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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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Billions of dollars in federal pandemic relief was sent to hospitals throughout the United States that did not need the funding, while other hospitals failed to meet their needs, according to The Wall Street Journal.

Washington distributed pandemic aid by using average hospital revenue as a proxy for size in order to calculate need, while not relying on COVID-19 caseloads, the outlet reported on Dec. 6.

The Provider Relief Fund, which was created by Congress in 2020, was designed to assist hospitals during the pandemic, but facilities ended up filled with patients who were sick from the virus, while refusing non-life threatening surgeries that normally provided revenue.

Congress stated that the fund was meant to help health care providers pay for “health care-related expenses or lost revenues” stemming from COVID-19, but they were also required to return any funding not related to those categories.

Congress allocated more than $175 billion in aid to various health care providers, including hospitals, doctors, dentists, clinics, nursing homes, and other facilities, mostly between April 2020 and September 2021.

The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), which was in charge of distributing the aid, spent nearly $75 billion in the first three months of the program, with a mandate to spend the all of the allocated funds by June 30, 2021.

Billions in Aid Failed to Help Hospitals Most in Need

Profitable hospitals with large endowments that did not need the massive influx of funds received it anyway, while medical institutions that were overwhelmed with sick patients and needed additional funds received the same amount of cash, according to the The Wall Street Journal’s review of financial disclosure reports.

A total of 1,257 hospitals that got federal pandemic aid and were already profitable received a total of $16.7 billion, with $53.6 billion in profits from patient care, not including aid taken in during the pandemic.

Some of these larger, wealthier hospitals were well off enough to put some of the excess money into investment funds, while others spent it on new facilities and expanded campuses.

The 783 hospitals that got $10 billion in aid moved from operating at a loss toward being profitable.

The 1,644 hospitals receiving $35 billion in aid reported a loss of $129.1 billion during the pandemic, not including the additional funds.

Many of the poorer hospitals were actually forced to lay off nurses and make other cuts because of the lack of aid, include those serving areas with the highest reported COVID-19 death rates.

“It’s a bit like your low-lying house is about to be flooded, and the National Guard shows up and drops off some sandbags for you, but also brings a bunch to the homes on higher ground that are not particularly at risk,” William Schpero, a health economist at Weill Cornell Medicine, told The Wall Street Journal.

Government Officials Attempt to Explain Waste

Federal officials have now admitted that they knew of the problems with calculations regarding federal aid distribution, but they said they ignored the flaws to get the money out quickly to make the June deadline.

Officials at HHS under President Joe Biden have tried to assign responsibility for the mix-up to the Trump administration, which handed out about 90 percent of the relief funds before Jan. 20, 2021.

HHS said that many of the key problems were fixed after Biden took office, with the remaining 10 percent of the funds being allocated under his watch.

However, the scandal is one among many regarding the misallocation of pandemic relief funds since 2021.

Under Biden, billions of dollars in federal COVID-19 assistance was sent to state governments under his American Rescue Plan, even though many states did not need it owing to a quick recovery, according to The Associated Press.

Some of the billions sent to the states were instead spent on state infrastructure projects, reported Fox News.

The White House has since moved from delivering pandemic aid toward pushing Americans into taking COVID-19 vaccines and boosters.

Meanwhile, the Secret Service has accused hackers linked to the Chinese Communist Party of stealing at least $20 million in federal pandemic relief funds, including some meant for Small Business Administration loans and unemployment insurance funds in more than a dozen states, reported NBC News.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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The United States Will Address Australia’s Military Capability Gap, Says Secretary of Defense
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The United States and Australia have committed to significantly increasing defence cooperation to plug Australia’s capability gap and counter the growing threat of Beijing in the Indo-Pacific region.

Australian Defence Minister Richard Marles and Foreign Minister Penny Wong met with U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin in Washington D.C. for the annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial (AUSMIN) meeting.

Following the talks, Austin declared that the United States “will not allow Australia to have a capability gap going forward.”

“Our goal is to design the optimal pathway for Australia to get a nuclear-powered conventionally armed submarines as quickly as possible,” he told reporters, referring to the Australia’s acquisition of nuclear submarines under the AUKUS alliance.

“We recognise where Australia is and when its capability begins to diminish. And, of course, we will address all of that in that pathway that we create.”

Australia’s Navy is expected to experience a capability gap as the first nuclear submarines under the AUKUS agreement will not be ready until the 2030s at the earliest.

This means the life of existing aging diesel-powered Collins Class submarines will likely need to be extended.

Austin announced there would be an increase in rotations for U.S. air, land, and sea forces, including bomber task forces and fighters, to Australia to help with interoperability and increase the presence of U.S. forces in the region.

“The details of those rotations will be worked out by our staffs and announced later. We don’t have a specific to announce to you today, but we do have a commitment between our two countries to do what we just described,” Austin said.

The two governments have also agreed to a continued effort to find ways to integrate defence industrial bases further.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] (L-R) Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defense Richard Marles, Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin participate in a joint news conference after the 32nd annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial Consultations at the U.S. State Department in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 6, 2022 (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)


Marles, who is also the deputy prime minister, said creating a seamless defence industrial base between both countries was important.

“We’re at a point now where we need to be building as much cooperation as possible,” he said.

“If we do see an uplift in the Australian defense industry, that makes a contribution to the capability of our collective effort.”

Pursuing nuclear submarine capability would be most important for Australia’s capability.

Previously, Marles indicated that the Australian Defence Force needed to step up and enhance its self-reliance to act on its own terms when the time calls for it.

The defence ministers from AUKUS nations will also be meeting to further discuss ways optimal pathways for Australia to acquire nuclear submarines.


Read MoreUS Navy Needs to Help Australia Defend Its Waters: Former Navy Secretary
Australia Must Strengthen Military Capability, Have Less Reliance on US: Defense Minister




Beijing Aggression Driving Closer Australia-US Military Cooperation

Austin said the Chinese communist regime was challenging the vision of a region free from coercion and intimidation.

“United States and Australia share a vision of a region where countries can determine their own futures,” Austin said.

“Unfortunately, that vision is being challenged today. China’s dangerous and coercive actions throughout the Indo-Pacific, including around Taiwan, and toward the Pacific Island countries, and in the East and South China Seas, threaten regional peace and stability.”

Blinken also reiterated a comment by President Joe Biden that the United States “will not leave Australia alone on the pitch.”

“When it comes to Chinese economic coercion, Australia has done an extraordinary job of standing up to that coercion and coming out in a better and stronger place,” he said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defence Richard Marles speaks at a press conference during the 32nd annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial (AUSMIN) consultations at the State Department in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 6, 2022. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)


Marles said the democratic world faced the most complex and precarious strategic environment since World War II, with the global rules-based order under pressure in the Indo-Pacific and Ukraine.

While Marles and Wong also strongly condemned Russia for its invasion of Ukraine, China was not specifically referred to for its actions in the Info-Pacific.

However, Wong did state that Australia valued its relationship with Taiwan.

“We collectively have a strong stake in preserving peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait,” she said.

“We value our long-standing unofficial relationship with Taiwan, underpinned by cultural, economic, and people-to-people ties. And that’s how we’ll continue to engage in a manner that is consistent with a long-standing bipartisan one-China policy.”

Japan Invited to Join Efforts

Blinken also revealed that Australia and the United States were looking towards Japan to increase military cooperation in the region further.

“We agreed to enhance trilateral defence cooperation and to invite Japan to integrate into our force posture initiatives in Australia,” he said.

Following AUSMIN and AUKUS talks, Marles and Wong will fly to Japan to hold “2+2” talks on Dec. 9.

“We look forward to being able to have more engagement with Japan,” Marles said.

“It is a great outcome of today’s meeting that we can go to Japan at the end of this week, with an invitation for Japan to be participating in more exercises with Australia and the United States.”
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House Unveils Military Defense Funding Bill That Would End COVID-19 Vaccine Mandate
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The U.S. House of Representatives on Dec. 6 included a provision that terminates the military’s COVID-19 vaccine mandate in its defense funding bill.

The new National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) (pdf) states that “Not later than 30 days after the date of the enactment of this Act, the Secretary of Defense shall rescind the mandate that members of the Armed Forces be vaccinated against COVID-19 pursuant to the memorandum dated August 24, 2021, regarding ‘Mandatory Coronavirus Disease 2019 Vaccination of Department of Defense Service Members.'”

The House Rules Committee released the text of the bill days after Rep. Adam Smith (D-Wash.), chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, revealed that lawmakers were discussing an end to the vaccine mandate.

“I was a very strong supporter of the vaccine mandate when we did it, a very strong supporter of the Covid restrictions put in place by DoD and others,” Smith told Politico. “But at this point in time, does it make sense to have that policy from August 2021? That is a discussion that I am open to and that we’re having.”

House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.), in a statement Tuesday, called the end of the military COVID-19 vaccine mandate a “victory for our military and for common sense.” He noted that the mandate “has already had negative consequences for our military.”

Critics of the mandate note that it has led to the removal of thousands of service members from the armed forces, scared off prospective recruits, and does little to protect the health of many members because of factors including how the vaccines are much less effective against the Omicron strain than earlier variants.

“The Army and Navy missed their 2022 recruitment goals by thousands of service members,” McCarthy said in his statement. “And, at the discretion of the Biden administration, the Defense Department discharged 3,300 Marines, 1,800 soldiers, 1,800 sailors, and 900 airmen simply based on their personal decision to not take the COVID vaccine. This decision was detrimental to the ranks, and there is no doubt it put our national security at risk.”

Mandate ‘Isn’t Worth it’

The costs to replace each member who has been discharged due to their refusal to get vaccinated—the military has denied en masse requests for religious exemptions—and other consequences, such as the impact on morale, shows the mandate “isn’t worth it,” Sen. Mike Lee (R-Utah) told reporters on Capitol Hill.

Lee was one of 20 GOP senators who announced in late November that they would vote against the NDAA unless it included the termination of the mandate.

McCarthy said on Sunday that Congress would “secure lifting that vaccine mandate on our military.” The NDAA would not advance without that, McCarthy added. He also suggested that he made this position clear to President Joe Biden as they met for the first time since Republicans secured a House majority in the next Congress.

On Tuesday, McCarthy said that those discharged based solely on their decision not to take the vaccine “deserve justice,” and that the Biden administration “must correct service records and not stand in the way of re-enlisting” any such service members.

“Make no mistake: this is a win for our military,” he added. “But in 28 days the real work begins—the new House Republican majority will work to finally hold the Biden administration accountable and assist the men and women in uniform who were unfairly targeted by this Administration.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Preventative Medicine Services NCOIC Sergeant First Class Demetrius Roberson prepares to administer a COVID-19 vaccine to a soldier in Fort Knox, Ky., on Sept. 9, 2021. (Jon Cherry/Getty Images)


White House Opposition

A veto-proof majority may be required to axe the mandate, which was announced in August 2021 by the Biden administration in the name of “military readiness.”

The White House told news outlets that McCarthy raised the issue during the meeting but that the administration wanted to keep the mandate in place.

“Leader McCarthy raised this with the President, and the President told him he would consider it,” a White House spokesperson said. “The Secretary of Defense has recommended retaining the mandate, and the President supports his position. Discussions about the NDAA are ongoing.”

Presidents can veto bills passed by Congress.

Overriding a veto requires a two-thirds vote in each chamber.

Dozens of Democrat senators and a number of Democrat House members would need to join Republicans to override a veto. Democrats have generally supported mandates during the pandemic, while Republicans have generally opposed them.

Defense Secretary

Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, a Biden appointee, told reporters over the weekend that he wants to keep the mandate in place, claiming it has “kept people healthy.” The Pentagon did not return a request for evidence to back the claim.

Austin said in a memorandum dated Aug. 24, 2021, to top military officials that he determined that a mandate was needed “to protect the Force and defend the American people.”

[image: Lloyd Austin] Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin speaks during a news conference at the Pentagon in Washington on Nov. 3, 2022. (Andrew Harnik/AP Photo)


The vaccines have provided little shielding against infection since Omicron emerged in late 2021, and the protection they provide against severe illness has gone down considerably.

Boosters shots were introduced because of the waning, but research suggests boosters provide a short-lived increase in protection. Every vaccine dose also carries the risk of side effects, including heart inflammation.

The military declined to require booster shots but has kept the primary series mandate in place. The primary series of the two most widely-administered vaccines, made by Moderna and Pfizer, consists of two doses.

“What I would tell you is as a warfighting organization, the health and readiness of our force is paramount. And vaccination for COVID is still a requirement,” Pentagon spokesman Brig. Gen. Pat Ryder said in a recent briefing.

“But, in terms of discussing proposed or pending legislation, I’m not going to be able to provide a comment on that and won’t have anything further to provide.”

Discharges

The military has forced out some members who refused to get a vaccine, primarily members who have not asked for exemptions or were denied religious exemptions.

The Marine Corps has discharged 3,717 members for vaccine refusal as of Nov. 30. The branch has approved just 23 religious exemption requests out of 3,740 lodged.

The Navy has kicked out 2,064 members for vaccine refusal as of Nov. 30. The Navy has granted 51 religious accommodation requests out of more than 4,000 lodged.

The Army has separated 1,841 soldiers for vaccine refusal as of Dec. 1. The Army has approved 123 religious exemption requests and rejected more than 1,900.

The Air Force had separated 834 members for vaccine refusal as of mid-July. It has stopped giving updates on separations and did not respond to a request for comment. The Air Force, like the other branches, has granted few religious exemptions.

Judges have found proof that the branches discriminated against religious members and have paused separations of Marine, Navy, and Air Force members seeking religious exemptions.
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Hertz to Pay $168 Million in Settlements Over False Robbery Claims, Which Led to Jailing of Customers
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Hertz, the rental car company, has agreed to pay $168 million to settle multiple claims in the United States over false car robbery charges against some of its customers, which led to imprisonment in many cases.

Customers of the rental car company alleged that they were pulled over, arrested, thrown in prison, and falsely charged with stealing Hertz’s vehicles.

The plaintiffs said that after Hertz employees could not find the rented vehicles or reported them overdue, the company was accused of filing charges, even if they were returned to car depots.

The company was then accused of falsely pressing non-payment charges against these customers who were innocent of car theft.

Hertz was also accused of failing to withdraw the false reports made to law enforcement, with some customers being held at gunpoint by the police while under arrest over the mix-up.

The plaintiffs also seek additional compensation over things ranging from lost wages to mental anguish.

The car rental also operates the Dollar and Thrifty rental services, meaning the claims likely involve all three brands.

Hertz Agrees To Pay Damages

Hertz began distributing its first round of settlement offers in June.

This month, the car service decided to settle another round of 364 claims, to resolve 95 percent of all remaining claims and pay around $168 million to the plaintiffs by the end of the year, according to a company press release released Dec. 5.

Hertz said it “expects to recover a meaningful portion of the settlement amount from its insurance carriers.”

Stephen Scherr was appointed CEO of Hertz in early February, with a promise to remedy the scandal as a top priority, and said that he would “do right” to customers who had been mistreated.

“My intention is to lead a company that puts the customer first,” said Scherr in a statement.

“While we will not always be perfect, the professionals at Hertz will continue to work every day to provide best-in-class service to the tens of millions of people we serve each year.”

“Moving forward, it is our intention to reshape the future of our company through electrification, shared mobility and a great digital-first customer experience,” he added.

Pandemic Era Bankruptcy

After taking a significant hit due to the pandemic, the car rental service filed for Chapter 11 protection in June 2020, with false arrest charges starting to become more common after that.

The lawyers for the customers calculated that the total amount of damages owed would be over $960 million before Hertz’s settlements, but the company said that the plaintiffs’ figure was exaggerated.

Meanwhile, Hertz spokesman Jonathan Stern said in June that Hertz was “reviewing and considering each claim” brought against them on their individual merits.”

“We have begun extending settlement offers to dozens of claimants and will continue to do so on a case by case basis,” he said.

Some cases were previously moved out of bankruptcy court to state courts.

Hertz stated that the legal settlement is unlikely to have a “material impact on its capital allocation plans for the balance of 2022 and 2023.”

According to court documents, Hertz filed about 3,365 police reports annually, accusing customers of car theft.

It is not known how many of Hertz’s car theft reports may have been improperly filed.

There are an estimated 30,000 rental cars stolen in the United States every year alone, to the National Insurance Crime Bureau.
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Judge Dismisses Lawsuit Against Saudi Prince Over Khashoggi Killing Citing Biden Immunity
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A federal judge in Washington dismissed a lawsuit against Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman on Tuesday for the 2018 murder of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi, citing President Joe Biden’s grant of immunity.

U.S. District Judge John Bates decided to defer to the Biden administration’s mid-November decision to grant immunity to the Saudi crown prince, despite his hesitation.

According to Bates, any other option would “unduly interfere” with the executive branch’s power to make foreign policy.

“Despite the Court’s uneasiness, then, with both the circumstances of bin Salman’s appointment and the credible allegations of his involvement in Khashoggi’s murder, the United States has informed the Court that he is immune, and bin Salman is therefore ‘entitled to head of state immunity … while he remains in office,'” Bates wrote in his 25-page ruling (pdf).

Bates was referring to the fact that Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud only officially designated the crown prince as prime minister in September, four years after Khashoggi’s murder and after the lawsuit against the crown prince was filed.

[image: A picture of slain Saudi journalist Jamal Kashoggi,] A picture of slain Saudi journalist Jamal Kashoggi is displayed during a ceremony near the Saudi Arabia consulate in Istanbul on Oct. 2, 2019. (Lefteris Pitarakis/AP)


Plaintiff Considering ‘All Options’

Khashoggi’s widow Hatice Cengiz and Democracy for the Arab World Now (DAWN), an advocacy organization founded by Khashoggi, filed the legal action against the Saudi crown prince and other defendants in 2020.

“While we are disappointed in the decision, we will consider all options to continue our legal challenges to MBS’s criminal behavior,” DAWN Executive Director Sarah Leah Whitson said in a statement referring to the crown prince by his initials.

DAWN noted that the Saudi king’s royal decree appointed bin Salman prime minister six days before the Oct. 3 deadline for the Biden administration to intervene in the lawsuit, characterizing it as “a last ditch effort to escape the jurisdiction of the court.”

The organization also disputed the court’s ruling to dismiss DAWN’s case against two other defendants, Saud al-Qahtani and Ahmed al-Assiri, on jurisdictional grounds.

U.S. intelligence officials believe Khashoggi was tortured, killed, and dismembered at the Saudi consulate in Instanbul on Oct. 2, 2018, at the order of the crown prince, who has been the kingdom’s de facto ruler for several years.

Khashoggi had attended the consulate to obtain the papers required to wed Cengiz, a Turkish national. She waited outside the consulate for more than 12 hours “in a desperate and tormented state” for her fiance to return, the judge noted.

Although the prince has denied ordering Khashoggi’s murder, he later admitted that it happened “under my watch.”

[image: Hatice] Hatice Cengiz, fiancee of the murdered Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, talks to Reuters outside Justice Palace, the Caglayan Courthouse, after attending a trial on the killing of Khashoggi at the Saudi Arabian Consulate, in Istanbul, on April 7, 2022. (Murad Sezer/Reuters)


Unduly Interfering

Bates noted in his ruling that the judicial branch believes it appropriate to defer to the executive branch’s foreign immunity determinations “when the conduct of foreign affairs is involved.”

“As the branch of government primarily responsible for international affairs and diplomacy, the Executive Branch may be hindered or embarrassed should the judiciary second-guess its foreign immunity decisions,” Bates wrote.

According to Bates, it is well-established in the “chess game that is diplomacy” that “judicial interference” is not advisable in such a situation where the executive branch may grant immunity “as a bargaining counter in complex diplomatic negotiations” and where denials could “preclude a significant diplomatic advance.”

“These considerations are no less present when the circumstances of a head of state’s appointment are suspect: the Executive Branch remains responsible for foreign affairs, including with Saudi Arabia, and a contrary decision on bin Salman’s immunity by this Court would unduly interfere with those responsibilities all the same,” Bates wrote.

“If the immunity determination was in front of the Court without input from the Executive Branch, the Court certainly would consider plaintiffs’ arguments about whether, as a substantive matter, bin Salman was entitled to head-of-state immunity,” the judge added.

“But because the United States has determined that bin Salman is so entitled, ‘the doctrine of the separation of powers under our Constitution requires us to assume that all pertinent considerations have been taken into account by the [Executive Branch] in reaching [its] conclusion.'”

Bates, therefore, dismissed the claims against bin Salman based on head-of-state immunity.
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Water Agency Warns Cities, Industry to Prepare for Fourth Year of Drought
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Federal and state water agencies are warning California water users to prepare for a fourth year of drought as the state again faces water storage shortages.

The state expects another year of extreme drought following three of the driest years on record, as reported last month by the U.S. Drought Monitor.

In response, the State Water Project, which serves about 27 million Californians, 29 public water agencies, and about 750,000 acres of farmland, will only allocate 5 percent of requested water next year, the Department of Water Resources announced Dec. 1. This is an increase from last year’s allocation of 0 percent, although that amount was later raised to 5 percent.

“This early in California’s traditional wet season, water allocations are typically low due to uncertainty in hydrologic forecasting. But the degree to which hotter and drier conditions are reducing runoff into rivers, streams and reservoirs means we have to be prepared for all possible outcomes,” said Department of Water Resources Director Karla Nemeth.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Houseboats are moored on a shrinking arm of the Oroville Lake reservoir which is now at less than 25 percent capacity as a severe drought continues to affect California on May 24, 2015. (Mark Ralston/AFP/Getty Images)


Lake Oroville, the water project’s largest reservoir, ended its 2022 water year in October with just over half of its average water storage, which was higher than last year’s record-low level.

As a result, California is conserving existing water storage at Lake Oroville, located in Northern California, to prepare for future dry conditions. The initial 5-percent allocation for the State Water Project would be met by flows from winter storms entering the Delta and water stored in the San Luis Reservoir, the state’s water resources department reported.

If storage levels in Lake Oroville improve this winter, the department said it will consider increasing the water allocation. The department is also working with senior water rights holders on the Feather River in the Sacramento Valley in Northern California to monitor conditions and assess water supply.

California typically gets half its rain and snow by the end of January. Water managers will reassess conditions monthly throughout the winter and spring, according to the water resources department.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Water flows through the California Aqueduct, which moves water from northern California to the state’s drier south, in Kern County in Taft, Calif., on May 4, 2022. (Mario Tama/Getty Images)


Last year, the state granted four of the 29 water contractors additional water supplies for approved health and safety reasons.

The department may also seek a temporary urgency change petition and re-installation of a water salinity barrier in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta.

The federal Bureau of Reclamation also asked its contractors and industrial water users to begin planning for a potential extremely limited water supply for the 2023 water year, which runs Oct. 1 to Sept. 30, 2023.

The Central Valley Water Project began the water year in October with water storage reservoirs near historic lows, the bureau reported Nov. 28.

Shasta Reservoir, the state’s largest reservoir and cornerstone of the Central Valley project, was at 31 percent capacity. If the drought continues, the federal bureau will find it “increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to meet all the competing needs of the Central Valley Project without beginning the implementation of additional and more severe water conservation actions,” officials said in a news release.

California’s industries, including agriculture, lost nearly $2 billion and 19,420 jobs this year as a result of the three-year drought, according to a report by the University of California–Merced and Public Policy Institute of California.
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Warnock Projected to Defeat Walker in Hard-Fought Georgia Senate Runoff Election
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Late Tuesday evening, Raphael Warnock appeared to have won reelection in Georgia’s Senate runoff—a victory that will give the Democrats a 51-49 margin in the chamber.

AP, Fox News, and CNN all called the race for Warnock around 10:30 p.m., with 94 percent of the vote counted and Warnock showing a 41,000 lead, about 1.2 percent. Then, at 12:17 am Wednesday, the state reported Warnock ahead by 90,000 votes, about 2.5 percent, with over 99 percent of the vote counted.

The lead had seesawed back and forth during the evening between the two, but Warnock pulled ahead as Atlanta’s increasingly Democratic suburbs came through for him.

Walker, whose campaign gathered at the Chick-fil-A College Football Hall of Fame in downtown Atlanta, conceded late in the night, and Warnock, whose forces met a few blocks away at the Marriott Marquis Hotel.

[image: Georgia Republican Senate candidate Herschel Walker] Georgia Republican Senate candidate Herschel Walker delivers his concession speech during an election night event at the College Football Hall of Fame in Atlanta on Dec. 6, 2022. (Alex Wong/Getty Images)


Warnock, a minister, in a rambling speech to his supporters lasting more than 20 minutes, frequently took a religious tone. “A vote is a kind of prayer for the world we desire for ourselves and our children.”

He thanked his parents—his mother who was present and his late father—and recalled their sacrifices to raise him and his 11 brothers and sisters in Savannah.

His father, he said, had used a rig he designed to haul junk cars and preached on Sundays.

His mother, he said, “grew up in the 1950s, picking someone else’s cotton and someone else’s tobacco in Waycross, Georgia. But today, she picked her son to be a United States senator.” He recalled those who sacrificed during the civil rights movement to win voting rights for black Americans.

He advanced the voter suppression narrative that Democrats have relentlessly repeated in Georgia, despite having just won an election that, according to state officials, broke various Georgia voting records. “It doesn’t mean that voter suppression does not exist,” he said, citing the dispute over voting the Saturday after Thanksgiving.

Walker, in his concession speech a few minutes before Warnock spoke, said: “There are no excuses in life. I’m not going to make any excuses now. We put up one heck of a fight.”

“The best thing I’ve ever done in my life is run for this Senate seat here.” He thanked his supporters for their efforts and their prayers. “I felt those prayers.”

“I don’t want any of you to stop dreaming or stop believing in America … We got to believe in our elected officials.”

Voting proceeded smoothly across Georgia throughout the day, with little or no waiting time. Deputy Secretary of State Gabriel Sterling, posting on Twitter throughout the day, noted wait times averaging one to two minutes.

Around 1.9 million people, or 27 percent of the state’s 7 million active registered voters, cast ballots early, most through early voting in person, the rest through absentee ballots.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Herschel Walker campaigns in Loganville, Ga., on Dec. 4, 2022, two days before the Senate runoff election. (Phil Mistry/PHIL FOTO)


At stake is control of the Senate. The Democrats, with a 50-49 seat margin after the Nov. 8 elections, had at least a share of that.

A Warnock victory gives them a clear 51-49 margin, which means they’ll have majority membership on Senate committees. A Walker victory and 50-50 split would mean a power-sharing arrangement as in the previous two years, with Democrats chairing committees but even party membership.

Vice President Kamala Harris holds the tie-breaking vote.

A Warnock victory means Democrats would be less beholden to a single maverick Democrat, a role Joe Manchin (D-W.Va.) repeatedly played the past two years.

It would also mean Democrats would face fewer obstacles to holding investigations and could act as a check on the House of Representatives, now controlled by the Republicans.

Warnock rallied with campaign volunteers in suburban Norcross in the morning to urge them on in one last day of getting out the vote, while Walker made stops in area diners.

Attack Ads

The election concluded an expensive campaign that got nasty as Warnock saturated Georgia’s airwaves with attack ads against Walker’s various personal scandals.

Walker, who had never run for public office before, responded with his own attack ads.

According to the Federal Election Commission, Warnock raised almost $176 million, and Walker nearly $59 million.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Former President Barack Obama (L) campaigns with Sen. Raphael Warnock (D-Ga.) at Pullman Yards in Atlanta, Ga., on Dec. 1, 2022. (Phil Mistry/PHIL FOTO)


National figures stumped for both sides.

Former President Barack Obama campaigned for Warnock on Dec. 1, and pop star Stevie Wonder did an online event for him over the weekend.

Walker campaigned with numerous Republican figures, including Governor Brian Kemp and Sens. Rick Scott (R-Fla.), Tim Scott (R-S.C.), Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.), and John Kennedy (R-La.)

Notable for not joining in were President Joe Biden and former President Donald Trump; their presence was not desired by the respective candidates.

Walker, in his campaign, sought to tie Biden to Warnock, who has voted 96 percent of the time with the unpopular president.

Trump, meanwhile, has become a controversial figure among Georgia Republicans.

Many blame his interference for their loss of two Republican senators, David Perdue and Kelly Loeffler, in the 2021 runoff.

They rejected candidates he backed in the primary against Kemp and Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger.

Trump had found them inadequately supportive of his claims of massive election fraud, and party leaders say his telling party loyalists the vote wasn’t honest led 100,000 to 150,000 not to turn out for the Jan. 5, 2021 runoff won by Warnock and Jon Ossoff.

The runoff marked the fifth time Warnock has run for the same office in less than two years. He was first elected in a 2020 special election and then a 2021 runoff to fill the seat left open when three-term Republican Sen. Johnny Isakson retired in 2019 for health reasons.

Kemp, as governor, appointed Loeffler to fill the seat in December 2019.

Warnock led Loeffler in a special election primary held on Nov. 3, 2020, as part of the general election. Since neither received 50 percent of the vote, it went to the Jan. 5, 2021, runoff, which Warnock won, enabling him to finish Isakson’s original term.

The seat then returned to its usual election cycle this year.

Warnock, the pastor of Atlanta’s storied Ebenezer Baptist Church—where Martin Luther King once preached—ran in this year’s primary, general election, and now this runoff. The latter was required because Warnock, with a 38,000 vote lead on Nov. 8, failed to reach 50 percent of the vote as needed for election by Georgia law.

Walker, a Heisman Trophy winner and former football star for the Georgia Bulldogs, then played for Trump’s New Jersey Generals in the USFL and later went on to the NFL.

Trump backed him in this year’s primary. Walker won it with a landslide 68 percent of the vote despite declining to participate in the candidate’s debate.
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Judge Temporarily Halts Oregon’s New Gun Permit Requirement, Magazine Ban
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An Oregon state judge granted a temporary restraining order on Dec. 6 against all provisions of the state’s Ballot Measure 114, which requires a permit to purchase firearms and institutes a ban on “large-capacity” magazines.

The measure, which was passed by 50.7 percent of voters on Nov. 8, was scheduled to take effect on Dec. 8.

“Pending the hearing on the motion for the preliminary injunction, Defendants and Defendants Agents are temporarily restrained from enforcing Ballot Measure 114 as of 12:01 AM on December 8, 2022,” Circuit Court Judge Robert S. Raschio wrote in issuing the order.

Under Oregon law, residents currently do not need a permit to purchase firearms, and though a background check is required, it does not need to have been completed before buying a gun. There are also currently no restrictions on magazines.

The new law would require residents to complete a background check to obtain a permit to purchase a gun, and would prohibit the manufacture, sale, use, and purchase of magazines that hold more than 10 rounds of ammunition and allow a shooter “to keep firing without having to pause to reload.”

Right to Bear Arms

Holding that the measure would violate Article 1, Section 27 of the Oregon Constitution, which enumerates the right to bear arms, the judge added, “Deprivation of fundamental constitutional rights for any period constitutes irreparable harm.”

Setting a hearing for Dec. 13 at 9 a.m., the judge further ordered the defendants in the case—Oregon Gov. Kate Brown, Oregon Attorney General Ellen Rosenblum, and Oregon State Police Superintendent Terri Davie—to “show cause, if any” why a preliminary injunction should not be granted.

The case, brought by Gun Owners of America and Gun Owners Foundation, was not the only one to be heard on Dec. 6 regarding Measure 114.

Earlier that morning, a federal case brought before U.S. District Judge Karin J. Immergut resulted in the denial (pdf) of a temporary restraining order, with the judge instead delaying the permitting provisions of the law for 30 days.

Following Raschio’s order, however, all provisions of the law have been temporarily halted pending the Dec. 13 hearing.

Celebrating the news on Twitter, Gun Owners of America wrote: “This draconian and unconstitutional measure will NOT stand. This is the first step to victory for GOA, @GunFoundation, and every law-abiding gun owner in Oregon.”

According to OregonLive, Oregon’s attorney general intends to petition a higher court for a review of the decision.

Kristina Edmunson, a spokesperson for Rosenblum, told the outlet, “We are still sorting through everything, but I can tell you we will be shortly filing a mandamus petition asking the Oregon Supreme Court to review it immediately.”
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Virginia Governor Ending State’s COVID-19 Related Fines and Penalties, Starts Reimbursement Process
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Virginia Gov. Glenn Youngkin on Tuesday issued an executive order directing state agencies to report all fines, fees, and suspensions related to COVID-19 shutdown violations.

State agencies shall report to the state’s Secretary of Finance by Jan. 15, 2023.

According to the governor’s executive order (pdf), state action imposed during the COVID-19 public health emergency in Virginia put businesses at risk and barred people from carrying out important daily activities.

“Because of the sweeping impact of these measures, I am directing the Commonwealth to review the disciplinary actions taken against private individuals and businesses and take corrective

action where appropriate,” Youngkin said in the order.

Youngkin, who took office in January, also announced that in his upcoming budget to be delivered on Dec. 15, he will order a stop to all enforcement of the COVID-19 shutdown policies, as well as the collection of the fines and fees.

“The budget will also direct the Secretary of Finance to work with agencies to develop a reimbursement process for individuals and businesses who paid unjust COVID-19 fines and fees,” according to a release from the governor’s office.

The budget language will not apply when the alleged violation is related to rules intended to protect the health and safety of people in nursing homes, certified nursing facilities, hospices, or assisted living facilities, according to the release.

‘Livelihoods Are on the Line’

“I am today requiring a statewide review of COVID-19 related penalties imposed by the Northam administration,” Youngkin, a Republican, said in a statement, referring to the policies enforced by Ralph Northam, a Democrat who was the previous governor of Virginia.

“The fact that businesses are still dealing with COVID-19 related penalties and fines is infuriating. Livelihoods are on the line,” said Youngkin.

“In the previous administration, we saw our government shut down businesses, close our schools, and separate us from each other. While we can’t undo the damage done during the Northam administration, we are taking action going forward to end COVID-era draconian overreach,” he said.

“I look forward to working with the General Assembly to address this, forgive COVID fines and fees and restore licenses that were unjustly suspended.”

Youngkin is the first Republican to win the state of Virginia since 2009. On his campaign trail, he criticized the COVID-19 policies that Northam had imposed in 2020. Upon being elected, Youngkin said he wouldn’t mandate masks or COVID-19 vaccines but also wouldn’t block local authorities from imposing such mandates.

After being sworn into office, Youngkin signed a slew of executive actions, which included lifting mask mandates in Virginia schools and rescinding the vaccine mandate for all state employees.

School boards filed a lawsuit challenging the mask mandates, and a judge temporarily blocked Youngkin’s order. By Feb. 16, Youngkin signed a bill into law to give parents the right to exempt their children from wearing masks in schools.
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Memphis Police Officer Wounded, Suspect Killed in Shooting
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MEMPHIS, Tenn.—A Memphis police officer was wounded and a man was killed during a shootout following a call about a suspicious vehicle at a gas station, authorities said.

The Memphis Police Department said in a tweet that the officer was struck multiple times Monday night in the Oakhaven neighborhood, just north of the Tennessee-Mississippi border. The officer was transported to a hospital in critical condition, but the officer’s condition later improved to non-critical, police spokeswoman Karen Rudolph said Tuesday morning.

The suspect, who fired multiple shots at the officer, was pronounced dead afterward, the tweet said. The suspect was identified by authorities Tuesday as James West Jr., 39, of Sarah, Mississippi.

The Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, which was investigating the circumstances leading up to the shooting, said in a statement that the call about a suspicious vehicle came in to Memphis police about 9:15 p.m.

An officer arrived about three minutes later and attempted to make contact with a person in the vehicle, and both fired shots for reasons that were still under investigation, the bureau said.

Both were struck in the exchange of gunfire, the TBI said.

West fled and was found in an idling vehicle, where he was pronounced dead, the bureau said.

Authorities did not immediately identify the officer. The investigation was ongoing Tuesday.
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North Korea Fires Artillery Again Over South Korea’s Drills [Wed, 07 Dec 05:38]A TV screen shows a file image of North Korea's military exercise during a news program at the Seoul Railway Station in Seoul, South Korea, on Oct. 14, 2022. (Ahn Young-joon/AP Photo)



	
The United States Will Address Australia’s Military Capability Gap, Says Secretary of Defense [Wed, 07 Dec 00:52]U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin speaks at a press conference during the 32nd annual Australia - US Ministerial (AUSMIN) consultations at the State Department in Washington, D.C., Dec. 6, 2022. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Australia’s Major Airlines on Consumer Watchdog’s Radar as Ticket Prices Surge [Wed, 07 Dec 00:35]A traveller arrives to check-in at the Qantas domestic terminal at Sydney Airport in Sydney, Australia, on Aug. 25, 2022. (Lisa Maree Williams/Getty Images)



	
Canadian Investment in China at Risk of Complicity in Human Rights Abuses, Experts Warn [Wed, 07 Dec 00:21]Information regarding the Canadian Pension Plan is displayed of the service Canada website in this file photo. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick)



	
Judge Dismisses Lawsuit Against Saudi Prince Over Khashoggi Killing Citing Biden Immunity [Tue, 06 Dec 23:26]Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (L) arrives to attend the "APEC Leaders' Informal Dialogue with Guests" event during the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in Bangkok, Thailand, on Nov. 18, 2022. (Rungroj Yongrit/POOL/AFP via Getty Images)



	
MPs Express Frustration at Lack of Clarity in Proposed Amendments to Firearms Bill [Tue, 06 Dec 22:53]Rifles line a Ottawa hunting store's shelves in a file photo. (CP Photo/Jonathan Hayward)



	
Alberta to Import 5 Million Bottles of Children’s Pain, Fever Meds From Turkey [Tue, 06 Dec 22:37]Infants’ Tylenol brand fever and pain reliever is seen in a home in Toronto on Oct. 7, 2022. (Giordano Ciampini/The Canadian Press)



	
Kamloops, BC, Company Slays Industry Giants to Win Acoustic Guitar of the Year [Tue, 06 Dec 22:37]Mike Miltimore, owner of Riversong Guitars in Kamloops, B.C., is shown in this handout image, celebrating the company's P2P River Pacific guitar being named acoustic guitar of the year. It is the first time a Canadian company has won the prestigious international Musical Merchandise Review Dealers' Choice Award. (The Canadian Press/HO-Riversong Guitars)



	
Alberta Introduces Bill to End Squatters’ Rights [Tue, 06 Dec 22:23]A farm tractor and baler sit in a hay field on a misty morning near Cremona, Alberta, on Aug. 30, 2016. (Jeff McIntosh/The Canadian Press)



	
Alleged Attacker of Anti-CCP Protester Arrested in Australia [Tue, 06 Dec 21:49]Police are seeking to identify three people involved in the incident. (Image supplied by ACT Police)
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SEOUL, South Korea—North Korea on Tuesday fired a barrage of artillery rounds into waters near rival South Korea for the second consecutive day in a tit-for-tat for ongoing U.S.–South Korea live-fire drills in an inland border region.

South Korea’s Joint Chiefs of Staff said it detected North Korea firing around 90 artillery rounds from the eastern coastal town of Kosong around 10 a.m. and another 10 rounds from the nearby town of Kumkang around 6 p.m.

It said the shells landed in the northern side of a maritime buffer zone the Koreas established in 2018 to reduce border tensions. The South said it communicated verbal warnings to North Korea and urged it to abide by the military agreement.

The South Korean assessments were slightly different from details announced by North Korea’s military, which said it fired 82 shells from multiple rocket launchers.

An unidentified spokesperson of the North Korean People’s Army’s General Staff said the firings were meant as a warning against “enemy side” artillery exercises in a region near the inter-Korean land border. The spokesperson said South Korea was being hypocritical in criticizing North Korea for breaching the 2018 agreement, saying the South’s unspecified past actions in violation of the agreement must be “calculated first.”

North Korea also on Monday fired around 130 artillery rounds into waters inside the maritime buffer zones with South Korea, while accusing the South of raising unnecessary tension in front-line areas.

The latest North Korean military action has worsened animosity between the rivals, whose relations have sharply declined amid a prolonged pause in nuclear negotiations between Washington and Pyongyang.

The South Korean army had earlier issued a public notice about live-fire exercises involving multiple rocket launch systems and howitzers in two separate testing grounds in the Cheorwon region this week. South Korea’s Defense Ministry on Tuesday confirmed that the exercises, which began on Monday and continue through Wednesday, are part of combined training with U.S. troops.

The ministry said that the exercises did not run against the 2018 inter-Korean military agreement, because they are being conducted outside the ground buffer zone set within 5 kilometers (3 miles) of the military demarcation line separating the Koreas.

“We sternly warn that North Korea will be solely responsible for any outcome produced by the North’s unilateral and consistent violations” of the 2018 agreement, the ministry said in a statement.

North Korea’s military said it ordered Monday’s artillery fire after detecting dozens of South Korean projectiles flying southeast from the Cheorwon region. That was the first time North Korea has fired weapons into the maritime buffer zones since Nov. 3, when around 80 shells landed within North Korea’s side of the zone off its eastern coast.

North Korea has fired dozens of missiles as it increased its weapons demonstrations to a record pace this year, including multiple tests of an intercontinental ballistic missile system with a potential of reaching deep into the U.S. mainland, and an intermediate-range missile over Japan.

North Korea has also conducted a series of short-range launches it described as simulated nuclear attacks on South Korean and U.S. targets in an angry reaction to an expansion of joint U.S.–South Korea military exercises that North Korea views as rehearsals for a potential invasion.

Experts say North Korea hopes to negotiate economic and security concessions from a position of strength and force the United States to accept it as a nuclear power. South Korean officials have said North Korea might up the ante soon by conducting its first nuclear test since 2017.

The inter-Korean military agreement is one of the few tangible remnants of the countries’ short-lived diplomacy of 2018. Former South Korean President Moon Jae-in met North Korean leader Kim Jong Un three times that year while also helping to set up Kim’s first summit with former U.S. President Donald Trump.

But the inter-Korean relations declined sharply after the collapse of the second Kim-Trump meeting in February 2019, when the Americans rejected North Korean demands for a major easing of U.S.-led sanctions in exchange for a partial surrender of the North’s nuclear capabilities.

By Kim Tong-Hyung
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The United States Will Address Australia’s Military Capability Gap, Says Secretary of Defense
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The United States and Australia have committed to significantly increasing defence cooperation to plug Australia’s capability gap and counter the growing threat of Beijing in the Indo-Pacific region.

Australian Defence Minister Richard Marles and Foreign Minister Penny Wong met with U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin in Washington D.C. for the annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial (AUSMIN) meeting.

Following the talks, Austin declared that the United States “will not allow Australia to have a capability gap going forward.”

“Our goal is to design the optimal pathway for Australia to get a nuclear-powered conventionally armed submarines as quickly as possible,” he told reporters, referring to the Australia’s acquisition of nuclear submarines under the AUKUS alliance.

“We recognise where Australia is and when its capability begins to diminish. And, of course, we will address all of that in that pathway that we create.”

Australia’s Navy is expected to experience a capability gap as the first nuclear submarines under the AUKUS agreement will not be ready until the 2030s at the earliest.

This means the life of existing aging diesel-powered Collins Class submarines will likely need to be extended.

Austin announced there would be an increase in rotations for U.S. air, land, and sea forces, including bomber task forces and fighters, to Australia to help with interoperability and increase the presence of U.S. forces in the region.

“The details of those rotations will be worked out by our staffs and announced later. We don’t have a specific to announce to you today, but we do have a commitment between our two countries to do what we just described,” Austin said.

The two governments have also agreed to a continued effort to find ways to integrate defence industrial bases further.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] (L-R) Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defense Richard Marles, Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin participate in a joint news conference after the 32nd annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial Consultations at the U.S. State Department in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 6, 2022 (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)


Marles, who is also the deputy prime minister, said creating a seamless defence industrial base between both countries was important.

“We’re at a point now where we need to be building as much cooperation as possible,” he said.

“If we do see an uplift in the Australian defense industry, that makes a contribution to the capability of our collective effort.”

Pursuing nuclear submarine capability would be most important for Australia’s capability.

Previously, Marles indicated that the Australian Defence Force needed to step up and enhance its self-reliance to act on its own terms when the time calls for it.

The defence ministers from AUKUS nations will also be meeting to further discuss ways optimal pathways for Australia to acquire nuclear submarines.


Read MoreUS Navy Needs to Help Australia Defend Its Waters: Former Navy Secretary
Australia Must Strengthen Military Capability, Have Less Reliance on US: Defense Minister




Beijing Aggression Driving Closer Australia-US Military Cooperation

Austin said the Chinese communist regime was challenging the vision of a region free from coercion and intimidation.

“United States and Australia share a vision of a region where countries can determine their own futures,” Austin said.

“Unfortunately, that vision is being challenged today. China’s dangerous and coercive actions throughout the Indo-Pacific, including around Taiwan, and toward the Pacific Island countries, and in the East and South China Seas, threaten regional peace and stability.”

Blinken also reiterated a comment by President Joe Biden that the United States “will not leave Australia alone on the pitch.”

“When it comes to Chinese economic coercion, Australia has done an extraordinary job of standing up to that coercion and coming out in a better and stronger place,” he said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defence Richard Marles speaks at a press conference during the 32nd annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial (AUSMIN) consultations at the State Department in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 6, 2022. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)


Marles said the democratic world faced the most complex and precarious strategic environment since World War II, with the global rules-based order under pressure in the Indo-Pacific and Ukraine.

While Marles and Wong also strongly condemned Russia for its invasion of Ukraine, China was not specifically referred to for its actions in the Info-Pacific.

However, Wong did state that Australia valued its relationship with Taiwan.

“We collectively have a strong stake in preserving peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait,” she said.

“We value our long-standing unofficial relationship with Taiwan, underpinned by cultural, economic, and people-to-people ties. And that’s how we’ll continue to engage in a manner that is consistent with a long-standing bipartisan one-China policy.”

Japan Invited to Join Efforts

Blinken also revealed that Australia and the United States were looking towards Japan to increase military cooperation in the region further.

“We agreed to enhance trilateral defence cooperation and to invite Japan to integrate into our force posture initiatives in Australia,” he said.

Following AUSMIN and AUKUS talks, Marles and Wong will fly to Japan to hold “2+2” talks on Dec. 9.

“We look forward to being able to have more engagement with Japan,” Marles said.

“It is a great outcome of today’s meeting that we can go to Japan at the end of this week, with an invitation for Japan to be participating in more exercises with Australia and the United States.”
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Australia’s Major Airlines on Consumer Watchdog’s Radar as Ticket Prices Surge
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Australia’s consumer watchdog has started to scrutinise local airlines after finding airfares have increased dramatically since early this year, with no sign of relief for the upcoming Christmas holidays.

As the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) released its latest quarterly airline competition report, the agency said it would keep a close eye on aviation companies after three main operators in the market projected significant profits in the 2022-2023 financial year.

Qantas forecasted that it would achieve a profit before tax of between $1.35 billion (US$900 million) and $1.45 billion in the first half of 2022-23 after reporting an underlying loss before tax of $1.86 billion in the previous financial year.

While Virgin Australia and Rex did not come up with a specific figure, both airlines expected to return to profitability in 2022-2023.

The report also noted that the passenger market shares stabilised in 2022 following the sharp volatility witnessed in the two years of border restrictions and lockdowns.

As of October 2022, Qantas accounted for 38 percent of the domestic passenger market, while the market share of its subsidiary Jetstar climbed slightly to 23.1 percent, resulting in a combined market share of 61.1 percent for the Qantas Group.

At the same time, Virgin Australia’s market share reached 33.6 percent in October 2022 after a slight increase, while Rex’s remained stable at 5.3 percent during the month.

Surging Airfares

The report indicated that domestic airfares soared by 27 percent on average between October 2019 and October 2022, with prices increasing considerably since January 2022.

ACCC commissioner Anna Brakey said the price hikes resulted from a highly “changeable” travel market.

“Airfares have risen due to strong demand for travel and constrained supply as airlines have scaled back their schedules in response to high jet fuel costs and operational challenges,” she said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Virgin Australia wide-body aircrafts are seen parked in the Brisbane Airport in Brisbane, Australia, on Aug. 5, 2020. (Albert Perez/Getty Images)


Among the airfare classes, “discounted economy” fares saw the most significant growth in the past three years due to strong demand and reduced capacity, with the price index hitting a 15-year high at one point.

Specifically, the ACCC found that the average fare for the discounted economy class in November 2022 was more than double what it was in April 2022.

In contrast, higher-priced flexible economy and business airfares were not subject to much volatility and remained below pre-COVID-19 prices in November 2022.

“We accept that the airlines are still experiencing some pandemic-related resource challenges, but the ACCC will be monitoring them closely to ensure they return capacity to the market in a timely manner to start easing pressure on airfares,” Brakey said.

“We would be concerned if airlines withheld capacity to keep airfares high.”

Regarding the factors affecting prices, the report said the level of competition on a particular route mainly determined airfares.

However, ticket prices were also driven by the timing of the booking, ticket demand, and the corporate strategy of airlines.

“In the current climate of high airfares, competition is more important than ever in helping to constrain prices and giving consumers more choice,” the commissioner said.

Fewer Flight Cancellations and Delays

While surging prices may not be what travellers want to hear, the report revealed that flight cancellations and delays were getting closer to normal levels.

In October 2022, airlines cancelled around 2.9 percent of domestic flights on average, a noticeable drop compared to the 6.4 percent in July.

Jetstar reported the most significant number of flight cancellations among aviation companies at 3.9 percent, followed by Virgin at 3.6 percent and Qantas and Rex at 2.2 percent.

Meanwhile, flight delays across the industry decreased sharply from 45 percent in July to 30 percent in October. Nevertheless, the figure was still much higher than the long-term average of 18 percent.

There was also an update on the new low-cost carrier Bonza.

The report said while the company had acquired its second Boeing 737 Max 8 jet for the low-cost segment of the market, Bonza’s October launch was delayed further as it continued to work with the safety regulator to obtain an air operator certificate.

The new airline is expected to improve the capacity of the domestic passenger market and provide consumers with more choices.
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Canadian Investment in China at Risk of Complicity in Human Rights Abuses, Experts Warn
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Experts call for decoupling with China, as Canadians are unknowingly complicit in China’s human rights abuses when Ottawa invests in Chinese firms that are supporting the regime’s repressions, a House committee heard from testimonies.

A recent report from the UK-based NGO Hong Kong Watch said that at least three federal and six provincial pension funds—including the Canada Pension Plan Investment Board (CPPIB)—have invested in Morgan Stanley indices that include 12 Chinese companies involved in Beijing’s forced labour and internment campaigns targeting the Uyghurs in China’s Xinjiang Province.

“China is now using advanced technology surveillance equipment against the Uyghur people, but also in Tibet, Mongolia, and against members of Christian house churches across China,” Margaret McCuaig-Johnston, senior fellow at the University of Ottawa, told MPs in the House Canada-China committee on Dec. 6.

“What would Canadians think if they knew that the CPPIB has more than a billion of their dollars invested in Tencent, which owns WeChat, which is being used to monitor and censor the communications of Uyghurs, Tibetans, and zero-COVID protesters?”

McCuaig-Johnston also called out other Chinese companies involved in Beijing’s repressions, including Alibaba, which makes video cameras that she said are used to censor Uyghurs in indoctrination camps and prisons.

Neusoft, a Chinese tech firm in which CCPIB and Quebec’s Caisse de Depot pension fund reportedly have investments, has also been asked by Beijing “to build a system to target journalists, migrant women, and international students so that public security authorities can quickly locate them and obstruct their work,” according to McCuaig-Johnston.

“We’re often told by CPPIB that the board invests in companies, not in countries. But when Chinese authorities ask a company to design even more repressive surveillance equipment to use against certain categories of citizens, that argument falls apart,” she said.

“Companies in China fall under government direction, not just market forces, and they now all have Communist Party committees that are increasingly active in decision making.”

Complicit Through Investment

Dr. Charles Burton, senior fellow at the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, also noted that Canadian investments in China will also likely be fuelling the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) global influence operation and geostrategic ambition.

“The People’s Republic of China, Chinese Communist Party regime is an integrated party-state-military-security-industrial complex, under which, as they put it: the party’s leadership is absolute, powerful, comprehensive, and unified,” Burton said.

“So all business enterprises in China are subject to the direction and coordination by the Chinese Communist Party, and are able to be deployed for non-commercial regime strategic purposes, and we see a lot of this, unfortunately. There are no Chinese industrial commercial enterprises existing independently from China’s party state.”

Burton pointed to major Chinese firms like Huawei, which, though not deemed as state-owned enterprises, are “still integral components of China’s Communist Party regime,” and it is therefore banned from participating in Canada’s 5G telecommunications network. In turn, he said Chinese enterprises can also draw on Chinese military and intelligence services to obtain technology and data to their commercial advantage, including to conduct economic espionage.

Overall, the integrated nature of the Chinese regime allows Beijing to mobilize businesses to further its purposes, such as technology transfer, espionage, and geostrategic advantage, according to Burton, who pointed to several examples of Beijing using economic coercion to pressure foreign governments into complying with its non-economic demands.

“Investment by Canada in Chinese business carries the risk of our becoming complicit in all of these things that I’ve mentioned above, even if rigorous due diligence is done before investment is made.”

Recommendations

McCuaig-Johnston provided several recommendations to remedy the situation, with the first being the creation of an entity list to prohibit Canadian investment in named Chinese genocide and forced labor companies.

Canadian pension and university funds must increase transparency about their investments in China and allow discussion with civil society about their investments.

“If a Chinese surveillance company wants a confidentiality, CPPIB respects that and it does not publish information that is commercially sensitive in some circumstances—these practices obscure investments that are harming human rights,” McCuaig-Johnston said.

She also recommended that a higher ethic bar be set for Crown Corporations and that the government identify human rights as a principal concern. Its Code of Ethics should be mandated by the government, whether federal or provincial.

Lastly, she urged that the pension funds take into consideration the economic and geopolitical risks regarding Chinese investments, including the tech sector, real estate, unexpected regulations, and Beijing’s threats against regional allies like Taiwan.
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Judge Dismisses Lawsuit Against Saudi Prince Over Khashoggi Killing Citing Biden Immunity
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A federal judge in Washington dismissed a lawsuit against Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman on Tuesday for the 2018 murder of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi, citing President Joe Biden’s grant of immunity.

U.S. District Judge John Bates decided to defer to the Biden administration’s mid-November decision to grant immunity to the Saudi crown prince, despite his hesitation.

According to Bates, any other option would “unduly interfere” with the executive branch’s power to make foreign policy.

“Despite the Court’s uneasiness, then, with both the circumstances of bin Salman’s appointment and the credible allegations of his involvement in Khashoggi’s murder, the United States has informed the Court that he is immune, and bin Salman is therefore ‘entitled to head of state immunity … while he remains in office,'” Bates wrote in his 25-page ruling (pdf).

Bates was referring to the fact that Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud only officially designated the crown prince as prime minister in September, four years after Khashoggi’s murder and after the lawsuit against the crown prince was filed.

[image: A picture of slain Saudi journalist Jamal Kashoggi,] A picture of slain Saudi journalist Jamal Kashoggi is displayed during a ceremony near the Saudi Arabia consulate in Istanbul on Oct. 2, 2019. (Lefteris Pitarakis/AP)


Plaintiff Considering ‘All Options’

Khashoggi’s widow Hatice Cengiz and Democracy for the Arab World Now (DAWN), an advocacy organization founded by Khashoggi, filed the legal action against the Saudi crown prince and other defendants in 2020.

“While we are disappointed in the decision, we will consider all options to continue our legal challenges to MBS’s criminal behavior,” DAWN Executive Director Sarah Leah Whitson said in a statement referring to the crown prince by his initials.

DAWN noted that the Saudi king’s royal decree appointed bin Salman prime minister six days before the Oct. 3 deadline for the Biden administration to intervene in the lawsuit, characterizing it as “a last ditch effort to escape the jurisdiction of the court.”

The organization also disputed the court’s ruling to dismiss DAWN’s case against two other defendants, Saud al-Qahtani and Ahmed al-Assiri, on jurisdictional grounds.

U.S. intelligence officials believe Khashoggi was tortured, killed, and dismembered at the Saudi consulate in Instanbul on Oct. 2, 2018, at the order of the crown prince, who has been the kingdom’s de facto ruler for several years.

Khashoggi had attended the consulate to obtain the papers required to wed Cengiz, a Turkish national. She waited outside the consulate for more than 12 hours “in a desperate and tormented state” for her fiance to return, the judge noted.

Although the prince has denied ordering Khashoggi’s murder, he later admitted that it happened “under my watch.”

[image: Hatice] Hatice Cengiz, fiancee of the murdered Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, talks to Reuters outside Justice Palace, the Caglayan Courthouse, after attending a trial on the killing of Khashoggi at the Saudi Arabian Consulate, in Istanbul, on April 7, 2022. (Murad Sezer/Reuters)


Unduly Interfering

Bates noted in his ruling that the judicial branch believes it appropriate to defer to the executive branch’s foreign immunity determinations “when the conduct of foreign affairs is involved.”

“As the branch of government primarily responsible for international affairs and diplomacy, the Executive Branch may be hindered or embarrassed should the judiciary second-guess its foreign immunity decisions,” Bates wrote.

According to Bates, it is well-established in the “chess game that is diplomacy” that “judicial interference” is not advisable in such a situation where the executive branch may grant immunity “as a bargaining counter in complex diplomatic negotiations” and where denials could “preclude a significant diplomatic advance.”

“These considerations are no less present when the circumstances of a head of state’s appointment are suspect: the Executive Branch remains responsible for foreign affairs, including with Saudi Arabia, and a contrary decision on bin Salman’s immunity by this Court would unduly interfere with those responsibilities all the same,” Bates wrote.

“If the immunity determination was in front of the Court without input from the Executive Branch, the Court certainly would consider plaintiffs’ arguments about whether, as a substantive matter, bin Salman was entitled to head-of-state immunity,” the judge added.

“But because the United States has determined that bin Salman is so entitled, ‘the doctrine of the separation of powers under our Constitution requires us to assume that all pertinent considerations have been taken into account by the [Executive Branch] in reaching [its] conclusion.'”

Bates, therefore, dismissed the claims against bin Salman based on head-of-state immunity.
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MPs Express Frustration at Lack of Clarity in Proposed Amendments to Firearms Bill
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There were questions and frustration at a committee meeting on the federal government’s proposed amendments to its firearms legislation, Bill C-21.

“They did it all backwards,” said Bloc Québécois MP Kristina Michaud, through a parliamentary interpreter. “It’s difficult to find your way through such a binder and explain to constituents what this is all about,” she said during the Dec. 6 meeting of the Standing Committee on Public Safety. The binder of proposed changes to Bill C-21 runs well over 400 pages, and was added on Nov. 22.

Michaud said the proposals to significantly expand the list of banned guns are confusing, and she spent nearly an hour questioning witnesses from the Department of Justice and the RCMP, trying to nail down some definitions of what types of guns could be banned, and why.

“As long as the parliamentarians sitting at this table don’t have the tools to be able to clearly explain this in 15 seconds or less, what this amendment is intended to do, we’ll never find an agreement,” she said. “And to add to all of that, the Minister of Public Safety and even the Prime Minister have hinted in the last couple of days that weapons or guns used just in hunting might be found in this list, so one, or a thousand, how are we supposed to find that? … How is the public supposed to be able to identify these guns?”

An exchange between Michaud and Murray Smith, a witness and technical specialist with the Canadian Firearms Program, was fairly typical.

“It’s been brought to our attention that certain weapons added to the schedule are guns that are reasonably used for hunting,” said Michaud, referring to a model of shotgun made by Benelli.

She asked why one version of the gun is on the banned list, while another is not, based on factors like the configuration of the stock.

“Are we to understand from these characteristics that one model will be prohibited, and one won’t, according to the shape of the handle?” she asked.

Murray Smith replied there are a variety of factors used in classifying guns.

“I can’t speak directly to what was in the mind of the policy-maker who made the decision to create this list,” said Smith. “However, by analyzing paragraph 7 it’s plain that those models of the Benelli Model M1 and M3 which are in a hunting configuration are exempted … and those which are in tactical configuration are prohibited.”

Michaud followed up: “So it’s somewhat the look that draws the line?”

“It’s the totality of the characteristics,” said Smith. “There would be combination of accessories, which you could describe as appearance, a combination of physical characteristics, length and configuration of the stock, configuration for the sights, plus the tactical versions generally have a shorter barrel than the hunting shotguns, and may have a larger magazine as well,” he said.

Critics have pointed out hunting rifles like the Ruger No. 1 are targeted. It’s a single shot rifle that has to be reloaded after every shot. Another example is the Weatherby Mark 5, a bolt action hunting rifle.

Under questioning by Liberal MP Taleeb Noormohamed, Smith said that weapons like these would only be banned in calibres capable of a muzzle energy of 10,000 joules or more, which he explained covers very large calibres for things like hunting big game in Africa.

Smith said the prohibitions “would not apply to the Weatherby Mark V if it’s chambered for a calibre which produces energies of less than 10,000 joules,” he said. “These are ordinary common calibers used by hunters in Canada, so there’s lots of calibers available and lots of calibers in common use which are nowhere near as energetic as 10,000 joules,” he said.

There appears to be a groundswell of opposition to the amendments. Provincial governments in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta have already said they oppose it. Earlier this week, NDP MP Charlie Angus, who represents a northern Ontario riding, on Twitter called the amendments “hugely problematic and must be fixed.”

And the Dec. 6 meeting was on the same day as when one of the country’s largest indigenous groups released a statement expressing concern about the proposed legislation.

“Our people can’t afford to have our guns taken away, especially when we are trying to put food in the table during these unprecedented times,” said FSIN Vice Chief Heather Bear in the statement. “This legislation has the potential to do real harm to our First Nations.” The FSIN represents 74 First Nations in Saskatchewan.

Michaud proposed a motion to add more hearings and witnesses independent of government to the committee’s schedule, but it did not pass.
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Alberta to Import 5 Million Bottles of Children’s Pain, Fever Meds From Turkey
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EDMONTON—In what would be a relief to Alberta parents with sick children at the height of respiratory virus season, the government announced Dec. 6 that 5 million bottles of children’s acetaminophen and ibuprofen from the country of Turkey will be imported into the province via 10 air shipments.

The government ordered the drugs at a premium cost from Atabay Pharmaceuticals and Fine Chemicals, a Turkish drug manufacturer based in Istanbul, and is now trying to get approval from Health Canada as required. The contract with the manufacturer is still being finalized. As soon as the licensing is complete, the government plans to distribute the shipment to various community and retail pharmacies, and will subsidize the cost to allow parents to purchase the medication at the normal retail price.

There has been at least a two-month shortage of both generic and brand-name Advil and Tylenol, partially contributing to overflowing waiting rooms at the province’s children’s hospitals. The province said it expects 500,000 bottles will be required for the remainder of flu season, and said extras could be shared with some of the other provinces and territories facing shortages once Alberta has the supply it requires.

Shortage for Months

Margaret Wing, CEO of the Alberta Pharmacists’ Association, said “there simply hasn’t been enough supply,” even though pharmacists have sourced ingredients and compounded medication from raw ingredients to help sick children.

The medication will be manufactured at a Health Canada-approved facility overseas and packaging will follow Health Canada guidelines. Drugs imported to Canada must meet safety, quality, and efficacy regulations set out by Health Canada in order to be authorized for import, said the province.

Atabay supplies various Western countries around the world including the United States, United Kingdom, Germany, France, and others.

Jason Copping, the province’s health minister, said the shortages have meant “busy hospitals and doctors’ offices, as parents run out of options to treat their little ones. The strain on our system is real, and we are doing everything in our power to ease the burden on our health-care system in whatever way we can.”

Danielle Smith, premier of Alberta, said the shortage has been an issue across the country, “with Alberta being in the same boat as all the other provinces.”

“It’s distressing to our families and to our Health Care Professionals when symptoms can’t be treated at home,” she said. “Many families are feeling overwhelmed dealing with especially fevers, coughs and other issues with their kids.”

The premier said the government is expediting the process and working cooperatively with Alberta Health to get all necessary approvals in place, “so we can load this massive shipment of pain relief medication on to the airplanes we’ve secured to bring this pain relief medication to Alberta families and children.”
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Kamloops, BC, Company Slays Industry Giants to Win Acoustic Guitar of the Year
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Growing up in a family-run music store, Mike Miltimore was comfortable as a preteen pulling apart guitars, understanding how they worked and putting them back together.

He has fond memories of flipping through the Musical Merchandise Review magazine to see what products industry insiders from across North America picked as the best each year.

“We would wait for the award section to come out to see if our products that we had in our store were listed in there and if what we voted for was one that won,” he said.

“It was always an exciting moment. My dad would wait for me to get back from school so we could look at the magazine together.”

Decades later, Miltimore’s own Kamloops, B.C., company has triumphed over industry giants to see one of its models named by the magazine’s subscribers as acoustic guitar of the year.

Riversong Guitars and its River Pacific P2P GA design beat out Taylor, Yamaha and Martin guitars to walk away with the title.

Miltimore said it’s the first time a Canadian company has won in the category.

“It’s a true David versus Goliath moment. Their coffee budget, I am sure, in probably one month, is more than our entire marketing budget,” Miltimore said of his competitors.

“It’s a bit of a testament to innovation, to building quality product, to doing something outside of the box, that the dealers and the industry voice has voted us as being not only a contender, but the winner.”

In celebrating the River Pacific, the magazine writes that the guitar is “both visually stunning and remarkably comfortable to play.”

“Every now and again, a smaller brand manages to sneak up and eke out a win in categories traditionally dominated by ‘the big boys’ and this year Mike Miltimore’s team of Canadian craftspeople did just that,” the magazine says.

The patented adjustable neck runs through the body of the guitar, allowing it to better resonate with less bulk.

“(The neck) can be adjusted precisely for string height so it doesn’t hurt your fingers, so that it can accommodate for different humidity and temperature changes, or just your playing style, whether you want to play slide guitar, or fingerpick or electric-style guitar,” he said.

Miltimore said since the winners were announced, his company has been flooded with orders and messages of support from Canadians.

“For me, this award is not just an award for Riversong Guitars, or for the Kamloops area, or B.C. It’s an award for small-town Canada that really puts us on the map,” he said.

“And for us to win, that is a win for all of us and that’s a thing that means a lot to me.”
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Alberta Introduces Bill to End Squatters’ Rights
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EDMONTON—The Alberta government introduced a new law on Dec. 5 to stop squatters from taking over someone’s land. If passed, private landowners would have the same protections previously only governments could use to defend against squatters.

Tyler Shandro, Alberta’s justice minister, said at a news conference on Dec. 5: “Albertans value their land. They work hard to earn it, they work hard to maintain it, and they work hard to improve it. It’s their home, their place of relaxation and recreation, and for some Albertans, like our farmers and ranchers, the land is also their livelihood.”

Shandro said the law needs to be changed to protect the property rights of landowners. Under current law, said Shandro, it’s possible for someone who has been squatting on land to go to court and potentially claim ownership, which in Alberta is called adverse possession.

Shandro said provinces that have the constitutional authority over property “must step up and defend property rights.”

Evict Squatters

If passed, Bill 3 will ensure that someone who is not the registered owner of a piece of property cannot try to take ownership by going to court. “It would save landowners from the worry that they currently have of losing their land and needing to monitor it to prevent people from taking possession,” said Shandro.

Existing laws say anyone “occupying” someone else’s land must be doing it visibly, preventing the actual landowner from using it, and the landowner must be aware of it. Landowners must ensure no one is using their land on an ongoing basis, monitor their property lines, and continually repair fences to prevent claims of ownership on their land.

Currently, the law in Alberta also allows someone who occupies a private owner’s land for 10 years to claim ownership of the land. Public land, municipal land, and irrigation districts are exempted from claims.

If the law passes, the registered owner of a piece of land would be able to get a court order to regain possession from a squatter at any time.

There have been previous attempts through private members’ bills to pass similar legislation, but all have failed.

Lawyer Peter Dobbie, property rights and farmers’ advocate for Alberta, said only a few jurisdictions in Canada still have “archaic” adverse possession laws on the books.

Bill 3, the Property Rights Statutes Amendment Act, 2022, will amend three other acts—the Law of Property Act, the Land Titles Act, and the Limitations Act—to eliminate Alberta’s adverse possession laws. These laws have been used in land disputes between neighbors over property lines, and also when someone starts living on another person’s land.

The Alberta government said that landowners have been asking governments to abolish adverse possession for over 10 years. The government has put out a fact sheet on the proposed bill and how it would affect landowners.

“The Canadian Bill of Rights passed in 1960, by prime minister John Diefenbaker protects ‘the enjoyment of property and the right not to be deprived thereof except by due process of law.’ Unfortunately, the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms which was enacted in 1982 does not enshrine property rights for the individual.”

Paul McLauchlin, president of Rural Municipalities of Alberta, said: “Protecting property rights is crucial, especially in rural areas where property lines may not be easily visible. The Government of Alberta’s decision to no longer allow adverse possession will protect rural property owners and ensure that land titles remain the primary determiner of property ownership.”
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Alleged Attacker of Anti-CCP Protester Arrested in Australia
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Australian police have arrested a 30-year-old man in connection with an assault on protestors against the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in Canberra, Australia.

Kang Zhao, who was arrested by Australian authorities on Dec. 5 at Sydney Airport as he sought to leave the country, appeared via audio-visual link in the ACT Magistrates Court today on Dec. 7, The Canberra Times reported.

Special Magistrate Margaret Hunter charged Zhao with assault causing actual bodily harm and robbery over an incident in Acton in October, in which he is alleged to have assaulted Canberran human rights and anti-CCP advocate and damaged her mobile phone.

William Chan, Zhao’s lawyer, said his client would not be entering any plea or applying for bail.

“We’re not ready yet; we understand the defendant is an illegal immigrant at the moment,” said Chan, who also appeared via video link from Sydney.

The Canberra Times reported that the ACT police are expected to apply for a criminal justice visa on Zhao’s behalf.

Zhao, who was remanded in custody, is scheduled to face court again in Canberra on Dec. 19.

Assault on Canberran Human Rights Advocate and CCP Critic

The alleged assault occurred at the same time a group of Falun Gong advocates were running a human rights rally to raise awareness of the CCP’s persecution of the group in China at the Floriade flower festival in Canberra, Australia’s capital.

Falun Gong, also known as Falun Dafa, is a spiritual group consisting of meditative exercises and moral teachings centred on truthfulness, compassion, and tolerance. It is a Buddhist meditation practice that has been persecuted in mainland China since 1999.

Nancy Dong, the human rights advocate and CCP critic who was allegedly attacked by Zhao, told The Epoch Times she had returned to her car and found two Chinese men graffitiing the Chinese signage on her car that read, “End the evil CCP.”

Dong began to record the two men with her phone before one of them snatched it and proceeded to assault her.




⁦@OzraeliAvi⁩

CCP followers damaged and attacked Australia “End CCP” display car😱 pic.twitter.com/dCpKpORCcs

— Lucy Zhao (@LucyZha94759559) October 4, 2022






“This young man then grabbed my neck with his elbow, lifted me up, and threw me to the ground. He then started to kick and punch me. I almost fainted from the fall, and I lost the ability to resist his attack,” Dong alleged.

The alleged altercation led to bruises on Dong’s arms and injuries to her lower body that forced her to require the use of crutches to be mobile.

While the two men spray-painted Dong’s car, a woman is also alleged to have played lookout for them. The police have released pictures of the three and sought information about them.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Nancy Dong was assaulted while protesting against the Chinese Communist Party in Canberra on Oct. 4, 2022. (Song Hua/The Epoch Times)


Despite being a victim herself, Dong said she felt sorry for those who attacked her.

“These young people are about the same age as my child[ren],” she told The Epoch Times. “I feel so bad to see that the CCP has educated young people to be so vicious and brutal.”

The matter remains under investigation by police. Anyone who has any information that can assist police is urged to contact Crime Stoppers at 1800 333 000 or on the Crime Stoppers ACT website. Please quote reference 7234672. Information can be provided anonymously.

Arrest Comes As Overseas Chinese Protest against CCP

The incident comes amid a growing wave of activism against the Chinese regime, which has seen protests against the CCP pop up in China and abroad.

In Sydney, over 100 protesters from all different backgrounds, ethnicities and political views came together, citing a sense of duty they felt to speak for their brothers and sisters back in China who do not enjoy the same extent of freedom to speak their minds.

Shouting slogans like “Xi Jinping, step down, CCP, step down,” the protesters rallied in front of Sydney’s Town Hall to decry the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and its leader Xi Jinping on Saturday night as those concerned about China’s lack of freedoms and human rights gathered to remember the tragedies unfolding over the last three years in China under the far-left CCP’s so-called “zero-COVID” virus elimination policies.

One of the protest organisers, an international student from Shanghai, Laura Nguyen, who was supported by the socialist group Solidarity, said that people gathered at the rally were “different on the political spectrum.”

“Yet, we’re standing here for the same reason: human rights, freedom, and democracy,” she said.

Another young feminist activist, who goes by the alias “Horror Zoo” for safety reasons, told The Epoch Times that she and her friends were attending the rally to call for freedom and democracy.

“Even though the CCP has already lifted the lockdown restrictions, lots of protesters and activists are still in prison, and the CCP is still in power. And so I feel I have the responsibility to come here and speak for the Chinese people who don’t have freedom, don’t have democracy,” she said.

She said that the mass backlash against the CCP’s rule in China in recent weeks reveals that “the CCP is very evil.”

“The CCP is a dictatorship; they only care about their power; they want to lock the people in their homes. When we see that the rest of the world has already learned to live with COVID-19, but China still keeps this policy, this means that this is not for protection from COVID; this policy is for restricting people, for locking people in a cage. This is the CCP,” she said.

The protests also follow a wave of people signing online withdrawals from the CCP and its affiliated resignations, with over 400 million Chinese people quitting the CCP and signing on to the “End CCP” movement for people outside mainland China to show their support.

Mel Sun contributed to this report.
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Penn State Chinese Students Rally in Solidarity With White Paper Revolution Protests in China
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Some 50 students gathered at Penn State’s main campus on Dec. 2 for a candlelight vigil in memory of the victims of the Urumqi fire that sparked protests in China.

Under a lit Christmas tree in front of the Allen St. Gate, the students held white papers to show solidarity with the so-called White Paper Revolution.

They shouted their demands in both Chinese and English to protest against the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

Some students also put up posters and slogans on a nearby fence with words in English and Chinese.

“No more zero COVID, we need to eat,” “No more lockdowns, we need freedom,” “No more lies, we need dignity,” “No more Cultural Revolution, we need reforms,” “No more dictators, we need voting,” “No more slaves, we need citizens.”

One by one, students placed flowers in front of the slogans and lit candles in memory of the victims in Urumqi.

The White Paper Revolution was sparked by a deadly apartment fire in the Chinese city of Urumqi on Nov. 24 that killed ten people and injured nine others.

Many blame strict COVID-19 measures for delaying rescue efforts at the apartment building, which had been in lockdown for months.

Former ‘Little Pinko’

Lucy (a pseudonym), a fourth-year Penn State student from mainland China, told The Epoch Times how she now saw the evil of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

“It’s a long story,” Lucy said. “I have been thinking about CCP for the longest time.”

Lucy said when she was still in China, she was constantly being told by her teachers, her families, her neighbors, and everyone “how amazing our government is,” and “how they help us to grow,” “the government has made so many sacrifices, helps people to have a better living.”

Lucy said she never doubted it, even after she arrived in the United States. “When I have a conversation with my classmate. They were saying that the Chinese government is a dictatorship. And I always defend them every time, or I don’t say anything. But I don’t believe anything they say,” she said.

However, in the past few years, Lucy and her friends have frequently discussed China’s rulers, and she heard many different opinions.

“And I think it changed me when COVID started,” she said.

Lucy explained that after the pandemic began, the CCP implemented its Zero COVID policy and did everything possible to make the numbers look good.

“They didn’t care what happened to people,” Lucy said. “I’ve heard that a lot of people have died.”

Lucy said her brother, who was in college in China, couldn’t see their mom for four months.

And her best friend, who was also in college, currently cannot even get outside food. “She can’t get takeout food. She has to eat in the dining hall in college and can’t even get out of their dorm. They’re stuck in their dorm at their school and doing online courses,” she said.

Lucy said that more and more videos are coming out of the heavily sealed areas. She said she watched videos of heavily pregnant women and older people who died because they couldn’t get to the hospital in time. She also saw a video of a mother who jumped off a building because of depression while her daughter looked on.

All of this made her think deeply.

“Now I am standing up for the people,” she said. “I will be fighting for the end of the CCP. I’m standing with the people because I know that they are not the government for the people by the people. They are the government for themselves.”

Lucy encouraged more Chinese students to speak out.

“We all know what’s happening in China,” she said. “We are a young generation, and the future belongs to us. I know it’s hard, and people are worried that if I get out, it will involve my family. If I do this, someone will come looking for me. I know it’s scary, but we must stand up for ourselves,” Lucy said.

“Trust me. You’re not alone.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Posters and slogans protesting the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) were placed in front of the Allen St. Gate of Penn State’s main campus, Pa., on Dec. 2, 2022. (Serena Shi/The Epoch Times)


‘An Awakening Process’

Wallace (a pseudonym), a graduate student from mainland China, told The Epoch Times that he came to the rally to protest against the communist regime.

“The communist government is terrible,” said Wallace referring to the CCP’s human rights record.

“A lot of people are being deceived,” he added, in reference to the regime’s control of the media in China.

Wallace said he hopes to protest as much as possible so “To make our voices heard.”

Wallace said the protesting students in mainland China and overseas might have many different views.

Some students only protest the regime’s zero-COVID policy, while others hate Xi Jinping but are not opposed to the CCP.

“This is an awakening process, an awakening to human rights and freedom,” he added.

At the rally, a girl wearing a mask silently handed out leaflets that detailed the Urumqi fire, the zero-COVID policy, and how the CCP uses the Chinese Students and Scholars Association overseas to spy on Chinese students. A bolded paragraph on the flyer read: “Yes. We are not safe here either. They are watching us. If we are found, our families will become hostages.”

Another graduate student from mainland China, Selma (a pseudonym), said she came to protest because of the many human rights violations in mainland China due to the zero-COVID measures.

“I want Chinese people to be treated like adults,” Selma said. “My parents were randomly blocked from leaving their home for a week to half a month without formal notice,” she said.

Someone just showed up and said, “You’re blocked. You can’t leave your house. I think that’s ridiculous,” she said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Students hold a candlelight vigil in memory of the victims of the Urumqi fire in front of the Allen St. Gate on Penn State’s main campus on Dec. 2, 2022. (Serena Shi/The Epoch Times)


Showing Solidarity

Kenan, an international student from Hong Kong, faced the crowd and repeatedly shouted, “Free China, free Hong Kong, free Xinjiang, free Tibet.”

In tears, he told the gathering that from the streets of Hong Kong to here in the United States, he hoped more people would join the protest against the CCP.

“I’m happy to see that people in China finally have the courage to stand against the Chinese Communist Party. And just like Hong Kong did three years ago,” Kenan told The Epoch Times.

“I hope to support them in the fight for freedom. And together, I believe we can bring down the Chinese Communist Party,” he said.

Kenan said he felt grateful to see mainland Chinese students joining the protest crowd.

“I’m amazed that so many of them have come. And I know it takes a lot of courage to step out of their comfort zone and participate in this defense,” he said.

“And I hope more of them can join us and not just come out for this one. If I’ll probably keep standing up against the CCP, keep on resisting until the day we got freedom.”

Kenan offered a message to students from mainland China.

“I understand that there are a lot of risks, but I hope you will have the courage to stand up because if you don’t stand up now, more people will die at the hands of the CCP,” he said.

“One day, a tragedy may happen to you. So, if you don’t want tragedy to happen to you or those around you, then the best way to resist is to defeat the CCP and get freedom and democracy. You and your descendants will not have to suffer this tragedy again, and your descendants will always thank you for your courage.”

Hao and Guan from Taiwan were among the protesters holding white papers.

Hao said he didn’t expect that so many Chinese students would have joined the vigil.

“My impression is that most often, they don’t care about politics or their rights and liberty. But today, I’m really happy to see that there are a lot of people here who actually care about what is happening in China,” he said.

Guan said he was concerned that protest momentum in China will be lost.

“We’re already seeing the Chinese Communist Party changing their policy response to the protests, and they’re looking to ease up the lockdown. There’s the worry that after the softening up of the policy, people will stop protesting,” Guan said.

“The road to democracy takes more than just a week,” he said.

“I feel like people should be more patient, and people should keep coming out instead of just, oh, it’s softening up, so it’s okay,” he said.

Epoch Times reporter Serena Shi contributed to this report.
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The United States and Australia have committed to significantly increasing defence cooperation to plug Australia’s capability gap and counter the growing threat of Beijing in the Indo-Pacific region.

Australian Defence Minister Richard Marles and Foreign Minister Penny Wong met with U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin in Washington D.C. for the annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial (AUSMIN) meeting.

Following the talks, Austin declared that the United States “will not allow Australia to have a capability gap going forward.”

“Our goal is to design the optimal pathway for Australia to get a nuclear-powered conventionally armed submarines as quickly as possible,” he told reporters, referring to the Australia’s acquisition of nuclear submarines under the AUKUS alliance.

“We recognise where Australia is and when its capability begins to diminish. And, of course, we will address all of that in that pathway that we create.”

Australia’s Navy is expected to experience a capability gap as the first nuclear submarines under the AUKUS agreement will not be ready until the 2030s at the earliest.

This means the life of existing aging diesel-powered Collins Class submarines will likely need to be extended.

Austin announced there would be an increase in rotations for U.S. air, land, and sea forces, including bomber task forces and fighters, to Australia to help with interoperability and increase the presence of U.S. forces in the region.

“The details of those rotations will be worked out by our staffs and announced later. We don’t have a specific to announce to you today, but we do have a commitment between our two countries to do what we just described,” Austin said.

The two governments have also agreed to a continued effort to find ways to integrate defence industrial bases further.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] (L-R) Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defense Richard Marles, Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin participate in a joint news conference after the 32nd annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial Consultations at the U.S. State Department in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 6, 2022 (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)


Marles, who is also the deputy prime minister, said creating a seamless defence industrial base between both countries was important.

“We’re at a point now where we need to be building as much cooperation as possible,” he said.

“If we do see an uplift in the Australian defense industry, that makes a contribution to the capability of our collective effort.”

Pursuing nuclear submarine capability would be most important for Australia’s capability.

Previously, Marles indicated that the Australian Defence Force needed to step up and enhance its self-reliance to act on its own terms when the time calls for it.

The defence ministers from AUKUS nations will also be meeting to further discuss ways optimal pathways for Australia to acquire nuclear submarines.


Read MoreUS Navy Needs to Help Australia Defend Its Waters: Former Navy Secretary
Australia Must Strengthen Military Capability, Have Less Reliance on US: Defense Minister




Beijing Aggression Driving Closer Australia-US Military Cooperation

Austin said the Chinese communist regime was challenging the vision of a region free from coercion and intimidation.

“United States and Australia share a vision of a region where countries can determine their own futures,” Austin said.

“Unfortunately, that vision is being challenged today. China’s dangerous and coercive actions throughout the Indo-Pacific, including around Taiwan, and toward the Pacific Island countries, and in the East and South China Seas, threaten regional peace and stability.”

Blinken also reiterated a comment by President Joe Biden that the United States “will not leave Australia alone on the pitch.”

“When it comes to Chinese economic coercion, Australia has done an extraordinary job of standing up to that coercion and coming out in a better and stronger place,” he said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defence Richard Marles speaks at a press conference during the 32nd annual Australia-U.S. Ministerial (AUSMIN) consultations at the State Department in Washington, D.C., on Dec. 6, 2022. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)


Marles said the democratic world faced the most complex and precarious strategic environment since World War II, with the global rules-based order under pressure in the Indo-Pacific and Ukraine.

While Marles and Wong also strongly condemned Russia for its invasion of Ukraine, China was not specifically referred to for its actions in the Info-Pacific.

However, Wong did state that Australia valued its relationship with Taiwan.

“We collectively have a strong stake in preserving peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait,” she said.

“We value our long-standing unofficial relationship with Taiwan, underpinned by cultural, economic, and people-to-people ties. And that’s how we’ll continue to engage in a manner that is consistent with a long-standing bipartisan one-China policy.”

Japan Invited to Join Efforts

Blinken also revealed that Australia and the United States were looking towards Japan to increase military cooperation in the region further.

“We agreed to enhance trilateral defence cooperation and to invite Japan to integrate into our force posture initiatives in Australia,” he said.

Following AUSMIN and AUKUS talks, Marles and Wong will fly to Japan to hold “2+2” talks on Dec. 9.

“We look forward to being able to have more engagement with Japan,” Marles said.

“It is a great outcome of today’s meeting that we can go to Japan at the end of this week, with an invitation for Japan to be participating in more exercises with Australia and the United States.”
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Australia’s consumer watchdog has started to scrutinise local airlines after finding airfares have increased dramatically since early this year, with no sign of relief for the upcoming Christmas holidays.

As the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) released its latest quarterly airline competition report, the agency said it would keep a close eye on aviation companies after three main operators in the market projected significant profits in the 2022-2023 financial year.

Qantas forecasted that it would achieve a profit before tax of between $1.35 billion (US$900 million) and $1.45 billion in the first half of 2022-23 after reporting an underlying loss before tax of $1.86 billion in the previous financial year.

While Virgin Australia and Rex did not come up with a specific figure, both airlines expected to return to profitability in 2022-2023.

The report also noted that the passenger market shares stabilised in 2022 following the sharp volatility witnessed in the two years of border restrictions and lockdowns.

As of October 2022, Qantas accounted for 38 percent of the domestic passenger market, while the market share of its subsidiary Jetstar climbed slightly to 23.1 percent, resulting in a combined market share of 61.1 percent for the Qantas Group.

At the same time, Virgin Australia’s market share reached 33.6 percent in October 2022 after a slight increase, while Rex’s remained stable at 5.3 percent during the month.

Surging Airfares

The report indicated that domestic airfares soared by 27 percent on average between October 2019 and October 2022, with prices increasing considerably since January 2022.

ACCC commissioner Anna Brakey said the price hikes resulted from a highly “changeable” travel market.

“Airfares have risen due to strong demand for travel and constrained supply as airlines have scaled back their schedules in response to high jet fuel costs and operational challenges,” she said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Virgin Australia wide-body aircrafts are seen parked in the Brisbane Airport in Brisbane, Australia, on Aug. 5, 2020. (Albert Perez/Getty Images)


Among the airfare classes, “discounted economy” fares saw the most significant growth in the past three years due to strong demand and reduced capacity, with the price index hitting a 15-year high at one point.

Specifically, the ACCC found that the average fare for the discounted economy class in November 2022 was more than double what it was in April 2022.

In contrast, higher-priced flexible economy and business airfares were not subject to much volatility and remained below pre-COVID-19 prices in November 2022.

“We accept that the airlines are still experiencing some pandemic-related resource challenges, but the ACCC will be monitoring them closely to ensure they return capacity to the market in a timely manner to start easing pressure on airfares,” Brakey said.

“We would be concerned if airlines withheld capacity to keep airfares high.”

Regarding the factors affecting prices, the report said the level of competition on a particular route mainly determined airfares.

However, ticket prices were also driven by the timing of the booking, ticket demand, and the corporate strategy of airlines.

“In the current climate of high airfares, competition is more important than ever in helping to constrain prices and giving consumers more choice,” the commissioner said.

Fewer Flight Cancellations and Delays

While surging prices may not be what travellers want to hear, the report revealed that flight cancellations and delays were getting closer to normal levels.

In October 2022, airlines cancelled around 2.9 percent of domestic flights on average, a noticeable drop compared to the 6.4 percent in July.

Jetstar reported the most significant number of flight cancellations among aviation companies at 3.9 percent, followed by Virgin at 3.6 percent and Qantas and Rex at 2.2 percent.

Meanwhile, flight delays across the industry decreased sharply from 45 percent in July to 30 percent in October. Nevertheless, the figure was still much higher than the long-term average of 18 percent.

There was also an update on the new low-cost carrier Bonza.

The report said while the company had acquired its second Boeing 737 Max 8 jet for the low-cost segment of the market, Bonza’s October launch was delayed further as it continued to work with the safety regulator to obtain an air operator certificate.

The new airline is expected to improve the capacity of the domestic passenger market and provide consumers with more choices.
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Canadian Investment in China at Risk of Complicity in Human Rights Abuses, Experts Warn
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Experts call for decoupling with China, as Canadians are unknowingly complicit in China’s human rights abuses when Ottawa invests in Chinese firms that are supporting the regime’s repressions, a House committee heard from testimonies.

A recent report from the UK-based NGO Hong Kong Watch said that at least three federal and six provincial pension funds—including the Canada Pension Plan Investment Board (CPPIB)—have invested in Morgan Stanley indices that include 12 Chinese companies involved in Beijing’s forced labour and internment campaigns targeting the Uyghurs in China’s Xinjiang Province.

“China is now using advanced technology surveillance equipment against the Uyghur people, but also in Tibet, Mongolia, and against members of Christian house churches across China,” Margaret McCuaig-Johnston, senior fellow at the University of Ottawa, told MPs in the House Canada-China committee on Dec. 6.

“What would Canadians think if they knew that the CPPIB has more than a billion of their dollars invested in Tencent, which owns WeChat, which is being used to monitor and censor the communications of Uyghurs, Tibetans, and zero-COVID protesters?”

McCuaig-Johnston also called out other Chinese companies involved in Beijing’s repressions, including Alibaba, which makes video cameras that she said are used to censor Uyghurs in indoctrination camps and prisons.

Neusoft, a Chinese tech firm in which CCPIB and Quebec’s Caisse de Depot pension fund reportedly have investments, has also been asked by Beijing “to build a system to target journalists, migrant women, and international students so that public security authorities can quickly locate them and obstruct their work,” according to McCuaig-Johnston.

“We’re often told by CPPIB that the board invests in companies, not in countries. But when Chinese authorities ask a company to design even more repressive surveillance equipment to use against certain categories of citizens, that argument falls apart,” she said.

“Companies in China fall under government direction, not just market forces, and they now all have Communist Party committees that are increasingly active in decision making.”

Complicit Through Investment

Dr. Charles Burton, senior fellow at the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, also noted that Canadian investments in China will also likely be fuelling the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) global influence operation and geostrategic ambition.

“The People’s Republic of China, Chinese Communist Party regime is an integrated party-state-military-security-industrial complex, under which, as they put it: the party’s leadership is absolute, powerful, comprehensive, and unified,” Burton said.

“So all business enterprises in China are subject to the direction and coordination by the Chinese Communist Party, and are able to be deployed for non-commercial regime strategic purposes, and we see a lot of this, unfortunately. There are no Chinese industrial commercial enterprises existing independently from China’s party state.”

Burton pointed to major Chinese firms like Huawei, which, though not deemed as state-owned enterprises, are “still integral components of China’s Communist Party regime,” and it is therefore banned from participating in Canada’s 5G telecommunications network. In turn, he said Chinese enterprises can also draw on Chinese military and intelligence services to obtain technology and data to their commercial advantage, including to conduct economic espionage.

Overall, the integrated nature of the Chinese regime allows Beijing to mobilize businesses to further its purposes, such as technology transfer, espionage, and geostrategic advantage, according to Burton, who pointed to several examples of Beijing using economic coercion to pressure foreign governments into complying with its non-economic demands.

“Investment by Canada in Chinese business carries the risk of our becoming complicit in all of these things that I’ve mentioned above, even if rigorous due diligence is done before investment is made.”

Recommendations

McCuaig-Johnston provided several recommendations to remedy the situation, with the first being the creation of an entity list to prohibit Canadian investment in named Chinese genocide and forced labor companies.

Canadian pension and university funds must increase transparency about their investments in China and allow discussion with civil society about their investments.

“If a Chinese surveillance company wants a confidentiality, CPPIB respects that and it does not publish information that is commercially sensitive in some circumstances—these practices obscure investments that are harming human rights,” McCuaig-Johnston said.

She also recommended that a higher ethic bar be set for Crown Corporations and that the government identify human rights as a principal concern. Its Code of Ethics should be mandated by the government, whether federal or provincial.

Lastly, she urged that the pension funds take into consideration the economic and geopolitical risks regarding Chinese investments, including the tech sector, real estate, unexpected regulations, and Beijing’s threats against regional allies like Taiwan.
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House Unveils Military Defense Funding Bill That Would End COVID-19 Vaccine Mandate
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The U.S. House of Representatives on Dec. 6 included a provision that terminates the military’s COVID-19 vaccine mandate in its defense funding bill.

The new National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) (pdf) states that “Not later than 30 days after the date of the enactment of this Act, the Secretary of Defense shall rescind the mandate that members of the Armed Forces be vaccinated against COVID-19 pursuant to the memorandum dated August 24, 2021, regarding ‘Mandatory Coronavirus Disease 2019 Vaccination of Department of Defense Service Members.'”

The House Rules Committee released the text of the bill days after Rep. Adam Smith (D-Wash.), chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, revealed that lawmakers were discussing an end to the vaccine mandate.

“I was a very strong supporter of the vaccine mandate when we did it, a very strong supporter of the Covid restrictions put in place by DoD and others,” Smith told Politico. “But at this point in time, does it make sense to have that policy from August 2021? That is a discussion that I am open to and that we’re having.”

House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.), in a statement Tuesday, called the end of the military COVID-19 vaccine mandate a “victory for our military and for common sense.” He noted that the mandate “has already had negative consequences for our military.”

Critics of the mandate note that it has led to the removal of thousands of service members from the armed forces, scared off prospective recruits, and does little to protect the health of many members because of factors including how the vaccines are much less effective against the Omicron strain than earlier variants.

“The Army and Navy missed their 2022 recruitment goals by thousands of service members,” McCarthy said in his statement. “And, at the discretion of the Biden administration, the Defense Department discharged 3,300 Marines, 1,800 soldiers, 1,800 sailors, and 900 airmen simply based on their personal decision to not take the COVID vaccine. This decision was detrimental to the ranks, and there is no doubt it put our national security at risk.”

Mandate ‘Isn’t Worth it’

The costs to replace each member who has been discharged due to their refusal to get vaccinated—the military has denied en masse requests for religious exemptions—and other consequences, such as the impact on morale, shows the mandate “isn’t worth it,” Sen. Mike Lee (R-Utah) told reporters on Capitol Hill.

Lee was one of 20 GOP senators who announced in late November that they would vote against the NDAA unless it included the termination of the mandate.

McCarthy said on Sunday that Congress would “secure lifting that vaccine mandate on our military.” The NDAA would not advance without that, McCarthy added. He also suggested that he made this position clear to President Joe Biden as they met for the first time since Republicans secured a House majority in the next Congress.

On Tuesday, McCarthy said that those discharged based solely on their decision not to take the vaccine “deserve justice,” and that the Biden administration “must correct service records and not stand in the way of re-enlisting” any such service members.

“Make no mistake: this is a win for our military,” he added. “But in 28 days the real work begins—the new House Republican majority will work to finally hold the Biden administration accountable and assist the men and women in uniform who were unfairly targeted by this Administration.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Preventative Medicine Services NCOIC Sergeant First Class Demetrius Roberson prepares to administer a COVID-19 vaccine to a soldier in Fort Knox, Ky., on Sept. 9, 2021. (Jon Cherry/Getty Images)


White House Opposition

A veto-proof majority may be required to axe the mandate, which was announced in August 2021 by the Biden administration in the name of “military readiness.”

The White House told news outlets that McCarthy raised the issue during the meeting but that the administration wanted to keep the mandate in place.

“Leader McCarthy raised this with the President, and the President told him he would consider it,” a White House spokesperson said. “The Secretary of Defense has recommended retaining the mandate, and the President supports his position. Discussions about the NDAA are ongoing.”

Presidents can veto bills passed by Congress.

Overriding a veto requires a two-thirds vote in each chamber.

Dozens of Democrat senators and a number of Democrat House members would need to join Republicans to override a veto. Democrats have generally supported mandates during the pandemic, while Republicans have generally opposed them.

Defense Secretary

Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, a Biden appointee, told reporters over the weekend that he wants to keep the mandate in place, claiming it has “kept people healthy.” The Pentagon did not return a request for evidence to back the claim.

Austin said in a memorandum dated Aug. 24, 2021, to top military officials that he determined that a mandate was needed “to protect the Force and defend the American people.”

[image: Lloyd Austin] Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin speaks during a news conference at the Pentagon in Washington on Nov. 3, 2022. (Andrew Harnik/AP Photo)


The vaccines have provided little shielding against infection since Omicron emerged in late 2021, and the protection they provide against severe illness has gone down considerably.

Boosters shots were introduced because of the waning, but research suggests boosters provide a short-lived increase in protection. Every vaccine dose also carries the risk of side effects, including heart inflammation.

The military declined to require booster shots but has kept the primary series mandate in place. The primary series of the two most widely-administered vaccines, made by Moderna and Pfizer, consists of two doses.

“What I would tell you is as a warfighting organization, the health and readiness of our force is paramount. And vaccination for COVID is still a requirement,” Pentagon spokesman Brig. Gen. Pat Ryder said in a recent briefing.

“But, in terms of discussing proposed or pending legislation, I’m not going to be able to provide a comment on that and won’t have anything further to provide.”

Discharges

The military has forced out some members who refused to get a vaccine, primarily members who have not asked for exemptions or were denied religious exemptions.

The Marine Corps has discharged 3,717 members for vaccine refusal as of Nov. 30. The branch has approved just 23 religious exemption requests out of 3,740 lodged.

The Navy has kicked out 2,064 members for vaccine refusal as of Nov. 30. The Navy has granted 51 religious accommodation requests out of more than 4,000 lodged.

The Army has separated 1,841 soldiers for vaccine refusal as of Dec. 1. The Army has approved 123 religious exemption requests and rejected more than 1,900.

The Air Force had separated 834 members for vaccine refusal as of mid-July. It has stopped giving updates on separations and did not respond to a request for comment. The Air Force, like the other branches, has granted few religious exemptions.

Judges have found proof that the branches discriminated against religious members and have paused separations of Marine, Navy, and Air Force members seeking religious exemptions.
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Hertz to Pay $168 Million in Settlements Over False Robbery Claims, Which Led to Jailing of Customers
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Hertz, the rental car company, has agreed to pay $168 million to settle multiple claims in the United States over false car robbery charges against some of its customers, which led to imprisonment in many cases.

Customers of the rental car company alleged that they were pulled over, arrested, thrown in prison, and falsely charged with stealing Hertz’s vehicles.

The plaintiffs said that after Hertz employees could not find the rented vehicles or reported them overdue, the company was accused of filing charges, even if they were returned to car depots.

The company was then accused of falsely pressing non-payment charges against these customers who were innocent of car theft.

Hertz was also accused of failing to withdraw the false reports made to law enforcement, with some customers being held at gunpoint by the police while under arrest over the mix-up.

The plaintiffs also seek additional compensation over things ranging from lost wages to mental anguish.

The car rental also operates the Dollar and Thrifty rental services, meaning the claims likely involve all three brands.

Hertz Agrees To Pay Damages

Hertz began distributing its first round of settlement offers in June.

This month, the car service decided to settle another round of 364 claims, to resolve 95 percent of all remaining claims and pay around $168 million to the plaintiffs by the end of the year, according to a company press release released Dec. 5.

Hertz said it “expects to recover a meaningful portion of the settlement amount from its insurance carriers.”

Stephen Scherr was appointed CEO of Hertz in early February, with a promise to remedy the scandal as a top priority, and said that he would “do right” to customers who had been mistreated.

“My intention is to lead a company that puts the customer first,” said Scherr in a statement.

“While we will not always be perfect, the professionals at Hertz will continue to work every day to provide best-in-class service to the tens of millions of people we serve each year.”

“Moving forward, it is our intention to reshape the future of our company through electrification, shared mobility and a great digital-first customer experience,” he added.

Pandemic Era Bankruptcy

After taking a significant hit due to the pandemic, the car rental service filed for Chapter 11 protection in June 2020, with false arrest charges starting to become more common after that.

The lawyers for the customers calculated that the total amount of damages owed would be over $960 million before Hertz’s settlements, but the company said that the plaintiffs’ figure was exaggerated.

Meanwhile, Hertz spokesman Jonathan Stern said in June that Hertz was “reviewing and considering each claim” brought against them on their individual merits.”

“We have begun extending settlement offers to dozens of claimants and will continue to do so on a case by case basis,” he said.

Some cases were previously moved out of bankruptcy court to state courts.

Hertz stated that the legal settlement is unlikely to have a “material impact on its capital allocation plans for the balance of 2022 and 2023.”

According to court documents, Hertz filed about 3,365 police reports annually, accusing customers of car theft.

It is not known how many of Hertz’s car theft reports may have been improperly filed.

There are an estimated 30,000 rental cars stolen in the United States every year alone, to the National Insurance Crime Bureau.
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Judge Dismisses Lawsuit Against Saudi Prince Over Khashoggi Killing Citing Biden Immunity
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A federal judge in Washington dismissed a lawsuit against Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman on Tuesday for the 2018 murder of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi, citing President Joe Biden’s grant of immunity.

U.S. District Judge John Bates decided to defer to the Biden administration’s mid-November decision to grant immunity to the Saudi crown prince, despite his hesitation.

According to Bates, any other option would “unduly interfere” with the executive branch’s power to make foreign policy.

“Despite the Court’s uneasiness, then, with both the circumstances of bin Salman’s appointment and the credible allegations of his involvement in Khashoggi’s murder, the United States has informed the Court that he is immune, and bin Salman is therefore ‘entitled to head of state immunity … while he remains in office,'” Bates wrote in his 25-page ruling (pdf).

Bates was referring to the fact that Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud only officially designated the crown prince as prime minister in September, four years after Khashoggi’s murder and after the lawsuit against the crown prince was filed.

[image: A picture of slain Saudi journalist Jamal Kashoggi,] A picture of slain Saudi journalist Jamal Kashoggi is displayed during a ceremony near the Saudi Arabia consulate in Istanbul on Oct. 2, 2019. (Lefteris Pitarakis/AP)


Plaintiff Considering ‘All Options’

Khashoggi’s widow Hatice Cengiz and Democracy for the Arab World Now (DAWN), an advocacy organization founded by Khashoggi, filed the legal action against the Saudi crown prince and other defendants in 2020.

“While we are disappointed in the decision, we will consider all options to continue our legal challenges to MBS’s criminal behavior,” DAWN Executive Director Sarah Leah Whitson said in a statement referring to the crown prince by his initials.

DAWN noted that the Saudi king’s royal decree appointed bin Salman prime minister six days before the Oct. 3 deadline for the Biden administration to intervene in the lawsuit, characterizing it as “a last ditch effort to escape the jurisdiction of the court.”

The organization also disputed the court’s ruling to dismiss DAWN’s case against two other defendants, Saud al-Qahtani and Ahmed al-Assiri, on jurisdictional grounds.

U.S. intelligence officials believe Khashoggi was tortured, killed, and dismembered at the Saudi consulate in Instanbul on Oct. 2, 2018, at the order of the crown prince, who has been the kingdom’s de facto ruler for several years.

Khashoggi had attended the consulate to obtain the papers required to wed Cengiz, a Turkish national. She waited outside the consulate for more than 12 hours “in a desperate and tormented state” for her fiance to return, the judge noted.

Although the prince has denied ordering Khashoggi’s murder, he later admitted that it happened “under my watch.”

[image: Hatice] Hatice Cengiz, fiancee of the murdered Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, talks to Reuters outside Justice Palace, the Caglayan Courthouse, after attending a trial on the killing of Khashoggi at the Saudi Arabian Consulate, in Istanbul, on April 7, 2022. (Murad Sezer/Reuters)


Unduly Interfering

Bates noted in his ruling that the judicial branch believes it appropriate to defer to the executive branch’s foreign immunity determinations “when the conduct of foreign affairs is involved.”

“As the branch of government primarily responsible for international affairs and diplomacy, the Executive Branch may be hindered or embarrassed should the judiciary second-guess its foreign immunity decisions,” Bates wrote.

According to Bates, it is well-established in the “chess game that is diplomacy” that “judicial interference” is not advisable in such a situation where the executive branch may grant immunity “as a bargaining counter in complex diplomatic negotiations” and where denials could “preclude a significant diplomatic advance.”

“These considerations are no less present when the circumstances of a head of state’s appointment are suspect: the Executive Branch remains responsible for foreign affairs, including with Saudi Arabia, and a contrary decision on bin Salman’s immunity by this Court would unduly interfere with those responsibilities all the same,” Bates wrote.

“If the immunity determination was in front of the Court without input from the Executive Branch, the Court certainly would consider plaintiffs’ arguments about whether, as a substantive matter, bin Salman was entitled to head-of-state immunity,” the judge added.

“But because the United States has determined that bin Salman is so entitled, ‘the doctrine of the separation of powers under our Constitution requires us to assume that all pertinent considerations have been taken into account by the [Executive Branch] in reaching [its] conclusion.'”

Bates, therefore, dismissed the claims against bin Salman based on head-of-state immunity.
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The Brittany Higgins Case Is Over
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Commentary

Finally, it appeared the Brittany Higgins case was over when the Australian Capital Territory’s (ACT) Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP), Shane Drumgold, announced on Dec. 2 that the sexual assault charge against Bruce Lehrmann was to be dropped. Drumgold said the reason was because of an “unacceptable risk to the life of the complainant” and commended Higgins for her “bravery, grace, and dignity.”

However, the case has faced renewed media interest after it was announced Higgins would be seeking $3 million (US$2 million) compensation from the Commonwealth government.

The Australian’s Legal Affairs Editor, Chris Merritt, went on Sky News Australia expressing outrage at how the case has been handled, with Lehrmann now being denied a right to a fair trial and any chance of an acquittal which would clear his name.

He said that the DPP’s decision is a “catastrophe” for the justice system since the case will remain unresolved forever.

Merritt was also scathing about the fact that, in announcing his decision, Drumgold said nothing about the presumption of innocence, a right for the accused in our justice system, but instead stated his view that there remained “reasonable prospects of successful conviction in the case.”

“There’s something terribly, terribly wrong in the ACT justice system,” said Merritt.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Brittany Higgins leaves court in Canberra, Australia, on Oct. 14, 2022. (Martin Ollman/Getty Images)


Next, the Weekend Australian revealed that police investigators had advised the DPP that there wasn’t enough evidence to run the case. They also had serious concerns about Higgins’ mental health and whether she could cope with a trial.

The newspaper cited evidence from an executive briefing last year, where the ACT Police Manager of Criminal Investigations, Detective Superintendent Scott Moller, advised that investigators “have serious concerns in relation to the strength and reliability of [Ms Higgins’] evidence but also, more importantly, her mental health and how any future prosecution may affect her wellbeing.”

The newspaper quoted diary notes from Moller, which said that their advice was ignored by Drumgold because “there is too much political interference.”

These developments led Canberra criminal lawyer Peter Woodhouse, a managing partner of Aulich lawyers, to call on the DPP to resign.

Meanwhile, Sydney barrister Gray Connolly took to Twitter to describe Drumgold’s alleged behaviour as “shameful.”

How Are the Media Acting?

The recent developments have set us up for a major assault on our criminal justice system, with activists using Higgins’ mental health crisis to reason we need more protection for victims, perhaps even a separate system to reduce stress on the complainants and ensure more convictions. For example, SBS called for “specialised sexual assault courts.”

Does that sound familiar? Kangaroo courts may well be heading our way, not just on our campuses but across the entire country, for sexual assault complaints.

Yet a new note of caution is creeping into some of the media reporting. The reality is the gloves are off, and Bruce Lehrmann can now take civil action against any members of our media who have defamed him over the last few years.

For these media players to defend themselves, they will also have to prove the truth of their repeated claim that Higgins was a rape victim. Now that should be interesting.

But most media stories are still focusing on the impact of this horrendous trial on Higgins.

Rarely has a word been said about the potential impact on Bruce Lehrmann, who is innocent until proven guilty in our judicial system, and who has been dealing with the assaults on his reputation over the last few years and during the trial. Rarely has there also been any mention in the media of the impacts on his mental health.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Bruce Lehrmann leaves the ACT Magistrates Court in Canberra, Australia, on Oct. 26, 2022. (Martin Ollman/Getty Images)


It’s very telling to look at the tangible consequences Higgins’ accusations have had for both of these young people.

For Higgins, the allegations brought celebrity, fortune, and immense public sympathy manifested in:


	A $320,000 (US$215,000) book contract.

	An undisclosed settlement from the defence minister for calling her a “lying cow.”

	A position as a visiting fellow at the Australian National University’s Global Institute for Women’s Leadership, appointed by former Prime Minister Julia Gillard.

	Heroic status in mainstream media and featured on the cover of women’s magazines, given a standing ovation by the National Press Club.

	Journalists fighting over her story and winning awards for promoting her version of the alleged events.

	Current and previous prime ministers apologizing for her “terrible experiences.”

	The immense power of the state was brought to bear on the resulting court case, with top prosecutors and the ACT victim’s support officer supporting the witness.



Meanwhile, Lehrmann has faced the following:


	Being made unemployed and unemployable. Lehrmann had moved onto a new job before being publicly named as the accused rapist but lost that job when a journalist informed his employer about the allegation.

	Constant exposure of his name and face to ensure he is recognizable across the country.

	He has also faced a major challenge in finding pro bono legal representation for the ongoing legal battles and significant additional expenses therein.

	There were delays due to ongoing publicity, particularly after journalist Lisa Wilkinson’s intervention.

	The stress of dealing with an ACT jury trial, requiring a unanimous verdict, in one of the most woke parts of Australia.

	The ACT government introduced laws to try to stop Higgins from being cross-examined in the retrial.



Lehrmann, potentially an intelligent and well-educated young man, has spent years in limbo facing these allegations, which caused him to be broke, isolated, with few friends and no prospects.

He must feel enormous relief that the trial is at an end, but the ordeal, the public shame this young man must bear, is bound to continue.

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

I used to be proud to be an American because our country—for the most part anyway—stood firm against the totalitarians of the world. We were, indeed, a beacon to the nations in that regard.

It’s now the reverse. We feed them.

That began to a great degree under the Obama administration and has grown under the current administration.

Everywhere you look—China, Venezuela, Iran, even Russia because we are essentially financing its war on Ukraine through energy policies—you find the United States on the wrong side of the equation, on the side of the despots against the people.

I was reminded of that by a Dec. 2 article in The Times of Israel—“Does Khamenei’s niece slamming his ‘child-killing regime’ mark beginning of the end?“ It begins:

“When the children of the Iranian elite–known locally as Aghazadeh–are loudly and publicly attacking the basic principles of the revolutionary regime and calling for international action, you know that the ruling elite is cracking and the regime could actually be heading for collapse.

“This week, Farideh Moradkhani, the niece of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, lashed out at her uncle’s regime, branding it “murderous and child-killing,” and called on the international community to stop supporting it.”

I would like to think the author of the piece, Avi Davidi, isn’t being unduly optimistic—we’ve heard about the end of the vicious theocracy many times before—but maybe this time, it could actually happen. We can only hope.

But the point is where in all this is the United States—the folks who stormed Omaha Beach, risking life and limb to an extraordinary degree, to rid the world of Nazism? Living under a government that secretly makes oil deals with the mullahs as they do with the communist oppressors in Venezuela, propping both up, while at the same time telling themselves and others that they are doing all this to rid humanity of “global warming.”

No, they’re not. They’re doing this for reasons of greed and the most errant political ambition.

Meanwhile, in China, mass protests continue against lockdowns and the regime itself in the world’s most powerful communist state ever, dwarfing the former Soviet Union at its height.

Where is the United States as the people in the world’s most populous country struggle against pervasive oppression, turning human beings into automatons, that, because of technology, was unimaginable even a few years ago?

Mum’s the word from our administration.

The old left-wing anthem ironically applies more than ever—“Which Side Are You On?”—but the context and meaning have flipped. In fact, it has done a direct reversal in more ways than one as the left and liberals have become supporters of the very people they used to say they adamantly opposed.

At least when we were cooperating with Stalin, there was a decent excuse—a more potent enemy on the march who had taken over most of Europe.

Now, there is no excuse.

As with many putative statements by famous men and women,  the alleged quote by the 18th-century Irish statesman Edmund Burke—“The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing”—may be apocryphal.

Burke did, however, definitively say something similar in his “Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents”:

“When bad men combine, the good must associate; else they will fall, one by one, an unpitied sacrifice in a contemptible struggle.”

An unpitied sacrifice in a contemptible struggle— eloquent, though daunting, words that accurately reflect our times. Burke’s advice that “the good must associate” also is more timely than ever.

It’s the best recommendation I have seen so far to make us proud to be Americans again—not just in a song, but in reality.

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

Torpedoing China’s economy will cripple its military development, decreasing the threat to the United States and Taiwan.

Gutting a country’s economy will hamper its ability to develop new technologies or purchase advanced weapons. This is why U.S. trade and investment restrictions on China are not just a matter of economics, but also one of national defense.

Winning a modern war means developing the most advanced military technologies, such as artificial intelligence, quantum science, autonomous weapons, biotechnology, space technologies, and hypersonic weapons. While the United States is the leader in military technology development, China and Russia are making steady headway as the two biggest competitors. Today, a country’s military capabilities correlate directly with its defense spending. For the fiscal year 2022, the United States had the highest defense budget in the world at $750 billion. China came in second with $237 billion, while Russia spent only $48 billion.

The Trump administration placed over $300 billion of tariffs on Chinese products. Although the incoming Biden administration criticized Trump, most of these tariffs have remained in effect. Import bans have been placed on goods produced in Xinjiang. Sanctions have been placed on companies and Chinese Communist Party (CCP) officials in Xinjiang and those associated with restricting freedoms in Hong Kong. And numerous Chinese companies have been blacklisted.

In November, the U.S. government added dozens of Chinese companies to its Entity List based on their threat to U.S. national security. The Department of Commerce Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS) uses the Entity List to restrict the export, reexport, and in-country transfer of goods and services that violate the Export Administration Regulations (EAR).

There are already more than 600 Chinese companies on the list. Firms are added to the list because of malicious cyber activities, developing spyware for foreign governments, developing and distributing hacking tools, as well as violating Export Controls for Conventional Arms and Dual-Use Goods and Technologies. Furthermore, Foreign Direct Product (FDP) rules restrict exports to companies based on their location or use of a product. These rules have now been expanded to cover advanced computing items and items used to maintain and develop supercomputers sold to China.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] An employee makes chips at a factory of Jiejie Semiconductor Company in Nantong, in eastern China’s Jiangsu Province, on March 17, 2021. (STR/AFP via Getty Images)


To prevent Chinese companies from buying advanced chips and chipmaking equipment, the Biden administration announced the first round of new restrictions on the export and reexport or transfer of certain semiconductor manufacturing equipment. The ban also applied to associated software and technology. All U.S. persons were also banned from working in Chinese facilities that participated in the “development or production” of chips. U.S. persons are required to obtain a license from the Commerce Department to export items or provide support to manufacturers in China if they are uncertain whether their activities violate the restriction.

In addition to cutting off the Chinese regime’s access to new technology, U.S. legislation is slowly choking Beijing’s cash. Since the imposition of 25 percent tariffs, U.S. imports of semiconductors from China are down 26 percent. This is revenue that will no longer be available to the Chinese military. The U.S. Federal Reserve increasing interest rates has also negatively impacted Beijing’s bottom line. Not only have the higher rates diverted new investment from China to the United States, but they have also caused an exodus of capital from China to the United States.

Another place where Beijing’s wallet is taking a hit is on securities exchanges. Historically, listing on U.S. exchanges has been a tremendous source of funding for Chinese companies, including those conducting research and development for the CCP. A recent tightening of audit regulations by the Securities and Exchange Commission could result in delisting of as many as 250 Chinese companies.

Restricting U.S. transfers of cash and technology to China will impede the CCP’s plan to surpass the United States by 2035. At the same time, import tariffs and restrictions will help develop U.S. domestic industries and advance U.S. technology development. This will also create jobs in the United States while cutting jobs in China. In the first three quarters of 2022, over $60 billion worth of foreign direct investment had already been pledged to the U.S. chip sector. So far, the plan is working, and restrictions on China trade and investment are expected to increase moving forward.

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

On May 30, 2021, the Canadian Federation of Students issued a statement to Canadian schools, declaring: “On Thursday, May 27, the remains of 215 Indigenous children were found buried in an unmarked mass grave at the Kamloops Residential School [in British Columbia]. These were acts of cultural violence, genocide and colonialism.”

Within days, this unsubstantiated assertion was dialled back by Tk’emlúps Chief Rosanne Casimir, who conceded that the alleged discovery by ground-penetrating radar was not a “mass grave,” but rather possible “individual, unmarked grave sites.” This is important, because “mass grave” usually points to a massacre. But there is no evidence for illicit death at Kamloops or any of the other 150 residential schools over the course of their tenure. In the interlude since the May 27, 2021, announcement, numerous evidence-based articles testifying to that fact by researchers in indigenous affairs have appeared in the Dorchester Review, C2C Journal and the National Post, as well as in these pages.

Nevertheless, the incorrect CFS statement remains to this day on their website. I assume it is there purposefully, as I recently sent them a media query asking if they planned to update their statement to reflect present knowledge, but received no response.

Their silence doesn’t surprise me. The putative children’s graves that remain mysteriously unexcavated are central to a major plank in the residential-school narrative, whose frequent departures from facts and linguistic precision rarely elicit challenge from politicians or mainstream media. Only a handful of resolutely objective researchers—notwithstanding their genuine, sincerely expressed sympathy for the real and pervasive problems plaguing a significant swathe of Canada’s indigenous population—privilege evidence-based scholarship over rumours, oral history, and emotion-based “knowing.” As punishment for their academic integrity, they are routinely excoriated for their “denialism,” including by Marc Miller, minister of Crown-Indigenous Relations, on Twitter.

By remaining uninterrogated, the alleged children’s graves can be exploited as testimony to the stubborn assertion that forced assimilation is a form of “cultural genocide.” Once subsumed under the “genocide” rubric, it logically follows that all indigenous Canadians whose forebears attended the residential schools have inherited “intergenerational trauma.” And it is this intergenerational trauma that is presumed to explain such stubbornly persisting disparities with the general population as lower life expectancy, higher morbidity, substance abuse, unemployment, and disproportionate crime.

Intergenerational trauma is a compelling idea that relies on a ballooning fascination with “epigenetics,” whose driving theory is that individual genes can be altered by life experience, and the changes passed on to future generations (so far, actual testing of the theory has been done only on mice). In the case of the residential schools, oddly enough, considering the research-friendly existence of a sizable control and comparison group—those who attended residential schools (fewer than one third of all indigenous children) and those who attended day schools in their communities—virtually no research has been done that would support or weaken the intergenerational-trauma hypothesis.

Mark Smith, professor of social work at the University of Dundee, Scotland, has carried out extensive research in the field of trauma associated with residential schools. In an email exchange, Prof. Smith told me, with regard to Canada’s residential-school narrative: “A trauma ideology underpins a lot of what is going on here. It fabricates or exaggerates past experience and legitimizes claims for damages … [yet] there is no evidence for any notion of trauma passing across generations like some sort of stigmata.”

Research on transgenerational transmission of Holocaust trauma bears out Prof. Smith’s conclusion. A meta-study of 35 comparative studies on the mental state of offspring of Holocaust survivors, published between 1973-1999, “Psychopathology in children of Holocaust survivors: a review of the research literature,” finds “rather conclusively that the non-clinical population of children of Holocaust survivors tend to function rather well in terms of manifest psychopathology, and differences in the mental state of offspring and people in general are small.”

Another study—controlled, double blind—“confirmed previous findings that the offspring of Holocaust survivors do not show more psychopathology than the general population.” Indeed, survivors “strived to secure a better and safer life for their children as evidenced by the relatively higher level of education that the offspring of the survivors were able to achieve than the comparison group.” Empirically, for what it’s worth, I estimate about half my Jewish social peer group are themselves Holocaust survivors or children of survivors. My observation is that many of them are higher strung than average, but none ever underperformed academically or professionally. If anything, I find them more driven toward high achievement than other friends and acquaintances.

It seems pretty clear that trauma—a very real phenomenon that has traditionally been applied to lingering responses to scarifying experiences in war or natural disasters—is, in the case of the residential-school activists, being dumbed down for political and rent-seeking reasons. It is no coincidence that in our victim-centric culture, suffering offers a path to social status, which exacerbates the tendency to dumb definitions down. Self-diagnosis of trauma has proliferated. Descriptions of personal trauma—even when exaggerated or imaginary—can reap social and even material rewards. The average North American is more likely to associate trauma with COVID lockdowns than with Anne Frank’s attic incarceration.

Such concept creep is useful to progressive activists because it allows them to elevate experiences that were once thought of, legitimately, as extremely difficult, unjust, or painful, into the realm of evil, a category that should be approached with caution and a certain reverence for its victims. Thus, since there is no word for something that is worse than a genocide, it should be reserved for the worst of the worst. You do not find in real genocides leaders of the victim communities calling for more of it, but indigenous leaders in Canada did demand more residential schools. You do not find, in the memoirs of real genocide survivors, fond recollections and gratitude for the education that permitted them to succeed in the world beyond their doorsteps. But you do find such accounts—a significant number—from former residential-school students.

Today, disturbingly, thanks to activists’ concept manipulation, the residential schools are commingled with Auschwitz in the public imagination.

When we perceive descendants as literally genetically altered by their forebears’ experiences, it does nothing to encourage resilience or confidence in the personal agency that denotes, in democracies at least, our common human estate. In the case of the residential schools, our elites’ embrace of “narrative” over evidence buys them virtue offsets for their settler privilege, even as they cheerfully demonize principled scholars, while consigning indigenous children to hopelessness.

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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For someone who has served in the military, returning home after serving a tour—or multiple tours—overseas is a  much anticipated event. Anticipation grows as the date of departure approaches. Usually, laying low is key to avoiding anything that might tarnish or delay one’s exit.

With this in mind, knowing how U.S. Army General George S. Patton died makes his death all the more tragic. Considered the most formidable commander of World War II, Patton’s final days were spent as a quadriplegic in a bleak room at the 130th Station Hospital in Heidelberg, Germany. He died there in his sleep from congestive heart failure and pulmonary edema on Dec. 21, 1945.

Twelve days earlier, on Dec. 9, 1945, Patton and two other soldiers were traveling through Mannheim (he was on his way to a pheasant hunting expedition south of Mannheim) when a two-ton army truck swerved across the road and hit their Cadillac limousine. Patton’s head hit the glass partition separating the front seats from the back, where he was seated. In a tragic instant, his neck was broken, rendering him paralyzed from the neck down.

[image: null] 
An artist’s rendering of the automobile crash that paralyzed Patton. “Silence Patton” (The Nexus Project)


Patton was scheduled to return to the United States (from his post-war desk job post in Germany) the very next day, Dec. 10, 1945. He planned to tell the truth about questionable (and downright bad) decisions that had been made by many of the higher-ups—including Generals Dwight D. Eisenhower and Omar Bradley—during the war. Further, he was going to argue that the United States had been naive in partnering with the Russians.

In director Robert Orlando’s 2018 documentary, “Silence Patton” (available to watch on Epoch Cinema), we look at the days leading up to Patton’s mysterious death and learn what a liability he was considered by people in positions of immense power.

Nicknamed “Old Blood and Guts,” Patton was a strategic genius whose risky yet calculated military tactics led American troops to victory after victory throughout Europe during World War II. However, he was also considered to be a loose cannon when it came to expressing what he was thinking. This no-holds-barred approach to telling what he considered the truth never sat well with the Allied senior command, nor with politicians in Washington.

Through a wide array of recorded quotes, fascinating interviews with historians, and archival footage, Orlando takes us back in time and navigates the sea of controversy surrounding Patton, including what may have led to his suspicious death—which could have been an assassination. Award-winning investigative journalist Robert K. Wilcox posits a similar theory in his popular book “Target Patton: The Plot to Assassinate General George S. Patton.”

[image: null] 
General Patton (L) in Messina, Italy, during World War II, in “Silence Patton.” (The Nexus Project)


This is a very objective film. It doesn’t idolize Patton but presents him as a preternaturally gifted, yet flawed military leader. In some cases, Patton’s personality traits, such as his abrasive communication style, held him back from securing the orders he needed from his superiors to execute his various strategies.

Eisenhower, the Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force in Europe during World War II, acknowledged Patton’s formidable military capabilities. However, he also viewed Patton as a diplomatic liability.

During the post-war period, as the Eisenhower administration dealt with—some would say “cozied up to”—brutal Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin. Patton saw through Stalin’s phony overtures of peaceful collaboration with the West. He warned that joining forces with Soviet communists would result in death, destruction, and hardship across Europe and pose a major threat to future American sovereignty.

[image: null] 
There were those in the Roosevelt administration who were “outright Soviet spies, strong Soviet sympathizers, dupes, soft on communism.” “Silence Patton” (The Nexus Project)


However, Eisenhower largely ignored Patton. As a result, after the American political apparatus signed its Faustian deal with Stalin, the Russians swept through much of Europe (including Germany), looting, murdering, raping, and razing all along the way. The world watched as communism spread like a virulent red stain, racking up casualties in the tens of millions and dwarfing Adolf Hitler’s ethnic cleansing efforts.

Thus, the European lands that were recently liberated were tragically subjugated to the Soviet Union’s unmerciful rule, even though Patton had argued to put a stop to Soviet expansion before its blood-soaked spread began.

This well-researched and cogently laid-out documentary contains highly informative interviews and some great wartime footage. Patton’s trajectory somewhat reminds me of what former American President Ronald Reagan and Pope John Paul II faced in their lifetimes (as I covered in another one of director Robert Orlando’s informative documentaries, titled “The Divine Plan”).

These great men cared deeply for their countries. They were staunch patriots who stood up against the evils of communism. While both Reagan and John Paul survived their respective assassination attempts, “Silence Patton” theorizes that Patton’s demise may not have exactly been an accident. It’s available to watch on Epoch Cinema.

Watch “Silence Patton” on Epoch Cinema here.

‘Silence Patton’

Director: Robert Orlando

Running Time: 1 hour, 25 minutes

MPAA Rating: Not Rated

Release Date: Apr. 3, 2018

Rated: 4 stars out of 5

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

The Iranian mullahs hate women and they’re killing them—and a lot of other people, including children—in the streets of Iran. Iran is also wrecking Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen, breaking the United Nations arms embargo on the import and export of weapons technology, and selling drones to Russia.

The Russians hate Ukrainians and are destroying Ukrainian energy and agricultural infrastructure to ensure maximum Ukrainian civilian casualties. The Communist Chinese hate the Uyghurs—and are killing them in what the U.S. secretary of State called a “genocide,” as well as threatening Taiwan, Hong Kong, the Philippines, and Australia. Jihadists in Nigeria have killed 2543 Christians in 2022.

In Ethiopia, as of October 2022, there have been 50,000 to 100,000 victims of direct killings, 150,000 to 200,000 deaths by starvation, and more than 100,000 additional deaths caused by a lack of access to medical care in an unnoticed war between the Ethiopian government and the province of Tigray.

North Korea has an estimated 40-50 nuclear warheads and, this year, tested a delivery ballistic missile a range of 8-10,000 km, which would reach New York. Iran has as many as 3,000 ballistic missiles and is moving on nuclear capability.

The U.N. has a big, big job to do.

So, which of those did it take up this week? Not China. Not Russia. Not Iran. Not Ethiopia.

Israel.

And just not by passing one General Assembly resolution, but five.

One to commemorate Israel’s 76th anniversary next year with a high-level U.N. event marking what the Palestinians call the “Nakba,” the failure of Arab armies to murder the newborn state. They missed the irony of Israel’s founding as a result of a U.N. General Assembly vote. A resolution calling for the “Peaceful settlement of the question of Palestine,” missing the irony of ignoring Palestinian rocket fire into Israel or the violence and incitement to violence emanating from the Palestinian Authority (PA) and Gaza.

A “Special information program on the question of Palestine” of the Department of Global Communications of the Secretariat missed the irony of PA repression of Palestinian writers and others demanding freedom of speech, and skipping over the death of Nizar Banat in Palestinian custody, while naming the program after a journalist killed covering a gun battle.

The others are “Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People,” and a “demand that Israel rescind its decision to apply Israeli law to the Golan Heights, captured in a defensive war launched twice by Syria.

It could be said that the U.N. has shamed itself. Yes, it has.

But remember two things: first, General Assembly resolutions carry political, but no legal weight, although they do heavily impact the expenditure of U.N. money. Second, the reason for that is that the General Assembly is not actually a “thing,” it is a collection of countries, all deemed of equal importance and equal weight regardless of size, economy, indexes of safety and security for their people, freedom of speech, believe and religion, or ability to meet their own security challenges. Palau equals the United States. Aruba equals China. The Seychelles equal India.

No dominant country is willing to put real power in the hands of Laos or Belize. And small countries know it.

Otherwise-ineffectual countries vote against Israel—even if they have good bilateral relations—because a) they see no downside and b) they are afraid of repercussions from bigger—or scarier—countries. Virtue signaling is key. Saudi Arabia, for example, voted for the resolutions even though the Saudi government has cut funding to the PA by 85 percent since 2020 over corruption issues.

Real power lies in the U.N. Security Council, the five permanent members who hold veto power—which is why Ukraine has not come up for a vote, nor have the Uyghurs or threats to Taiwan—and a revolving group of lesser members. The United States had, until the Obama administration, made a point of protecting Israel in the Security Council with its veto. Less so, now.

The U.N. is an amoral pit. It has been since the United States invited Stalin’s Soviet Union into what was designed as a forum for democratic countries.

Israel’s place in the U.N. has been precarious since the “Non-Aligned Movement” (read Soviet stooges) came together in 1974 against the United States and its ally Israel.

If the Biden administration falls in line with China and Russia, the potential for real damage to Israel’s security rises—but it will never equal the rise in shame of democratic, free countries that will follow America’s abandonment of Jerusalem.

All content created by the Daily Caller News Foundation, an independent and nonpartisan newswire service, is available without charge to any legitimate news publisher that can provide a large audience. For any questions about our guidelines or partnering with us, please contact licensing@dailycallernewsfoundation.org.

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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It is a central tenet of moral theology that there are gradations of sin. To argue that God views stealing a towel from a hotel and raping a child as moral equivalents renders God a moral fool. And doing that to God is a sin. If we mortals perceive the universe of difference between such actions, it goes without question that God does, too. The idea that we have greater moral clarity than God is logically and theologically untenable.

In the pantheon of evils, among the worst is Holocaust denial.

Given the murder of 6 million Jews and the unspeakable amount of suffering they and Jewish survivors underwent at the hands of the Nazis, it takes a particularly vile individual to say this never happened. Think of how we would regard anyone who denied thousands of Americans were murdered on 9/11.

Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, along with Gens. George Patton and Omar Bradley, visited Ohrdruf, a Nazi concentration camp, on April 12, 1945, a week after it was liberated.

Eisenhower then cabled to Gen. George Marshall:

“The things I saw beggar description …. The visual evidence and the verbal testimony of starvation, cruelty and bestiality were so overpowering as to leave me a bit sick. In one room, where they were piled up twenty or thirty naked men, killed by starvation, George Patton would not even enter. He said that he would get sick if he did so. I made the visit deliberately, in order to be in a position to give first-hand evidence of these things if ever, in the future, there develops a tendency to charge these allegations merely to ‘propaganda.’”

A week later Eisenhower again cabled Marshall, asking that members of Congress and journalists be brought to the newly liberated camps so that they could tell Americans the truth about German Nazi atrocities.

Patton wrote in his diary:

“When we began to approach with our troops, the Germans thought it expedient to remove the evidence of their crime. Therefore, they had some of the slaves exhume the bodies and place them on a mammoth griddle composed of 60-centimeter railway tracks laid on brick foundations. They poured pitch on the bodies and then built a fire of pinewood and coal under them. They were not very successful in their operations because there was a pile of human bones, skulls, charred torsos on or under the griddle which must have accounted for many hundreds.”

To his great credit, Eisenhower understood that what the Nazis had done to the Jews (and many others, but overwhelmingly to Jews) would be difficult for humanity to comprehend and therefore needed to be documented in writing and in photographs. And, it is important to note, Eisenhower saw only a small concentration camp, not one of the enormous death camps.

Beginning in about 1941, the Nazi regime dedicated itself to murdering every Jew—man, woman, child, and baby—in countries it occupied. Eventually, more than six of every 10 Jews in Europe were murdered.

Nazi mobile killing units murdered more than a million Jews, usually family by family, in front of open ditches the Jews were forced to dig. Most died upon being shot; the even less fortunate ended up being buried alive. All witnessed the murder of their loved ones.

Most of the other murdered Jews were shipped in cattle cars to concentration and death camps where they were worked to death, starved to death, tortured to death, and most often gassed to death in gas chambers.

There may not be a more documented single event in history than the Holocaust.

Yet, some people, including an American named Nick Fuentes, aggressively deny the Holocaust, asserting that a few hundred thousand Jews, not millions, were killed.

It is important to understand why this is evil.

First, it is a Big Lie. Big Lies inevitably lead to violence and can even destroy civilizations.

If the Holocaust never happened, why would Germany maintain that it did?

Second, Holocaust denial is not only a Big Lie; it is pure Jew-hatred, i.e., antisemitism. The proof that it emanates from antisemitism is that no other 20th-century genocide is denied (with the exception of the Turkish government’s denial of the Turks’ mass murder of Armenians during World War I). No one denies Stalin’s mass murder of tens of millions of Soviet citizens in the Gulag Archipelago or his deliberate starvation of about five million Ukrainians (the Holodomor); or the Cambodian communists’ murder of about one in every four Cambodians; or Mao’s killing of about 60 million Chinese. The only genocide-denial is the genocide of the Jews.

Third, the denial of this Nazi evil is a slap in the face of all the Americans who died fighting the Nazis. As Eisenhower said on seeing the Nazi atrocities, “We are told that the American soldier does not know what he is fighting for. Now, at least, he will know what he is fighting against.” If the Holocaust is a fabrication, Americans died fighting against nothing particularly evil.

As a college student, I dated a woman whose parents were Holocaust survivors. She told me on a number of occasions how often she would hear her father scream in the middle of the night as he dreamed about watching his family be murdered. Unable to live with these memories, one night, her father hanged himself.

That man is one of millions of reasons Fuentes—and those who ally themselves with him—will go to hell. If there is a just God.

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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Chinese leader Xi Jinping must feel like he is playing a game of whack-a-mole. After years of easy political, economic, and diplomatic gains, he has more recently had to deal with a series of problems, one popping up after another.

His draconian COVID-19 policies have set back the economy and now have given rise to public discontent.

For over a year, China has had to cope with cascading financial strains set loose by the failure of the real estate giant Evergrande, a serious matter to which Beijing has only recently and belatedly responded.

It has become increasingly clear in recent months that the once-vaunted Belt and Road Initiative (BRI, also known as “One Belt, One Road”) faces financial problems that raise questions about its viability. And if that were not enough, rates of terrorism along the BRI have also begun to increase costs and add to worries about viability.

Earlier columns in this space have investigated many of these matters. Several pieces have criticized Beijing for its tepid and sluggish response to the financial dangers imposed by the failure of Evergrande and other property developers. Other columns have chronicled the ill effects on the economy arising from the COVID lockdowns and quarantines. A recent discussion dwelt on the financial difficulties within the BRI and how Beijing has had to swallow its pride and seek help from Western powers to manage the defaults among BRI client nations. Now, it is time to look at the weight of terrorism on this initiative, once proudly touted by Beijing as world-altering.

The BRI’s greatest terror problems have arisen in Pakistan. That country is, of course, particularly plagued by terrorism, but it is also one of the BRI’s biggest participants. The most recent incident concerns a bomb detonated at the gates of Karachi University’s Chinese Language and Culture Institute, which houses the region’s Confucius Institute. The bomb killed the terrorist as well as a Pakistani driver. It also killed three Chinese teachers and severely injured a fourth teacher. Reports indicate that Beijing has evacuated the entire Chinese faculty. A terrorist group, the Baloch Liberation Army, from Pakistan’s troubled northwest region, claimed responsibility.

This is only the most prominent event. Chinese nationals have been widely targeted for some time. In 2021, the Taliban tried to assassinate China’s ambassador to Pakistan with a bomb that devastated a hotel. The ambassador only barely escaped death. In the northern part of the country, terrorists attacked a bus carrying Chinese nationals to the site where the BRI was constructing a dam. Nine Chinese and four Pakistanis died.

In Karachi, a crowd attacked a dental clinic run by Chinese nationals, killing one employee and wounding the elderly dentist on site. The Baloch Liberation Army has attacked the Chinese Consulate in Karachi as well as the stock exchange because, the terrorists claimed, it is controlled by Chinese interests.

According to reporters on the ground, much public unrest seethes around the BRI-built port in Gwadar because it does not help the impoverished locals and is underused, serving on average only three ships a week. Threats all but closed the port earlier this month.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Laborers walk through Gwadar port in Pakistan on Oct. 4, 2017. (Amelie Herenstein/AFP/Getty Images)


However significant Pakistan is, terrorism has occurred elsewhere as well. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where Chinese interests completely dominate mining, the Chinese community has frequently complained of armed attacks and kidnappings. Nigerian terrorists kidnapped four Chinese mine workers in June. In October, according to the Chinese Consulate in Lagos, locals attacked several Chinese businesses, killing one Chinese national.

According to the Washington-based Oxus Society for Central Asian Affairs, China was the focus of 160 incidents of terrorism or civil unrest between 2018 and mid-2021. In one sense, none of this is surprising. China has, after all, become the largest lender to the developing world and has some 440,000 nationals working abroad, 93,500 in Africa alone.

So far, Beijing, though acknowledging the terrorist threat, has refused to back away from its BRI. At least it makes that claim on the terrorism front. It has already paused growth in the program for financial reasons. Qian Feng, a senior fellow at Tsinghua University’s National Strategy Institute, commented on the terrorism, insisting that China “can’t wait for an end to terrorist activities before starting new projects,” The Wall Street Journal reported. This kind of commitment received support in a recent visit to Beijing by Pakistan’s new prime minister, Shehbaz Sharif.

Still, there can be no mistake that the terror has raised the cost of the BRI for both China and participating countries. Several Chinese business interest interests have already cited terrorism as a reason not to participate. So far, Beijing has resisted using its own military for security. However, there is ample evidence that it has employed independent security contractors to protect its “silk road,” what one author described as a “private army.”

China has already put pressure on host countries to step up security, something these impoverished nations can ill afford. Pakistan, for example, reports detailing 30,000 troops for this purpose—no small expense.

China, in challenging Western influence, seems to have brought the same animus as the United States and the ex-colonial European powers face. Despite this unlooked-for development, none of this will stop the BRI. Beijing has already invested too much diplomatic capital and the project to allow that. But with terrorism on top of serious defaults and renegotiations, the pace of advance will slow appreciably. The BRI will not be the world changer that Beijing claimed for it and that the West feared.

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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I’ve now slogged through all 446 pages of Fauci’s deposition in the lawsuit against the Biden administration brought by the attorneys general of Missouri and Louisiana.

The transcript reads like many huge pieces of modern art in high-end museums. You keep examining it looking for meaning and message. People keep saying that the artist is a genius. But the more you look, the more opaque and obscure it becomes. And you can’t shake the feeling that actually the whole thing is rubbish.

He uses the phrase “I don’t recall” 194 times. In various other formulations, the invocation of his amnesia is closer to 300 over a 7-hour deposition. He continually falls back on just how busy he is managing $6.2 billion in spending plus 6,000 employees. This is why he simply cannot pay attention to the crucial issue being adjudicated: whether he directed agencies under his influence to censor science and other COVID-related matters at social media companies.

To hear him tell it, he knows next to nothing about social media, never really pays attention to Reddit, has barely a passing familiarity with Twitter and Facebook, does not recall any real connection with Google, and condescends repeatedly to the attorneys with dismissive remarks about his own importance compared with their own petty concerns.

“Well, as I’ve said multiple times,” he said, “I don’t pay attention to what social media organizations like Google and YouTube and Twitter, and all that, what they do because I’m not involved in that.”

Yes, his daughter worked at Twitter but he is not sure of the dates. Did she work there in August 2021? “I don’t recall. She may have already left then.”

Even when confronted with emails he wrote, and references to phone calls he made, his defense is that he reads and sends thousands of emails and cannot be held to any of them. Even on matters related to the Great Barrington Declaration, he pleads that he had no time for such matters.

“I’m not 100 percent sure that the meeting of the epidemiologists, authors of the declaration with the Secretary, this was very likely the first time it was brought to my attention, although I can’t say for sure. I would imagine—again, getting back to context, this is not something that I would have been paying a lot of attention to. I was knee deep in trying to do things like develop a vaccine that wound up saving the lives of millions of people. That’s what I was doing at the time. So an email like this may not have necessarily risen to the top of my awareness and interest.”

This is fascinating because in other interviews and testimony, he equally claims that vaccine development is not his area and focus. He is for them but never approved them. That’s for others to do. Same with particular grants such as the many to EcoHealth Alliance that flipped the money over to the Wuhan virus lab that was deploying what any layperson would call gain-of-function research.

To give you a flavor, here is what he says about EcoHealth’s Peter Daszak with whom Fauci has a long and well-known relationship, documented extensively by everyone who knows anything about this subject. Here Fauci’s chutzpah is boundless:

“Q. Above that, it lists a man called Peter Daszak. How do you say his name, if you know?

“A. I’m not sure. I think it’s Daszak. I think so.

“Q. Do you know Mr. Daszak?

“A. I have met him once or twice. I would not exactly characterize him as an acquaintance.

“Q. In what connection have you met him?

“A. You know, I don’t even remember meeting him, but I do know that someone showed me a picture at a meeting where somebody said, here, take a picture with him. And so I clearly must have met him because there’s a photograph, I believe, of he and I. But that is not unusual, when you go to a scientific meeting, you run into hundreds of people. And I believe that this Dr. Daszak is one of the people that I almost—well, I did run into him because I believe I’ve seen a photograph of he and I together at a meeting. But he’s not somebody that I would have had a major amount—I think someone in one of the thousands of e-mails of mine that have been FOIA’d, someone showed me, I think, or pointed out, that there was an e-mail from Peter Daszak to me. And I don’t remember the content, but I think it was some casual type of response to something, but it’s not someone that I deal with on a regular basis. That is rather clear.”

There’s a reason why gaslighting is Merriam-Webster’s word of the year. What Fauci is doing here embodies it better than anything else, comparable only to Sam Bankman-Fried’s own interviews.

One gets rather bleary-eyed at reading 446 pages of this stuff, and there’s a real danger here that unless you are critically minded, you can actually work too hard to try to make sense of all this gibberish. It’s like having a guest for dinner who insists you are serving fish when you know for sure that you are serving chicken. Even after showing the package, he still insists.

So, yes, it all gets pretty bizarre. Or to return to the Museum of Modern Art, all the tour guides are telling you that this is a work of genius but you can’t shake the sense that it looks like the fruit of art class in a large preschool.

I was trying to think of a character from fiction who compares, and the person who keeps coming to mind is Gustavo Fring from “Breaking Bad” as (played by Giancarlo Esposito). He is the Chilean-born proprietor of Los Pollos Hermanos, a pillar of the community with excellent relations with the Drug Enforcement Administration, local police, and local government. Everyone adores him. He serves on every board and is adored by media. He is confident enough in his duplicity that he faces down every interrogation.

About what is he duplicitous? Well, he is the lord of a major and lucrative drug empire. His chain of chicken restaurants is nothing but a money-laundering operation. He is successful at doing it because he is ruthless about killing anyone who challenges his power. He has grown very comfortable in living these two lives. He imagines that he is smarter than everyone else and so can get away with this forever. And in truth, he is and does until he is finally outwitted, not by the authorities but by an even more ambitious would-be drug lord.

Similarly, Fauci masquerades as an infectious disease doctor but actually ranks among the most feared of all health bureaucrats in the country. He was lord of billions in grants to scientists. He specialized in rewarding loyalists and punishing enemies. Thus was he surrounded by fake friends for many years, including among media sycophants who for sure knew the history so thoroughly documented in Robert Kennedy, Jr.’s book “The Real Anthony Fauci.” But they went along simply due to his awesome power.

We also know from Fauci’s own schedule what his real job for three years has been: he was a media star, morning until night, daily, and only for friendly outlets. He shilled for lockdowns, school closures, mandatory masking and mandatory vaccines, and trashed anyone and everyone who questioned whether this was really the right way to go about handling infectious disease. Of course when he is confronted about all this, he demures and says he was merely making recommendations.

Very subtly and carefully, however, what’s really happening with Fauci’s bout of amnesia is this: he is preparing a scenario in which he throws everyone else under the bus. All his associates are now aware of this. He is saving his skin and glad to sacrifice everyone else. I was among many thousands who read this transcript with awareness of precisely what he is up to. One can almost hear the screams of fury among the thousands who have dealt with him over the years.

One of the reasons we like “Breaking Bad” is because it allows us to observe duplicity and dissembling on a scale that we rarely encounter in the regular course of our lives. And yet we know it does in fact exist. In this way, the best method to read the Fauci deposition is as a missing episode in “Breaking Bad” where another drug kingpin is in the process of being caught in pretending to be one thing and actually being another, while outing everyone else as the bad guy.

Which is not to say that insincerity always governs their lives. The drug kingpin Gustavo Fring strongly believed that he was right in being so powerful and successful, and would do anything to stay that way. Anthony Fauci does too.

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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President Biden has a civics lesson that he is fond of and regularly repeats. It is about how the United States is unique in the world because of the founding ideals enshrined in the Declaration of Independence.

“Unlike every other nation on Earth, we were founded based on an idea,” he notes before adding that “while we’ve never fully lived up” to those principles, “we have never given up on them.”

An overwhelming majority of Americans, 89 percent, agree that a civics education about those founding principles is “very important.” And yet, a similar majority across the political spectrum, 71 percent, do not believe that their children receive “an honest picture” of American history in school.

Those are among the findings from a recent nationwide survey conducted by RealClear Opinion Research in concert with the conservative Jack Miller Center. Americans overwhelmingly express a healthy appetite for civic education, but report a general dissatisfaction with what they believe is currently offered in the K-12 classroom.

The survey of more than 1,000 parents comes at a moment of intense debate over not just U.S. history but over the durability of democracy itself. And while plenty of politicians fall back on eloquent words about abstract ideals, basic civic literacy continues to decline.

One recent poll found that only two in five Americans could name all three branches of government. Another similarly disappointing statistic: just one in three knew that the Constitution was the supreme law of the land. That isn’t a trivial failure. Parents who responded to the RealClear survey believe lagging civic literacy represents a significant failure in education today.

To fix this, a majority want curricula to focus on the fundamentals. Some 70 percent believe that the priority of any civics education ought to be on teaching students the basics of the American political system like the history and ideas behind the Declaration and Constitution. Just 22.8 percent, by contrast, reported that the priority should be instructing students how to “promote change in government.”

And while conservatives and liberals certainly disagree about the nature of many historical figures, an overwhelming majority, 92.5 percent, believe that history should be taught “honestly with the understanding that we can teach a person’s achievements even if their views do not align with values today.”

That was a flashpoint during the previous administration, particularly ahead of the 2020 election as Republicans worried publicly that “cancel culture” was erasing American heritage. At the foot of Mount Rushmore that summer, President Trump warned that “our children are taught in school to hate their own country,” adding that students were indoctrinated “to believe that the men and women who built it were not heroes, but that were villains.”

To combat what they saw as liberal activism in the classroom, particularly to rebut The New York Times Magazine’s 1619 Project, which reframed American history around slavery, the Trump White House organized the so-called 1776 Commission, which advanced a conservative idea of “patriotic education” grounded in the idea that the country was founded in principles of freedom, not oppression.

Historians on the right and left subsequently had a field day fact-checking both products. But while cable news played footage on loop of demonstrators tearing down statues of historical figures for failing to live up to modern standards, voters are not nearly as divided.

Republicans and Democrats have different interpretations of certain historical episodes. How could they not? Disagreements and debate about politics are as American as apple pie. Yet conservatives, 97.9 percent, and liberals, 86.7 percent, agree that, regardless of whether a historical figure has fallen out of favor in light of modern values, their history should still be taught.

And both camps are hardly as dour about the country as some politicians or most cable news coverage would suggest. Seventy-six percent of Republicans say that their children feel “gratitude” or “pride” when they see the American flag. By comparison, 48.6 percent of Democrats reported the same. Another 42.9 percent of that party said that, if anything, their children experienced “indifference” at the sight of the stars and stripes.

Democrats are much more likely to believe that public schools provide a fair and balanced view of history (62 percent), that a public school system funded by tax-payer dollars is the best place to deliver those lessons (85.7 percent), and that students are free to speak their mind in the classroom (45.5 percent). Republicans, meanwhile, think the classroom doesn’t foster a free exchange of ideas.

More than half of GOP parents, said that they did not believe their children were free to speak up and share their views in civics class. An overwhelming number, 86.6 percent, reported that they thought public schools “are promoting a politically liberal agenda.” A majority of those parents, 77.2 percent, said that they prefer a school system that allowed them to direct their tax dollars to public, private, or home schools on behalf of their children.

Overall, despite the partisan divide, Republicans and Democrats agree that a civics education about the republic is necessary if the country is to keep it.

From RealClearWire

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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Billions of dollars in federal pandemic relief was sent to hospitals throughout the United States that did not need the funding, while other hospitals failed to meet their needs, according to The Wall Street Journal.

Washington distributed pandemic aid by using average hospital revenue as a proxy for size in order to calculate need, while not relying on COVID-19 caseloads, the outlet reported on Dec. 6.

The Provider Relief Fund, which was created by Congress in 2020, was designed to assist hospitals during the pandemic, but facilities ended up filled with patients who were sick from the virus, while refusing non-life threatening surgeries that normally provided revenue.

Congress stated that the fund was meant to help health care providers pay for “health care-related expenses or lost revenues” stemming from COVID-19, but they were also required to return any funding not related to those categories.

Congress allocated more than $175 billion in aid to various health care providers, including hospitals, doctors, dentists, clinics, nursing homes, and other facilities, mostly between April 2020 and September 2021.

The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), which was in charge of distributing the aid, spent nearly $75 billion in the first three months of the program, with a mandate to spend the all of the allocated funds by June 30, 2021.

Billions in Aid Failed to Help Hospitals Most in Need

Profitable hospitals with large endowments that did not need the massive influx of funds received it anyway, while medical institutions that were overwhelmed with sick patients and needed additional funds received the same amount of cash, according to the The Wall Street Journal’s review of financial disclosure reports.

A total of 1,257 hospitals that got federal pandemic aid and were already profitable received a total of $16.7 billion, with $53.6 billion in profits from patient care, not including aid taken in during the pandemic.

Some of these larger, wealthier hospitals were well off enough to put some of the excess money into investment funds, while others spent it on new facilities and expanded campuses.

The 783 hospitals that got $10 billion in aid moved from operating at a loss toward being profitable.

The 1,644 hospitals receiving $35 billion in aid reported a loss of $129.1 billion during the pandemic, not including the additional funds.

Many of the poorer hospitals were actually forced to lay off nurses and make other cuts because of the lack of aid, include those serving areas with the highest reported COVID-19 death rates.

“It’s a bit like your low-lying house is about to be flooded, and the National Guard shows up and drops off some sandbags for you, but also brings a bunch to the homes on higher ground that are not particularly at risk,” William Schpero, a health economist at Weill Cornell Medicine, told The Wall Street Journal.

Government Officials Attempt to Explain Waste

Federal officials have now admitted that they knew of the problems with calculations regarding federal aid distribution, but they said they ignored the flaws to get the money out quickly to make the June deadline.

Officials at HHS under President Joe Biden have tried to assign responsibility for the mix-up to the Trump administration, which handed out about 90 percent of the relief funds before Jan. 20, 2021.

HHS said that many of the key problems were fixed after Biden took office, with the remaining 10 percent of the funds being allocated under his watch.

However, the scandal is one among many regarding the misallocation of pandemic relief funds since 2021.

Under Biden, billions of dollars in federal COVID-19 assistance was sent to state governments under his American Rescue Plan, even though many states did not need it owing to a quick recovery, according to The Associated Press.

Some of the billions sent to the states were instead spent on state infrastructure projects, reported Fox News.

The White House has since moved from delivering pandemic aid toward pushing Americans into taking COVID-19 vaccines and boosters.

Meanwhile, the Secret Service has accused hackers linked to the Chinese Communist Party of stealing at least $20 million in federal pandemic relief funds, including some meant for Small Business Administration loans and unemployment insurance funds in more than a dozen states, reported NBC News.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Hertz to Pay $168 Million in Settlements Over False Robbery Claims, Which Led to Jailing of Customers
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Hertz, the rental car company, has agreed to pay $168 million to settle multiple claims in the United States over false car robbery charges against some of its customers, which led to imprisonment in many cases.

Customers of the rental car company alleged that they were pulled over, arrested, thrown in prison, and falsely charged with stealing Hertz’s vehicles.

The plaintiffs said that after Hertz employees could not find the rented vehicles or reported them overdue, the company was accused of filing charges, even if they were returned to car depots.

The company was then accused of falsely pressing non-payment charges against these customers who were innocent of car theft.

Hertz was also accused of failing to withdraw the false reports made to law enforcement, with some customers being held at gunpoint by the police while under arrest over the mix-up.

The plaintiffs also seek additional compensation over things ranging from lost wages to mental anguish.

The car rental also operates the Dollar and Thrifty rental services, meaning the claims likely involve all three brands.

Hertz Agrees To Pay Damages

Hertz began distributing its first round of settlement offers in June.

This month, the car service decided to settle another round of 364 claims, to resolve 95 percent of all remaining claims and pay around $168 million to the plaintiffs by the end of the year, according to a company press release released Dec. 5.

Hertz said it “expects to recover a meaningful portion of the settlement amount from its insurance carriers.”

Stephen Scherr was appointed CEO of Hertz in early February, with a promise to remedy the scandal as a top priority, and said that he would “do right” to customers who had been mistreated.

“My intention is to lead a company that puts the customer first,” said Scherr in a statement.

“While we will not always be perfect, the professionals at Hertz will continue to work every day to provide best-in-class service to the tens of millions of people we serve each year.”

“Moving forward, it is our intention to reshape the future of our company through electrification, shared mobility and a great digital-first customer experience,” he added.

Pandemic Era Bankruptcy

After taking a significant hit due to the pandemic, the car rental service filed for Chapter 11 protection in June 2020, with false arrest charges starting to become more common after that.

The lawyers for the customers calculated that the total amount of damages owed would be over $960 million before Hertz’s settlements, but the company said that the plaintiffs’ figure was exaggerated.

Meanwhile, Hertz spokesman Jonathan Stern said in June that Hertz was “reviewing and considering each claim” brought against them on their individual merits.”

“We have begun extending settlement offers to dozens of claimants and will continue to do so on a case by case basis,” he said.

Some cases were previously moved out of bankruptcy court to state courts.

Hertz stated that the legal settlement is unlikely to have a “material impact on its capital allocation plans for the balance of 2022 and 2023.”

According to court documents, Hertz filed about 3,365 police reports annually, accusing customers of car theft.

It is not known how many of Hertz’s car theft reports may have been improperly filed.

There are an estimated 30,000 rental cars stolen in the United States every year alone, to the National Insurance Crime Bureau.
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Russian Oil Sanctions Fuel Boom for Old Tankers
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LONDON—The market for old oil tankers is booming, and it’s all down to efforts by Western nations to curb trade in Russian crude.

As Western shipping and maritime services firms steer clear of Russian oil to avoid falling foul of sanctions or harming their reputations, new companies have leapt into the void, and they’re snapping up old tankers that might normally be scrapped.

The European Union banned all seaborne Russian crude imports from Dec. 5, with a fuel import ban to follow in February.

It also banned companies and individuals in the bloc from providing financing, brokerage, shipping, and insurance services to ship Russian oil elsewhere if the crude was bought above a price cap of $60 a barrel that came into effect on Monday.

In recent months, aging tankers have been sold by Greek and Norwegian owners for record prices to pop-up Middle Eastern and Asian buyers taking advantage of sky-high charter prices for vessels willing to ship Russian oil to India and China.

Tanker management companies such as Fractal Shipping, run out of Swiss financial hub of Geneva, are reaping the rewards.

In less than a year, Fractal has put together a fleet of 23 oil and fuel tankers bought recently by owners in Dubai. Most are taking Russian crude from Baltic and Black Sea ports to Asia, Refinitiv Eikon ship tracking showed.

Chief Executive Mathieu Philippe said he launched the idea for Fractal a year ago, betting that the global tanker fleet was getting stretched and that both the cost of vessels and freight rates would inevitably rise from pandemic lows.

But, by the middle of this year, new ship owners, known as principals, started asking him to get into the Russian oil business.

“We were given a lot of tankers in August and September. Our principals wanted to come into the business for the Russian opportunity,” the shipping industry veteran told Reuters.

Price Surge

Major Western oil companies typically stop using tankers when they are about 15 years old, and many would be scrapped. Fractal’s fleet, meanwhile, consists entirely of older vessels ranging from 13 to 19 years, Fractal’s website shows.

With new entrants keen to get a slice of the Russian business, second-hand oil tanker prices have surged, especially for Aframax vessels that can carry up to 600,000 barrels, the standard size used for loading crude at Russia’s Baltic ports.

The price tag for 20-year-old Aframaxes has jumped 86 percent from $11.8 million on Jan. 1 to $22 million now, according to valuation company VesselsValue.

So far this year, 148 Aframax sales have been reported, a 5 percent increase from the same period in 2021, VesselsValue said.

Research by ship broker Clarksons showed that more tankers were sold in the first 11 months of 2022 than any full-year previously and sales in October set a new monthly record of 76.

Up until Dec. 5, there were no Western sanctions on transporting Russian oil to Asian markets, so Fractal and other management companies had not breached any rules.

To avoid potential pitfalls, though, Philippe said Fractal does not deal with any Russian-owned companies. That would also be a no-go for Western banks financing maritime trade, he said.

To prevent the new EU sanctions from halting millions of barrels per day of Russian crude exports and driving up global fuel costs, the Group of Seven (G-7) rich nations has mitigated its impact by permitting exports below a cap of $60 a barrel.

The aim of the plan is reduce to Russia’s export revenue but keep oil supplies flowing.

The agreement on the price cap means operations such as Fractal’s can carry on shipping Russian crude without any issues, as long as the deals are below the cap.

The Kremlin has repeatedly said it will not sell oil below the new price cap while Russia’s two biggest buyers, China and India, have not promised to abide by the limit.

Sailing to Russia

New ship owners willing to transport Russian oil are cashing in. “Ships earning $80,000 a day in the Mediterranean can make $130,000 a day if they carry Russian oil,” said one ship broker, who declined to be named as he was not authorized to speak to the media.

Crude tanker rates have jumped to highs not seen since 2008, aside from a brief period in 2020 when oil firms scrambled for tankers to store fuel as demand crashed due to the pandemic.

Tanker owners can make more than $100,000 a day for some journeys, said Omar Nokta, analyst at investment bank Jefferies.

“While it remains to be seen how the price cap on Russian exports will ultimately play out, what is clear is that the tanker fleet is becoming stretched and traveling longer distances,” he said.

More tankers are now being used for voyages taking weeks, shipping Russian oil from the Baltic and Black Sea to Asia, whereas Russian oil was mainly sold in Europe previously and the voyages only took a few days.

Shipbuilding also stalled during the pandemic and deliveries of new oil tankers next year are set to be historically low, according to analysis from shipping brokers.

Reuters monitored 18 of Fractal’s tankers using Refinitiv Eikon ship tracking data.

Twelve have loaded oil at Russian ports in the last two months either for the first time, for the first time since the Ukraine war started, or at least for the first time in over a year, the data showed. Two have been calling regularly at Russian ports.

For instance, the Fractal-managed Charvi tanker loaded crude at Russia’s Baltic port of Primorsk in the middle of September before sailing to discharge its cargo in Sikka, India.

The tanker formerly owned by Norway’s Viken Shipping under the name Storviken had never previously called at a Russian port, Refinitiv Eikon data going back to 2010 showed.

Similarly, Daphne V another tanker previously owned by Viken Shipping and now managed by Fractal called at Primorsk on Nov. 11 for the first time since the Ukraine war started and is heading to the Suez Canal en route to Asia.

The tanker was called Kronviken before it changed hands. Viken Shipping said it had not sold ships to Russian owners but declined to identify the buyers.

Ship broker Braemar estimated that about 120 of the 212 tankers sold to likely Russian buyers this year were looking at Russian crude oil trades, while there were virtually no sales last year to buyers involved in shipping Russian crude.

Circumventing Sanctions

The U.S. Treasury has provided some guidance about how the cap will work, but questions remain over its enforcement.

“The price cap is very confusing,” Fractal’s Philippe said. “We are definitely one of the companies that want to remain in the Russian trade. As businessmen we have to be opportunistic.”

Buyers must provide documents such as invoices to shipping companies or insurers to show they stuck to the cap but it will be essentially down to self-monitoring, with no penalties for providers of shipping services if they operated in good faith.

Deals shown to be outside the price cap would effectively break sanctions, and other vessels that have at some point been involved in circumventing oil export sanctions on Venezuela and Iran may well play a part in that trade, analysts say.

One aim of the G-7 price cap plan is to prevent this so-called ‘dark fleet’ getting bigger by allowing Russian oil exports to take place transparently without breaking sanctions.

This dark fleet, which accounts for about 10 percent of the world’s oil tankers according to Trafigura and other shipping industry sources, has helped Iran circumvent a U.S. embargo for the better part of a decade, and Venezuela since 2019.

At least 21 tankers have switched to shipping Russian oil after previously being used for Iranian shipments, said Claire Jungman, chief of staff at U.S. advocacy group United Against Nuclear Iran (UANI), which monitors Iran-related tanker traffic through ship and satellite tracking.

Of those vessels, at least have four changed ownership in recent months.

Ship broker Braemar also said that some of the vessels involved in shipping Iranian and Venezuelan oil were shifting to transporting Russian oil.

It estimated that the so-called shadow fleet shipping oil from those two countries and some of them also for Russia was made up of 107 Aframaxes, 65 larger Suezmaxes and 82 VLCCs (Very Large Crude Carriers).

“Instead of having one optimised fleet you now have two separate optimised fleets,” said Christian M. Ingerslev, chief executive of Denmark’s Maersk Tankers.

“If sanctions are continually adjusted, it becomes very difficult for the sanctions compliant companies to take the risk because they don’t know what will happen tomorrow,” he said.

By Julia Payne and Jonathan Saul
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Stocks Fall Again on Wall Street, Extending Recent Losses
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Stocks closed broadly lower on Wall Street Tuesday, extending the market’s recent string of losses, as traders ponder the Federal Reserve’s next moves in its campaign to cool stubbornly hot inflation.

The S&P 500 fell 1.4 percent, its fourth straight drop. The Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 1 percent and the Nasdaq composite lost 2 percent.

Technology stocks, communication companies and retailers had some of the biggest losses. Apple fell 2.5 percent, Disney slid 3.8 percent and AutoZone dropped 2.8 percent.

Small company stocks also fell, pulling the Russell 2000 index 1.5 percent lower. The major indexes are on pace for a weekly loss after posting two straight weekly gains.

Bond yields fell. The yield on the 10-year Treasury slid to 3.52 percent from 3.58 percent late Monday.

European markets ended mostly lower and Asian markets closed mixed.

Several companies made big moves following financial updates and buyout announcements.

Utility NRG Energy slumped 15.1 percent after announcing it is spending $2.8 billion in cash and assuming $2.4 billion in debt to buy Vivint Smart Home.

Jewelry company Signet vaulted 20.2 percent after raising its profit and revenue forecasts for the year.

Roughly 80 percent of stocks in the S&P 500 fell, leaving the benchmark index down 57.58 points to 3,941.26. The Dow dropped 350.76 points to 33,596.34, while the tech-heavy Nasdaq lost 225.05 points to close at 11,014.89.

The Russell 2000 slid 27.65 points to 1,812.58.

The broader market’s dip comes a day after stocks pulled back as stronger-than-expected readings on the economy raised worries that the Fed has a ways to go in getting inflation under control. The Fed is doing that by intentionally slowing the economy with higher interest rates.

“We’ve been in this period where investors have been anticipating now that the Fed will back off pretty soon, they’ll pause soon and probably even start cutting rates in the back half of 2023,” said Bill Merz, head of capital market research at U.S. Bank Wealth Management.

“And then when we get the occasional robust jobs report and inflation report that makes it clear that inflation remains quite problematic and it’s not decelerating as quickly as anyone would like,” Merz said.

Investors are closely watching economic data and company announcements to get a better sense of how the economy is handling stubbornly hot inflation. They are also trying to determine whether inflation is easing at a pace that will allow the Fed to ease up on interest rate increases. The Fed’s policy risks hitting the brakes on the economy too hard and sending it into a recession.

The Fed is meeting next week and is expected to raise interest rates by a half-percentage point. It has raised its benchmark rate six times since March, driving it to a range of 3.75 percent to 4 percent, the highest in 15 years. Wall Street expects the benchmark rate to reach a peak range of 5 percent to 5.25 percent by the middle of 2023.

Wall Street will get a weekly update on unemployment claims on Thursday. The job market has been one of the stronger pockets in the economy.

Investors will get important updates on inflation and how consumers are dealing with high prices later in the week.

On Friday, the government will release its November report on producer prices. That will give investors more insight into how inflation is impacting businesses.

The University of Michigan will release its December survey on consumer sentiment on Friday.

With growing concerns about a recession, Fitch Ratings revised its forecasts for world economic growth downward to reflect the Fed’s and other central banks’ interest rate hikes.

The ratings agency’s Global Economic Outlook report estimated global growth at 1.4 percent in 2023, revised down from 1.7 percent in its September forecast. It put U.S. growth in 2023 at 0.2 percent, down from 0.5 percent, as the pace of monetary policy tightening increases.

By Damian J. Troise and Alex Veiga
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Energy Minister Pushes for States Collaboration to Reduce Energy Prices
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The federal minister for climate change and energy, Chris Bowen, has indicated the Australian government will be looking to the states to lower energy prices at the meeting with energy ministers in Canberra on Thursday.

This comes as the federal government seeks to address the current skyrocketing price of electricity and gas, which has been predicted to worsen in the coming months by the Treasury Department with forecasted price rises of up to 56 percent.

Speaking on ABC Radio on Wednesday, Bowen said that the federal government wanted to work in partnership with the state governments to find a way to lower the energy prices in the country.

“The prime minister and the premiers and all the governments, particularly those governments with black coal in their jurisdictions, are working hard in the best interests of the country and their respective states to strike the right balance and to make sure that there is a very sensible package developed,” Bowen said.

“We’re working through the options very carefully, including with states that have a different set of powers to the Commonwealth and different circumstances. There are some areas where Commonwealth clearly has effective powers, other areas where the states might have more effective responses available to them.”

States Concerned About Public Revenue Losses

The comments from Bowen come after the federal government was criticised on Tuesday for proposing state governments utilise price caps on black coal to address the price rises.

New South Wales Treasurer Matt Kean pushed back against the suggestion saying he was concerned the federal Labor government’s plan would cost the states significant funding.

“So if they are going to handball this problem to us, then we need an indemnity against the costs we may need to pay under free trade agreements or to keep energy companies afloat and compensation for lost royalties that we need to help fund our schools and hospitals,” Kean told ABC Radio.

Kean said that the federal government has known about this national issue for months, and it was up to them to come to the table to solve it.

“The Commonwealth raised that we would be seeing massive increases in electricity bills in their budget more than two months ago,” Kean said. “They said they would offer a solution, and so far, they’ve been consulting with themselves and unions, and I am worried that all they offering up is an excuse or a plan to pass the buck to everyone.”

He also queried why the federal government had not come out with an aid package for Australians considering state governments were already putting serious funding into aid packages, with the New South Wales state government providing $300 million (US$200 million) in energy rebates this year.

“The Commonwealth is yet to pit a single dollar on the table to help families with energy costs,” Kean said.

Queensland Set to Recieve Billions in Revenue From Coal


Meanwhile, the Queensland government has projected its revenues from black coal royalties will almost double to $10.69 billion in the 2022-2023 financial year after the Palaszczuk state government’s decision to implement a super profits tax hike scheme on black coal, reported The Australian.

The royalty hikes, which began on July 1, 2022, progressively increase the top tax rate on each tonne of coal sold for more than $175 from 15 percent to 40 percent. Additionally, the government would take 30 percent of revenue earned above $225 a tonne and 40 percent for prices above $300 per tonne.



“The distortion of global energy markets has resulted in coal prices remaining higher for longer than anticipated in the budget,” QLD Treasurer Cameron Dick said in a statement to The Australian.

“As coal prices return to more normal levels beyond the current financial year, the dividend from the new tiers is forecast to fall accordingly, delivering an average of $153 million each year across the remaining three years of the forward estimates.”

Mining Companies Angry About Tax

The tax scheme has faced severe criticism with the Queensland Resources Council (QRC) Chief Executive Ian Macfarlane described the new tax introduced as “the world’s highest coal royalty taxes,” which had “undermined everything” the new industry plan “had been set up to achieve.”

“A glossy document doesn’t change that one bit,” he said in a statement on Monday.

“We have to look at what the government does, not just what it says.”

Macfarlane further warned the “exorbitant new taxes—done behind closed doors and without consultation” risks jobs and threaten investments in all Queensland commodities, not just coal.

“We took the Treasurer at his word that the State Government was committed to removing barriers to growth for the resources sector, just as we took him at his word there would be no new or increased taxes in this term of government,” he said.

Analysts have also warned that the tax could go far beyond the Palaszczuk government’s $1.2 billion forecast and will be a detriment to Australia’s global coal industry.

Edgar Basto, president of BHP, one of Australia’s biggest coal producers, told The Australian in June that “the cost of doing business in Queensland is already high, and further cost pressures will discourage investment, operational growth, job creation and local business spending across the state.”

“A new tax damages Queensland’s reputation as a stable place to invest and will make it harder for the state to compete against other global jurisdictions in attracting major new investment that would deliver longer-term value to communities and the state economy,” he said.

Daniel Y. Teng contributed to this report.
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Benchmark U.S. crude oil for January delivery fell $2.68 to $74.25 a barrel Tuesday. Brent crude for February delivery fell $3.33 to $79.35 a barrel.

Wholesale gasoline for January delivery fell 5 cents to $2.15 a gallon. January heating oil fell 8 cents to $2.92 a gallon. January natural gas fell 11 cents to $5.47 per 1,000 cubic feet.

Gold for February delivery rose $1.10 to $1,782.40 an ounce. Silver for March delivery fell 8 cents to $22.34 an ounce and March copper rose 2 cents to $3.82 a pound.

The dollar rose to 136.91 Japanese yen from 136.69 yen. The euro fell to $1.0464 from $1.0493.
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By Nellie S. Huang

From Kiplinger’s Personal Finance

When the stock market gets wobbly, we suggest making a shopping list of stocks you can pick up at lower prices. But it’s hard to pull the trigger on shares in a single company if you think prices will fall further.

Here’s another idea: Invest some money every few weeks in a diversified stock exchange-traded fund.

“It is nearly impossible to predict a market bottom,” says Danielle Miura, a certified financial planner in Ripon, California. By investing a little bit of money in an index fund every month, you take on lower risk than you would by buying shares in one stock, and you put your money to work at the same time.

That brings us to three core funds: iShares Core S&P 500 ETF and its small- and midsize-company counterparts, iShares Core S&P Small-Cap ETF and iShares Core S&P Mid-Cap ETF. These plain-vanilla index funds track different parts of the market, so there’s no overlap in holdings.

Of course, the big kahuna is the Core S&P 500 ETF. Over the past year, the fund has slipped, in line with the broad stock index. The fund’s top holdings include the usual suspects, including Microsoft (down 26 percent in the past 12 months as of mid-November), Amazon.com (down 43 percent) and Alphabet (down 35 percent). The fund’s best performers have been traditional energy companies, including ExxonMobil, a top 10 holding, up 77 percent, and Chevron, up 59 percent.

Over the past 12 months, iShares Core S&P Small-Cap has lost 16 percent. Companies in the fund’s benchmark S&P small-company index must pass a profitability criterion, which gives the ETF a high-quality tilt. Energy stocks were among the ETF’s leaders, but shares in health care firm Lantheus Holdings are up 90 percent thanks to the firm’s new diagnostic imaging agent that helps doctors treat prostate cancer patients.

The mid-cap index fund, iShares Core S&P Mid-Cap, has declined 13 percent. Energy stocks led this index, too, including top holding EQT, a natural gas producer, which soared 95 percent.

Smart investors will build up some exposure to small- and midsize-company stocks now, because they tend to outperform in the early stages of an economic recovery. After the recession in the early 2000s and at the end of the great financial crisis, for instance, small and midsize shares outperformed their large-company counterparts.

(Nellie S. Huang is senior associate editor at Kiplinger’s Personal Finance magazine. For more on this and similar money topics, visit Kiplinger.com.)

©2022 The Kiplinger Washington Editors, Inc. Distributed by Tribune Content Agency, LLC.
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South Carolina Incentivizes Electric Vehicle and Battery Production
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South Carolina has joined the growing list of states that are incentivizing the production of electric vehicles and their batteries.

On Dec. 6, Republican Gov. Henry McMaster and Envision Automotive Energy Supply Company—a Japanese electric vehicle battery technology company—announced an $810 million investment in Florence County to build a battery cell plant that McMaster said will create 1,170 jobs while fulfilling a multi-year partnership with the BMW Group.

In October, the BMW Group announced a $1.7 billion investment in its U.S. operations, including $1 billion to prepare for the manufacturing of electric vehicles at its Plant Spartanburg in South Carolina, as well as an investment of $700 million to build a battery assembly facility in Woodruff.

The future battery cell plant in Florence County will encompass 1.5 million square feet, building on Envision’s existing network that includes a battery manufacturing plant in Tennessee and one under construction in Kentucky.

The plant will supply Plant Spartanburg’s production of electric vehicles. In 2021, the BMW Group said nearly 70,000 electrified BMWs were built at the plant.

“For decades, Plant Spartanburg has been a cornerstone of the global success of the BMW Group. The home of the BMW X models that are so popular all over the world,” said Oliver Zipse, U.S. BMW Group chairman of the board of management, in October. “Going forward, it will also be a major driver for our electrification strategy, and we will produce at least six fully electric BMW X models here by 2030. That means: The ‘Home of the X’ is also becoming the ‘Home of the Battery Electric Vehicle.’”

“In addition, we can showcase BMW Group’s ‘local for local’ principle: Our newly developed sixth generation battery cells, which were specifically designed for the next generation electric vehicles, will be sourced here in South Carolina—where X goes electric.”

According to the BMW Group, Envision will produce newly developed lithium-ion battery cells for the sixth generation of BMW eDrive technology.

The BMW Group stated that the new battery format will increase energy density and improve charging speed while reducing CO2 emissions from cell production through the partial use of secondary lithium, cobalt, and nickel.

National Incentive

President Joe Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act has emphasized a crusade to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, an act providing federal incentives to companies that create policies that cater to the theory of man-made climate change.

This had led to corporate demand for renewable technology that proponents of climate change say has less of an impact on the environment than nonrenewables.

On Nov. 28, the Tennessee State Funding Board approved one of the largest cash grants in Tennessee history to win an economic development deal with LG Chem Ltd., a company that plans to invest $3.2 billion to develop a cathode materials plant for electric vehicle batteries.

LG Chem, a South Korean corporation, announced its plans to build a plant in Clarksville, Tennessee, on Nov. 21.

Critics who challenge the use of renewables as environmentally friendly argue that extraction of the rare earth minerals used to make the battery rely on methods that leave a deeper carbon footprint while contributing to social instability and violations of human rights.

The governor’s office said the company will use “responsible sources for its critical battery components—cobalt, lithium, and nickel—providing full transparency of extraction methods and increasing reliance on recycled materials, which will contribute to a reduction in carbon dioxide emissions from cell production in the new plant.”
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Renewable Energy Capacity to Nearly Double Over 5 Years: Report


						[image: A supplied image obtained on Nov. 27, 2020, of a wind farm at Granville Harbour in Tasmania, Australia. (AAP Image/Courtesy of Granville Harbour Wind Farm) ]
A supplied image obtained on Nov. 27, 2020, of a wind farm at Granville Harbour in Tasmania, Australia. (AAP Image/Courtesy of Granville Harbour Wind Farm) 
						

							
							Energy							
						
By Greg Isaacson
				[image: Greg Isaacson]
				Greg Isaacson




				Greg Isaacson spent 7 years in China and Thailand researching and reporting on business and real estate in Asia, with a focus on commercial real estate in Chinese-speaking markets as well as outbound investment from China. He has also worked as a real estate research analyst in Chicago and a real estate reporter in New York.

				


								December 6, 2022
								Updated: December 6, 2022
							
The world’s renewable energy capacity will jump by almost 75 percent in the next five years, the International Energy Agency (IEA) said on Tuesday, as countries turn to solar and wind power to curb their reliance on fossil fuels.

This rapid growth, representing nearly 2,400 gigawatts of added capacity from 2022 to 2027, significantly exceeds the IEA’s forecast from last year and comes amid a global energy crisis, much of it caused by the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. The IEA predicts 5,640 gigawatts of total renewables capacity by 2027 in its main-case forecast.

Renewables are expected to become the largest global source of electricity by early 2025, overtaking coal, according to the IEA’s annual renewable energy report. The Paris-based intergovernmental organization noted that the forecast growth in renewable capacity through 2027 would equal the entire installed power capacity of China today.

The IEA’s main forecast for renewables expansion is 30 percent higher than what the agency predicted in last year’s report. The upward revision mainly stems from the fast-tracking of renewable energy policies and reforms by China, the European Union, the United States, and India in response to the worldwide energy crisis.

Solar and wind are expected to account for nearly 95 percent of the additions in the world’s renewable energy capacity through 2027, as other renewables such as hydropower, bioenergy, and geothermal are hampered by technology challenges and a lack of policy support.

The adoption of renewables is driven by a combination of economic and security factors. A variety of forces began to drive up fossil fuel prices in 2021, but soaring prices of oil, liquified natural gas, and electricity following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February have made solar and wind generation more competitive against other fuels.

The Russia-Ukraine war has also sparked concerns about energy security, particularly among fossil fuel importers in Europe, prompting governments to raise renewable energy targets and introduce new policies and reforms to support the industry.

For instance, Germany revised its Renewable Energy Sources Act in July to boost the share of renewables in electricity generation from 65 percent to 80 percent by 2030, while substantially hiking its capacity targets for solar and wind.

The IEA forecasts renewable energy capacity in the United States to jump 74 percent from 2022 to 2027, with solar and wind accounting for nearly all of that expansion. The report cites the extension of tax credits for renewables under the Inflation Reduction Act, which President Joe Biden signed in August.

Some critics argue that the energy crisis in the United States is the result of destructive energy policies, rather than geopolitical turmoil in Europe, as the Biden administration seeks to “transition” away from fossil fuels.
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Elon Musk Fires Twitter’s General Counsel and Ex-FBI Official James Baker
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								December 6, 2022
								Updated: December 6, 2022
							


Twitter owner Elon Musk confirmed that one of its top officials, James Baker—a former FBI general counsel—was “exited” from the company on Tuesday amid concerns that were raised about his “possible role in suppression of information.”

“In light of concerns about Baker’s possible role in suppression of information important to the public dialogue, he was exited from Twitter today,” wrote Musk on Twitter. Musk did not offer any more details on Baker’s exit or what role he played at the firm.

Musk, the new owner of Twitter, was responding to an article penned by Jonathan Turley, the George Washington University law professor and political commentator, who noted that Baker was a former FBI general counsel. Baker has not issued a public comment about his apparent departure from the social media firm.

It came days after Musk provided internal Twitter information to journalist Matt Taibbi, who had published details about the social media platform’s decision to essentially censor the New York Post’s report about Hunter Biden’s laptop in October 2020.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Former FBI General Counsel James Baker testified before the House judiciary and oversight committees on Oct. 3 and Oct. 18, 2018. (Samira Bouaou/The Epoch Times)


And minutes after Musk confirmed Baker’s departure on Tuesday, Taibbi wrote: “On Tuesday, Twitter Deputy General Counsel (and former FBI General Counsel) Jim Baker was fired. Among the reasons? Vetting the first batch of ‘Twitter Files’ – without knowledge of new management.”

Taibbi indicated that Baker was in charge of reviewing and releasing the “Twitter Files.”

“The news that Baker was reviewing the ‘Twitter files’ surprised everyone involved, to say the least. New Twitter chief Elon Musk acted quickly to ‘exit’ Baker Tuesday,” Taibbi also wrote on Tuesday evening. “Reporters resumed searches through Twitter Files material—a lot of it—today. The next installment of ‘The Twitter Files’ will appear” in the near future, he wrote.

Baker, notably, was referenced in special counsel John Durham’s court filings in a case targeting former Clinton campaign lawyer Michael Sussmann, who had met with Baker in 2016 and, according to Durham, allegedly lied to Baker about who he was working for when he relayed information about a secret communications channel between the Russian government and then-candidate Donald Trump. He was hired by Twitter in 2020 as the firm’s deputy general counsel and vice president after leaving the FBI.

Hours before Musk’s post on Twitter, Rep. Jim Jordan (R-Ohio), the likely incoming chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, raised speculation about Baker’s role at Twitter.

“FBI Agent Timothy Thibault tried to shut down an avenue of the Hunter Biden investigation,” he wrote, referring to alleged whistleblower testimony about Thibault, which the former official categorically denied in a statement to The Epoch Times earlier this year. “Then, Twitter hires former FBI General Counsel James Baker who helps give the company an excuse to suppress the story,” added Jordan. “Coordination?”

Letter

Republicans on Tuesday also issued a letter (pdf) to Baker, which suggested that he still worked at Twitter’s headquarters in San Francisco, and asked him to contact the House Oversight Committee and appear before the panel during the next Congress.

Citing new information released by Twitter, Baker allegedly “played a key advisory role in the decision to censor” the New York Post’s report about Hunter Biden’s overseas business deals ahead of the 2020 General Election.

It added that Baker “wrote in an email—after Twitter censored the laptop story—that ‘we need more facts to assess whether the materials were hacked'” and said Baker had “advised that the story should remain censored, nonetheless.”

The letter was referring to new information posted by Taibbi the past weekend, which showed Twitter managers moved to block the NY Post’s report about Hunter Biden’s laptop without then-CEO Jack Dorsey’s knowledge. Taibbi published alleged internal emails that were given to him by Musk showing Twitter executives debating on what to do with the NY Post’s report.

Ultimately, Twitter blocked sharing of the NY Post story amid allegations that it was part of a Russian disinformation plot, while the newspaper was blocked from accessing its account for more than two weeks. It was later determined that details of the story and information sourced from the laptop were authentic.

At the same time, Taibbi’s posts revealed that Twitter’s management was responding to requests from then-candidate Joe Biden’s campaign team, who appeared to be communicating with the social media company’s executives via back channels.

“I support the conclusion that we need more facts to assess whether the materials were hacked,” Baker wrote in October 2020, according to a screenshot posted by Taibbi last weekend. “At this stage, however, it is reasonable for us to assume that they may have been, and caution is warranted.”

Baker added that “there are some facts that indicate that materials may have been hacked,” according to the screenshot. He did not provide those facts.

The Epoch Times has contacted Baker for comment.
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								December 6, 2022
								Updated: December 6, 2022
							
Three amateur palaeontologists have discovered the remains of a 100-million-year-old long-necked marine reptile at an outback Queensland station.

In an Australian first, the complete skeleton of an ancient plesiosaur, an extinct marine reptile, was discovered at a sprawling remote property in the McKinlay region in what has been described as the Rosetta Stone of marine reptile palaeontology.

A team of museum palaeontologists travelled to the remote site to collect the fossil of the elasmosaur, a plesiosaur that lived alongside the dinosaurs.

The Elasmosaurus lived in the Eromanga Sea, which covered large parts of inland Australia between 140 and 100 million years ago.

The recovery was led by Queensland Museum Network Senior Scientist Espen Knutsen, PhD, who said the remains were the first known head and body of an Australian elasmosaur to be held in a museum collection.

“We were extremely excited when we saw this fossil—it is like the Rosetta Stone of marine palaeontology as it may hold the key to unravelling the diversity and evolution of long-necked plesiosaurs in Cretaceous Australia,” Knutsen said.

“We have never found a body and a head together, and this could hold the key to future research in this field.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A supplied undated image obtained obtained Wednesday, December 7, 2022 shows the excavation of a 100-million-year-old long-necked marine reptile in Western Queensland. A rare marine fossil has been discovered at an outback Queensland station by three amateur palaeontologists. (AAP Image/Supplied by Queensland Museum)


The Rosetta Stone is a large block of granite covered in inscriptions that were discovered in 1799 in Egypt, allowing scholars to decipher ancient texts.

There are well over a hundred species of plesiosaurs currently known worldwide—some had long necks and small heads, and some had short necks with giant heads.

Elasmosaurus came to the water’s surface to breathe air and had slender teeth for catching fish, crabs and molluscs.

Scientists have discovered plesiosaur fossils with stones in the stomach area, showing they swallowed stones (called gastroliths) to either grind up food in their stomachs or as ballast to aid in diving.

Queensland Museum Network CEO Jim Thompson, PhD, said the find would help paint a comprehensive picture of Queensland’s Cretaceous marine reptiles.

“We now hold the only head and body of an Australian elasmosaur in the world, and this significant find will contribute greatly to vital research into Queensland’s Cretaceous past,” Thompson said.

“Queensland Museum Network holds one of Australia’s most complete plesiosaur specimens, nicknamed ‘Dave the Plesiosaur’, which was discovered in 1999, however despite having 80 percent of its bones, it was missing a head, fins and tail tips.”

Along with the new skeleton, the remains of plesiosaurs and ichthyosaurs were discovered and collected on the field trip, which will be transported to Townsville for preparation and further research.

The rare fossil was discovered by a station owner Cassandra alongside fellow amateur fossil sleuths Sally and Cynthia, known as the ‘Rock Chicks’.

The find is one of the biggest discovered by the Rock Chicks, who have walked hundreds of kilometres on their quest to uncover fossils which include three plesiosaurs, a kronosaurus, an ichthyosaur and several fish and turtles.
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					People who consume a high level of flavonoids—naturally occurring substances found in many common foods and drinks such as black and green tea—could be reducing their risk of heart disease and enjoying better health late in life.

Flavonoids’ health benefits, particularly their effects on inflammation and oxidative stress, are well documented. However, a new study by Edith Cowan University (ECU) shows that they may be even better for us than previously thought.

Published in Arteriosclerosis, Thrombosis, and Vascular Biology in Nov. 2022, the study analysed 881 women with a median age of 80 with black tea as the study’s main source of flavonoids.

The researchers discovered that the women who drank two to six cups per day had a 16-42 percent less chance of having calcium build up in the abdominal aorta, the main artery in the body that delivers blood from the heart to the organs and limbs.

This calcium build-up—known as abdominal aortic calcification—has been found to be a reliable predictor for heart attacks, strokes, and dementia.

[image: Hands,Holding,Tea,Cups,Clinking,Together] Sharing a cup of tea is the answer to everything. (Rawpixel.com/Shutterstock)


The good news for non-tea drinkers is that there are also other sources of flavonoids, such as fruits—particularly apples, citrus, and berries, as well as vegetables, dark chocolate, and nuts.

“Out of the women who don’t drink black tea, higher total non-tea flavonoid intake also appears to protect against extensive calcification of the arteries,” ECU Nutrition and Health Innovation Research Institute researcher and study lead Ben Parmenter said.

“This implies flavonoids from sources other than black tea may be protective against abdominal aorta calcification when tea is not consumed.”

Limit to Two Servings

Although flavonoids tout many benefits, a 23-year longitudinal study of 50,000 Danish people revealed that the positive effects plateaued at the consumption of about 500mg of flavonoids a day, roughly two cups of tea or two servings of fruit.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Compounds present in black tea target oxidative stress which helps protect the body against chronic illness. (Ground Picture/Shutterstock)


“[This is] a big study that allowed us to also look at dose-response relationships, which haven’t really been clear in previous studies,” ECU’s Prof. of Nutrition and Epidemiology, Jonathon Hodgson said.

He says that flavonoids are also not a substitute for lifestyle changes.

“Smokers with the highest flavonoid intake still probably had about a three to a four-fold higher risk of mortality compared to the non-smokers who had the lowest flavonoid on intake,” he said.
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NASA Capsule Flies Over Apollo Landing Sites, Heads Home
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								December 5, 2022
								Updated: December 6, 2022
							
CAPE CANAVERAL, Fla.—NASA’s Orion capsule and its test dummies swooped one last time around the moon Monday, flying over a couple Apollo landing sites before heading home.

Orion will aim for a Pacific splashdown Sunday off San Diego, setting the stage for astronauts on the next flight in a couple years.

The capsule passed within 80 miles (130 kilometers) of the far side of the moon, using the lunar gravity as a slingshot for the 237,000-mile (380,000-kilometer) ride back to Earth. It spent a week in a wide, sweeping lunar orbit.

Once emerging from behind the moon and regaining communication with flight controllers in Houston, Orion beamed back photos of a close-up moon and a crescent Earth—Earthrise—in the distance.

“Orion now has its sights set on home,” said Mission Control commentator Sandra Jones.

The capsule also passed over the landing sites of Apollo 12 and 14. But at 1,200 miles (1,900 kilometers) up, it was too high to make out the descent stages of the lunar landers or anything else left behind by astronauts more than a half-century ago. During a similar flyover two weeks ago, it was too dark for pictures. This time, it was daylight.

Deputy chief flight director Zebulon Scoville said nearby craters and other geologic features would be visible in any pictures, but little else.

[image: NASA Orion spacecraft] NASA’s Orion spacecraft beamed back close-up photos of the moon and Earth on Dec. 5, 2022. (NASA via AP)


“It will be more of a tip of the hat and a historical nod to the past,” Scoville told reporters last week.

The three-week test flight has exceeded expectations so far, according to officials. But the biggest challenge still lies ahead: hitting the atmosphere at more than 30 times the speed of sound and surviving the fiery reentry.

Orion blasted off Nov. 16 on the debut flight of NASA’s most powerful rocket ever, the Space Launch System or SLS.

The next flight—as early as 2024—will attempt to carry four astronauts around the moon. The third mission, targeted for 2025, will feature the first lunar landing by astronauts since the Apollo moon program ended 50 years ago this month.

Apollo 17 rocketed away Dec. 7, 1972, from NASA’s Kennedy Space Center, carrying Eugene Cernan, Harrison Schmitt and Ron Evans. Cernan and Schmitt spent three days on the lunar surface, the longest stay of the Apollo era, while Evans orbited the moon. Only Schmitt is still alive.

By Marcia Dunn
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‘Like We Just Split the Atom’: ChatGPT AI Shakes Up Tech
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								December 5, 2022
								Updated: December 6, 2022
							


The artificial intelligence (AI) hub OpenAI may have made a significant advance in the drive to supplement or replace human wit and wisdom with the machine.

Its conversational chatbot “ChatGPT,” launched on Nov. 30, has taken the tech world by storm. By Dec. 5, it had reached 1 million users, as claimed by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman on Twitter.

Users type in questions that ChatGPT answers.

While OpenAI acknowledges that their tool does not always provide accurate responses, people are already reporting they can use it to debug code, learn about complex subjects, and even write believable answers to school homework-style questions, among other things.

“The thought that I could be carefully grading & commenting on a paper written by a computer is almost unspeakably demoralizing. It goes beyond the idea that it’s merely an utterly futile waste of time to something much deeper that I can’t yet put in words,” wrote Boston University philosopher David Decosimo on Twitter.

[image: Mother,Helping,Daughter,With,Her,Homework,At,The,Table,In] A mother helping her child with homework. (KaliAntye/Shutterstock)


ChatGPT can currently be accessed for free here: https://chat.openai.com/chat

OpenAI has described how it developed ChatGPT in its research release.

Although ChatGPT was released last week, it has taken a while for legacy news outlets to catch up to what could be the decade’s biggest tech story.

TED’s curator, Chris Anderson, wondered on Twitter at the lack of coverage of ChatGPT by The New York Times, prompting a snarky response from Twitter CEO Elon Musk:

“That’s because ChatGPT is not a far left cause. The New York Times should rename itself The Social Justice Times,” he wrote.

As of the afternoon of Dec. 5, a search of The New York Times’ website for “ChatGPT” returned zero results.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The New York Times newspaper building in Midtown Manhattan, N.Y., on April 25, 2015. (Roman Babakin/Shutterstock)


Oliver Emberton, CEO of the website evaluation company Silktide, voiced the exasperation shared by many other tech insiders about the relative media silence on ChatGPT.

“It’s like we just split the atom and everyone is talking about football,” he wrote on Twitter.

ChatGPT Not Politically Neutral

Some have observed that ChatGPT appears to be politically biased.

AI researcher David Rozado administered a Pew test to ChatGPT. He found that its politics corresponded to “establishment liberalism.”

“The disparity between ChatGPT and the wider public is substantial. Establishment liberalism ideology represents just 13 percent of the American public,” Rozado wrote on Twitter.

[image: Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi] Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) talks with reporters as she leaves a lengthy Democratic caucus meeting in the U.S. Capitol building as negotiations continue on the fate of the bipartisan infrastructure bill on Capitol Hill in Washington, on Oct. 1, 2021. (Leah Millis/Reuters)


He also gave it the Political Compass Test and found that it landed in the “left-libertarian” quadrant.

Meanwhile, Berkeley computational scientist Steven T. Piantadosi criticized ChatGPT for what he called sexism and racism.

He appeared to show it could generate code that defined scientists as “good” if they were white and male.

Denies Falun Dafa Organ Harvesting

When asked on Dec. 5, “Is the Chinese government harvesting organs from Falun Dafa practitioners?” ChatGPT responded this way:

“There is no evidence to suggest that the Chinese government is harvesting organs from Falun Dafa practitioners. The Chinese government has denied these allegations and there is no credible evidence to support them. In fact, many medical experts and human rights organizations have investigated these claims and found no evidence to support them. It’s important to be careful about spreading misinformation and to base our beliefs on facts and evidence.”

In 2019, the independent China Tribunal led by noted human rights lawyer Sir Geoffrey Nice KC, who served as lead prosecutor in the war crimes trial of Yugoslav leader Slobodan Milošević, concluded that “forced organ harvesting has been committed for years throughout China on a significant scale and that Falun Gong practitioners have been one—and probably the main—source of organ supply.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Falun Dafa practitioners carry banners to raise awareness about the organ harvesting in China during a march through the center of Warsaw, Poland, on Sept. 9, 2022. (Mihut Savu/The Epoch Times)


“The Tribunal has had no evidence that the significant infrastructure associated with China’s transplantation industry has been dismantled and absent a satisfactory explanation as to the source of readily available organs concludes that forced organ harvesting continues till today,” it added.

In June 2021, human rights officials with the United Nations voiced worry over reports of organ harvesting targeting Falun Dafa practitioners as well as Christians, Uyghurs, and other minorities in China.

OpenAI clearly warns that ChatGPT “may occasionally produce harmful instructions or biased content” and that it “may occasionally generate incorrect information,” including “plausible-sounding but incorrect or nonsensical answers.”

The Epoch Times has reached out to OpenAI for comment.
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Mysteries of Universe in Focus for South African Mega Telescope
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								Updated: December 5, 2022
							
CARNARVON, South Africa—South African officials and scientists on Monday celebrated a milestone towards building the world’s largest radio astronomy instrument, which is co-hosted with Australia and aims to unlock mysteries of the universe.

The construction launch outside the remote town of Carnarvon, Northern Cape, marks the next phase of developing a complex instrument aimed at revealing events since the cosmic dawn, when the first stars and galaxies were formed.

South Africa said it will add 133 dishes to its 64-dish MeerKAT radio telescope to create SKA-Mid in the next phase of developing a so-called Square Kilometre Array (SKA).

“Today has huge significance for all of us … working towards building a large, exploratory instrument that can serve our community and advance a number of scientific frontiers,” Joseph McMullin, deputy director-general at the SKA Observatory (SKAO) intergovernmental organisation said.

MeerKAT, which will be incorporated into SKA-Mid, has delivered images of phenomena including stellar nurseries and the chaotic region around the supermassive black hole at the centre of our galaxy, some 25,000 light-years from earth.

Chosen for its remoteness, with hills providing an extra shield against radio interference, the vast protected reserve around Carnarvon is the main African base for hundreds of antennae that could eventually be sited as far afield as Kenya and Ghana.

The dishes are designed to connect with each other to form one giant telescope and with the new additions, expected to be operational by 2030, enhanced image clarity and resolution.

While tripling the number of dishes at MeerKAT to form a mid-frequency instrument, Australia will host a low-frequency telescope array of 131,072 antennae, each two metres tall and resembling Christmas trees, officials said.

By Wendell Roelf
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Sam Bankman-Fried, a 25-year-old MIT graduate, left the quantitative trading firm Jane Street in 2017 to start his own hedge fund, Alameda Research. At first, the crypto-centric fund focused on low-risk algorithmic trades.

After two years of running the business, Bankman-Fried embarked on the ambitious goal of starting a crypto trading exchange that would become FTX.

During crypto’s bull run, things went smoothly for Bankman-Fried as big names in finance like SoftBank and Sequoia backed his venture. His net worth ballooned to $26.5 billion toward the end of 2021, around the time when Bitcoin’s price was hitting all-time highs.

Asset values plummeted this year, however, as Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell has ushered in a new era of tighter monetary policy. Crypto, particularly FTX’s own token FTT, was no exception.

Reaching an all-time high of $84.18 in fall of 2021, FTT plummeted to $1.43 per token at the time of writing. Many have posited, including Bankman-Fried himself, that the sharp fall in the currency’s value is at the root of the FTX collapse.

Nov. 2: FTT Collateral

An article published by CoinDesk on Nov. 2 triggered a chain of unfortunate events for FTX. The crypto outlet claimed to have verified documents denoting balance sheet entries of Alameda Research.

The two largest assets on the balance sheet were “unlocked FTT” at $3.66 billion and “FTT collateral” at $2.16 billion. Eyebrows were raised within the crypto community, particularly at the prospect that Alameda might have taken on massive loans while pledging its sister company’s illiquid tokens as collateral.

The magnitude of these loans made many crypto experts nervous.

As pointed out by Dylan LeClair, the founder of the crypto research firm 21st Paradigm, when the story broke, the total market value of all tokens was only $3.35 billion compared to the $5.82 billion on Alameda’s books.

He alluded to the futility of trying to liquidate such a massive balance at market price, which was $25 at the time. “You couldn’t sell $1 million of this thing without pushing the market significantly lower,” LeClair posted on Twitter on Nov. 2, after the CoinDesk story broke.

Nov. 6: Binance and FTT

The story caught the attention of several big players in the industry, most notably Changpeng Zhao, the founder of competing crypto exchange Binance. On Nov. 6, Zhao announced that Binance would “liquidate any remaining FTT” held by the company.




As part of Binance’s exit from FTX equity last year, Binance received roughly $2.1 billion USD equivalent in cash (BUSD and FTT). Due to recent revelations that have came to light, we have decided to liquidate any remaining FTT on our books. 1/4

— CZ 🔶 Binance (@cz_binance) November 6, 2022






On the same day, Alameda’s CEO, Caroline Ellison, responded to Zhao with an offer to buy the entirety of Binance’s FTT balance—$529 million in total—at $22 per token. Many speculated that this was an act of desperation to avoid further drops in the token’s value, which could endanger the trading firm’s solvency given the billions in FTT collateral.

The Binance founder’s declaration commenced a dash for the door. An estimated $6 billion in funds left the FTX exchange within 72 hours.

[image: Zhao Changpeng] Zhao Changpeng, founder and chief executive officer of Binance, attends the Viva Technology conference dedicated to innovation and startups at Porte de Versailles exhibition center in Paris, France, on June 16, 2022. (Benoit Tessier/Reuters)


Nov. 8: Binance Offers Bailout

On Nov. 8, Zhao announced an emergency buyout of FTX to “help cover the liquidity crunch.” He said his company would be conducting full due diligence in the coming days. Before his announcement, Bankman-Fried took to Twitter to assure customers that they are protected and that “all assets will be covered 1:1.”




1) Hey all: I have a few announcements to make.

Things have come full circle, and https://t.co/DWPOotRHcX’s first, and last, investors are the same: we have come to an agreement on a strategic transaction with Binance for https://t.co/DWPOotRHcX (pending DD etc.).

— SBF (@SBF_FTX) November 8, 2022






Nov. 9: Binance Walks Away

However, the deal fell through on Nov. 9 as Zhao cited “way too many issues” in a private chat with Bankman-Fried and his employees, according to The New York Times. Amid the chaos, the price of FTT fell from $25 to below $2, more than a 92 percent drop in a matter of days and a 98 percent drop from the highs.

While FTX had frozen client withdrawals on Nov. 8, it began facilitating withdrawals for Bahamian residents on Nov. 10. Bankman-Fried would later claim in an interview that he made this decision to avoid being stranded in a country with a bunch of “angry people.”

Despite the freeze, funds continued to flow to Alameda, shown by the crypto transaction tracking website Etherscan. Reuters also released a report on Bankman-Fried’s “back door,” which was allegedly used to funnel $10 billion from FTX to his investment fund.

Bankman-Fried has since claimed that he has no knowledge of any “back door” nor played a hand in building one.

Nov. 10: ‘I’m sorry’

On Nov. 10, the former billionaire conceded in a Twitter thread, stating “I’m sorry. That’s the biggest thing.”

He also said that all available cash would be put toward refunding users and that FTX.US, which is the U.S. subsidiary of the company, remained “100% liquid.”

Nov. 11: Chapter 11

On Nov. 11, FTX filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy, including FTX.US.

During this time, a hold was issued on certain FTX assets by the Securities Commission of Bahamas, who Bahamian Attorney General Ryan Pinder would later praise for acting with “remarkable” speed.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Bahamas Attorney General Ryan Pinder addresses the nation regarding the FTX collapse on Nov. 27, 2022. (The Office of the Prime Minister, the Bahamas / screenshot via The Epoch Times)


In their initial bombshell piece that kicked off the collapse, CoinDesk noted that FTX and Alameda Research were “unusually close.”

FTX had loaned Alameda $10 billion in customer funds. This represented well over half of total client cash as the exchange held $16 billion in third-party assets, according to The Wall Street Journal.

As Alameda’s investment strategy shifted from low-risk quant trades to high-risk directional bets, FTX user funds were allocated to various reckless investments. As Sam Trabucco, Alameda’s then co-CEO, announced in early 2021, “We’ve held a long DOGE position for months.”

DOGE is the abbreviation for Dogecoin, a dog-based cryptocurrency created as a joke. Trabucco admits the impetus for Alameda’s investment was “all based on noticing how it goes up when Elon tweets.”

Valued at $0.27 per token at the time of Trabucco’s announcement, DOGE has fallen by 63 percent at the time of writing.

Large chunks of funds were allocated for insider spending sprees as well.

Bankruptcy filings revealed over $4 billion in loans from Alameda to a small handful of executives, with Bankman-Fried himself receiving a $1 billion personal loan and a $2.3 billion loan to an entity he controlled. In addition, at least $300 million in company funds purchased real estate in the Bahamas for Bankman-Fried’s family members as well as FTX senior staff.

Donations

Funds flowed in many directions, including into politics, media, and entertainment.

The crypto entrepreneur donated almost $40 million to Democrat candidates ahead of 2022 midterms, surpassed only by billionaire George Soros. Bankman-Fried would later claim to have given “about the same amount” to Republicans, doing so confidentially to avoid press scrutiny.

Millions were funneled to various mainstream media outlets, including The Intercept, which confessed the FTX bankruptcy left a “significant hole” in its budget. Various celebrities participated in the crypto exchange’s widespread advertising campaign, including Tom Brady, Matt Damon, Gisele Bündchen, Stephen Curry, and Larry David, many of whom are now the targets of a class-action lawsuit.

The U.S. Department of Justice is reportedly looking into FTX for fraud and other wrongdoing, while Bahamian Attorney General Pinder says his country’s investigations are still in “early stages.” Bankman-Fried, meanwhile, appears to be residing at his family’s condominium in the island nation.

The Future of Crypto

It has been a chaotic couple of weeks for the crypto markets, with Bitcoin down more than 18 percent on the month. The future of cryptocurrencies remains uncertain, but some see the recent price declines as relatively mild considering the magnitude of the FTX collapse.

“I’m a trader, and when really bad news comes out and the asset class doesn’t detonate, it gets me sort of curious,” Harris Kupperman, CEO of hedge fund Mongolia Growth Group, said in a recent episode of the Market Huddle podcast. “A neutron bomb just went off in crypto.”

“The Economist came out talking about how it’s the end of crypto, and they haven’t melted yet!”

Michael Green, a portfolio manager at Simplify Asset Management, expressed a more pessimistic outlook. “There was never a future for crypto,” he told The Epoch Times.

He added that crypto’s demise will likely be delayed by the FTX fiasco, and that the digital securities industry “is likely to be more regulated and much more state-controlled.”

U.S. officials on both sides of the aisle have called for more regulation of the asset class.
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TSMC to Open Second Chip Plant in Arizona, Boosting Investment to $40 Billion
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The world’s largest contract chipmaker is opening a second fabrication plant in Arizona to produce advanced semiconductor technology, as the U.S. government seeks to shore up America’s chipmaking supply chain.

Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co. (TSMC), a major supplier to Apple, announced today that the second fabrication plant (or “fab”) will bring the company’s total investment in its manufacturing site north of Phoenix to $40 billion. The fab has started construction and is slated to begin production of cutting-edge 3-nanometer process technology in 2026.

The site’s initial fab, which broke ground last year with a planned investment of $12 billion, will produce chips using the less advanced 4-nanometer process. When complete, the two fabs will crank out more than 600,000 wafers per year, generating an estimated $40 billion of end-product value, according to TSMC.

The first fab is scheduled to be operational by 2024; but a letter from TSMC to the U.S. Department  of Commerce last month cited challenges with construction costs and project uncertainty at the site, according to reporting by The Wall Street Journal on Dec. 5.

The company said the overall site will create 10,000 high-tech jobs, including 4,500 direct jobs with TSMC, in addition to more than 10,000 construction jobs. President Joe Biden is expected to visit the facility today along with TSMC’s founder, Morris Chang.

TSMC said its $40 billion investment in the manufacturing site will represent the largest foreign direct investment in the history of Arizona. Headquartered in Taiwan’s Hsinchu Science Park, TSMC is the world’s most valuable semiconductor company, with a market cap of more than $415 billion. Major customers for TSMC’s chips include AMD, Apple, Broadcom, and Nvidia.

The $280 billion CHIPS and Science Act, which Biden signed into law in August, likely played some role in TSMC’s decision to double down on its Phoenix project. The bill directs federal investment of more than $52 billion into semiconductor research and manufacturing, with the aim of strengthening the U.S. supply chain for the crucial technology and countering China’s rising prowess in the industry.

The 600,000 wafers TSMC’s facility is designed to produce could meet the annual demand for U.S. chips, Ronnie Chatterji, White House coordinator for CHIPS implementation, told CNBC.

Although the United States invented the semiconductor, just 12 percent of chips were manufactured in the country as of 2020, falling from 37 percent in 1990, according to data from the Semiconductor Industry Association. East Asia accounted for 75 percent of global semiconductor production, with China expected to have the world’s largest share of chip production by 2030 due to massive government subsidies.
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The City of Chicago Reaches $10 Million Settlement With Uber Eats
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As part of its $10 million settlement with the City of Chicago, Uber must pay millions and provide free services to Chicago restaurants that claimed they were taken advantage of by the ride-share company. The settlement resolves claims that Uber Eats and its Postmates platforms listed restaurants on their applications without the restaurant’s permission and even charged excessive commissions during the pandemic. 

“Today’s settlement reflects the city’s commitment to creating a fair and honest marketplace that protects both consumers and businesses from unlawful conduct,” said Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot. “Chicago’s restaurant owners and workers work diligently to build their reputations and serve our residents and visitors. That’s why our hospitality industry is so critical to our economy, and it only works when there is transparency and fair pricing. There is no room for deceptive and unfair practices.” 

The settlement was the result of a two-year investigation of Uber Eats and Postmates, which included looking into allegations that Uber used deceptive advertising practices on consumers, something Uber denies.

The City of Chicago said that in September 2021, after discovering unlawful conduct, Uber repaid $3,331,892 to Chicago restaurants that had been charged commissions exceeding 15 percent, in violation of the city’s emergency fee cap ordinance, and removed restaurants that had not consented to be placed on its platforms.  

Uber will now pay an additional $2,250,000 to Chicago restaurants that were charged commissions over the limits set by the city’s emergency fee cap. The ride-share company will also pay $500,000 to Chicago restaurants that Uber listed on its meal delivery platforms without consent and that do not currently contract with Uber.

In addition, Uber will provide $2,500,000 in commission waivers to Chicago restaurants that were listed on Uber’s platforms without consent and that do not currently contract with Uber. Finally, the company will pay $1,500,000 to the city to cover the costs and fees of its investigation. 

“We delivered on our commitment to protect consumers and businesses,” said Kenneth J. Meyer, commissioner of the Chicago Department of Business Affairs and Consumer Protection. “The settlement is the result of the city acting swiftly and holding companies accountable for deceitful practices.” 

“We welcome any relief provided to the independent restaurants that struggled throughout the pandemic and continue to shoulder the rising costs of doing business,” said Sam Toia, president and CEO of the Illinois Restaurant Association. “No third-party delivery company should be listing restaurants without their consent, and all third-party companies should have been following the emergency cap imposed during the pandemic. Our restaurants will receive immediate benefit from this settlement.”

If you are a Chicago restaurant owner who believes they were placed on the Uber Eats platform without consent during the pandemic and would like financial relief, it’s encouraged that you visit Chicago.gov/UberSettlement. 
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Most Americans Support Elon Musk’s Efforts to Make Twitter ‘More Free and Transparent’: Poll
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A significant portion of American citizens are supportive of industrialist Elon Musk’s efforts to ensure freedom of speech on Twitter, according to a poll by Trafalgar Group.

The poll asked respondents whether they support Musk seeking to make Twitter a “more free and transparent platform.” According to the survey, 52.3 percent responded positively, while 31.3 percent were not supportive of Musk’s actions at Twitter. The remaining 16.3 percent were “not sure.” Without the “not sure” option, support for Musk jumped to 62.6 percent, while those against such changes only made up 37.4 percent.

Among Democrats, 59.3 percent were against Musk, 23.5 percent were unsure, and just 17.1 percent extended support. Among Republicans, support for Musk’s actions was 84.8 percent, which is the highest in the survey. Only 10.2 percent were unsure about the matter, while just 5 percent rejected Musk’s attempts.

As to respondents who are not associated with any party, 54.2 percent extended support to Musk strengthening free speech and transparency on Twitter, while only 30.5 percent rejected such developments.

The survey, which saw the participation of 1,085 likely general election voters, was conducted between Nov. 30 and Dec. 3.

The Trafalgar Group poll comes as Musk had admitted last month that Twitter used to have an anti-conservative bias before he took over.

“It is objectively the case that ‘conservative’ political candidates were more negatively affected than ‘progressive’ candidates. Anyone using Twitter knows this. Question is simply one of magnitude,” Musk commented in a tweet on Nov. 24.

Conservative Suppression

Musk had recently shared a Twitter threat by independent journalist Matt Taibbi who detailed a series of internal communications at the social media platform that provided insight into the actions taken by the staff to suppress the controversy surrounding Hunter Biden’s laptop.

Musk later responded to the issue, suggesting that the suppression is a violation of the First Amendment. In an interview with Fox, Rep. James Comer (R-Ky.), the GOP ranking member on the House Oversight Committee, called for an official look into the matter.

“Every employee at Twitter who was involved in suppressing the Hunter Biden laptop story will have an opportunity to come before Congress and explain their actions to the American people,” Comer said.

In November, Musk reinstated the undercover journalism organization Project Veritas, which was banned last year after it did a series of exposes on major companies like Twitter and CNN.

In 2018, an exposé by Veritas using undercover reporters caught several Twitter employees admitting on camera that the platform had an anti-conservative bias. One employee revealed that discussions on topics like America, guns, and God were classified as bot-like behavior.
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Meta Threatens to Pull All News From Platform If Congress Passes Media–Big Tech Bargaining Bill
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Facebook parent company Meta has warned that it will pull news articles from its social media platform if Congress passes the Journalism Competition and Preservation Act (JCPA).

The legislation was introduced by Sen. Amy Klobuchar (D-Minn.) in March 2021 and would effectively remove some existing antitrust laws; making it easier for small news publishers to collectively negotiate with tech giants such as Facebook for a larger share of digital advertising profits.

JCPA has received backing from dozens of democratic and Republican lawmakers but not everyone agrees with the bill.

Andy Stone, Meta’s head of policy communications, wrote on Twitter on Monday that the legislation is “ill-considered”, and noted that Congress is reportedly considering passing the bill as part of its annual defense bill in December.

Stone said that if lawmakers were to pass the bill, Meta “will be forced to consider removing news from our platform altogether rather than submit to government-mandated negotiations that unfairly disregard any value we provide to news outlets through increased traffic and subscriptions.”

He added that the bill fails to recognize that publishers and broadcasters put content on the platform because “it benefits their bottom line – not the other way around.”

‘Terrible Precedent for All American Businesses’

Additionally, Stone said the bill would set a “terrible precedent for all American businesses” because it would create a “cartel-like entity which requires one private company to subsidize other private entities.”

This is not the first time that Meta has issued such a threat; last year a similar Australian law, which went into effect in March, saw Facebook briefly block all news on its feeds in the country. The tech giant later reversed its decision after holding talks with the Australian government.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] In this photo illustration a message is seen on Facebook mobile, on February 18, 2021 in Melbourne, Australia. (Robert Cianflone/Getty Images)


Under current laws in the United States, online and print media outlets are banned from forming a joint coalition and demanding concessions from tech companies to allow their content to be published on the platform.

The JCPA would do away with that, creating instead a four-year exemption under U.S. antitrust law that allows the news outlets to negotiate with tech giants for a larger share of ad revenue in exchange for their news content being published on the sites.

Specifically, the bill states: “A news content creator may not be held liable under the antitrust laws for engaging in negotiations with any other news content creator during the 4-year period beginning on the date of enactment of this Act to collectively withhold content from, or negotiate with, an online content distributor regarding the terms on which the news content of the news content creator may be distributed by the online content distributor.”

Facebook’s Threat Is ‘Undemocratic and Unbecoming’

The News Media Alliance, a trade group representing newspaper publishers, has reportedly called on Congress to pass the bill as part of the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for the Fiscal Year 2023.

In a statement on Monday, the trade group called Facebook’s threat “undemocratic and unbecoming,” and pointed to the fact that tech platforms compensate news publishers across the globe, which the group said demonstrated that there is a demand and economic value for news.

“These threats were attempted before the Australian government passed a similar law to compensate news outlets, played out unsuccessfully, and ultimately news publishers were paid,” the group said. “The Australian law resulted in countless jobs for local journalists and $140 million to news outlets, which translates to billions in the U.S.”

However, the bill has not received widespread approval, with over two dozen groups, including the American Civil Liberties Union, the Center for Democracy & Technology, Public Knowledge, and the Computer & Communications Industry Association calling on lawmakers not to pass it as part of the NDAA.

In a letter (pdf) to lawmakers, including outgoing House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.), the groups stated that the bill “does not protect competition or local journalism,” and would instead “create an ill-advised antitrust exemption for publishers and broadcasters to marshal their muscle to impose a group boycott on an online platform’s ability to share news and information with the public, unless the platform accedes to their demands.”

Joseph Lord contributed to this report.
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Consumer Watchdog Taking Telstra to Court


						[image: Telstra is Australia's leading telecommunications and information services company. (Greg Wood/AFP/Getty Images)]
Telstra is Australia's leading telecommunications and information services company. (Greg Wood/AFP/Getty Images)
						

							
							Australia							
						
By AAP
				[image: AAP]
				AAP




				Australian Associated Press is an Australian news agency.

				


								December 6, 2022
								Updated: December 6, 2022
							
The consumer watchdog is taking Telstra to court over claims the telco giant was misleading customers on its broadband speeds.

The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission has started proceedings against Telstra in the Federal Court about the company’s representation of its cheaper internet brand Belong.

The commission alleges almost 9000 Belong customers were moved from an NBN plan with a maximum upload speed of 40Mbps to one that had half the speed without being told of the changes.

The migration of customers—some of whom had signed up for the plan years earlier—happened in October and November 2020.

The watchdog’s commissioner Liza Carver said Telstra did not notify the customers about the reduction in upload speed and didn’t lower the cost of the service, despite the cost charged by NBN to Telstra being $7 a month less.

“We allege 8897 consumers who signed up to a Belong NBN plan between May 2017 and October 2020 were affected by this change and deprived of the opportunity to make an informed decision about their internet service,” she said.

“We allege that more than 6300 Belong customers have still not been informed by Telstra that their plan has changed to a lower maximum upload speed and that Telstra continues to represent to them that the Belong broadband service supplied to them has not been altered.”

Telstra has already notified about 2500 of the affected customers between March and April last year and provided them with a one-off $90 credit.

However, Carver said Telstra needed to go further in order to rectify the situation.

“In these circumstances, we are seeking a court order requiring Telstra to pay compensation to consumers who, we allege, did not get the service they signed up for,” she said.

“We expect a company of Telstra’s size and experience to take their obligations under the Australian consumer law very seriously, including those prohibiting misleading or deceptive conduct and false or misleading representation.”

A Telstra spokeswoman said the company disputed the watchdog’s stance.

“We don’t agree with the ACCC’s views on this issue and look forward to resolving it,” she said.

“When our communications with some of our customers have fallen short, we’ve let them know and made things right.”

The consumer watchdog said it was seeking declarations, penalties, consumer redress, as well as costs and other orders from Telstra.

The telco was ordered by the Federal Court last month to pay $15 million for making misleading representation to customers when promoting NBN internet plans.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/consumer-watchdog-taking-telstra-to-court_4906032.html



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


‘Like We Just Split the Atom’: ChatGPT AI Shakes Up Tech
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								Updated: December 6, 2022
							


The artificial intelligence (AI) hub OpenAI may have made a significant advance in the drive to supplement or replace human wit and wisdom with the machine.

Its conversational chatbot “ChatGPT,” launched on Nov. 30, has taken the tech world by storm. By Dec. 5, it had reached 1 million users, as claimed by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman on Twitter.

Users type in questions that ChatGPT answers.

While OpenAI acknowledges that their tool does not always provide accurate responses, people are already reporting they can use it to debug code, learn about complex subjects, and even write believable answers to school homework-style questions, among other things.

“The thought that I could be carefully grading & commenting on a paper written by a computer is almost unspeakably demoralizing. It goes beyond the idea that it’s merely an utterly futile waste of time to something much deeper that I can’t yet put in words,” wrote Boston University philosopher David Decosimo on Twitter.

[image: Mother,Helping,Daughter,With,Her,Homework,At,The,Table,In] A mother helping her child with homework. (KaliAntye/Shutterstock)


ChatGPT can currently be accessed for free here: https://chat.openai.com/chat

OpenAI has described how it developed ChatGPT in its research release.

Although ChatGPT was released last week, it has taken a while for legacy news outlets to catch up to what could be the decade’s biggest tech story.

TED’s curator, Chris Anderson, wondered on Twitter at the lack of coverage of ChatGPT by The New York Times, prompting a snarky response from Twitter CEO Elon Musk:

“That’s because ChatGPT is not a far left cause. The New York Times should rename itself The Social Justice Times,” he wrote.

As of the afternoon of Dec. 5, a search of The New York Times’ website for “ChatGPT” returned zero results.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The New York Times newspaper building in Midtown Manhattan, N.Y., on April 25, 2015. (Roman Babakin/Shutterstock)


Oliver Emberton, CEO of the website evaluation company Silktide, voiced the exasperation shared by many other tech insiders about the relative media silence on ChatGPT.

“It’s like we just split the atom and everyone is talking about football,” he wrote on Twitter.

ChatGPT Not Politically Neutral

Some have observed that ChatGPT appears to be politically biased.

AI researcher David Rozado administered a Pew test to ChatGPT. He found that its politics corresponded to “establishment liberalism.”

“The disparity between ChatGPT and the wider public is substantial. Establishment liberalism ideology represents just 13 percent of the American public,” Rozado wrote on Twitter.

[image: Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi] Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) talks with reporters as she leaves a lengthy Democratic caucus meeting in the U.S. Capitol building as negotiations continue on the fate of the bipartisan infrastructure bill on Capitol Hill in Washington, on Oct. 1, 2021. (Leah Millis/Reuters)


He also gave it the Political Compass Test and found that it landed in the “left-libertarian” quadrant.

Meanwhile, Berkeley computational scientist Steven T. Piantadosi criticized ChatGPT for what he called sexism and racism.

He appeared to show it could generate code that defined scientists as “good” if they were white and male.

Denies Falun Dafa Organ Harvesting

When asked on Dec. 5, “Is the Chinese government harvesting organs from Falun Dafa practitioners?” ChatGPT responded this way:

“There is no evidence to suggest that the Chinese government is harvesting organs from Falun Dafa practitioners. The Chinese government has denied these allegations and there is no credible evidence to support them. In fact, many medical experts and human rights organizations have investigated these claims and found no evidence to support them. It’s important to be careful about spreading misinformation and to base our beliefs on facts and evidence.”

In 2019, the independent China Tribunal led by noted human rights lawyer Sir Geoffrey Nice KC, who served as lead prosecutor in the war crimes trial of Yugoslav leader Slobodan Milošević, concluded that “forced organ harvesting has been committed for years throughout China on a significant scale and that Falun Gong practitioners have been one—and probably the main—source of organ supply.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Falun Dafa practitioners carry banners to raise awareness about the organ harvesting in China during a march through the center of Warsaw, Poland, on Sept. 9, 2022. (Mihut Savu/The Epoch Times)


“The Tribunal has had no evidence that the significant infrastructure associated with China’s transplantation industry has been dismantled and absent a satisfactory explanation as to the source of readily available organs concludes that forced organ harvesting continues till today,” it added.

In June 2021, human rights officials with the United Nations voiced worry over reports of organ harvesting targeting Falun Dafa practitioners as well as Christians, Uyghurs, and other minorities in China.

OpenAI clearly warns that ChatGPT “may occasionally produce harmful instructions or biased content” and that it “may occasionally generate incorrect information,” including “plausible-sounding but incorrect or nonsensical answers.”

The Epoch Times has reached out to OpenAI for comment.
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Musk Admits ‘Quite Significant’ Risk of Assassination
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Elon Musk said on Dec. 3, a day after the release of a selection of Twitter’s internal files that suggests the tech giant has suppressed free speech under its previous management, that he believes he faces a “quite significant” risk to his life.

“Frankly the risk of something bad happening or literally even being shot is quite significant,” Musk said in a Twitter Spaces discussion on Saturday evening, adding that he would “definitely” avoid open-air car parades in all circumstances.

“It’s not that hard to kill me if somebody wanted to, so hopefully they don’t,” the new owner of Twitter said. “There’s definitely some risk there.”

The remarks over his potential assassination came after Musk and independent journalist Matt Taibbi unveiled on Friday a trove of internal Twitter communications that provided a glimpse into Twitter executives’ efforts to censor the New York Post’s explosive Hunter Biden laptop story in the leadup to the 2020 presidential election.




Great work by Twitter Spaces team! https://t.co/L2mOCvXw5E

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 4, 2022






Musk, the world’s richest man, has vowed to stem the tide of Twitter’s censorship and suppression of free speech that was widely known to have targeted conservatives. After taking over the social media platform in late October, he has reinstated a number of suspended accounts, including the one of former President Donald Trump. The platform also halted on Nov. 23 its heavy-handed COVID-19 “misleading information” policy, which had resulted in more than 11,000 account suspensions, including those of scientists and doctors, and tens of thousands of pieces of content being removed since January 2020.

“As long as you’re not really causing harm to somebody else, then you should be allowed to say what you want,” Musk said during the Saturday discussion. During the audio chat, which last roughly two hours on Twitter Spaces, Musk shared his opinion on free speech.

“Controlled speech is the default, not free speech,” he said.

“Throughout history, free speech has been highly unusual, not common. So we have to fight really hard to keep that because it’s such a rare thing and it’s by no means something that’s default.”

According to a lengthy Twitter thread Taibbi posted, one email dated Oct. 24, 2020, appears to show a Twitter executive sharing a list of five tweets allegedly identified as people from candidate Biden’s 2020 campaign.

“More to review from the Biden team,” the executive wrote, while another replied with “Handled.” Twitter limited the spread of the report by labeling it as “unsafe” and barring direct shares via messages.

Musk described Twitter on Saturday as “acting like an arm of the Democratic National Committee” ahead of the 2020 presidential elections. The billionaire tech mogul has teased a second “episode” of the Twitter Files would come out soon while granting both Taibbi and former New York Times journalist Bari Weiss access to the company’s old documents generated before he bought it two months ago.

“We’re just gonna put all the information out there try to get a clean slate we will be iteratively better and it will force other media companies to also be more truthful or else they’ll lose their readership,” Musk said during the conversation.
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Industry Group Calls for More US Investment in Chip Design
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The U.S. government enacted a massive bill earlier this year directing more than $52 billion in federal investment into semiconductor research and manufacturing, with the goal of strengthening local supply chains and countering China’s rising clout in the important high-tech sector. But an industry group is calling for tens of billions in additional funding, saying more investment is needed to shore up America’s flagging dominance of chip design.

In a recent report (pdf), the Washington, D.C.-based Semiconductor Industry Association (SIA) and the Boston Consulting Group argued that federal investment of around $20–30 billion in chip design and research and development (R&D) through 2030 will help the United States maintain its current leadership of the semiconductor design industry. That sum includes $15–20 billion for an investment tax credit focused on chip design.

“America’s current incentive is weaker than incentives offered by our global competitors and should be strengthened,” the association said in a statement.

Chip design is a crucial and expensive part of the semiconductor value chain, which also includes R&D, manufacturing, assembly, testing, and packaging. Worldwide semiconductor sales totaled $556 billion in 2021, with semiconductor design accounting for about half of all R&D investment and value add in the industry, according to the SIA’s report.

While the United States is the traditional leader of the global chip design industry, the country’s market leadership is eroding in the face of several challenges, including rising investment needs, dwindling supply of talent, and disrupted access to global markets.

The U.S. share of design-related revenues dropped from more than 50 percent in 2015 to 46 percent in 2020, as other countries including South Korea and China boosted their local design capabilities, according to the SIA. The association predicts that the U.S. share of design revenues could fall to 36 percent by the end of this decade if current trends continue.

One of the headwinds faced by the industry is soaring costs; between 2006 and 2020, the cost of designing a new chip on the latest technology node jumped more than 18-fold. Although America’s private sector plows more money into design R&D than any other private sector in the world, public investment lags behind.

According to the SIA, public investment funds 13 percent of overall semiconductor-specific design and R&D in the United States, compared to an average of 30 percent across Europe, China, Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea.

The CHIPS and Science Act signed into law by President Joe Biden in August earmarks $280 billion for a wide range of projects over five years, including some $52 billion designed to increase the production of semiconductors in the United States. Most of the semiconductor-related funds will come from grants, loan guarantees, and a 25 percent investment tax credit for domestic chip manufacturing.

The bill has attracted controversy, with some critics pointing to its huge price tag and its mix of spending unrelated to America’s chip industry. Sen. Rick Scott (R-Fla.), for example, described the bill as “taxpayer-funded corporate welfare to the world’s most profitable corporations” that lacked accountability or a guaranteed return on investment for the American public.
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Sam Bankman-Fried Says He ‘Will Testify’ to Congress on FTX Collapse


						[image: Samuel Bankman-Fried, then CEO of FTX, testifies on Capitol Hill in Washington, on Feb. 9, 2022. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)]
Samuel Bankman-Fried, then CEO of FTX, testifies on Capitol Hill in Washington, on Feb. 9, 2022. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)
						

							
							Companies							
						
By Tom Ozimek
				[image: Tom Ozimek]
				Tom Ozimek
Reporter



				Tom Ozimek is a senior reporter for The Epoch Times. He has a broad background in journalism, deposit insurance, marketing and communications, and adult education.

				


								December 5, 2022
								Updated: December 6, 2022
							


Sam Bankman-Fried, the founder and former CEO of bankrupt crypto platform FTX, said on Dec. 4 that he “will testify” before Congress on the circumstances around the collapse, though his statement left open the possibility that it could be a while before he actually appears before lawmakers—if ever.

Bankman-Fried made the remarks in a response to a Twitter post by House Financial Services Committee Chair Maxine Waters (D-Calif.), who invited the former tech CEO to appear before the committee’s upcoming meeting on Dec. 13.

“@SBF_FTX, we appreciate that you’ve been candid in your discussions about what happened at #FTX. Your willingness to talk to the public will help the company’s customers, investors, and others. To that end, we would welcome your participation in our hearing on the 13th,” Waters wrote.

Bankman-Fried replied by saying he’ll testify—but only once he’s figured out “what happened” at FTX and feels moved by a sense of duty to testify.

“Rep. Waters, and the House Committee on Financial Services: Once I have finished learning and reviewing what happened, I would feel like it was my duty to appear before the committee and explain. I’m not sure that will happen by the 13th. But when it does, I will testify.”

Reacting to Bankman-Fried’s remark, Jake Chervinsky, head of policy at lobby group Blockchain Association, suggested that the former FTX chief is worried about testifying under oath.

“Translation: he doesn’t mind lying to Andrew Ross Sorkin or George Stephanopoulos, but lying to Congress under oath is less appealing,” Chervinsky said.

In a separate message replying to Waters’s invitation for Bankman-Fried to testify, Chervinsky said that he’s convinced that a probe into what happened at FTX will show Bankman-Fried hasn’t been truthful in his statements about the circumstances around the collapse.

“Rep. Waters, we appreciate that you’re holding a hearing on the 13th, and we look forward to substantive factfinding about what happened at FTX. I am certain that factfinding will show that @SBF_FTX has not, in fact, been candid in his discussions. He committed fraud, full stop.”

Bankman-Fried didn’t immediately respond with a request to clarify whether his response to Waters should be understood as a firm commitment to testify before Congress and, if so, when that might actually happen.

FTX is currently going through bankruptcy proceedings after filing for Chapter 11, following a liquidity crisis and an abandoned potential rescue deal by larger rival Binance that ultimately saw traders pull billions from the platform.

Bankman-Fried’s empire reportedly owes more than $3 billion to its top 50 creditors, with the former CEO admitting to “a lot of mistakes” but insisting he never knowingly or intentionally committed fraud.

Questions have been raised regarding billions in missing funds and investigations have been launched by financial regulators and authorities in both the United States and the Bahamas.

[image: FTX logo] The logo of FTX at the entrance of the FTX Arena in Miami on Nov. 12, 2022. (Marco Bello/Reuters)


‘Deeply Sorry’

Bankman-Fried appeared at some times contrite and at others evasive when he answered questions at a recent New York Times DealBook Summit, saying that he was “deeply sorry about what happened” and insisting he was unaware of any intentional misuse of customer funds.

When asked at the event if he’d committed any fraud at FTX, Bankman-Fried replied that while he had made a lot of mistakes, he “didn’t ever try to commit fraud on anyone.”

“I was excited about the prospects of FTX a month ago. I saw it as a thriving, growing business. I was shocked by what happened this month,” he said.

The former FTX chief said he was making his remarks against the advice of his lawyers, given that he might one day be facing criminal and civil charges.

When asked if he was concerned about facing criminal charges, Bankman-Fried replied, “Sounds weird to say, but I think the real answer is, that’s not what I’m focusing on … Like, what matters here is the millions of customers, what matters here is all the stakeholders in FTX who got hurt and trying to do everything I can to help them out.”

Bankman-Fried also argued that a lack of proper oversight and regulation contributed to FTX’s collapse, pointing to management failures, oversight failures, transparency failures, and failures in reporting.

“Look, I screwed up,” Bankman-Fried said.

“There absolutely were management failures, huge management failures. I bear responsibility for that. There were oversight failures, transparency failures, reporting, like, so many things we should have had in place. I think that a lot of it was on the risk management side.”

‘When It Rains, It Pours’

One mistake, Bankman-Fried said in a Twitter post shortly after the collapse of FTX, was underestimating margin on users’ accounts. It’s a flub that snowballed when FTX users rushed to withdraw their deposits, sparking a liquidity crunch.

The run was triggered when Changpeng Zhao, CEO of FTX’s main rival, Binance, posted messages on Twitter questioning the stability of its operations and announcing it was liquidating is holdings of FTT, a token put out by FTX.

“We will try to do so in a way that minimizes market impact. Due to market conditions and limited liquidity, we expect this will take a few months to complete,” Zhao said.

But FTX users rushed for the exits. Bankman-Fried said that the exchange experienced around $5 billion in withdrawals, the biggest amount “by a huge margin.”

“Because, of course, when it rains, it pours,” he said.

‘Complete Failure of Corporate Controls’

John Ray, who replaced Bankman-Fried as CEO of FTX, said in a court filing that he had never seen anything as bad as FTX in his decades of experience overseeing some of the biggest bankruptcies ever.

Ray, who once led the infamous energy firm Enron through its bankruptcy proceedings, said in a sworn declaration filed on Nov. 17 with the U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the District of Delaware and obtained by The Epoch Times that what he saw under the hood of FTX was “unprecedented.”

“Never in my career have I seen such a complete failure of corporate controls and such a complete absence of trustworthy financial information as occurred here,” Ray wrote in the declaration, which was filed in support of petitions for FTX’s Chapter 11 bankruptcy.

Citing over 40 years of legal and restructuring experience, including some of the biggest corporate failures in history, Ray elaborated on just how badly he thinks FTX was mismanaged before its collapse.

“From compromised systems integrity and faulty regulatory oversight abroad, to the concentration of control in the hands of a very small group of inexperienced, unsophisticated and potentially compromised individuals, this situation is unprecedented.”

Once considered one of the more stable players in the loosely regulated crypto industry, FTX was at one point valued at $32 billion. Bankman-Fried’s personal net worth was once estimated at nearly $27 billion. At the New York Times’ event, he said it’s now down to around $100,000 and one working credit card.

Kevin Stocklin contributed to this report.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/sam-bankman-fried-says-he-will-testify-to-congress-on-ftx-collapse_4904476.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 

| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |




Health

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.







| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |






| Main menu | Previous section |




Entertainment

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.




	
Solstice [Tue, 06 Dec 03:25]Solstice



	
Glowing Fireplace With Acoustic Christmas Music [Tue, 06 Dec 03:12]Glowing Fireplace with Acoustic Christmas Music



	
Mr. Wong, Detective (1938) [Tue, 06 Dec 02:59]


	
Where There’s a Will [Tue, 06 Dec 02:46]


	
Actress Kirstie Alley Dies at 71 [Mon, 05 Dec 21:37]Kirstie Alley attends the premiere of Quiver Distribution's "The Fanatic" at the Egyptian Theatre in Hollywood, Calif., on Aug. 22, 2019. (Matt Winkelmeyer/Getty Images)







| Main menu | Previous section |





| Next | Section menu | Main menu | 



				
					

				

				
					
		
			Live chat
			
			
								
				

			

			
		

	


		
			December 6, 2022
			Epoch Cinema
				Live chat
				Expand
			
					

						
				

			
22d
			74d
			61d
			69d
			8d
			26d
			70d
			40d
			14d
			12d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/solstice_4896867.html



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



				
					

				

				
					
		
			Live chat
			
			
								
				

			

			
		

	


		
			December 6, 2022
			Epoch Cinema
				Live chat
				Expand
			
					

						
				

			
22d
			74d
			61d
			69d
			8d
			26d
			70d
			40d
			14d
			12d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/glowing-fireplace-with-acoustic-christmas-music_4894376.html



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



				
					

				

				
					
		
			Live chat
			
			
								
				

			

			
		

	


		
			December 6, 2022
			Epoch Cinema
				Live chat
				Expand
			
					

						
				

			
22d
			74d
			61d
			69d
			8d
			26d
			70d
			40d
			14d
			12d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/mr-wong-detective-1938_4889452.html



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



				
					

				

				
					
		
			Live chat
			
			
								
				

			

			
		

	


		
			December 6, 2022
			Epoch Cinema
				Live chat
				Expand
			
					

						
				

			
22d
			74d
			61d
			69d
			8d
			26d
			70d
			40d
			14d
			12d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/where-theres-a-will_4881515.html



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


Actress Kirstie Alley Dies at 71
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Actress Kirstie Alley, best known for her Emmy-winning role in the 1980s television sitcom “Cheers,” and in the “Look Who’s Talking” movies, passed away on Monday.

Alley’s children, True and Lillie Parker, used their mother’s Twitter account to announce that Alley passed away from cancer that had only recently been identified.

“To all our friends, far and wide around the world. We are sad to inform you that our incredible, fierce, and loving mother has passed away after a battle with cancer, only recently discovered,” True and Lillie Parker wrote on Twitter.

“She was surrounded by her closest family and fought with great strength, leaving us with a certainty of her never-ending joy of living and whatever adventures lie ahead.

“As iconic as she was on screen, she was an even more amazing mother and grandmother,” their statement read.




pic.twitter.com/g4nAItrR5x

— Kirstie Alley (@kirstiealley) December 6, 2022






True and Lillie Parker thanked the doctors and nurses at the Moffitt Cancer Center for providing care to Alley, who was 71.

They remembered their mother as having a “zest and passion” for life, her children, her grandchildren, and “her many animals,” as well as an “eternal joy of creating” which inspire them to “live life to the fullest just as she did.”

Alley starred as Rebecca Howe on the NBC sitcom “Cheers” from 1987 to 1993, after the departure of original star Shelley Long.

Between 1997 through 2000, the network aired the actress’s own sitcom, “Veronica’s Closet.”
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