaires Income Tax—to help fund spending plans. But there were disagreements within the party, including among progressive-leaning Democrats, over the bill’s mechanisms.  

In late 2021, Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen spearheaded an international initiative to establish a global minimum corporate tax of 15 percent. More than 130 nations agreed to a general framework for the tax proposal, but there have been delays in implementation on crucial details, resulting in a postponement of the full agreement until later this year.

“I’m a capitalist. But just pay your fair share,” the president said in Tuesday’s address.

Taxing Stock Buybacks  

He also called it “outrageous” that oil and gas companies posted $200 billion in profits.  

“They invested too little of that profit to increase domestic production and keep gas prices down,” Biden said. “Instead, they used those record profits to buy back their own stock, rewarding their CEOs and shareholders.”  

The president recommended quadrupling the tax on corporate stock buybacks “to encourage long-term investments instead” to 4 percent.  

“They will still make a considerable profit,” he added. “Let’s finish the job and close the loopholes that allow the very wealthy to avoid paying their taxes.”  

As part of the Inflation Reduction Act, the federal government introduced a 1 percent excise tax on corporations that repurchased more than $1 million of stock over the course of a tax year. Market experts contend that this levy did not dissuade corporations from engaging in this activity, as there was a buyback frenzy last year.  

Although the president called out energy companies for their profits and buybacks, Apple topped the list of stock buybacks in 2022: $90 billion.   

Companies will buy back shares if they think the investors have discounted their stocks too immensely or bolster their financial ratios. Businesses initiating buybacks might also think that there are too few investment opportunities.  

Like the billionaire wealth tax, experts do not think the president would have enough support in the GOP-controlled House. 

Overall, Biden asserted that “our present tax system is simply unfair” because large corporations are taking advantage of the tax code. And, according to the president, these companies are also “taking advantage of you, the American consumer.”
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Microsoft is incorporating artificial intelligence (AI) chatbot technology into its search engine Bing and its browser Edge.

The company made the announcement at a press event on Tuesday at its Redmond headquarters in Washington.

Bing and Edge will be powered by an upgraded version of the AI technology that’s the hallmark of ChatGPT, the conversational service developed by OpenAI that can provide responses to a multitude of prompts.

Yusuf Mehdi, a Microsoft executive who leads its search division, said a public preview of the new Bing launched Tuesday for users who sign up for it, but the technology will scale to millions of users in coming weeks.

Users will be able to input queries into Bing like how they would to ChatGPT, and receive coherent responses that aim to fulfill the query.

Everyone can try a limited number of queries, Mehdi said.

The new Bing also includes annotations that link to sources the responses are drawn from. But there is a caution that appears at the bottom of Bing’s new homepage, which says that because Bing is powered by AI, “surprises and mistakes are possible.” Users are advised to “Make sure to check the facts.”

The latest shift by Microsoft will make its search engine and browser more conversational and more capable of providing answers to specific questions instead of merely providing links to other websites ranked by relevance.

The changes could have wide-ranging implications for advertisements on these platforms.

Microsoft Corp. CEO Satya Nadella said Tuesday that new AI advances are “going to reshape every software category we know,” including search, much like earlier innovations in personal computers and cloud computing.

He said it is important to develop AI “with human preferences and societal norms and you’re not going to do that in a lab,” adding, “You have to do that out in the world.”

Microsoft’s Bing is second behind Google’s search engine, holding 9 percent of search traffic worldwide compared to Google’s 83 percent as of December 2022, according to Statista.

Microsoft has been partnering with ChatGPT-maker OpenAI since 2019, with multiyear, multibillion-dollar investments in the company. The investments so far have led to the development of a powerful supercomputer specifically built to train the AI models that power ChatGPT and other AI tools, such as the image-generator DALL-E.

Microsoft also recently announced a new multibillion-dollar investment into OpenAI as it looks to incorporate the technology behind these AI tools into its Office products like email and spreadsheets.

ChatGPT’s masterful ability to generate English responses in various styles comes from having been fed a large number of online writings, from books to Wikipedia entries, to news websites, blogs, and instruction manuals.

Google on Monday announced a rival to ChatGPT called “Bard.” Google CEO Sundar Pichai said the conversational service will be available to some “trusted testers” before it gets released more widely later this year.

Meanwhile, Chinese media reported that Chinese tech giant Baidu announced it will launch a similar AI-powered search engine later this year. Other companies, Amazon, and Facebook parent Meta are also working on similar technology.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Commentary

There has been a rooted impression that the economic performance in Europe is always worse than that in the United States. This is not true. The measuring period for GDP released by the U.S. is quarter-over-quarter (QoQ), while those in other places are usually year-over-year (YoY). If both are reported in YoY for comparison, the numbers for 2022 Q1 to Q4 in the U.S. were 3.7 percent, 1.8 percent, 1.9 percent, and 1.1 percent, respectively, while those in the Eurozone were 5.5 percent, 4.3 percent, 2.3 percent, and 1.9 percent. The Eurozone numbers are higher than those of the U.S. in every quarter. Even if the Eurozone is replaced by the UK, the UK is no worse than the U.S.

If comparing the average GDP growth rates among these places since the birth of the Euro in 1999 to the latest, Eurozone is the worst at 1.4 percent, which is lower than UK’s 1.7 percent and 2.2 percent in the United States. But if exceptional quarters like the financial tsunami in 2008/09, the European debt crisis in 2012/13, and COVID in 2020/21 are excluded, then in normal times, the Eurozone, UK, and the U.S. averaged a much narrower range at 2.1 percent, 2.4 percent, and 2.6 percent respectively. Note that GDP growth has an intrinsic error of about 1 percent, such a 0.5 percent difference may not matter meaningfully (statistically insignificant).

By further counting, two-thirds of the time, the United States grew faster than the Eurozone, and the portion of time that the U.S. grew faster than the UK or the UK grew faster than the Eurozone is both about 60 percent. Neither of these three fractions is overwhelming, meaning that the three places may not perform very differently. Even if the cyclical ups and downs are observed, the timings of recession and recovery do not exhibit much difference—cycles are pretty synchronous. GDP growth is never a good indicator of cross-country differences, especially on cycles.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] G3 (U.S., UK, and EU) real GDP YoY growth and unemployment rate on Feb.5, 2023. (Courtesy of Law Ka-chung)


The fundamental difference is easier to see not from flow variables but from the stock ones. The latter kind includes those fractions like whatever-to-GDP ratios, or one common measure is the unemployment rate divided by the labor force. Eurozone has shown a consistently higher unemployment rate than the United States or UK, on average by 3-4 percent.

Fair to say that the Eurozone is comprised of extreme members. If only Germany and France—which together take up half of the Eurozone GDP—are concerned, then their average unemployment rates (both 7.8 percent) are just around 2 percent higher than the United States (5.8 percent) or UK ones (5.6 percent). Such differences might be attributed to the institution where capitalism is in the United States and UK while socialism is in Germany and France. A glance at the ups and downs demonstrates again that there is no difference in cyclical direction except for a slight phase lead/lag observed.

What data conclude is the difference lies more in the longer-run macro, which is the growth and development aspect, than shorter-run macro, which is concerned more with business cycles. International institutions or major banks highlighting any cross-country cycle differences may not be consistent with past data. This information is helpful in forecasting because one can always cross-check the consistency of outlook views among these countries.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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						NEW YORK—Wall Street rallied Tuesday after the Federal Reserve signaled last week’s stunningly strong jobs report won’t by itself change where interest rates are heading, as some investors had feared.

The S&P 500 climbed 1.3 percent following a shaky day where stocks pinballed between losses and gains as Fed Chair Jerome Powell gave his first public comments since raising rates last week. The Dow Jones Industrial Average rose 265 points, or 0.8 percent, while the Nasdaq composite jumped 1.9 percent.

High inflation and how high the Fed will take interest rates to combat it have been at the center of Wall Street’s wild movements for the last year. Powell said on Tuesday that progress is being made on inflation, though a long battle remains.

That echoed similar comments he made last week, after the Fed approved its smallest increase to interest rates since March. But that was before a jolting jobs report on Friday showed U.S. employers added a third of a million more jobs than expected last month.

The shocking show of strength raised concerns about upward pressure on inflation and worries the Fed may end up keeping rates higher for longer, as it’s been warning. Higher rates can drive down inflation but also hurt the economy and investment prices.

But Powell said Tuesday at the Economic Club of Washington, D.C., that the market’s big moves since the jobs report have gotten it closer to in sync with the Fed’s thinking. Not only did stocks fall, Wall Street raised its forecast for how high the Fed will take rates by the summer.

Investors also reduced bets that the Fed may cut rates later this year. Rate cuts can goose the economy and act like steroids for markets.

“We have a significant road ahead to get inflation down to 2 percent,” which is the Fed’s target, Powell said Tuesday. “There’s been an expectation that it will go away quickly and painlessly. I don’t think that’s at all guaranteed.”

Powell also said that if more jobs reports or inflation data come in way above expectations, the Fed may ultimately raise rates even higher than it’s been saying.

After pulling its key overnight rate all the way to a range of 4.50 percent to 4.75 percent, up from virtually zero a year ago, the Fed has said it envisions a couple more increases before holding steady through the end of the year.

Treasury yields have zoomed higher recently on expectations for a firmer Fed. They held relatively steady Tuesday

The yield on the 10-year Treasury, which helps set rates for mortgages and other important loans, rose to 3.68 percent from 3.64 percent late Monday. The two-year yield, which moves more on expectations for the Fed, rose to 4.49 percent from 4.47 percent and is near its highest level since November.

Despite all the market’s recent moves, stock prices are still up a healthy amount since the start of the year. The S&P 500 is up 8.5 percent. Much of that was due to easing worries the economy may fall into a severe recession, a scenario described in markets as a “hard landing.”

“If I had to take a camp today, it would be in the soft-landing one, if only because of the strength of the labor market,” said Ross Mayfield, investment strategy analyst at Baird. He said he sees a “slowdown or maybe a soft recession, but that’s what I think a ‘soft landing’ means now” for the economy.

“The problem is that with the market rally to start the year, you’ve got that scenario priced in almost,” he said. “There are still risks to the downside.”

A relatively lackluster earnings reporting season on Wall Street is also rolling on.

Carrier Global dropped 3.8 percent despite matching analysts’ expectations for profits in the latest quarter. It also gave a forecast for revenue this upcoming year that was slightly above Wall Street’s expectations. Analysts pointed to a deceleration in orders.

On the winning end was DuPont, which climbed 7.5 percent after reporting stronger profit for the latest quarter than analysts expected. Activision Blizzard gained 5.6 percent after the video-game company reported stronger revenue and profit for its latest quarter than expected.

A 4.2 percent move higher for Microsoft also helped lift the market. It said it’s using ChatGPT-like technology in its Bing search engine.

All told, the S&P 500 rose 52.92 to 4,164.00, the Dow gained 265.67 to 34,156.69 and the Nasdaq rose 226.34 to 12,113.79.

In stock markets overseas, Sydney’s S&P-ASX 200 lost 0.5 percent after the Reserve Bank of Australia raised its benchmark rate by 0.25 percentage points to 3.35 percent. It said more hikes are planned to lower inflation that is at a 33-year high of 7.8 percent to its target range of 2 percent to 3 percent.

In Japan, the Nikkei 225 slipped less than 0.1 percent after the government reported wages rose 4.8 percent over a year earlier in December. That was close to a three-decade high as workers press for higher pay to keep pace with inflation.

By Stan Choe
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						The Greens Party has called on the Australian government to stop the central bank from raising interest rates further.

On Feb. 7, the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) announced the ninth consecutive interest rate hike, taking the official cash rate to 3.35 percent from the previous 3.1 percent.

This marks the new record for Australia’s fastest and largest interest-rate hiking cycle.

Following the announcement, Greens Treasury spokesperson Senator Nick McKim criticised the RBA’s decision, saying the bank was failing to ensure Australians’ economic prosperity and welfare.

“The RBA is willing to smash Australia into a recession in pursuit of a policy that is only benefiting the already wealthy,” he said.

The senator then called on Treasurer Jim Chalmers to ask RBA governor Philip Lowe to resign and use his power to reverse the bank’s latest interest rate increase.

“It’s time for the Treasurer to stop ducking for cover and start using his power to bring into line an RBA board that is running cover for corporate interests,” McKim said.

Speaking about the RBA’s monetary tightening policy, McKim said interest rate hikes were not the right solution to the current inflation situation, which he said was driven by “supply shocks and corporate profiteering.”

Pointing to the rising stock market, the Green senator said that mortgage holders, workers and small businesses were struggling under high-interest rates while the rich were getting richer.

As such, McKim called on the government to introduce super-profit taxes to deal with corporate profiteering and provide immediate living costs measures such as free childcare and a housing rent freeze.

Government Pushes Back on Greens’ Call

However, in a press conference, Prime Minister Anthony Albanese pushed back against the Greens’ calls, saying they did not have a correct understanding of how the economy worked.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese looks on during Question Time at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on July 28, 2022. (Martin Ollman/Getty Images)


“The Greens sometimes don’t understand the way that the economy works or the way the system works,” he said. “An independent Reserve Bank–that is a very important principle. One that we maintain. One that we won’t be diverting from.”

Reserve Bank’s Interest Rate Decision

To justify the 0.25 percent interest rate rise in its February meeting, the RBA board cited the high annual inflation rate, which stood at 7.8 percent in the December 2022 quarter, the highest level in Australia since 1990.

“High inflation makes life difficult for people and damages the functioning of the economy,” the bank said in its statement.

“And if high inflation were to become entrenched in people’s expectations, it would be very costly to reduce later.”
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Regarding the inflation outlook in 2023, the bank said high inflation was temporary and that it would take some time for price growth to ease.

“(Domestic) inflation is expected to decline this year due to both global factors and slower growth in domestic demand,” it said.

“The central forecast is for CPI inflation to decline to 4.75 percent this year and around three percent by mid-2025.”

Under this forecast, the RBA said it was aiming to bring inflation down to the two to three percent target band while keeping the Australian economy balanced.

However, the central bank noted that there was not much leeway to cool down economic growth without triggering a recession.

“The Board remains resolute in its determination to return inflation to target and will do what is necessary to achieve that,” it said.

According to the financial comparison website RateCity, the new rate hike would add $76 (US$52) to the monthly repayment of an average home buyer with a $500,000 mortgage on a 25-year term and $114 for a $750,000 mortgage.

If taking into account all rate increases since May 2022, the additional repayment amount would go up to $908 for a $500,000 mortgage and $1,362 for a $750,000 mortgage.

While many Australian households are already struggling under the current interest rates, the future outlook is even grimmer for mortgage holders as the RBA expected more interest rate hikes to come in the next few months.

What the Government and Economists Say About the Interest Rate Increase

Treasurer Jim Chalmers acknowledged that the current interest rate hike cycle had added more pressure on Australians and the economy.

“It’s our job to focus on the broader pressures that are coming at us from around the world and being felt around the kitchen tables of this country,” he told parliament.

However, the treasurer reiterated the government’s forecast that inflation would decline in 2023.

“There is growing evidence that inflation is expected to have peaked in our economy and is now beginning to moderate,” Chalmers said.

[image: Jim Chalmers] Australian Treasurer Jim Chalmers conducts television interviews at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Oct. 23, 2022. (AAP Image/Mick Tsikas)


Chalmers also mentioned the government’s plan to deliver living cost relief in the upcoming May budget that did not add to inflation and showed budget spending restraint.

As the treasurer presented the government’s view on the matter, Opposition Leader Peter Dutton criticised the Labor government for the impact of high inflation on the economy and society.

“Why do Australian families always pay more under Labor?” he questioned at the parliament.

Meanwhile, Matthew Hassan, a senior economist at Westpac Bank, said the latest rate increase was in line with the bank’s expectations.

However, he noted that the tone of the RBA’s announcement was more hawkish than what the market was expecting.

Based on the RBA’s statement, both Westpac Bank and ANZ Bank confirmed their forecasts that the official cash rate would go up by another 0.25 percent in March and April, hitting 3.85 percent by May 2023.
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Benchmark U.S. crude oil for March delivery rose $3.03 to $77.14 a barrel Tuesday. Brent crude for April delivery rose $2.70 to $83.69 a barrel.

Wholesale gasoline for March delivery rose 9 cents to $2.46 a gallon. March heating oil rose 13 cents $2.90 a gallon. March natural gas rose 12 cents to $2.58 per 1,000 cubic feet.

Gold for April delivery rose $5.30 to $1,884.80 an ounce. Silver for March delivery fell 6 cents to $22.18 an ounce and March copper rose 4 cents to $4.08 a pound.

The dollar fell to 131.10 Japanese yen from 132.53 yen. The euro fell to $1.0722 from $1.0725.

The Epoch Times Copyright © 2022 The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors. They are meant for general informational purposes only and should not be construed or interpreted as a recommendation or solicitation. The Epoch Times does not provide investment, tax, legal, financial planning, estate planning, or any other personal finance advice. The Epoch Times holds no liability for the accuracy or timeliness of the information provided.
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AMC to Charge More for Good Seats in Movie Theaters
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NEW YORK—Middle seats at many U.S. movie theaters just got more expensive.

AMC Theaters, the nation’s largest movie theater chain, on Monday unveiled a new pricing scheme in which seat location determines how much your movie ticket costs. Seats in the middle of the auditorium will cost a dollar or two more, while seats in the front row will be slightly cheaper.

AMC said the pricing plan, dubbed “Sightline,” has already been rolled out in some locations and, by the end of the year, will be in place at all domestic AMC theaters during showings after 4 p.m.

Seats classified as “standard sightline” will be at the regular price. If you want to pay less for the “value sightline” seats, you have to be a member of the chain’s subscription service, AMC Stubs.

As movie theaters have attempted to recover from the pandemic, exhibitors have increasingly looked at more variable pricing methods. That’s included charging more for sought-after movies like “The Batman” in their first week of release.

Last weekend, Paramount Pictures partnered with theater chains to offer slightly reduced ticket prices for the comedy “80 for Brady.” And last year, during a dry spell in theaters, tickets at most movie theaters were $3 for “National Cinema Day.”

But in most circumstances, movie tickets are getting more expensive, especially when factoring in large-format screens and 3D showings. The average 3D premium format ticket for the biggest box-office hit in recent years, “Avatar: The Way of Water,” was about $16.50.

By Jake Coyle
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Strong January Jobs Report Means Fed Raises Rates Higher Than Forecast, Says Atlanta Fed Chief
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It appears that the stronger-than-expected U.S. jobs report last week likely means that the Federal Reserve may be open to raising the interest rate higher than planned, said a member of the Fed board.

Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta president Raphael Bostic, in an exclusive interview with Bloomberg News on Jan. 6, said that the results from January’s strong jobs report raises the possibility that central bank policymakers of the Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC) could hike borrowing rates a bit higher next time than they had previously intended.

If the U.S. economy continues to grow at its current pace, “It’ll probably mean we have to do a little more work,” Bostic told Bloomberg.

“And I would expect that that would translate into us raising interest rates more than I have projected right now.”

The Atlanta Fed chief repeated his stance, in line with the Fed’s December forecasts, that interest rates will be raised to 5.1 percent this year as planned and will be kept at that level through 2024, before they are reduced.

The benchmark rate is currently at a range of 4.50–4.75 percent since the rate hikes on Feb. 1.

Fed Policymakers May Consider Ramping Up Future Rate Hikes

The FOMC may raise the interest rate by an additional quarter point to keep up with growth, over the two currently planned hikes, after policymakers lowered the pace to 25 basis points in February, which Bostic supported.

The rate hike was lowered last month after a 50 basis-point increase in December and four 75 basis-point hikes over the previous months.

Alternatively, the Fed could push for a higher peak rate via through a quarter-point hike in addition to the two planned later this year, while not ruling out a potential 50 point increase, said Bostic.

“It wouldn’t surprise me if we saw this quarter or the next come in stronger than people expect right now,” said Bostic.

He said that he is focused on “imbalances between supply and demand,” since too much demand can lead to higher inflation.

Bostic does not expect the FOMC to move back to a 50 basis-point hike, but he said they would do so if it was necessary.

January Jobs Report Comes in Too Strong for Fed

Investors have raised their peak rate projections this year and are closely aligned with Bostic’s estimates, following the results from the January jobs report.

Employers added 517,000 new jobs in January, while unemployment fell to 3.4 percent, the lowest record since May 1969.

The jobs report also showed average hourly earnings rising by 0.3 percent last month from December and up 4.4 percent from a year earlier.

Bostic, who is not voting on policy this year, said that policymakers are likely reviewing the January jobs report to see if it was an “anomalous reading” and would be “inclined to look through this a bit,” if it were the case.

“Job one for us has got to be to get inflation back under control,” he told Bloomberg, “and I’m going to do all I can to see that we do that.”

Fed Chairman Jerome Powell told reporters last week after the Fed’s policy meeting that his colleagues planned to deliver a “couple” more interest-rate hikes before freezing their aggressive campaign to fight high inflation.

Bostic seems to agree with Powell’s stance, saying that the committee could choose to hike rates further if necessary after a short pause.

The Fed is attempting to slow wage gains in order to reach its inflation target of 2 percent.

Fed Needs Weaker Jobs Market to Lower Inflation

Powell said that a hawkish policy in a tight labor market was needed to cool continuing price pressures and noted a ratio of 1.9 job openings for every unemployed worker.

The Fed chief will speak again for the first time since the release of last week’s jobs report, which came after the latest rate increase, on Feb. 8 in Washington.

Fed officials have stated that their primary goal is to reduce U.S. economic growth, including the job market, to push price pressures close to the same levels that existed prior to the pandemic.

Despite the strong jobs report, the Atlanta Fed chief said the strong payroll figures increased the likelihood of a soft landing of the American economy.

“I’ve said for a long time that I thought there’s a lot of momentum in the economy and that there was a good chance that that momentum was going to be sufficient to absorb our policy tightening in ways that could help us avoid a recession,” Bostic told Bloomberg.

Regarding future Fed policy, “I like optionality, so I never want to foreclose any action, but I do think that a lot of this will depend on how the economy evolves relative to my expectations,” Bostic said.

“We understand what data dependence means, and we’re going to try to avoid getting too locked in to just one approach.”

He expected inflation to fall to the “low 3s” this year, which is still well above the Fed’s 2 percent target, which will likely require interest rates to be higher for longer.

“Those last few tenths of a point can take a long time to be realized,” Bostic added.

“And so I want to make sure that we are in the right place before we start easing off our policy, because the most important thing at this stage is to get our price stability measure as close to target as possible,” he said.
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Fed Chair Powell Says ‘Long Way to Go’ in Inflation Fight, Calls US Debt ‘Unsustainable’
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The United States is watching disinflation travel through the national economy, but “it has a long way to go” before price stability is achieved, says Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell.

Speaking at the Economic Club of Washington on Tuesday, the Fed chair acknowledged that the country is in the “very early stages of disinflation.” However, many parts of the marketplace are still experiencing elevated inflation, he said, alluding to the services sector.

In December, services inflation climbed to 7.5 percent year-over-year, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. That is the highest level since August 1982.

According to Powell, it is going to take time to return inflation to the central bank’s 2 percent target, and the road to this aim is “probably going to be bumpy.” As a result, he believes that the Fed will need to hold the policy rate at a restrictive level for an extended period.

“We expect 2023 to be a year of significant declines in inflation. It’s actually our job to make sure that that’s the case,” Powell told Carlyle Group co-founder David Rubenstein at the event. “My guess is it will take certainly into not just this year, but next year to get down close to 2 percent.”

Today, the personal consumption expenditure (PCE) price index—the Fed’s preferred inflation measurement—is running at an annualized rate of 5 percent. The core PCE, which strips the volatile food and energy sectors, is running at 4.4 percent.

[image: us.fed] Traders work on the floor at the New York Stock Exchange as the Federal Reserve chairman Jerome Powell speaks after announcing a rate increase in New York on Nov. 2, 2022. (Seth Wenig/AP Photo)


Asked if there are any threats to the Fed’s inflation-busting quantitative tightening (QT) campaign, Powell stated there are elements that are out of the central bank’s control—such as the war in Ukraine and the reopening of China’s economy.

Market Reaction

The Fed Chair assured markets that it is not the institution’s goal to surprise investors.

Before Powell’s remarks on Tuesday, the financial markets were treading water. Then, during his speech, the leading benchmark indexes rallied as the Fed chief noted that inflation was declining.

However, stocks turned negative again when investors heard Powell confirm that more rate hikes would likely happen, iterating what was noted in last week’s Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC) policy statement.

“If we continue to get, for example, strong labor market reports or higher inflation reports, it may well be the case that we have to do more and raise rates more than is priced in,” he explained.

“I think there’s been an expectation that it’ll go away quickly and painlessly, and I don’t think that’s at all guaranteed. That’s not the base case,” Powell added. “The base case is … that it will take some time. And we’ll have to do more rate increases, and then we’ll have to look around to see whether we’ve done enough.”

The U.S. economy added 517,000 new jobs in January, topping market estimates. The unemployment rate also fell to 3.4 percent.

The Dow Jones Industrial Average tumbled around 0.6 percent, the S&P 500 dropped roughly 0.4 percent, and the Nasdaq Composite Index slipped 0.25 percent.

Treasurys were mixed, with the benchmark 10-year yield up more than 3 basis points to 3.66 percent.

The U.S. Dollar Index (DXY), which measures the greenback against a basket of currencies, erased its losses and traded flat, hovering at 103.60.

The next FOMC policy meeting will take place on March 21 and 22. It is widely expected that officials will raise the benchmark fed funds rate by 25 basis points to a range of 4.75 percent and 5.00 percent, according to the CME Group FedWatch Tool.

Debt Ceiling

When asked about the U.S. debt ceiling, Powell asserted that this is a fiscal issue that is the responsibility of Congress and the Treasury Department.

Powell hoped that Congress would vote to raise the debt ceiling so the federal government could pay all of its bills. But he noted that the central bank does not possess the “ability to shield the financial markets or the economy from the consequences” of raising the debt limit.

Last month, the U.S. government hit its debt ceiling of $31.4 trillion. Since then, Democrats and Republicans have been at a standstill. The White House stated that there would be no negotiations to increase the debt limit, but GOP lawmakers argue that it is irresponsible to refrain from addressing Washington’s immense spending and debt levels.

Powell purported that the federal government is on an “unsustainable fiscal path.”

“That has been the case for some time, and it’s something we will have to deal with; it is better to deal with it sooner rather than later,” Powell added.
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The Controversy of Research Censorship and Preprints [Wed, 08 Feb 06:01](Shutterstock)



	
Scientists Take Australian Bureau of Meteorology to Court Over Disputed Temperature Records [Tue, 07 Feb 17:48]In this photo illustration a thermometer is seen on the banks of the Swan River on January 22, 2022 in Perth, Australia. (Photo by Paul Kane/Getty Images)
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Long before COVID-19, academics squabbled about the methodology, clinical sample sizes, and data manipulation of published scientific papers—especially if they did not agree with conclusions or were educational rivals.

Since the medical journal publication process—especially peer review are so slow—the latter taking longer than a year at some journals—many researchers have turned to preprint servers. Intended to allow scientific studies to achieve dissemination before long waits for publication, the oldest preprint server began 30 years ago and now there are scores of them. Preprint servers can also be seen as part of the “open access” movement in which scientific findings are available to all and not hidden behind a paywall.

Preprint servers became particularly important and contentious during the COVID-19 pandemic when an urgent need for therapeutics amid a politically charged environment turned treatments as benign as vitamin D into major controversies.

Problems With Peer Review

What is peer review? Independent reviewers who are knowledgeable in a related field, sometimes called referees, are chosen by a journal’s editor, to assess a submitted manuscript for originality, validity, and significance.

These reviewers are typically employed at universities and institutions that task professors and researchers with doing peer reviews as part of their responsibilities. In other words, reviewers are not typically paid by the journal. Being a reviewer is a boost to a researcher or expert’s professional credibility—and by extension that of their employer.

Peer review is the “gold standard” for scientific papers and its absence is a key feature of arguments against preprint publications. Yet the potential flaws in peer review are also well recognized. According to the Lancet, one of the top medical journals, the peer review system is costly, time-consuming, and favors reviewers from “high-income countries” rather than low-income countries because the latter may not be able to afford to do the uncompensated review work.

More significant than that issue is likely the influence of status-quo reviewers who have careers built on specific theories or paradigms. Evidence that challenges or overturns established ideas can directly undermine a reviewer’s professional credibility.

According to an opinion piece in the BMJ, another top medical journal, prevailing medical beliefs can be reinforced by peer review when “an editor or reviewer has a strong view for or against an author’s findings” resulting in bias. Also, according to the opinion writer “[m]any studies have also documented higher acceptance rates for manuscripts written by authors from English-speaking countries, contributing to the publication gap between high-income and lower-income and middle-income countries.”

A study published by Cambridge University Press also observed the potential for bias and that “Heterogeneous reviewer and reader standards for scientific quality” tilt the results of what is published toward conformity. Scientists need “to begin asking whether our judgments are truly consistent with our scholarly and scientific standards, particularly when evidence suggests that underrepresented groups in the discipline are systematically disadvantaged by how we think about the journal hierarchy,” wrote the author.

Peer Review Errors Can Happen

The Cambridge piece included another caveat—“peer review also frequently misses major errors in submitted papers.” Such errors go back at least to the revered JAMA when, in 2006, an article defending antidepressants during pregnancy was found to have ties to antidepressant manufacturers and authors of an article linking migraines with auras to cardiovascular disease was found to be financially linked to migraine and heart medication manufacturers.

Dr. Scott Reuben, a professor at Tufts University in Boston who received his medical degree from the State University of New York at Buffalo School of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences in 1985, faked data in 21 studies according to the Scientific American in 2009 and 10 of his papers were published by the journal Anesthesia & Analgesia. He ended up going to jail and the papers were retracted.

Hormone maker Wyeth (later becoming Pfizer) published a plethora of pro-hormone replacement therapy (HRT) papers in medical journals that were found to be written by marketing ghostwriters. Some of the pro-HRT papers still stand such as, “Is there an association between hormone replacement therapy and breast cancer?” (Guess what the answer was?) “The role of hormone replacement therapy in the prevention of Alzheimer’s disease,” and “Mild cognitive impairment: Potential pharmacological treatment options.”

The industry-driven papers occluded the truth about HRT—the Women’s Health Initiative found it increased the risk of breast cancer in women by 26 percent, heart attacks by 29 percent, stroke by 41 percent, and doubled the risk of blood clots, though recent research has thrown some of these findings into question as hormone therapies continue to evolve.

A New Focus on Preprints

Preprints allow authors to reach an audience more quickly, without peer review, and thus can be more “democratic.” However, during COVID-19, those very attributes have sometimes made preprints the “bad guys.”

According to Maximilian Heimstädt, a postdoctoral researcher at the Weizenbaum Institute in Berlin, in a post on the London School of Economics and Political Science’s blog, “The rise of open access has shifted power away from academic experts, as peer-reviewed studies became easily accessible to civil society, journalists, think tanks, charities, etc. … preprints could lead to a further democratization of expert authority, encouraging forms of ‘lay expertise.’ Inevitably, this runs the risk of fake news and bad faith actors.”

An article published in the journal Nature that the top preprint server sites for COVID-19 information—bioRxiv and medRxiv—are tightening their exclusion data because of disinformation fears.

“[M]anuscripts are examined by volunteer academics or subject specialists who scan for non-scientific content and health or biosecurity risks,” says the article. Richard Sever, a cofounder of both servers told Nature that the vetting process first seeks out articles that “might cause harm” rather than evaluating quality.

The vetting includes “flagging papers that might contradict widely accepted public-health advice or inappropriately use causal language in reporting on a medical treatment,” says the Nature article, and rejecting “papers that might fuel conspiracy theories.”

Of course, sometimes radically divergent science can be mislabelled because it is particularly groundbreaking. Many will remember that the “germ theory,” proven by French chemist Louis Pasteur in the 1860s, also contradicted widely accepted public-health advice.

Meanwhile, journals themselves have been deluged with COVID-19 papers and have had to speed up their acceptance processes according to Nature. That in itself can lead to a reduced ability to sort the wheat from the chaff when it comes to quality science.

Is the Public Served By Such Tightened Publication Criteria?

The lack of experts reviewing preprint papers can raise questions about the quality of their papers, but those attacking this publication process may incidentally support scientific elitism and even censorship.

Albert-László Barabási, a computational scientist at Northeastern University in Boston, Massachusetts, had another observation when his paper was rejected by the preprint site bioRxiv because the site was no longer accepting manuscripts forecasting COVID-19 predictions about treatments on the basis of computational work.

Barabási said he understood the concerns about protecting patient safety but added, “It’s precisely the coronavirus that creates an environment where you need to share,” such breaking information, he said. The purpose of a preprint server, “is that we decide what is interesting, not the referees,” he added.

Many readers would agree with Barabási, especially during a worldwide viral pandemic. A diversity of medical viewpoints should be desirable especially when a closed medical establishment seems heavily tilted toward vested interests.

It is also true that junk science can further confuse public opinion. But that point seems less pertinent when public distrust appears heightened, rather than reduced, by efforts to enforce scientific hegemony.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times. Epoch Health welcomes professional discussion and friendly debate. To submit an opinion piece, please follow these guidelines and submit through our form here.
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Scientists Take Australian Bureau of Meteorology to Court Over Disputed Temperature Records
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						For years, Australian biologist Jennifer Marohasy has questioned the reliability of the Bureau of Meteorology’s (BoM) historical weather records, which have shown a significant rise in temperatures over the past few decades.

The BoM has attributed record-breaking temperatures to manmade global warming, but Marohasy is sceptical saying some recent warming could be attributed to natural weather patterns.

In response, her husband, environmental researcher John Abbott, took the matter to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal in Brisbane with Marohasy appearing as an expert witness. They called for the BoM to make raw temperature data public, something the weather bureau has refused previously.

A public hearing was held on Feb. 3, but the case was taken back to mediation before Marohasy presented her evidence. Further, the public was asked to leave. The case was set to resume on Tuesday.

Raw Temperature Data Crucial to Understanding Climate Change

According to Marohasy, a major reason why weather data may have different interpretations is because of the type of equipment used, as well as modelling through homogenisation.

Previously, the BoM used mercury thermometers, which have a slow response to change. These have since been replaced with electronic sensors, which are more sensitive to changes in temperature.

“The change from a mercury thermometer to a probe makes a material difference to the reliability of the historical temperature data,” she wrote in a blog post on Feb. 4.

“This matters for understanding climate variability and change—the trend.”

The concern was echoed by Queensland physicist and former professor at James Cook University Peter Ridd. Ridd said in a Facebook post on Feb. 2 that while mercury thermometers often missed short-term high temperatures, electronic probes “often pick up the short-term high temperature ‘spikes’ and thus register a higher maximum temperature on that day than the mercury thermometers.”

“So, has the bureau accounted for this in their long-term records?” he asked, “It could well mean that they are reporting temperatures higher than they should.”

In 2018, Marohasy shared a table comparing raw temperature readings and the two “homogenised” ACORN-SAT datasets, explaining that the data corrections have resulted in a “rewriting” of the temperature records of 112 weather stations dating back to 1910.

ACORN-SAT stands for the Australian Climate Observations Reference Network—Surface Air Temperatures.

“Temperatures are changed through a process known as homogenisation, and then changed again, sometimes by as much as 6.4 degrees Celsius (11.5 F) for the one day,” Marohasy wrote in 2019.

According to Marohasy, 44.8 degrees Celsius (112.6 F) was the maximum temperature measured at Albany, Western Australia, on Feb. 8, 1933. In the year 2012, BoM homogenised the maximum temperature to 51.2 degrees Celsius (124 F), before it was recently revised to 49.5 degrees Celsius (121.1 F).

She noted that the release of the parallel data of maximum and minimum temperature datasets is important because readings from the new equipment can be compared with readings from the old equipment, “including to check they are comparable—that there are no discontinuities.”

“It is reasonable to assume this data would be public, but it is guarded by the Bureau and kept secret. The Bureau also claim it is undigitized and only potentially available as hard copies of A8Forms and that the Bureau lacks the available resources for scanning to provide this on request,” she wrote on Feb. 4.

“Work that I have undertaken with John Abbot shows that even without the industrial revolution, there would have been a temperature increase of about 1C (1.8 F) through the 20th Century.

The biologist further noted that the data “is in the public interest—given far-reaching public policy decisions are being made on the basis of a 1.5C tipping point.”

Additionally, on Jan. 28, Marohasy argued that “claims that we are facing a climate catastrophe because temperatures will soon be exceeding 1.5 Celsius Degree is driving the closure of coal mines, caps on the price of gas and a mental health epidemic amongst children who increasingly fear global warming.”

‘No Significant Difference’ Shown: BoM

In a statement to The Epoch Times, the BoM said, “there is no significant difference in the diurnal temperature range measured using mercury thermometers compared with platinum resistance probes.”

The BoM did not provide an answer as to what are the major factors contributing to the rise in Australian temperatures but pointed to the State of the Climate Report 2022, recently released by the Bureau of Meteorology and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO).

“The report draws on the latest climate monitoring, science and projection information to detail Australia’s changing climate now and into the future; the full report is available on our website,” the department said.

In a Facebook post on Jan. 31, Marohasy said despite the importance of the temperature data, there is a lack of media attention on the issue.



“It is of real concern to me that so many faux scientists, both sceptics and alarmists, are uninterested in the evidence, specifically the parallel data,” she said.

“They are uninterested because this evidence does not accord with the narratives that have developed on both sides. And they are not curious.”

“They don’t understand the evidence I present. And I suspect they are too busy to make the time to get across the evidence.”

“The established narratives do not generally include incompetence; rather, they focus on malfeasance.”

The Epoch Times has reached out to Marohasy but didn’t receive a response in time for publication.

Richard Szabo contributed to this report.
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Researchers at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) have developed a novel technology for simultaneous genomic DNA and RNA sequencing in single cells from frozen and fresh tissues and identified rare brain tumor cell “spies” disguised as normal cells using this method.

This breakthrough advances cancer research for some of the most complex and rare tumors, opening new directions for future drug target discovery.

Genomic DNA and RNA sequencing are crucial for determining the cancer treatment, as it offers important information about tumor genomic and molecular composition, or cellular heterogeneity, which influences the disease pathology as well as the tumor’s ability to develop drug resistance.

Our current understanding of cancer does not fully explain why tumors relapse or become resistant to treatment, and research data obtained from DNA and RNA sequencing simultaneously may be able to unravel the mysteries of cancer such as tumor relapse and drug resistance.

However, existing techniques have limited applicability for the simultaneous DNA and RNA sequencing of single cells from frozen biobank tissues, which constitute the majority of readily available clinical cancer samples.

The research team, led by Prof. Angela Wu, associate professor of HKUST’s Division of Life Science and Department of Chemical and Biological Engineering, developed a new versatile single-cell multi-omic analysis technology called scONE-seq, which can analyze frozen cells and hard-to-obtain cell types like bone and brain. This new method also greatly simplifies the simultaneous collection of genomic and transcriptomic information in tumor cells.

Astrocytoma is a deadly and aggressive brain tumor, with only about five percent of patients living with it five years after diagnosis. Using their novel single-cell technology, the HKUST research team discovered a small but distinct subpopulation of tumor cells in a patient’s astrocytoma sample.

This unique population of tumors disguised themselves as the brain’s normal astrocytes and could evade detection using other common tumor sequencing methods. In addition, this “spy” tumor cell also exhibits molecular features associated with drug resistance.

The team noted that the comprehensive role of this “spy” tumor cell in tumor progression will be an important direction for future studies of this disease and possible drug targets.

Wu said, “By identifying rare tumor cells which might be missed by previous approaches and result in failure to respond to therapy, the scONE-seq approach represents a new path to discovering drug targets and the development of new drugs. We plan to continue our work, using scONE-seq to profile a larger patient cohort, and hope to have more clinically translational outcomes in the future.”

The research was published in Sciences Advances on Jan. 4, 2023.
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Just $80 to Offset My Emissions? I’ll Take That Deal!
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Commentary

In a recent proposal, the New South Wales government will enable drivers to buy $80 (US$55) worth of carbon credits when they pay for their car registration to offset their emissions.

It is not a surprising initiative from the treasurer and energy minister, Matt Kean. He is one of many Australian leaders to spruik “values-based capitalism” in the last few years.

It is a stance though that threatens the important balance between private and public sectors and is all the more galling when it is being promoted by key figures in right-leaning parties.

However, this particular policy is harmless enough while it remains voluntary. If individuals want to spend money to offset their emissions based on the usage of the “average car,” then good for them.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] NSW Treasurer Matt Kean speaks during a press conference in Randwick in Sydney, Australia, on Oct. 18, 2021. (Brendon Thorne/Getty Images)


Two items are particularly interesting. The first is the cost to offset the emissions of a car. According to the justifications provided, it costs only $80 to offset the emissions of around $2,000 of petrol consumption—only four percent of the fuel cost.

Put this another way—suppose I were to buy an electric car and somehow power the car on 100 percent renewable electricity. If I powered it only with solar, it would require all the energy from a roughly $5,000 solar system to generate the same energy.

I would save $2,000 a year on fuel but would need to repay the greater cost of the car and any other peripheral systems (for example, batteries) required so I can charge it when needed, not just when the sun is up. And I’d have to weigh the nuisance of being limited on how far I can drive and where I can drive.

I could do all that to eliminate my transport emissions. Or … I can just pay just $80 each year, and someone else will atone for the sins of my exhaust pipe.

In fact, even if I managed to go entirely off-grid with my solar-electric car solution, I could not claim to have offset all my vehicle’s emissions. It takes energy to manufacture solar panels, batteries, and electric cars, and they have to repay that energy before they are considered to be contributing to emissions reduction.

The cost gives the impression that net-zero should be easy. Only a four percent increase in the world’s energy cost to offset its emissions?

Yet this is very far from a scaleable reality.

Very soon, all the opportunities to grow new trees and bury carbon will be taken, and the cost of carbon offsetting will increase significantly.

[image: Renault Kangoo is charging] A woman holds a cable to charge up a Renault Kangoo ZE electric utility vehicle at a Renault automobile dealership in Cagnes-Sur-Mer, France, on Oct. 22, 2020. (Eric Gaillard/Reuters)


The Left Think It’s Not Good Enough

The second interesting item is that this proposal raises more objections from the green left than it does from the right and from conservatives.

The carbon credit system redistributes money, which the political left usually approves of. Through this voluntary payment, technologies that emit CO2 will subsidise technologies that do not (nothing new—this already occurs through a range of other government initiatives anyway).

From a climate activist’s perspective, though, this doesn’t go nearly far enough. Will the payments make a significant difference to anything? Almost certainly not.

Many on the green left are concerned that this type of initiative disincentivises reducing emissions the hard way. While carbon offsets include avoidance offsets and not just sequestration offsets, they just provide a way for people to trade virtue rather than actually pulling carbon back out of the atmosphere.

It isn’t the sort of initiative that can drive the energy transition that the green left dream of. But it is precisely the sort of initiative that is voluntary today and becomes compulsory tomorrow—then neither side of politics will be happy.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
					



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/vehicle-emissions-offsets-is-great-as-long-as-it-remains-voluntary_5038915.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 
| Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 


‘Less Groupthink’: Former Australian PM Joins Global Warming Foundation to Spur Debate
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						Former Prime Minister Tony Abbott has joined a UK climate think tank to inject a “note of realism into the climate debate.”

The London-based Global Warming Policy Foundation (GWPF), founded in 2009 by former UK conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer Nigel Lawson, says it aims to have a less “hysterical” and “emotional” debate on the subject.

“People are naturally concerned about the environment and want to see policies that enhance human wellbeing and protect the environment; policies that don’t hurt, but help,” the foundation’s mission statement reads.

GWPF chair Jerome Booth said Abbott would bring a global perspective and policy insight to the board of trustees.

“He will further assist our objectives and help our efforts to foster a culture of debate, respect and scrutiny in policy areas that are currently dominated by intolerance, high emotions, moral reasoning and confusion,” Booth said.

Abbott noted that he was “pleased to be joining GWPF because it’s consistently injected a note of realism into the climate debate.”

“All of us want to save the only planet we have, but this should not be by means which impoverish poorer people in richer countries and hold poorer countries back,” the former PM said.

Abbott added that in countries like Australia, the impact of climate policy is “to make electricity less affordable and less reliable rather than perceptibly to cool the planet.”

“We need more genuine science and less groupthink in this debate—that’s where the GWPF has been a commendably consistent if lonely voice.”

A Conservative Leader

Abbott led the centre-right Coalition to a landslide election victory over centre-left Labor in 2013. He remained Australia’s leader until 2015, when he was ousted by Malcolm Turnbull in a leadership spill in 2015.

In a 2017 lecture Abbott gave to the Global Warming Policy Foundation, he said it was “climate change policy that’s doing harm,” while climate change itself was “probably doing good; or at least, more good than harm.”

“Even if reducing emissions really is necessary to save the planet, our effort, however Herculean, is barely-better-than-futile; because Australia’s total annual emissions are exceeded by just the annual increase in China’s,” he said.

“There’s the evidence that higher concentrations of carbon dioxide—which is a plant food, after all—are actually greening the planet and helping to lift agricultural yields. In most countries, far more people die in cold snaps than in heatwaves, so a gradual lift in global temperatures, especially if it’s accompanied by more prosperity and more capacity to adapt to change, might even be beneficial.”

The former PM also told the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in Sydney in 2019: “I don’t like the climate cult. I don’t like the virus hysteria. I can’t understand the gender fluidity push. I don’t like magic pudding economics, and I particularly dislike the cultural self-loathing.”

Independent Zali Steggall took Abbott’s federal seat of Warringah—spanning Sydney’s northern beaches—in 2019, campaigning widely on action for more government policy on climate action.

Fellow Australians who advise the GWPF include retired meteorologist William Kininmonth and Garth Paltridge, emeritus professor at the Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies at the University of Tasmania.

A 2015 GWPF Report on Climate Change stated:

“Policies to ‘stop climate change’ are based on climate models that completely failed to predict the lack of warming for the past two decades. Observational data show clearly that the predictions of unacceptable warming caused by more carbon dioxide are wrong. Economic discount rates aside, policies designed to save the planet from more carbon dioxide are based on failed computer models,” they said.

“Human emissions of carbon dioxide, a transparent, odourless, non-toxic gas, essential for plant growth and contained at about 40,000 parts per million (ppm) in our own breaths. Carbon dioxide has been mercilessly demonized as ‘carbon pollution’, when in fact it is a benefit to the planet.”

AAP contributed to this report.
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In 2021, a team of 12 scientists published a remarkable study in the peer-reviewed science journal Aging. The study details how a randomized controlled clinical trial of 43 healthy adult men, who were all between the ages of 50 and 72, found that making evidence-based lifestyle changes could actually reduce biological age.

The test group participated in an 8-week treatment program that included guidance on eating habits, sleep routines, exercise, and relaxation, as well as supplementation with probiotics (healthy microbes for your gut) and phytonutrients (compounds found in plants believed to be beneficial for human health). The control group received no intervention.

After eight weeks, the researchers took saliva samples to measure the participants’ health. They found that the group that made the diet and lifestyle changes had healthier DNA. In fact, the treatment group appeared to reverse their own aging by upward of three years.

3 Cups of Oolong a Day

If this research is correct—and can be duplicated in a longer experiment with both male and female participants—it would be smart for anyone interested in living a long healthy life to adopt some of the health habits of the treatment group.

Drinking three cups of oolong tea was among the health practices given to the treatment group.

In an article on her website, Dr. Kara Fitzgerald, one of the co-authors of the study, a naturopath based in Connecticut and author of the 2022 book, “Younger You: Reduce Your Bio Age and Live Longer, Better,” explained that oolong tea contains a plant compound called EGCG, which stands for epigallocatechin gallate. EGCG has been found to help protect against Alzheimer’s, cancer, heart disease, high blood pressure, insulin resistance, and obesity.

What Is Oolong Anyway?

Oolong, which means “Black Dragon” in Chinese, is a tea from China, and it is especially popular in Taiwan. Tea is made from the plant Camellia sinensis. Depending on how the plant is processed, it can become green, white, yellow, oolong, black, or pu’er tea.

Green, white, and yellow teas are processed with sun-drying and heating, without oxidizing the leaves.

Black tea, on the other hand, is fully oxidized. This oxidation process happens before the tea leaves are processed.

Oolong tea is only partially oxidized, by between 10 and 70 percent. The partial oxidation is what gives the tea its softer, woodier flavor. If you’ve never tried it before, we think you’ll be surprised by how delicious and light it tastes.

Some oolongs are so lightly oxidized that they seem like green tea, albeit more mellow; while other oolongs, which are mostly oxidized, have a warm, muted flavor.

Though every variety is different, many oolong teas contain less caffeine than black teas.

Popular Oolong Teas

There are many varieties of oolong. Here are a few examples:

Da Hong Pao (Big Red Robe) is from China’s famous Wuyi Mountain.

Tie Guan Yin (Iron Goddess of Mercy) is from Anxi, China, or Muzha, Taiwan.

Gao Shan Cha (High Mountain Tea) is from Alishan, Taiwan—Joe’s favorite 🙂

Dong Fang Mei Ren (Oriental Beauty) is an oolong with a beautiful name. It was said that Queen Elizabeth II really liked it and that she gave the tea its name.

Health Benefits of Oolong Tea

There are many health benefits to drinking oolong tea on a daily basis. In fact, an 11-page review article published in May of 2022 in the peer-reviewed journal Food Science and Human Wellness found that oolong teas have antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, anti-cancer, anti-biotic, and anti-obesity properties.

But that’s not all. It has also been found to improve the gut microbiome, and protect the heart and liver.

“In spite of its popularity in Asian countries, studies on health promoting effects of oolong tea and its characteristic compounds … have attracted limited attention as compared to the knowledge of preventative and therapeutic effects of green and black teas,” the team of nine researchers from Huanggang Normal University and Shandong University of Traditional Chinese Medicine in China and Rutgers University and City University of New York, wrote.

Most of the studies compiled in the review were controlled laboratory experiments on rodents; however, broad benefits on human health have been observed in several other studies as well.

Beneficial Compounds

These health benefits are likely due to a spectrum of important compounds in tea called theasinensins. Theasinensins is a hard-to-pronounce word that comes from “thea” for tea, and the Latin species name for the tea plant, “sinensis.” Theasinensin A is a natural compound found in oolong tea.

According to 2015 research done on the chemistry and health benefits of oolong tea and theasinensins, the different processing methods for the tea plant, Camellia sinensis, change these molecules in different ways, giving tea types like green, black, and oolong different biochemical effects.

Theasinesins help stabilize your blood sugar (which is an anti-diabetic effect) and may help athletes recover more quickly from vigorous exercise.

Heart Health Benefits?

Oolong tea also contains GABA, another beneficial compound, as well as theanine. These substances complement the caffeine, so that people who drink oolong tend to feel calm, clear-headed alertness instead of the jittery energy that comes with drinking coffee.

Realizing the benefits of GABA (and finding a market for GABA-enriched foods in Asia), scientists found a way to multiply the amount of GABA in tea by letting it ferment in nitrogen gas, keeping oxygen out. These teas are produced in Taiwan and Japan, and are very popular in both countries.

A 2019 study investigated the effects of GABA-enriched oolong on heart health and stress levels. Participants’ hearts were monitored with EKGs. They were also asked about their current feeling of stress, and given tests of mental arithmetic as a stressor.

After drinking a cup of freshly-prepared oolong tea, half GABA-enriched and half regular, participants’ perceived stress levels were significantly lower after GABA-enriched tea, as was their heart rate variability, an important metric of heart health and fitness, especially in response to stress.

Oolong All Day Long?

This research may give you the impression that oolong tea is good for you anytime, anywhere, and you should be drinking it all day long.

But there are caveats. Try not to drink oolong on an empty stomach. Doing so can make you feel hungry and dizzy, an unpleasant state that Chinese people and tea aficionados call “tea drunk.”

It’s also better not to drink oolong within three or four hours of bedtime. Even with the tea’s calming effects, the caffeine can make you jittery and impede your ability to fall asleep.

Also, for the most delicious and comforting tea-drinking experience, enjoy your oolong while it’s still warm.

It’s easy to read about compounds like GABA and theanine that confer health benefits and want to run to the store to buy a supplement. But the process of enjoying a fresh cup of tea: wrapping your hands around a warm mug, breathing in its woody scent, and taking a first sip, is also part of what reduces stress and increases joy.
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Researcher Predicted Giant Earthquakes in Turkey, Syria Earthquake 3 Days Earlier
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						A Dutch researcher accurately predicted that there would be a 7.5 magnitude earthquake in the region around South-Central Turkey, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon just days before it happened.

Frank Hoogerbeets works at the Solar System Geometry Survey (SSGEOS), a Netherlands-based institute that monitors geometry between celestial bodies related to seismic activity.

On Feb. 3, Hoogerbeets wrote on Twitter: “Sooner or later there will be a -M 7.5 #earthquake in this region (South-Central Turkey, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon),” alongside a photo pinpointing the areas where the earthquake was likely to hit.

Meanwhile, SSGEOS noted in a separate bulletin on Feb. 2 that larger seismic activity may occur from Feb. 4 to Feb. 6 which would most likely measure up to mid or high 6 magnitudes.

“There is a slight possibility of a larger seismic event around 4 February,” the website said.

Turkey is in one of the world’s most active earthquake zones and Hoogerbeets’ prediction came just three days before two giant earthquakes measuring 7.8 in magnitude and 7.6 in magnitude respectively, hit Southern Turkey and northern Syria, with the quakes being felt as far as Lebanon.

The first earthquake struck at 4:14 a.m. local time and sent entire apartment buildings collapsing and left thousands of people injured or homeless in the Pazarcik district of Turkey’s southern Kahramanmaras Province; the epicenter of the quake.

[image: turkey-quake-rescue-1] People and rescue teams try to reach trapped residents inside collapsed buildings in Adana, Turkey, on Feb. 6, 2023. (IHA agency via AP)


Death Toll Expected to Rise

It also impacted additional areas including Sanliurfa, Diyarbakir, Adana, Adiyaman, Malatya, Osmaniye, Hatay, Kilis, bringing down buildings, wrecking hospitals, and causing extensive damage to roads. In Gaziantep, the historical Gaziantep Castle, used by Romans and Byzantines, also collapsed.

The earthquake, which was followed by a series of aftershocks, was the biggest recorded worldwide by the U.S. Geological Survey since a tremor in the remote South Atlantic in August 2021.

A second earthquake occurred nine hours after the first one and struck the same region as rescue efforts were underway, culminating in yet more casualties.

According to local reports citing officials, the death toll in Turkey has risen to 3,419 while more than 20,000 have been injured and 5,775 buildings have been destroyed.

In Syria, at least 1,444 people have died and around 3,500 sustained injuries, according to local reports.

Meanwhile, search and rescue efforts in Turkey, aided by disaster agencies as well as locals, are currently being hampered by heavy rain, snow, and freezing temperatures.

The World Health Organization has warned the toll from the quakes may rise dramatically, possibly eightfold, as rescuers continue to find more victims.

“We always see the same thing with earthquakes, unfortunately, which is that the initial reports of the numbers of people who have died or who have been injured will increase quite significantly in the week that follows,” the WHO’s senior emergency officer for Europe, Catherine Smallwood, told AFP.

Hoogerbeets shared his condolences with the victims of the earthquakes in a tweet on Monday, writing: “My heart goes out to everyone affected by the major earthquake in Central Turkey. As I stated earlier, sooner or later this would happen in this region, similar to the years 115 and 526. These earthquakes are always preceded by critical planetary geometry, as we had on 4-5 February.”

The researcher also noted that “lunar geometry may cause some strong seismic activity in the coming days,” particularly around Feb. 8 which he said could possibly see earthquakes of up to 5 to 6 in magnitude.

[image: turkey-quake-rescue] People and emergency teams rescue a person on a stretcher from a collapsed building in Adana, Turkey, on Feb. 6, 2023. (IHA agency via AP)


Scientists Say No Way to Predict Earthquakes

“There is a slight possibility of a larger seismic event. Aftershocks will continue in Central Turkey and it [sic] could reach higher M 5 to 6,” the researcher wrote.

According to the SSGEOS, their monitoring activities are based on evidence that “specific geometry in the Solar System may cause larger earthquakes.”

“The specific geometry between celestial bodies that is associated with larger earthquakes is generally referred to as ‘critical planetary geometry’ and ‘critical lunar geometry’ if the Moon is involved,” SSGEOS says.

“However, critical geometry does not always result in larger earthquakes. Sometimes only some seismic increase is observed, up to about magnitude 6.0. Sometimes there seems to be no seismic increase at all. From this, we conclude that the key is the condition of Earth’s crust, i.e. the amount of stress between tectonic plates and whether or not a fault section has reached its strain budget.”

“This would logically indicate a direct relationship between the build-up of stress in Earth’s crust and electromagnetic charge from critical planetary geometry,” the institute states.

While Hoogerbeet’s prediction quickly went viral on social media, scientists have noted that they cannot predict earthquakes before they happen.

The US Geological Survey (USGS) states that “neither the USGS nor any other scientists have ever predicted a major earthquake” and that the agency does “not know how” to do so and does “not expect to know how any time in the foreseeable future.”

“USGS scientists can only calculate the probability that a significant earthquake will occur (shown on our hazard mapping) in a specific area within a certain number of years,” the agency says.

Reuters contributed to this report.
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In January, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) issued its new clinical practice guideline for the evaluation and treatment of overweight and obese children and adolescents.

The health of an estimated 14.4 million U.S. children and adolescents is affected by obesity and the trend is escalating. In 1963, five percent of children and adolescents were obese—by 2018 that number had jumped to 19 percent.

“A predictive epidemiologic model estimates that if 2017 obesity trends hold, 57 percent of children aged two to 19 years will have obesity by the time they are 35 years of age, in 2050,” writes the AAP in the new guidelines.

Obesity “puts children and adolescents at risk for serious short- and long-term adverse health outcomes later in life, including cardiovascular disease, including HTN [Hypertension]; dyslipidemia [abnormally elevated cholesterol or fats in the blood]; insulin resistance; T2DM [Type 2 diabetes mellitus]; and nonalcoholic fatty liver disease,” writes the AAP.

Obese youth may also have elevated systolic blood pressure, low-density lipoprotein, lower insulin sensitivity, and “poor psychological and emotional health, increased stress, depressive symptoms, and low self-esteem.”

According to the new guidelines, interventions “could involve any approach, including screening, counseling, medically managed weight loss, pharmaceutical treatment, or surgery.” Consequently, some doctors, public health experts, and parents are now pushing the new guidelines that include weight loss medications such as diet pills and bariatric surgery for kids as young as 12 and 13 respectively.

These measures are in extreme contrast to the lifestyle changes typically advised for children.

Opposition to Guidelines

Dr. Robert Yoho, a retired surgeon, told The Epoch Times that “bariatric surgery showed an intermediate-term death rate of about one in 250 in adults [in older studies] making it one of the riskiest procedures known.”

The hard evidence for surgical care “ranges from speculative to nonexistent,” said Yoho. “The field is almost unstudied—we rely on tradition—we give surgeons near-complete therapeutic autonomy, and many of their net outcomes are in doubt.”

Dr. Bill Wilson, a family physician, and author of “Brain Drain,” told The Epoch Times, “The AAP guidelines are ill-conceived because they are clearly not science-based. If you don’t understand how to define and measure a condition [obesity], how can you possibly effectively treat it? The discussion should begin and end with solid science.”

According to Wilson, the long-term consumption of highly processed foods manufactured by Big Food, or the “Food Industrial Complex,” as he calls the industry, nudges people toward mental disorders even as it compels the body to store extra fat—regardless of how much the person eats.

Dr. Marc Siegel a professor at NYU Langone Medical Center told Fox News Digital that semaglutide, one of the recommended drugs (marketed as Ozempic, Wegovy, and Rybelsus), is so effective it actually mimics bariatric surgery but “It’s too soon to be using them in kids,” he said. Surgery is “extremely problematic” for children added Siegel and the AAP guidelines need to be clearer.

Other experts have raised the concern that medications and surgery bring risks. While patients and doctors both may like a quick fix, the new guidelines remain controversial when they do nothing to address the root causes of obesity, which often come down to high-calorie processed foods, stress, and a sedentary lifestyle. Though that common sense explanation would seem apparent to many, leading health authorities like the AAP have a more complicated explanation.

Is Obesity a Chronic Disease?

The National Institutes of Health declared obesity a “chronic disease” in 1998 and the AAP concurs. Risk factors for the “disease” of obesity include “adverse childhood experiences,” and “weight bias and stigma considerations,” it says. “[M]ultiple influences” cause obesity including “individual and familial risk factors” and “broader structural and contextual inequities,” adds the Academy.

The AAP guidelines downplay personal and parental responsibility for obesity as well as overeating. In some cases, the guidelines emphasize political elements over personal behaviors.

“Inequalities in poverty, unemployment, and homeownership attributable to structural racism have been linked to increased obesity rates,” note the guidelines, while also questioning the impact of ultra-processed foods often linked to chronic illness and obesity.

Bans on Drug Advertising Work

The U.S. is hardly the only industrialized country with growing obesity rates, including in children. However, other countries have taken a look at the causes before recommending surgery or diet drugs for children.

For example, the UK identified a clear connection between advertising junk food—high sugar, high fat, high-calorie foods—on public transport routes and obesity and enacted a ban on such advertising in 2019. In just three years the ban resulted in 94,867 fewer cases of obesity than expected according to researchers at the University of Sheffield and the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine—a nearly five percent decrease.

How were declines in obesity ascertained? One investigation method was to compare the purchasing habits of nearly 1,000 Londoners following the advertising ban, with those of 1,000 people in the northeast of England where the ban was not in effect.

In addition, clear drops in the incidence of actual obesity-related diseases were also seen. “The same study found the policy has led to 2,857 fewer cases of diabetes, and 1,915 fewer cases of cardiovascular disease,” reported the BBC. As anyone who works in advertising will tell you, “advertising works.”

Is Obesity Acceptance Part of the Problem?

Medications and surgery present unique and new risks, and while people know their food choices and activity levels are critical, some just can’t find the will to make changes.

A society in which there is a “celebration” of obesity and “body positivity movements” has had the effect of silencing doctors, Dr. Nicole Saphier, a radiologist and director of breast imaging at Memorial Sloan Kettering told Fox News Digital.

“All of a sudden, physicians are being told they can’t use the terms obese and overweight,” she said.

“Americans, in general, are always looking for the quick fix,” said Saphier. “We want a pill, a quick diet, anything that could give us a positive outcome with minimal effort.”

What About Prevention and Eating Well?

What about prevention? “This guideline does not cover the prevention of obesity, which will be addressed in a forthcoming AAP policy statement,” says the AAP.

The guidelines do note, however, that “the AAP’s Bright Futures recommendations, which are based on systematic reviews and expert panels, offer prevention guidelines.”

Consumption of highly processed foods containing hydrogenated oils and high-fructose corn syrup is a major driver of obesity but is given little mention in the guidelines in preference of the “underlying genetic, biological, environmental, and social determinants that pose risk for obesity,” which shift focus from eating and personal responsibility.

The guidelines do link poor diet—particularly fast food—to weight gain, but claim “The association between sedentary behavior and adiposity [obesity] has been shown to range from small to inconsistent.” It is similarly ambivalent about snack foods.

“A recent systematic review of body fat and consumption of ultra-processed foods (defined as snacks, fast foods, junk foods, and convenience foods) in children and adolescents found a positive association, but noted that longer-term studies examining the association of these foods and obesity are needed.”

High-fructose corn syrup does not appear in the guidelines, though the ubiquitous ingredient is routinely linked to deleterious physical and mental effects.

The availability of fattening fast food and aggressive marketing to children merits only a paragraph or two in the guidelines. Other medically recognized obesity drivers like excessive screen time, inadequate sleep, early antibiotic exposure, and endocrine disrupters are mentioned but only briefly.

And what about parents’ role in children’s weight and diets? “It sounds harsh, but I do think parents should be held accountable for their children becoming morbidly obese,” said Saphier who is the mother of three children.

More Drugs For Children?

For years, many medical and mental health professionals have charged that children are being overmedicated whether for attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or emotional and mood problems that are increasing youth diagnoses. Culture and lifestyle are major culprits in these afflictions, but are not addressed with the kind of money and political willpower marshaled by drug makers.

“Of course, they’re going to treat obesity with pharmaceuticals,” tweeted political commentator Matt Walsh of the new guidelines.

Originally approved as a diabetes drug, semaglutide injections have a list price of more than $1,600 per month. Like other new, high-priced drugs, this cost provokes insurance denials and risks raising health care costs for everyone.

According to MedlinePlus, a health site published by the National Library of Medicine, semaglutide “may increase the risk that you will develop tumors of the thyroid gland, including medullary thyroid carcinoma.” It is also unsafe for people with multiple endocrine neoplasia syndrome type 2. More dangers associated with semaglutide were identified by Stat News in January.

Are the AAP Recommendations a Conflict of Interest? 

The American Academy of Pediatrics, like many professional medical associations that influence medical practice, has drugmaker corporate sponsors. These include Johnson & Johnson (among the AAP’s “top 10 donors”) Abbott, Merck, and Novavax.

If obesity is defined more as a disease arising from systemic racism or inequality rather than an affliction resulting from poor-quality food and problematic lifestyles, it could become a boon to drugmakers and alleviates Big Food of its culpability.

Critics of the guidelines also note that in 2017, the AAP received funding from Pfizer and is certainly a leading voice for childhood vaccinations. A patron sponsor of AAP is Novo Nordisk which makes Wegovy, (semaglutide) a leading weight loss drug, now recommended in the guidelines.

The AAP did not immediately answer The Epoch Times’ questions of whether the new guidelines could represent conflicts of interest in light of their drug maker funders. In 2013, the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel and MedPage Today reporter John Fauber reported that the AAP endorsed guidelines that recommended particular acne drugs when 13 members on a 15-member panel were “paid consultants or speakers for companies that make the drugs.”

How Can Parents Prevent Obesity in Their Children?

Long-standing common-sense advice backed up by research urges families to emphasize healthy food and activity. Outdoor walks, biking, and eating more vegetables and whole foods, while avoiding processed foods are critical—especially because children spend so much time indoors at school.

The obesity advice given by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health is that parents who want to slim their children down or prevent obesity should:


	Limit unhealthy foods served to children, including refined grains and sweets, processed meat, and sugary drinks.

	Increase the children’s physical activity.

	Limit children’s television time, screen time, and other “sit time.”

	Try to improve their sleep and reduce their stress.



But policy changes could also address the obesity crisis says information on the Harvard site. They include:


	Ending tax subsidies for TV advertisements for unhealthy foods targeted at children.

	Taxing artificially sweetened beverages.

	Teaching children and parents about unhealthy beverages, and the effects of physical activity and screen time.

	Increasing physical activity in PE [physical education] classes through policy changes and teacher training.



The lesson from the 2019 London ban on ads for high-sugar, fat, and calorie foods is also worth learning from.

There may be many reasons for childhood obesity but the impact of cheap high-calorie foods that are designed to be irresistible, can’t be overlooked—especially when they are the most readily available and advertised foods.

Nor can we ignore the fact that some of the most valuable and profitable companies are investing heavily in technology, including artificial intelligence, to better grab our attention and keep us clicking, scrolling, watching, sitting—and getting fat.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times. Epoch Health welcomes professional discussion and friendly debate. To submit an opinion piece, please follow these guidelines and submit through our form here.
				



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/health/childhood-obesity-are-drugs-and-surgery-the-answer_4985667.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 
| Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 


Texas to Sue Biden Administration Over Endangered Species Listing
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Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton on Feb. 6 issued a notice of intent to sue two Biden administration agencies over an endangered species listing for the lesser prairie chicken, adding to a growing number of states resisting the decision.

“This rule was a targeted attempt to implement an unlawful, top-down federal approach aimed at advancing a radical environmentalist agenda, which would crush the type of economic development that aids in providing funds for conservation. This isn’t going to fly in Texas,” Paxton said in a statement.

Paxton joins Kansas Attorney General Kris Kobach and Oklahoma Attorney General Gentner Drummond in challenging the rule, which would go into effect on March 27.

“Kansas will lead the way in fighting against this overreach by the Biden administration,” Kobach said in a Jan. 31 press release.

[image: Kris Kobach] Former Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach(R), follows a rally against COVID-19 vaccine mandates with his oldest daughter, 15-year-old Reagan(L), outside the Kansas Statehouse in Topeka, Kan., on Oct. 30, 2021. (John Hanna/AP Photo)


The Fish and Wildlife Service previously pushed back the date to March from January, saying it would “allow the service to finalize conservation tools and guidance documents to avoid confusion and disruption for landowners, federal partners, and industry within the lesser prairie chicken’s five-state range.”

The change came after a number of Republicans in Congress, including James Lankford (R-Okla.), Roger Marshall (R-Kan.), and Ronny Jackson (R-Texas), worked to delay the final rule’s effective date.

“Each party that is targeted by this listing must take advantage of this opportunity to continue to engage in their longstanding voluntary conservation efforts, a fact that went completely ignored by the federal government when it came to this decision,” Lankford and those colleagues wrote in a joint statement on Jan. 23.

Texas’s lawsuit targets the Department of the Interior and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

The latter agency listed the grassland bird, a member of the grouse family, under the Endangered Species Act on Nov. 25, 2022.

More specifically, a northern population of the lesser prairie chicken was listed as threatened, while a southern portion was listed as endangered.

“The lesser prairie chicken’s decline is a sign our native grasslands and prairies are in peril. These habitats support a diversity of wildlife and are valued for water quality, climate resilience, grazing, hunting, and recreation,” the Fish and Wildlife Service’s southwest regional director Amy Lueders said in a statement in November.

The Center for Biological Diversity, an environmental group, celebrated the move as “a victory for lesser prairie chickens.”

The bird’s status has long been a point of contention between some environmental groups and property owners in the region, particularly hydrocarbon companies and cattle ranchers. Environmentalists’ efforts to protect it under the Endangered Species Act began decades ago.

[image: Permian Basin] An oil pumpjack works in the Permian Basin oil field in Stanton, Texas, on March 12, 2022. (Joe Raedle/Getty Images)


In 2014, under the Obama administration, the species was finally listed as threatened.

A judge threw out the listing in 2015, siding with an oil industry group that argued the listing failed to account for voluntary conservation work already being done in the bird’s range.

That same oil industry group, the Permian Basin Petroleum Association (PBPA), has joined the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association and other agricultural groups in their own lawsuit over the latest lesser prairie chicken listing.

Like Kobach, Drummond, and the PBPA, Texas’s Paxton argued that the federal decision ignores local efforts by landowners, the state, and other parties.

Paxton’s press release claims that the Biden administration should have conducted an impact analysis under the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act, arguing that the lack of such an analysis can be counted among the factors that make the listing illegal.

The Fish and Wildlife Service declined to comment.
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					Researchers have found that being able to chew food well lowers anxiety, improves memory, and reduces pain, providing a compelling case for early treatment of poor oral health, removal of misaligned teeth, or simply chewing more gum.

Mice with crossbites showed significantly more noticeable and persistent anxiety-like behaviours, and “early removal of crossbites results in general improvement or partial recovery of these changes,” the authors wrote in their study published in December 2022.

This might be because vigorous chewing increases brain activity, according to Clare Collins, an Australian dietician and laureate professor in nutrition and dietetics at the University of Newcastle.

“The more strongly people could chew, the more blood flowed to their brains, leading to more oxygen and activity in regions of the brain linked to learning and memory,” Collins said.

[image: A mother with her teething baby] (Oksana Kuzmina/Shutterstock)


Studies conducted on rats have also established that difficulty chewing as a result of dysfunctional molars leads to progressive loss of memory and learning capacity and recommended dental treatment to prevent cognitive and neurological deterioration.

Inexpensive and Effective Stress and Pain Reliever

Chewing food such as gum or cloves can also be an affordable and effective way to relieve anxiety and stress.

In a study published on Jan. 31, researchers examined nearly 500 adults to explore the effects of chewing on anxiety and stress and discovered that those who chewed gum more often had significantly less anxiety than those who never chewed gum.

A Turkish study examining 73 children chewing gum during IV insertion procedures also revealed pain-relieving effects.

The children who chewed gum reported significantly lower pain levels compared to the group receiving standard care.

Rather than gums sweetened with artificial sweeteners like aspartame, doctors recommend choosing those using natural flavours and ingredients such as xylitol.

How to improve oral health

Apart from treating misaligned teeth and brushing your teeth after meals, removing sugar from your diet is often advised because people with high sugar in their diet or carbohydrates have a lot more unfriendly bacteria in their mouths that create cavities.

“This [link] between sugar and cavities was suppressed in the early 70s … instead, they shifted their attention to saturated fats,” according to Dr Eric Berg, a chiropractor who specialises in healthy ketosis and intermittent fasting.

“But out of all the foods you should avoid for your teeth and gums, sugar is at the top of the list,” Berg said.

Instead, people should reach for foods such as eggs, greens, sauerkraut, and grass-fed butter or ghee are abundant in vitamins A, C and B1, which specialise in increasing the resistance to infection, building up one’s immunity to disease, and reducing nerve inflammation in the mouth.
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The risks around artificial intelligence must be thoroughly investigated as it could pose an existential threat to human life, says one Australian MP.

In a speech in Parliament on Feb. 6, Labor MP Julian Hill said ChatGPT had the potential to revolutionise the world but warned that if AI were to surpass human intelligence, it could cause significant damage.

“It doesn’t take long, if you start thinking, to realise the disruptive and catastrophic risks from untamed AGI are real, plausible, and easy to imagine,” he said.

Hill said that risk analysts working on threats such as asteroids, climate change, supervolcanoes, nuclear devastation, solar flares or high-mortality pandemics are increasingly putting artificial general intelligence (AGI) at the top of their list of worries.

“AGI has the potential to revolutionise our world in ways we can’t yet imagine, but if AGI surpasses human intelligence, it could cause significant harm to humanity if its goals and motivations are not aligned with our own, ” he said.

“The risk that increasingly worries people who are far cleverer than me is what they call the ‘unlikelihood’ that humans will be able to control AGI or that a malevolent actor may harness AGI for mass destruction.”


	

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Artificial intelligence is taking the world by storm as technology improves at a breakneck speed.





Hill also noted that militaries around the world were pursuing AGI development as it could transform warfare and render current “defensive capabilities obsolete.”

“An AGI-enabled adversary could conquer Australia or unleash societal-level destruction without being restrained by globally agreed norms,” he said.

AI programs have been banned in schools across New South Wales, Queensland, Tasmania, Victoria and Western Australia.

MP’s Speech Partly Written by ChatGPT

To illustrate his concerns, Hill said he had used ChatGPT to write parts of the speech he was delivering.

The program took just 90 seconds to summarise recent media reports about students using artificial intelligence in Australia to cheat and said the paragraph it produced was “pretty good.”

ChatGPT wrote, “Recently, there have been media reports of students in Australia using artificial intelligence to cheat in their exams. AI technology, such as smart software that can write essays and generate answers, is becoming more accessible to students, allowing them to complete assignments and tests without actually understanding the material. This is causing concern, understandable concern, for teachers, who are worried about the impact on the integrity of the education system.”

ChatGPT also wrote that students were effectively bypassing their education and gaining an unfair advantage by using AI.

“This can lead to a lack of critical thinking skills and a decrease in the overall quality of education. Moreover, teachers may not be able to detect if a student has used AI to complete an assignment, making it difficult to identify and address cheating. The use of AI to cheat also raises ethical questions about the responsibility of students to learn and understand the material they’re being tested on,” it wrote.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Screens displaying the logos of Microsoft and ChatGPT, a conversational artificial intelligence application software developed by OpenAI. (Lionel Bonaventure/AFP via Getty Images)


Hill warned the quality of the response meant humanity needed to be a step ahead.

“If humans manage to control AGI before an intelligence explosion, it could transform science, economies, our environment and society with advances in every field of human endeavour,” he said, calling for an inquiry or international cooperation on investigating the issue.

“The key message I want to convey is that we have to start now.”

AI Community Worried

Hill’s speech comes after a decision by The International Conference on Machine Learning to ban authors from using the chatbot to write scientific papers.

“During the past few years, we have observed and been part of rapid progress in large-scale language models (LLM), both in research and deployment. This progress has not slowed down but only sped up during the past few months. As many, including ourselves, have noticed, LLMs released in the past few months, such as OpenAI’s chatGPT, are now able to produce text snippets that are often difficult to distinguish from the human-written text,” the ICML said.

“Such rapid progress often comes with unanticipated consequences.

“Unfortunately, we have not had enough time to observe, investigate and consider its implications for our reviewing and publication process. We thus decided to prohibit producing/generating ICML paper text using large-scale language models.”

US Defence Puts AGI on Watch List

Meanwhile, the U.S. Defence Information System Agency (DISA) has placed AGI on its watch list.

The DISA watchlist is known for featuring items that later become pillars of U.S. defence such as 5G, zero-trust digital defence , quantum-resistant cryptography, edge computing, and telepresence.

DISA Chief Technology Officer Stephen Wallace told an event hosted by the Armed Forces Communications and Electronics Association International (AFCEA) that the organisation had taken an interest in the technology.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Participants at Intel’s Artificial Intelligence (AI) Day stand in front of a poster during the event in the Indian city of Bangalore on April 4, 2017. (Manjunath Kiran/AFP/Getty Images)


“We’ve heard a lot about AI over the years, and there’s a number of places where it’s already in play,” Wallace said on Jan. 25, according to Defence News. “But this sort, the ability to generate content, is a pretty interesting capability.

“We’re starting to look at: How does [generative AI] actually change DISA’s mission in the department and what we provide for the department going forward.”
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Microsoft is incorporating artificial intelligence (AI) chatbot technology into its search engine Bing and its browser Edge.

The company made the announcement at a press event on Tuesday at its Redmond headquarters in Washington.

Bing and Edge will be powered by an upgraded version of the AI technology that’s the hallmark of ChatGPT, the conversational service developed by OpenAI that can provide responses to a multitude of prompts.

Yusuf Mehdi, a Microsoft executive who leads its search division, said a public preview of the new Bing launched Tuesday for users who sign up for it, but the technology will scale to millions of users in coming weeks.

Users will be able to input queries into Bing like how they would to ChatGPT, and receive coherent responses that aim to fulfill the query.

Everyone can try a limited number of queries, Mehdi said.

The new Bing also includes annotations that link to sources the responses are drawn from. But there is a caution that appears at the bottom of Bing’s new homepage, which says that because Bing is powered by AI, “surprises and mistakes are possible.” Users are advised to “Make sure to check the facts.”

The latest shift by Microsoft will make its search engine and browser more conversational and more capable of providing answers to specific questions instead of merely providing links to other websites ranked by relevance.

The changes could have wide-ranging implications for advertisements on these platforms.

Microsoft Corp. CEO Satya Nadella said Tuesday that new AI advances are “going to reshape every software category we know,” including search, much like earlier innovations in personal computers and cloud computing.

He said it is important to develop AI “with human preferences and societal norms and you’re not going to do that in a lab,” adding, “You have to do that out in the world.”

Microsoft’s Bing is second behind Google’s search engine, holding 9 percent of search traffic worldwide compared to Google’s 83 percent as of December 2022, according to Statista.

Microsoft has been partnering with ChatGPT-maker OpenAI since 2019, with multiyear, multibillion-dollar investments in the company. The investments so far have led to the development of a powerful supercomputer specifically built to train the AI models that power ChatGPT and other AI tools, such as the image-generator DALL-E.

Microsoft also recently announced a new multibillion-dollar investment into OpenAI as it looks to incorporate the technology behind these AI tools into its Office products like email and spreadsheets.

ChatGPT’s masterful ability to generate English responses in various styles comes from having been fed a large number of online writings, from books to Wikipedia entries, to news websites, blogs, and instruction manuals.

Google on Monday announced a rival to ChatGPT called “Bard.” Google CEO Sundar Pichai said the conversational service will be available to some “trusted testers” before it gets released more widely later this year.

Meanwhile, Chinese media reported that Chinese tech giant Baidu announced it will launch a similar AI-powered search engine later this year. Other companies, Amazon, and Facebook parent Meta are also working on similar technology.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Twitter owner Elon Musk said the platform will be amending its rule about “showing blood” after the account of Sen. Steve Daines (R-Mont.) was suspended due to a hunting photo he used as his profile picture.

Daines, who chairs the National Republican Senatorial Committee (NRSC), was locked out of his account for hours after he uploaded a new profile picture, which shows him and his wife, Cindy, posing with a dead Montana antelope. Twitter flagged the image as a violation of the site’s standards against “graphic violence or adult content in profile images.”

“This is insane. Twitter should immediately reverse this suspension,” NRSC spokesman Philip Letsou said in a statement.

“The Senator thinks it’s preposterous that a picture of him and his wife hunting—an activity that is engrained in the Montana way of life—would be against Twitter rules,” a spokesperson for Daines said.

Daines’s Republican colleagues also rallied behind him with the hashtag #FreeSteveDaines. Sen. Ted Cruz (R-Texas) described the suspension as “Twitter jail.”

“Ridiculous. My friend Steve Daines is in Twitter jail for posting this pic with his wife Cindy,” Cruz wrote. “If you don’t like hunting, fine, don’t go. But don’t censor others who disagree.”

Sen. Mike Lee (R-Utah) called on Musk to lift Daines’s suspension.

“It looks like you need to hire some new people and fire some bad employees who are trying to undermine you. I know this isn’t the kind of Twitter you want,” Lee wrote in a post referring to Musk.

Elon Musk Responds

Daines’s account returned to normal on Tuesday afternoon, with Musk saying that said the issue was “being fixed.”

The billionaire also promised to relax Twitter’s rule regarding graphic profile images.

“Policy against showing blood in profile pic is being amended to ‘clearly showing blood without clicking on the profile pic,'” he wrote. “The intent is to avoid people being forced to see gruesome profile pics.”

“Going forward, Twitter will be broadly accepting of different values, rather than trying to impose its own specific values on the world.”

In a statement initially sent to Daines’s office, a Twitter representative said that the rule against profile pictures showing dead animals or blood exists because there is a technical limitation.

“We don’t allow images of dead animals or blood in profile photos because we are unable to label them as NSFW (not safe for work) and keep them from being seen by users who specifically don’t want to see graphic images, including minors,” the message read.

Since last December, Musk has been releasing internal records and conversations that took place within Twitter’s previous leadership to a group of independent journalists, who went through them and publicized their findings in the form of Twitter threads. Those threads, dubbed “Twitter Files,” exposed behind-the-scene details of Twitter’s censorship moves, including the decision to suppress the reach of a story about Hunter Biden’s lost laptop in the weeks ahead of the 2020 presidential election.
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Senate Intelligence Committee Chairman Mark Warner (D-Va.) and Vice Chairman Marco Rubio (R-Fla.) sent a letter (pdf) to Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg on Monday, questioning him about crucial data Meta’s Facebook platform shared with developers in China in recent years.

Warner and Rubio alleged, based on past reporting and company documents, that Facebook has known that hundreds of thousands of developers in what it deemed “high-risk” countries like China had access to “significant amounts of sensitive user data.” The senators specifically noted a 2018 New York Times article stating Facebook had given privileged access to key application programming interfaces (APIs) to Huawei, OPPO, TCL, and other device-makers based in China.

Meta, which is the parent company of Facebook, has been the subject of an ongoing lawsuit over allegations it improperly shared data with third-party organizations. A recent court filing from the case (pdf) indicated that Facebook had more than 244,000 developers based in what it considered “high-risk” nations, including 86,961 in China and 42,078 in Russia.

Facebook’s internal materials described “high-risk” nations were ones that “may be governed by potentially risky data storage and disclosure rules or be more likely to house malicious actors,” including “states known to collect data for intelligence targeting and cyber espionage.”

Facebook revealed it worked with developers in other “high-risk” countries, including Vietnam, Ukraine, Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Sudan, and Syria.

Warner and Rubio said they were “startled to learn” so many Chinese developers had access to Facebook data “given that Facebook has never been permitted to operate in the PRC.”

The senators called on Meta to detail its security review process for sharing data with developers in China and Russia and to provide a record of the types of information for which these Chinese and Russian developers had access and the timeframes of that access. The senators also called on Meta to provide an estimate of the number of U.S. Facebook users whose data was shared with a developer located in each of the countries identified as “high-risk” nations.

The senators also asked if Meta has any indication that any developers’ access enabled coordinated inauthentic activity, targeting activity, malicious advertising, fraudulent activity, or any other malign behavior by foreign governments.

NTD News reached out to Meta for comment on this issue, but they did not respond by the time this article was published.

In a response letter shared with Bloomberg, Meta said the documents detailing Facebook’s data-sharing with developers in “high-risk” nations “are an artifact from a different product at a different time.”

“Many years ago, we made substantive changes to our platform, shutting down developers’ access to key types of data on Facebook while reviewing and approving all apps that request access to sensitive information,” Meta’s response letter read.

Facebook Privacy Lawsuit

Facebook has been the subject of a privacy lawsuit for the past four years. That lawsuit raised allegations the platform inappropriately shared user data with third parties including Cambridge Analytica.

Cambridge Analytica was a British political consulting firm that came under investigation in 2018 after allegations it had improperly used the data of 87 million Facebook users to support the 2016 “Brexit” vote for the UK to leave the European Union and Donald Trump’s 2016 election campaign. After the allegations came about, the political consulting firm filed for bankruptcy.

While Cambridge Analytica closed down, the lawsuit against Facebook has continued. In addition to their complaints about Cambridge Analytica, the plaintiffs allege Facebook’s practices had compromised their data privacy and that data “may be available on the dark web or in the hands of foreign nationals.”

In August, Meta agreed in principle to settle the lawsuit.

In December, the parties had reached a settlement figure of about $725 million. In that settlement agreement, Meta maintained that it had done nothing wrong and that its users consented to the practices and suffered no actual damages.

From NTD News 
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Google Announces ‘Bard,’ an AI Chatbot Rival to ChatGPT


					[image: Google's logo on a tablet screen. (Kirill Kudryavtsev/AFP via Getty Images)]
Google's logo on a tablet screen. (Kirill Kudryavtsev/AFP via Getty Images)
					
By Mimi Nguyen Ly
				[image: Mimi Nguyen Ly]
				Mimi Nguyen Ly
Reporter



				Mimi Nguyen Ly is a senior reporter for the Epoch Times. She covers U.S. news and world news. Contact her at mimi.nl@epochtimes.com

				

February 6, 2023Updated: February 6, 2023

						

Google on Monday announced a new artificial intelligence (AI) chatbot called “Bard” that will rival the currently popular ChatGPT.

“Two years ago we unveiled next-generation language and conversation capabilities powered by our Language Model for Dialogue Applications (or LaMDA for short),” Google CEO Sundar Pichai said in a blog post.

“We’ve been working on an experimental conversational AI service, powered by LaMDA, that we’re calling Bard.”

Google is opening up the technology to “trusted testers” before making it more widely available to the public, he said.

Google plans to let individual developers, creators, and enterprises try its conversational services, “initially powered by LaMDA with a range of models to follow,” starting next month, he added.

Pichai also said Google plans to integrate AI features such as LaMDA into its dominant search engine to help generate responses for more complex queries—”questions where there’s no one right answer.”

Currently, Google works by indexing content from the billions of webpages that it crawls, and then ranking it by order of relevance to users’ queries.

“Soon, you’ll see AI-powered features in Search that distill complex information and multiple perspectives into easy-to-digest formats, so you can quickly understand the big picture and learn more from the web: whether that’s seeking out additional perspectives, like blogs from people who play both piano and guitar, or going deeper on a related topic, like steps to get started as a beginner,” he said, although he didn’t provide a specific timeline for the rollout.

Minutes after Google unveiled Bard on Monday, Microsoft announced it is holding a press event on Tuesday at its Redmond headquarters. Reports speculate the company is expected to announce an AI integration into its search engine Bing.

Rival to Microsoft-Backed ChatGPT

Google’s announcement of Bard comes just two weeks after Microsoft announced a new multibillion-dollar investment into OpenAI, the maker of ChatGPT and other artificial intelligence tools. Microsoft has been a multibillion-dollar investor in OpenAI since 2019.

ChatGPT has reached tens of millions of users since its release as a free prototype to the public on Nov. 30, 2022. At times, the AI service turned away users because of explosive growth.

It’s yet unclear how Bard is different from ChatGPT. Pichai said the new service draws on information from the internet, while ChatGPT’s knowledge is up to date as of 2021.

According to a demo of Bard, the service, just like ChatGPT, tells users to provide it with a prompt. Users are told they can use Bard to “Plan a friend’s baby shower,” “Compare two Oscar nominated movies,” and “Get lunch ideas based on what’s in your fridge.”

The demo also shows Bard generating three bulleted answers to a query asking about new discoveries by a space telescope.

“Bard can be an outlet for creativity, and a launchpad for curiosity,” Pichai wrote. He didn’t say whether Bard could write prose like William Shakespeare, who may have inspired the service’s name.

Pichai said that Google is relying on a “lightweight” model version LaMDA that “requires significantly less computing power” so that it can service more users, thereby allowing for more user feedback.

“We’ll combine external feedback with our own internal testing to make sure Bard’s responses meet a high bar for quality, safety and groundedness in real-world information,” wrote Pichai.

LaMDA had previously generated text in such a manner that one of Google’s engineers warned that it could be sentient.
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Electric Vehicles Pumped up by More Durable Solid-State Batteries
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						A recently developed material that can increase the durability of the positive electrodes within solid-state batteries, an alternative battery to lithium-ion, can potentially boost electric vehicles (EVs).

While some car companies predict that plug-in hybrids will maintain their popularity in the short term, electric cars are considered the world’s leading candidate in the switch from conventional gasoline-run vehicles.

The importance placed on EVs is demonstrable, with the European Union approving bans on the sale of new gas-fueled cars from 2035 and major car companies such as GM announcing plans to end sales of new US gas-powered light-duty vehicles by 2035.

Most EVs run on lithium-ion batteries, despite the battery’s poor safety and inability to provide the performance and durability necessary for a reasonable price. However, solid-state batteries (SSBs) offer a safer and faster charging alternative to lithium-ion, and because they don’t contain liquid, they’re denser and more compact, providing a more extended driving range.

The popularity of SSBs has, until now, been affected by their limited durability. However, a team of scientists led by Prof. Naoaki Yabuuchi of Yokohama National University in Japan has addressed this issue, providing a durable positive electrode for future SSBs.

[image: Tesla Gruenheide cars] A line of electric vehicles of the model Y during the start of the production at Tesla’s “Gigafactory” in Gruenheide, southeast of Berlin, on March 22, 2022. (Patrick Pleul/Pool/AFP via Getty Images)


Defining a Solid-State Battery

Solid-state batteries refer to batteries made entirely from solid materials, unlike lithium-ion batteries which contain a liquid electrolyte that ions flow within during the charge or discharge process.

In SSBs, lithium ions are inserted or extracted into or from solid electrodes. However, the insertion and extraction process of SSBs has proven to be an issue, resulting in changes to the crystal structure of the electrode material, which brings about alterations in volume. The repeated shrinkage and expansion of the electrode cause irreversible changes to its crystal chemistry and damage to the interface between the electrodes and the solid electrolyte.

Co-author of the paper that published the team’s findings, UNSW Associate Prof. Neeraj Sharma, said in an email to The Epoch Times that SSBs can be classified by two aspects. He said one of these aspects is the electrolyte and whether they use lithium metal or another electrode.

Sharma said that there are some examples of polymer-based electrolytes, which are approximately solid, with lithium metal that is accompanied by a lithium transition metal oxide or phosphate.

“The batteries could also use graphite or another alternative to lithium metal, but lithium metal is the ultimate goal as it provides the highest energy density,” he said.

Sharma also noted that ceramic or inorganic solid electrolytes are currently being developed, but the lithium metal option is still the ultimate goal. Although, he explained that research is looking at various options ranging from alloys to other oxides that can be coupled with a lithium transition metal oxide or phosphate.

“The field is huge, so research is occurring at a very fast pace,” he said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Electric vehicles charge at a charging station in Irvine, Calif., on Jan. 28, 2022. (Paul Bersebach, MediaNews Group, Orange County Register/Getty Images)


How the Material Works

The research team investigated a material that showed unprecedented stability in SSBs called Li8/7Ti2/7V4/7O2. The material is a binary system composed of optimised portions of lithium titanate (Li2TiO3) and lithium vanadium dioxide (LiVO2).

Li8/7Ti2/7V4/7O2 has a large number of lithium ions that can be reversibly inserted and extracted during the charge or discharge process. Consequently, when ball-milled to the appropriate particle size, in the order of nanometers, the material offers a higher battery capacity—storage of electrical charge.

However, the unique and essential feature of the material is its almost consistent volume across the charging cycle. The scientists analysed the origin of this ability and concluded that it’s the result of a delicate balance between two phenomena that occur when lithium ions are inserted and extracted from the crystal.

The first of the two phenomena is the shrinking effect that occurs when lithium ions are removed from the material, which causes an increase in the free volume within the crystal. The other is the migration of vanadium ions into those recently vacated spaces, which increases the oxidation state of the ions, creating a repulsive interaction with oxygen that expands the crystal lattice.

“When shrinkage and expansion are well balanced, dimensional stability is retained while the battery is charged or discharged, i.e. during cycling,” Prof. Yabuuchi said in a UNSW news release.

Yabuuchi said that further optimisation of the electrolyte’s chemical composition is expected to produce a truly dimensionally invariable material, which upon electrochemical cycling, retains its volume.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Workers at a factory for Xinwangda Electric Vehicle Battery Co. Ltd, which makes lithium batteries for electric cars and other uses, in Nanjing in China’s eastern Jiangsu Province, on March 12, 2021. (STR/AFP via Getty Images)


Material Could Reduce Battery Costs

The researchers tested the material as a positive electrode in an all-solid-state cell, which exhibited a remarkable capacity of 300 mA.h/g with no degradation over 400 charge/discharge cycles. Sharma said that this absence of degradation indicates the superior performance of the material in comparison with those reported for conventional all-solid-state cells with layered materials.

“This finding could drastically reduce battery costs. The development of practical high-performance solid-state batteries can also lead to the development of advanced electric vehicles,” Sharma said.

“The development of long-life and high-performance solid-state batteries would solve some of the problems of electric vehicles,” Prof. Yabuuchi said.

“In the future, for instance, it may be possible to fully charge an electric vehicle in as little as five minutes.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] An electric car charges at a mall parking lot in Corte Madera, Calif., on June 27, 2022. (Justin Sullivan/Getty Images)


Fast Charging and Safety of Solid-State Batteries

Meanwhile, Sharma said that the reason why SSBs charge more quickly than Lithium-ion batteries depends on the battery chemistry and the variables.

He said that one take on the faster charging capabilities of solid-state batteries is that the batteries are safer with the solid electrolyte. SSBs are unlikely to form lithium dendrites, which can be bad for conventional liquid electrolyte lithium-ion batteries.

“So one can safely fast charge a solid-state battery,” Sharma said.

Additionally, SSBs don’t spill toxic liquid when punctured. However, recent research on the fire safety of solid-state batteries suggests that further quantitative safety analyses need to be conducted.
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Biden Says He’s Not Sure About TikTok Ban
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President Joe Biden left it open on whether he will ban the Chinese-owned short video app TikTok that has been drawing scrutiny for national security concerns.

“I’m not sure. I know I don’t have it on my phone,” Biden said on Feb. 6, in response to a reporter’s question about TikTok after returning to Washington from a weekend retreat at Camp David.

With an estimated 1.5 billion users worldwide, TikTok has become one of the most popular apps in the United States. But its connection with the Chinese firm ByteDance has raised growing concerns.

FBI director Christopher Wray in December said that the Chinese ownership could give the Chinese Communist Party ability to control the recommendation algorithm, allowing them to manipulate content and carry out influence operations. On top of that, the regime could use the app to collect data on “millions of devices,” which “gives them the ability to engage in different kinds of malicious cyber activity,” he said.

“All of these things are in the hands of a government that doesn’t share our values and that has a mission that’s very much at odds with what’s in the best interest of the United States. That should concern us.”

In a June letter (pdf) to lawmakers, TikTok admitted that China-based employees can “have access to TikTok U.S. user data subject to a series of robust cybersecurity controls and authorization approval protocols overseen by our U.S.-based security team.” They further noted that certain staff from China will be able to access “a narrow, nonsensitive set of TikTok U.S. user data” to “ensure global interoperability.”

[image: TikTok logo] The TikTok app logo is pictured in Tokyo on Sept. 28, 2020. (Kiichiro Sato/AP Photo)


Previously leaked recordings indicate engineers in China had repeatedly accessed U.S. data as recently as last January.

For its part, TikTok has maintained that it would never provide user data to the Chinese regime, pointing to American user data being stored on servers in the United States.

Such revelations have caused bipartisan alarm in the United States. As U.S. officials engage in ongoing negotiations with the platform over data security, Sen. Mark Warner (D-Va.), chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee, recently pushed for the Biden administration to accelerate the progress in assessing the threat posed by TikTok’s data collection, saying his “patience is running thin.”

“Even though TikTok has said that’s not the case, there have been constant examples where it has been proven that Chinese engineers are still getting access to that data,” Warner said in a Feb. 2 Fox Business interview. Given that “every company in China now has to owe its first allegiance, not to shareholders or customers, but to the communist party,” he said, “the ability to use this as a misinformation or propaganda piece is huge.”

Former President Donald Trump in August 2020 ordered a ban on TikTok and the Chinese social media app WeChat, but the Biden administration in June 2021 rescinded the decision in favor of another independent review.

As many as 30 states have moved to ban TikTok from government devices, including most recently Louisiana, West Virginia, and Texas. On the federal level, a $1.65 trillion spending bill passed in December also barred the app from government devices.

“The security risks associated with the use of TikTok on devices used to conduct the important business of our state must not be underestimated or ignored,” said Texas Gov. Greg Abbott in a Feb. 6 statement.

“Owned by a Chinese company that employs Chinese Communist Party members, TikTok harvests significant amounts of data from a user’s device, including details about a user’s internet activity.”
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Twitter on Track to Break Even Financially in 2023, Elon Musk Says
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Twitter is on a path to financially break even this year, Elon Musk said in a Feb. 5 tweet, as the company implements several measures to boost declining revenues.

The comment followed a December 2022 statement by Musk that he was optimistic about the company’s cash flow this year.

“Last 3 months were extremely tough, as had to save Twitter from bankruptcy, while fulfilling essential Tesla & SpaceX duties. Wouldn’t wish that pain on anyone,” Musk wrote. “Twitter still has challenges, but is now trending to breakeven if we keep at it. Public support is much appreciated!”

In November 2022, Musk said Twitter was losing more than $4 million per day, and that was one reason for laying off a large number of employees in October 2022, along with slashing many corporate perks, including free lunches, home internet, day care, wellness programs, and training and development to rein in costs.

During a Twitter Spaces discussion on Dec. 21, 2022, Musk revealed that when he acquired Twitter in late October 2022 for $44 billion, the business was headed toward a negative cash flow of $3 billion per year.

That’s why he was “cutting costs like crazy,” Musk said. For 2023, the billionaire entrepreneur exuded hope that the company’s financials would take a turn for the better.

“With the changes that we’re making here on massively reducing the burn rate and building subscriber revenue, I now think that Twitter will, in fact, be OK next year,” Musk said. “I think we will be roughly cash-flow break-even. That’s what I expect for next year.”

Revenue Drop

According to data from Standard Media Index, advertising spending on Twitter dropped by 71 percent in December 2022. Musk earlier blamed “activist groups” for the revenue decline.

“Twitter has had a massive drop in revenue, due to activist groups pressuring advertisers, even though nothing has changed with content moderation and we did everything we could to appease the activists. Extremely messed up! They’re trying to destroy free speech in America,” Musk said in a Nov. 4, 2022, tweet.

Twitter introduced several new incentives to attract advertisers, including free ads, allowing greater control over ad positioning, and lifting a ban on political advertising.

Twitter also has massively reduced its workforce to cut costs. When Musk took over, the company had about 7,500 employees. In a Jan. 21 tweet, Musk revealed that the firm had about 2,300 active working employees.

Boosting Revenues

To increase revenues, Musk implemented a paid-in subscription service called “Twitter Blue” that adds a blue checkmark to an account and gives users additional features, such as allowing them to edit tweets within a 30-minute window, use custom app icons, bookmark tweets into folders, and so on.

In the United States, Twitter Blue is available for $8 per month for Web users and $11 per month for Android and iOS users.

Twitter also indicated that it will start charging for access to its Application Programming Interface (API), which is used to create third-party apps by developers. Until now, developers could freely access the API.

The free access ends on Feb. 9.

“Free API is being abused badly right now by bot scammers & opinion manipulators. There’s no verification process or cost, so easy to spin up 100k bots to do bad things. Just ~$100/month for API access with ID verification will clean things up greatly,” Musk wrote in a Feb. 3 tweet.

In January, Twitter auctioned off dozens of appliances, furniture, memorabilia, and other items from the company’s headquarters in San Francisco.

Andrew Moran contributed to this report.
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‘That Was Fast’: China Bans Decentralized Twitter-Like App Over ‘Illegal Content’
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Apple has reportedly removed Damus, a Twitter-like social media app backed by the nostr protocol, from its Chinese app store owing to content deemed “illegal” by the Chinese communist regime.

Damus shared on Feb. 2 a screenshot of an Apple notification, stating that the app failed a security assessment of “information services with attribute of public opinions or capable of social mobilization.”

“We are writing to notify you that your application, per demand from the Cyberspace Administration of China, will be removed from the China App Store because it includes content that is illegal in China, which is not in compliance with the App Store review guidelines,” the notification reads.

The removal happened just two days after Apple approved Damus’s listing in the App Store.

“That was fast,” Damus said of the Beijing’s ban.




That was fast pic.twitter.com/ntt9xW3AUr

— Damus⚡️ (@damusapp) February 2, 2023






Damus is built on top of nostr, a decentralized social media protocol designed to give users full control over their data. Former Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey donated 14 bitcoin (around $319,796 at the time of writing) to nostr’s development last year.

The app’s approval process had been challenging because Apple requires services to have a system for flagging content.

Damus eventually found a way to be listed in the App Store on Feb. 1, after which it entered the top 10 in the Social Networking chart just hours after its release.




a milestone for open protocols…#nostr is now officially on the Apple App Store with @damusapp:https://t.co/GQmvPE5nfX

— jack (@jack) January 31, 2023






The decentralized structure of the nostr protocol likely contributed to Damus’s removal from the Apple China App Store as it potentially allows users to circumvent China’s internet censorship. China was rated “not free” by U.S.-based Freedom House’s Freedom in the World ranking in 2022.

Apple said in its notification to Damus that “apps must comply with all legal requirements in any location where you make them available,” and that it is the app developer’s responsibility to “make sure your app conforms with all local laws.”

In October 2019, Apple removed an app that protesters in Hong Kong used to track police movements named HKmap.live, saying the app violated its rules because it was used to ambush police.

According to Freedom House, China has “one of the world’s most restrictive media environments,” with thousands of websites blocked by the ruling Chinese Communist Party, including YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook.

“State management of the telecommunications infrastructure enables the blocking of websites, removal of smartphone applications from the domestic market, and mass deletion of social media posts and user accounts that touch on banned political, social, economic, and religious topics,” it stated.

Reuters contributed to this report.
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Alec Baldwin’s Attorney Seeks to Disqualify Special Prosecutor in Charge of ‘Rust’ Shooting Case
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						Alec Baldwin’s legal team is trying to disqualify the special prosecutor who investigated him over the fatal shooting of cinematographer Halyna Hutchins on a New Mexico movie set.

The special prosecutor, Andrea Reeb, was elected last year to the New Mexico House of Representatives as a Republican. She assumed office on Jan. 1, months after the First Judicial District put her in charge of Baldwin’s case.

In a motion filed on Tuesday, Baldwin’s lawyers argued that Reeb has to be disqualified because, under New Mexico’s constitution, one cannot serve as a lawmaker and a prosecuting attorney at the same time.

“Under Section 1 of Article III of the New Mexico Constitution … a sitting member of the Legislature may not ‘exercise any powers properly belonging’ to either the executive or judicial branch,” wrote Luke Nikas, a defense attorney for Baldwin.

“As a special prosecutor, Representative Reeb is vested by statute with ‘all the powers and duties’ of a District Attorney, who is considered a member of either the judicial or executive branch of the New Mexico government,” the lawyer added. “Representative Reeb is therefore exercising either the executive power or the judicial power, and her continued service as a special prosecutor is unconstitutional. She must be disqualified.”

In response, the First Judicial District Attorney’s Office dismissed it as a distraction tactic.

“Mr. Baldwin and his attorneys can use whatever tactics they want to distract from the fact that Halyna Hutchins died because of gross negligence and a reckless disregard for safety on the ‘Rust’ film set,” a spokesperson for the First Judicial District Attorney’s Office said in a statement. “However, the district attorney and the special prosecutor will remain focused on the evidence and on trying this case so that justice is served.”

Baldwin was charged with two counts of involuntary manslaughter in connection with the death of Hutchins, court papers show.

The charges were announced on Jan. 31, following more than a year of investigation into the death of 42-year-old Hutchins, a cinematographer who was fatally shot on Oct. 21, 2021, when Baldwin pointed a prop gun in the direction of her and film director Joel Souza while rehearsing a gunfight scene.

A probable cause statement accompanying the charges, which names Baldwin as both an actor and producer on the movie, states: “On the day of the shooting alone, evidence shows that no less than a dozen acts, or omissions of recklessness, occurred in the short time prior to lunch and the time of the shooting, and this does not include the reckless handling of the firearm by Baldwin.”

Souza was also wounded in the shooting. Prosecutors filed no charges against him.
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‘Perfect Strangers’ From 1950: Duty and Truth
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Commentary

When you hear the name Ginger Rogers, what comes to your mind? This classic movie star is best remembered for the nine musicals she made with her dancing partner Fred Astaire, starting in 1933. However, by the late 1930s, they had made eight musical comedies together, and Rogers was tired of being primarily associated with her hoofer co-star. Determined to prove her worth as a dramatic actress, she branched out on her own in non-musical films after their eighth pairing.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Lobby card for the American musical film “Carefree” (1938). (Public Domain)


Ginger proved she could be a serious actress once and for all when she won the Academy Award for Best Actress for her performance as the title role in “Kitty Foyle” (1940). However, that was just one of the dynamic performances she gave in the 1940s and 50s. Ten years later, she made a second film with her “Kitty Foyle” co-star Dennis Morgan. This movie is called “Perfect Strangers” (1950).

This story takes place against the backdrop of a murder trial in Los Angeles, California. All the main characters are jurors, who are thrown together under strict confinement for an indefinite amount of time as they attempt to fairly deliberate the case. “Perfect Strangers” explores how keenly our personal experiences and feelings influence our judgement of facts and of others.

A Legal Love Story

Terry Scott (Rogers) is summoned for jury duty in Los Angeles. Although she initially tries to get out of it, she reasons away her own excuses when she learns that she received a perfect score on the qualifying test. She is assigned to a murder case in which the defendant, Ernest Kraig (Ford Rainey), was accused of pushing his wife off a cliff because he was in love with his secretary, Eileen Marcher (Frances Charles). Because the media has heavily swayed public opinion about the case, the judge decides to keep the jury locked up in a hotel. They can’t see or hear any news, talk to their friends and family, or even communicate with the outside world except through notes they are allowed to send to loved ones. For days on end, their only companions are each other, the twelve jurors, with whom they aren’t even allowed to discuss the case outside of court.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Cropped screenshot of Dennis Morgan from the trailer for the film “The Hard Way” in 1943. (Public Domain)


The jurors include eight men and four women. The ones which play an important role in our story are Terry Scott, David Campbell (Morgan), Lena Fassler (Thelma Ritter), Bob Fisher (Anthony Ross), and Isobel Bradford (Margalo Gillmore). Terry is a working girl who is separated from her husband. David is a married man with two daughters. Lena is a stay-at-home mother of five with another baby on the way. Bob is a shameless flirt, who is persistent in his advances toward Terry. Isobel is a middle-aged woman who is bitter because her husband left her years ago. The jurors are kept under the watchful eye of bailiff Gabor Simkiewicz (Harry Bellaver).

As they listen to the evidence about the case, some jurors clash, while others bond. Terry and David quickly become good friends, but their friendship gradually turns to romantic attraction. Terry feels guilty, since the last thing she wants to do is take another woman’s husband. Nevertheless, they can’t ignore the fact that they are falling in love. Her growing feelings for a married man make her understand the defendant’s dilemma more. However, some of the other jurors begin noticing their innocent but undeniable relationship, inferring that Terry is trying to seduce David and influence the other jurors.

Sacred Duties

“Perfect Strangers” deals with a difficult topic, a man and woman falling in love with each other although they are married to other people. We find ourselves rooting for Terry and David’s romance, yet we must remember, as they do, that they are both married. It’s easy to forget about their respective spouses, since neither Terry’s husband nor David’s wife is seen onscreen. However, they are frequently discussed in the dialogue. While Terry has been separated for two years, David is happily married with two young children.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Ginger Rogers by Virgil Apger, 1949. (Public Domain)


Modern society encourages placing passion above values and duty. Current entertainment particularly pushes the romantic notion of following your heart, no matter where it leads. This movie includes powerful reminders about the importance of putting morality, duty, and values above personal desires and pleasure. This includes not just the forbidden romance but the theme of serving on a jury, as well. Understandably, not all the jurors want to fulfill this duty, since it is a major time commitment and a disturbance of their daily routines. It becomes especially serious when the jury is confined, since they aren’t allowed to see or even talk to anyone except each other. Even the reluctant jurors know that they are performing a solemn duty with a grave responsibility. Their decision will mean the difference between life and death for the defendant. Is he a philandering wife-murderer, or is he the innocent victim of circumstances?

It’s fascinating to see this depiction of the legal system in California in 1950. I’m sure some inaccuracies were included for the sake of good filmmaking, but the overall process seems very realistic. From the random selection of jurors to the competency test, it’s very refreshing to see tasks being performed by real people which would now be executed by computers. Another interesting scene is when some of the jurors visit a cheap diner near the courthouse. Terry methodically wipes off the silverware, uses a napkin as a placemat, and warns David that one never can be sure about the quality and cleanliness of such establishments. It’s a very relatable, human bit of business. It’s amazing how small details like that can make fictional characters come to life as real people.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A row of linotype operators at work in a newspaper office, Atlanta, Georgia, in the 1950s. (Lawrence Thornton/Getty Images)


In Pursuit of Truth

This film shows how much sway the media, which was primarily newspapers and radio at that time, have on public opinion. Long before the Kraig case goes before the court, it has been tried and decided by the press. For the sake of sensational headlines, papers have been dramatically painting the story of a love nest, a torrid affair, and a gruesome murder for days—if not weeks—when the film begins. Most of the copy came from conjecture or pure fiction concocted by enterprising reporters, but it has been effective.

In an early scene in the film, the twelve jurors are chosen from a random group of citizens who have been called. One of the first potential jurors declares that he knows Mr. Kraig is guilty, having been totally convinced by the media propaganda about the story. David Campbell says that he thinks Kraig is guilty, but his willingness to change his mind based on the evidence gets him accepted onto the jury. Although they don’t express it during initial questioning, several other jurors go into the case with the conviction that the defendant is a murderer. Terry remonstrates them for ignoring the American principle of believing a man is innocent until proven guilty by due process of law, not media propaganda.

“Perfect Strangers” is a very thought-provoking yet entertaining film. The story is very interesting and complex, alternating smoothly yet swiftly between the legal process of the Kraig murder case and the relationships between the jurors. The budding romance between Terry and David mirrors the forbidden love between Ernest and Eileen. Just as headlines convict the defendant of committing murder because of extramarital passion, some of the other jurors judge Terry and David’s innocent but impossible attraction. Dynamic acting and an intense story make this is a powerful tribute to the importance of duty and judging others fairly.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Disney’s Hong Kong Service Omits ‘The Simpsons’ Episode With China ‘Forced Labor’ Reference
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Disney appears to have removed from its streaming service in Hong Kong an episode of “The Simpsons” cartoon that referenced “forced labor camps” in China, the second time in three years that Disney has done so.

The episode “One Angry Lisa,” which first aired on television last October, was inaccessible on the U.S-based Disney Plus streaming service in Hong Kong. The Financial Times was the first to report the news on Feb. 6

The omitted episode sees Marge Simpson participate in a virtual bike class with the Great Wall of China on the screen, and her instructor says: “Behold the wonders of China. Bitcoin mines, forced labor camps where children make smartphones.”

Disney did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

The removal follows the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) imposition of a controversial national security law in Hong Kong in 2020, which imposes up to a life sentence in jail for offenses the CCP defines as secession, subversion, terrorism, and collusion with foreign forces.

This is the second episode of “The Simpsons” to be removed from the Disney Plus streaming platform in Hong Kong, the first being the episode that made reference to the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre in 2021.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] This undated frame from the Fox series “The Simpsons” shows the popular cartoon family posing in front of their home: (from left) Lisa, Marge, Maggie, Homer, and Bart Simpson. (Fox Broacasting Co./AP)


The pulled episode, “Goo Goo Gai Pan,” features the Simpsons’ visit to Tiananmen Square, where they see a joke placard that reads, “On this site, in 1989, nothing happened.”

In 1989 a student-led pro-democracy movement broke out in China. Protesters called for democratic reforms in the Chinese government and staged mass protests in Tiananmen Square in Beijing. On June 4, the CCP sent troops to quash the protests, resulting in the deaths of thousands, according to rights groups’ estimates.

In the episode, the family also visits the embalmed body of former CCP leader Mao Zedong, whom Homer Simpson calls “a little angel that killed 50 million people.”

Under Mao’s leadership, historians have estimated that millions died during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) movement.

In 2020, the company came under fire for partly filming the live-action movie “Mulan” in the Xinjiang region, where Uyghurs and other Muslim minorities are being detained in internment camps.

The movie features in its credits a “special thanks” to CCP agencies that are accused of participating in human rights violations against Uyghurs in the region, prompting calls for a boycott of the film.

According to a 2020 report by PEN America, a New York-based nonprofit group focused on defending free speech, U.S. studios’ investment in theme parks in China serves as a form of business pressure, given that companies would stand to lose billions of dollars if Beijing decided to punish them.

“Disney, for example, has a 47 percent stake in the Shanghai Disneyland Park, which opened in 2016 and which cost over $5.5 billion to build,” the report reads.

Forced Labor in China

The CCP has been accused of committing genocide against Muslim Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities in Xinjiang. The United Nations released a report in August 2022 detailing abuses committed by the regime.

The U.N. report found that the scale and brutality of the detentions, framed by the CCP as compulsory reeducation camps or “vocational skills education centers,” likely qualified as a crime against humanity.

[image: xinjiang] A perimeter fence surrounds a forced reeducation center in Dabancheng, Xinjiang region, China, on Sept. 4, 2018. (Thomas Peter/Reuters)


“The extent of arbitrary and discriminatory detention of members of Uyghur and other predominantly Muslim groups … may constitute international crimes, in particular crimes against humanity,” the report said.

Basing its findings on statistical analysis, satellite imagery, CCP documents, and 40 interviews with Uyghurs and other affected individuals, the report said that the CCP’s campaign in Xinjiang placed “undue restrictions on cultural, linguistic, and religious identity and expression; rights to privacy and movement; reproductive rights; as well as with respect to employment and labor rights.”

In October 2022, some 50 countries signed a joint statement at the U.N. General Assembly urging China to uphold its human rights obligations and release those “arbitrarily deprived of their liberty” in Xinjiang.

The nations—which include the United States, Japan, the UK, Australia, Germany, and Israel—made up the largest group of countries to publicly condemn China’s ongoing human rights abuses.

“Such severe and systematic violations of human rights cannot be justified on the basis of counterterrorism,” the joint statement reads. It raised concerns over China’s refusal to discuss the report’s findings.

Danella Pérez Schmieloz and Andrew Thornebrooke contributed to this report.
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‘Flashdance’ and ‘Fame’ Singer Irene Cara’s Cause of Death Revealed
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						“Flashdance” singer Irene Cara’s official cause of death has been revealed by new medical examiner records as high cholesterol and hypertension.

Cara’s official cause of death is Arteriosclerotic and Hypertensive Cardiovascular Disease, according to Pinellas County medical examiner’s office, Fox News reported. Diabetes was also listed as a contributing factor, the medical examiner’s office said.

The Oscar and Grammy winner was found dead inside her home in Largo, Florida, on Nov. 25, 2022, at the age of 63. Her cause of death was previously unknown.

Cara’s publicist, Judith A. Moose, JM Media Group president, announced news of her death on her official Twitter account on Nov. 26, 2022.

“It is with profound sadness that on behalf of her family I announce the passing of Irene Cara,” the statement read.

It continued: “Irene’s family has requested privacy as they process their grief. She was a beautifully gifted soul whose legacy will live forever through her music and films. Funeral services are pending and a memorial for her fans will be planned at a future date.”

Rose to Stardom

Cara, whose real name was Irene Escalera, started as a child actress.

She rose to stardom for playing Coco Hernandez in “Fame” and singing that film’s title song in 1980. Her performance in the hit film resulted in her being nominated for two Grammys for Best New Artist and Best Female Pop Vocal Artist.

Cara was best known for her No. 1 hit with “Flashdance… What a feeling,” which she co-wrote and sang in 1983 for the movie of the same name starring Jennifer Beals.

The song earned her an Academy Award for Best Original Song and two Grammy awards for Best Album of Original Score Written for a Motion Picture or a Television Special and for Best Female Pop Vocal Performance.

In 2004, Irene was honored with a Prestige Award for Lifetime Achievement.

Cara released her final album, Irene Cara Presents Hot Caramel, in 2011.

According to the New York Post, the 80’s icon has been reclusive in recent years. Her reps revealed that Cara had left Hollywood and the music industry on her own terms and had been trying to revive her career in the months prior to her death, the news outlet reported.
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Tom Brady Reveals When He’ll Start Broadcasting Career as Top NFL Analyst
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						Tom Brady, an NFL quarterback who announced last week that this time he’s “retiring for good,” revealed on Monday that he will start his broadcasting venture with Fox Sports during the 2024 season.

The 45-year-old told “The Herd” host Colin Cowherd during Monday’s episode that he’s “really looking forward” to starting his new career with the broadcasting network as a lead NFL analyst.

The seven-time Super Bowl champion, who officially retired on Feb. 1 after a 23-year career, agreed to a landmark 10-year contract worth $375 million with Fox Sports in May 2022, making him the highest-paid broadcaster in the sports entertainment industry.

Brady is expected to appear on the network alongside Kevin Burkhard as the top game analyst.

When Brady was asked on “The Herd” if he was going to take some time off before starting his broadcasting career—which was speculated to start when he decided to quit playing for good—the former football star said that he doesn’t want to rush anything.

“Decompression is important,” Brady said. “You’re on this kinda really crazy treadmill/hamster wheel for a long time—loving the moment, loving the journey. At the same time, you know, it’s a daily fight.”

“I have an appreciation for so many people that are so committed every day, to showing up, to put their max effort into their life and their career,” he continued. “For me, I want to be great at what I do—talking, even last week, with the people at Fox Sports, and the leadership there, allowing me to start my Fox opportunity in the fall of 2024, something that’s great for me.”

“So, take some time to really learn, become great at what I want to do, become great at [sic] about thinking about the opportunity, and making sure I don’t rush into anything. … When people really bet on me, whether it was when I was drafted by the Patriots or signing in free agency with the Bucs, I wanted to be fully committed and I never wanted to let people down. I think my biggest motivator was that,” Brady said.

“So, you know, even in the future, I want to be great at what I do. That always takes some time and strategizing, learning and growing, and evolving, and I have so many people I can rely on that can support me in that growth too,” he went on to say. “So, It’s going to be a great opportunity for me to take some time and really become [great] at my Fox broadcasting job, which I’m really looking forward to, but also catching up on other parts of my life that need some time and energy.”

Retiring ‘For Good’

Brady’s official retirement came exactly one year after he announced his first retirement from the league after playing for 22 seasons. That retirement had been short-lived, with the quarterback unretiring just over a month later, in March 2022.

The quarterback has had one of the most successful careers of any football player. Brady holds the distinction as the quarterback with the most Super Bowl victories, winning the league championship game six times for the New England Patriots and a seventh time in his first season playing for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. Brady is both the youngest and oldest quarterback to win a Super Bowl game.

[image: Tom Brady] Tom Brady #12 of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers throws a pass against the Philadelphia Eagles in the first half of the NFC Wild Card Playoff game at Raymond James Stadium in Tampa, Fla., on Jan. 16, 2022. (Michael Reaves/Getty Images)


Brady also won the Super Bowl Most Valuable Player award five times. He played in three other Super Bowl games throughout his 23-season career.

Among a few of his other career highlights include the NFL’s record for most regular-season quarterback wins (251), and most career passing yards (89,214 yards), which is the equivalent of about 50.7 miles.

Brady led the Buccaneers to the playoffs in his final season, but the team ended the season with an 8–9 game record as many of the players were sidelined by injuries.

Brady’s second retirement came after he divorced his wife, Gisele Bündchen, in October.

“We arrived at this decision to end our marriage after much consideration,” Brady said at the time. “Doing so is, of course, painful and difficult, like it is for many people who go through the same thing every day around the world.”

Ryan Morgan contributed to this report.

From NTD News
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‘The Elephant Song:’ Breening a Modern Play
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Commentary

If you’ve read my articles before, you’re probably familiar with the term “to breen.” This made-up verb, coined by “Variety” back in the 1930s, is the Old Hollywood version of bowdlerization. Named after Joseph I. Breen, it’s the process of applying the Motion Picture Production Code to film stories and scripts to render them acceptable for audiences of all ages, which was done by the Production Code Administration (PCA) starting in 1934. From the PCA’s formation in 1934 until his retirement in 1954, Joe Breen was head man at the PCA and had the last word in Code-enforcement, hence the term in his honor. To illustrate the huge influence the Code had in making classic films the masterpieces they are, I’ve analyzed how “A Streetcar Named Desire” (1951) and “Casablanca” (1942) differed from their source material because of the PCA’s influence, letting my readers choose whether “To Breen or Not To Breen.”

I recently performed in a reading of a modern play by a local community theater—not acting but singing a single opera aria, Puccini’s “O Mio Babbino Caro” from “Gianni Schicchi.” When I was recommended by a fellow operatic soprano, I hastily agreed to do the show because it was nearby and sounded fun, not taking the time to thoroughly research the play, “The Elephant Song.” This 2002 Canadian play by Nicolas Billon has been performed worldwide and was adapted into a film in 2014.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] (L-R) Editor Dominique Fortin, director Charles Biname, actress Catherine Keene, writer Nicolas Billon and producer Richard Goudreau attend the “Elephant Song” premiere during the 2014 Toronto International Film Festival at Isabel Bader Theatre in Toronto, Canada on Sept. 10, 2014. (Jonathan Leibson/Getty Images)


It’s a one-act play, and the story takes place in a single room in one continuous scene. There are only three onstage characters, and most of the action takes place through dialogue, making this a perfect choice for a reading. In fact, it was first presented as a reading in Montreal.

Although there were three performances, the first two of which were meagerly attended, I didn’t want my parents and sister to see the show. I wanted them to hear me sing, but I knew that they would share my aversion to the play’s profanity and questionable scenarios. We agreed it was a shame, because the play has a fascinating scenario and was very well-acted by talented performers. However, the objectionable content, much of which was superfluous and totally unnecessary, made me ashamed to invite friends and family to the show. As I sat in a dark 4×4 closet for two hours, waiting for my cue to sing a two-minute aria, I contemplated how “The Elephant Song” would have been different as a Code film.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Opera singer Tiffany Brannan performs in the play “The Elephant Song.” (Courtesy of Tiffany Brannan)


A Strange Story

The story takes place on Christmas Eve at a mental institution. Dr. Irwin Greenberg, the hospital director, is investigating the disappearance of psychiatrist James Lawrence the day before. He asks Nurse Peterson to bring a patient named Michael into Dr. Lawrence’s office for questioning, since the 23-year-old is the last person to have seen Dr. Lawrence. The nurse warns him to watch out for the clever patient’s mind games. Within the first minutes of their conversation, Michael proves three things: He is highly intelligent, he refuses to be cooperative, and he is obsessed with elephants. He tells a series of stories about what happened to Dr. Lawrence as Dr. Greenberg grows increasingly frustrated, but it becomes clear that Michael’s twisted stories aren’t lunatic ravings but a methodical plan.

First, Michael says he strangled Dr. Lawrence. Then, he declares that he and Dr. Lawrence were having a torrid sodomitic affair. After that, he shows Greenberg nude pictures of himself at age fifteen which are in one of Lawrence’s desk drawers, implying that the doctor is a pedophile. Although Greenberg insists he doesn’t believe Michael, he is pretty upset by the time the police’s arrival calls him away. Meanwhile, Michael confesses to Nurse Peterson that he has been playing games with Greenberg to teach him a lesson for being arrogant.

When Greenberg returns, Michael admits that Lawrence left a note. He agrees to give Greenberg the note and the truth in exchange for chocolates in Dr. Lawrence’s drawer. Michael confesses that there never was anything serious between him and his therapist, although the younger man wanted there to be. He readily admits that Lawrence is his father figure, describes the only time he met his father, at age eight, when he killed an elephant in front of him on a safari. Back home, his mother, a famous opera singer, was too concerned with her career to care about Michael, sending him to boarding schools. When he was fifteen, he found her after she overdosed on pills, but he let her die instead of calling for help when her only words were about her singing failures. The note explains that Dr. Lawrence left because his sister had a stroke. Michael gets his chocolates, and Peterson rushes in just as he goes into anaphylactic shock because he is allergic to the nuts in them. He dies, as he planned, having heard Lawrence cry over the phone because he ate the chocolates.

Code Film Material?

If a studio sent “The Elephant Song” to the PCA as an idea for a film, the self-regulators would have cautioned them against making it—but had the filmmakers persevered, knowing all the difficulties, they would have helped them clean it up. Naturally, the foul language, profane speech, and vulgar expressions would have to be removed or changed. This would be a simple matter of scripting, since most of it is completely extraneous. Some plot points, however, are in direct violation of the Code and would have had to be changed during breening.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Actor Xavier Dolan, who plays the character Michael, attends the “Elephant Song” premiere during the 2014 Toronto International Film Festival at Isabel Bader Theatre in Toronto, Canada, on Sept. 10, 2014. (Jonathan Leibson/Getty Images)


The biggest problem is the implication of perversion surrounding Michael’s character. Although he eventually admits that nothing actually happened between him and Dr. Lawrence, he says they were in love with each other, albeit platonically in the psychiatrist’s case, and admits that he wanted more. The potential tenderness in this situation of a young man who is desperate for love in any form is destroyed by the situation’s vulgarity. This situation could be easily remedied by changing Dr. Lawrence into a female psychiatrist, perhaps named Jane Lawrence. In the original play, he admits that he’s been looking for a father figure, but it would make more sense for him to be seeking a mother figure to replace his cold mother. Thus, it would be very effective to have the only person for whom he cares be the first woman who has shown him maternal kindness. It would then make sense that he feels hostile toward Dr. Greenberg because he represents paternal authority, which Michael associates with heartless aggression.

Although making Dr. Lawrence a woman removes the perversion, it doesn’t fix all the problems with the situation. The suggestion that Michael is having an affair with his psychiatrist would have to be handled delicately. He couldn’t declare his initial lie that they were lovers or his wish that they had been. Instead, he could refer to “what happened” between them, using that brilliant Code dialogue technique of not really saying anything but conveying clear messages between the lines with pauses and meaningful looks. He should still later admit that there never was anything between them, although he could say that they loved each other. He could say that Dr. Lawrence said she would never agree to marry him even if he were released from the mental institution, since she couldn’t cross the line of patient and physician. The nude photographs should be changed to compromising love letters, which Michael says he exchanged with Jane but which are actually diary entries he wrote himself, fantasizing about a romance, which he shared with her during his therapy.

Greatness, Choked by Weeds

Breening a movie is like weeding a garden. By getting the bad, parasitic growths out, the good things can flourish. However, if you allow the vulgar, indecent elements to remain in a film, they will take strength away from the important points of the story, just as weeds choke out the flowers.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The set of the modern play “The Elephant Song.” (Courtesy of Tiffany Brannan)


The plot for “The Elephant Song” certainly doesn’t sound like the basis of a Code film. A movie with even a fraction of its objections would never have been given a PCA Seal of Approval. However, many plays and novels with similar issues were made into decent, Code-compliant films. I can imagine this, hypothetically, as a late 1940s film, perhaps directed by Joseph Mankiewicz or even Alfred Hitchcock. A sensitive, troubled actor like Robert Walker would have been perfect as the tormented but clever Michael.

Being in “The Elephant Song” was a unique, interesting opportunity and a learning experience. Sitting in that dark closet for two hours gave me not only a chance to practice keeping my voice warm without making noise and the time to write a few articles with a pen and pad—it also gave me a vivid example of how the Code saved many stories. Breening could have made this a touching, poignant story which focused on the spiritual struggles of this man instead of being bogged down in the filthy mire which writers feel is necessary to include. In so doing, this play lost many viewers, who could have truly appreciated its message about the importance of loving your children, which is a real shame.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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