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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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‘Silent Majority’ Doubtful About Electric Cars Being the Only Option: Toyota Chief
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Akio Toyoda, president of Toyota Motor Corp., has said that automakers pursuing an electric-only agenda does not reflect the market reality because the technology and infrastructure are yet to mature, while a “silent majority” that align with that perspective can’t speak out.

“People involved in the auto industry are largely a silent majority,” Toyoda told reporters during a visit to Thailand, according to The Wall Street Journal. “That silent majority is wondering whether EVs [electric vehicles] are really OK to have as a single option. But they think it’s the trend so they can’t speak out loudly … Because the right answer is still unclear, we shouldn’t limit ourselves to just one option.”

While other carmakers have been pushing all-EV lineups, Toyota, the biggest automaker in the world, has largely stuck with its policy of focusing on a diverse range of vehicles, including hybrids and hydrogen-powered vehicles.

Toyota insists that hybrids remain a key technology in the current situation as EV vehicles usually tend to be more expensive and the battery charging infrastructure is yet to mature worldwide.

The Toyota chief also pointed out that electric options are not the only way to cut back on carbon emissions, and that hybrid models also provide such benefits. Electric alternatives like hydrogen-powered vehicles are starting to get positive responses from the auto industry and government officials, he noted.

Challenges and Distrust

Charging infrastructure is a key concern for the widespread adoption of EVs. Even in the United States, longer commutes on electric vehicles make less sense given the lack of a robust charging network.

“The coastal areas, the East and West Coast, that’s electrifying much quicker than the interior of the country,” said Volvo CEO Jim Rowan, according to The Wall Street Journal. Plug-in hybrids are important to warm customers up to the technology, he stated.

A survey published in October by the National Association of Convenience Stores (NACS) found that price sensitivity at the pump had not translated into more interest in EVs. Only half the drivers admitted to having a positive attitude toward such vehicles.

Only one in three drivers said they would consider buying an EV for convenience. Three in five drivers think they will face difficulties charging the electric vehicle outside their home, while 54 percent saw EVs as less reliable when compared to conventional vehicles.

“EVs are undoubtedly an important part of our future, but there is debate about the timeline for adoption,” said Jeff Lenard, NACS vice president of strategic industry initiatives, according to an Oct. 7 news release.

“Today’s drivers of gasoline-powered vehicles express range anxiety because of uncertainty around charging infrastructure availability. This is a valuable opportunity for retailers and others to address and educate future EV consumers.”

US Adoption

Several American states are taking action to push the adoption of electric vehicles and other alternatives to fossil fuel options.

In August, California regulators voted unanimously to approve a plan that will ban the sale of new internal combustion vehicles in the state by 2035. A fifth of the vehicles sold after 2035 can be plug-in hybrids.

This month, Oregon’s Environmental Quality Commission agreed to mandate 100 percent of new, light-duty vehicles sold in the state by 2035 to be zero-emission, which will hit gas-powered vehicle sales. Auto dealers have expressed dissatisfaction with the decision.

“We understand the desire to move towards more environmentally friendly sales of vehicles; however, the consumer demand is not there yet, or even 12 years from now, in 2035,” Greg Remensperger, executive vice president of the Oregon Auto Dealers Association, told The Epoch Times.

“We just don’t think the industry is going to be at a point where it will serve as 100 percent of the consumer demands.”

Beth Brelje contributed to this report.
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Government Funding Bill Stalled by Sen. Mike Lee’s Fight to Keep Title 42 in Place
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The efforts of Sen. Mike Lee (R-Utah) to continue keeping Title 42 in place are delaying the passage of the $1.7 trillion omnibus spending bill before a government shutdown.

Lee’s amendment to the bipartisan bill would cut funding for Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas’s office unless the Biden administration reinstates the Trump-era policy, which allows Border Patrol agents to expel illegal aliens immediately without asylum processing if they are deemed to pose a health threat amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

On Nov. 16, a federal judge ruled that Title 42 was unlawful and ordered the Biden administration to end it by Dec. 21. However, U.S. Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts recently halted the lower court’s order to end it after a slew of Republican states filed an emergency application seeking to reverse the lower court’s decision.

The 19 Republican-led states warned that doing so would “needlessly endanger more Americans and migrants by exacerbating the catastrophe that is occurring at our southern border.”

[image: capitol] The U.S. Capitol is seen as the sun sets in Washington on Dec, 20, 2022. (Mandel Ngan/AFP via Getty Images)


Democrats ‘Want Absolute Pandemonium and Chaos on the Border’

Lee told Fox News on Wednesday that the 4,155-page bill is “full of Democratic priorities that does nothing to protect the border,” adding that he suggested the amendment on whether to preserve Title 42 because it is the “only thing standing between us and utter chaos.” Lee added that he wants an up or down vote on the amendment.

“[Sen.] Chuck Schumer [D-N.Y.] and the Democrats are terrified of an up or down vote. Why? Because they want absolute pandemonium and chaos on the border and because they will lose,” Lee said, adding that he will be standing “firm” on the amendment.

He added that “no Republican should be supporting this measure” and instead advocated for a short-term spending bill that will keep the government running until the New Year, when the incoming Republican majority will take control of the House, giving them more say in how the government should be funded for the fiscal year 2023.

Title 42 has been used millions of times to expel aliens since March 2020 and lawmakers, predominantly those from Republican-led states, fear that removing the policy could further exacerbate an already critical border crisis.

Earlier this week, El Paso, Texas Mayor Oscar Leeser warned that there are roughly 20,000 illegal aliens waiting to cross the border as soon as the Trump-era program ends.

Leeser has declared a state of emergency.

[image: El Paso border] A U.S. Border Patrol agent instructs immigrants who had crossed the Rio Grande into El Paso, Texas, on Dec. 19, 2022 as seen from Ciudad Juarez, Mexico. (John Moore/Getty Images)


‘Republicans Are Willing to Work With Democrats’

The $1.7 trillion omnibus is the product of long-running negotiations between Democrats and Republicans in Congress and includes $858 billion in military spending and $772.5 billion for non-defense discretionary programs.

Also included in the bill is $44.9 billion in emergency assistance to Ukraine and America’s NATO allies.

Politico reported that Senate Democrats offered to vote on Lee’s Title 42 amendment to reach the 60-vote threshold before it can be included in the spending package. However, Senate Republicans want to lower the vote threshold to 51.

On Wednesday, Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) took aim at Democrats for refusing to allow a vote on Lee’s amendment, calling it “outrageous.”

“The Lee amendment is relevant to the underlying legislation and represents good policy for the United States,” Graham wrote on Twitter. “Republicans are willing to work with Democrats, but not at all costs. However, if the omnibus – which dramatically increases military spending and funds the government – fails because Democrats care more about letting Title 42 lapse than funding the federal government, so be it.”

Meanwhile, Schumer said on the Senate floor on Wednesday that lawmakers are making “good progress” in negotiations, but added that “as a procedural safeguard, I am filing cloture.” That will force a final vote on the spending bill to Friday or Saturday.

“But I’m hopeful, very hopeful, we will lock in an agreement shortly,” Schumer said.

White House assistant press secretary Abdullah Hasan told reporters on Dec. 16 after the appeals court ruling that lifting Title 42 “does not mean the border is open.”

“We will continue to fully enforce our immigration laws and work to expand legal pathways for migration while discouraging disorderly and unsafe migration,” he added. “We have a robust effort underway to manage the border in a safe, orderly, and humane way when Title 42 lifts as required by court order.”
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In Rare Bipartisan Push, Lawmakers Look to Speed Up Approval of Crucial Drugs
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A bill intended to speed up federal approval of drugs and therapies that show promise in treating diseases and conditions resistant to available treatments has received a rare show of lawmaker unity.

The Breakthrough Therapies Act is being backed by Reps. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-N.Y.) and Dan Crenshaw (R-Texas), and Sens. Cory Booker (D-N.J.) and Rand Paul (R-Ky.).

A chief component of the bill is allowing the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) to reclassify substances from Schedule I to Schedule II.

Schedule I substances, as defined by the DEA, are “drugs with no currently accepted medical use and a high potential for abuse.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Jen and Tom Satterly. (Courtesy of Jen Satterly)


Schedule II drugs are used medically, and also have a “high potential for abuse, with use potentially leading to severe psychological or physical dependence.”

In particular, a group of Schedule I substances called psychedelics, or hallucinogens, have been demonstrated to help people suffering from mental illness—their conditions include major depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).

Psychedelics could benefit military combat veterans whose emotional experiences and physical wounds contribute to serious and debilitating mental health conditions that are resistant to, and not relieved by, available treatments.

For some of these veterans, their anguish and hopelessness result in suicide.

In its 2022 National Veteran Suicide Prevention Annual Report, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs published its findings for the two-decade period 2001 through 2020.

In 2020, as detailed in the report, there were 6,146 veteran suicides, or almost 17 a day, which is a rate 57.3 percent higher for the same period than it was for non-veteran adults.

Tom Satterly, a highly decorated retired Army Command sergeant major, could benefit from a psychedelic drug that passage of the Breakthrough Therapies Act could make medically available.

Among the hellish combat missions in which Satterly was involved includes being on the ground with Delta Force in the Battle of Mogadishu in 1993, which was the subject of the bestselling book “Black Hawk Down” on which the Oscar-winning film of the same name was based.

After 25 years of service, he retired in 2010 and was hit with PTSD and emotional pain that brought him to the cusp of suicide.

The long path to healing commenced in 2013 when he met Jen, the woman he would marry two years later.

Over the past nine years, in partnership with Jen, who knows her own trauma—she was abused at home as a child, bullied at school, and raped when she was a teenager— the two have studied, researched, and sought physical, emotional, and spiritual healing.

Jen has also received psychedelic treatment.

The Satterly founded and run All Secure Foundation, a nonprofit that provides services and support to active duty and veteran special operations soldiers, and their families, to help them heal from war trauma.

Tom Satterly’s memoir (written with Steve Jackson), “All Secure: A Special Operations Soldier’s Fight to Survive on the Battlefield and the Homefront,” was published in 2019.

In a phone conversation with The Epoch Times, Tom and Jen Satterly provided their thoughts on the Breakthrough Therapies Act, and on their experience with psychedelic drug treatment.

“We are fully behind and back the Breakthrough Therapies Act,” said Tom Satterly. “For it will make it far easier for veterans who urgently need the help and healing that psychedelics, in combination with cognitive and other forms of therapy, can deliver.

“Presently, though, these substances are classified by the government as Schedule I, so they are not legally available in the United States, and people need to travel to other countries to receive the treatment. Or, if they undergo the treatment in the United States—and some do—it is in secret.”

Jen Satterly spoke about the saving benefits that treatment with a psychedelic provided her husband.

“Over nine years, Tom underwent many modalities of treatment, including cognitive behavior therapy, transcranial magnetic stimulation, SGB [stellate ganglion block) therapy coupled with ketamine and testosterone, hormone replacement therapy, transcendental meditation, and pharmaceutical-grade supplementation,” said Jen.

“But it wasn’t until he tried the treatment with 5-MeO-DMT, a psychedelic made from venom taken from the glands of the Colorado River toad, that he was on the road to a place where he found peace and happiness.”

Tom Satterly emphasized that psychedelics aren’t “party drugs” and must be administered under medical supervision. He received his treatment attended in person by a physician from Peru who specializes in psychedelics and a therapist.

Tom Satterly also described that the treatment, which he underwent in February 2021, and contributed to a level and quality of happiness he had never known, did not start all happy and was supplemented afterward with regular cognitive therapy.

“There were seven iterations of inhaling the 5-MeO-DMT, and over the first few of those iterations, I was scared and experienced something like a light show. During the first break, I thought about not continuing.

“But with the encouragement and support of the doctor and therapist, I did. And as the treatment progressed, I experienced a growing peace and clarity.”

Immediately after the treatment, Tom felt better than he had in a long time—but, as Jen noted, it was about a week-and-a-half later that “things clicked, and you saw how he had changed. I asked him what happened. After all these years, the pain and unhappiness were gone, finally, and Tom was remarkably happy and calm.”

Tom Satterly has still only had one treatment of a psychedelic.

Tom and Jen Satterly say that the post-treatment road has not been totally smooth and all sunshine. Recovery and staying healthy takes work, they say.

And, yet, both contend that without question a psychedelic drug—still not cleared by the government for medical use—has been the long sought-after key to significantly improving Tom Satterly’s emotional health and overall well-being.

Help Is Ready and Available

If you are a veteran considering hurting yourself, free, qualified, caring, and confidential help is available 24/7 by calling 988 or texting 838255. If you have hearing loss, call TTY: 800-799-4889. You can also chat with Veteran Crisis Line by clicking here.
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Homicide Suspect Mistakenly Freed From Jail Faces New Counts
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COLUMBUS, Ohio—An Ohio man facing charges in two homicide cases, including the drug-related death of his infant son, was involved in another slaying after he was mistakenly released from jail late last month, authorities said.

David A. Johnson III, 20, of Columbus, was released from the Franklin County Jail on Nov. 29 after a county courts staffer accidentally made an error while filing a form, The Columbus Dispatch reported. Johnson’s attorney arranged for him to turn himself in after the mistake was discovered, but Johnson did not do so.

Authorities said Johnson and two other people were involved in an attempted robbery at a gas station in Columbus on Dec. 13 that ended with the shooting death of a 21-year-old man. Johnson then remained at large until he was arrested Monday night.

Johnson was initially charged with murder and other counts in an April 2021 shooting in Columbus that left his mother wounded and killed a 26-year-old man. He was placed on house arrest later that year, but a judge revoked that last month after Johnson was charged and jailed in the death of his year-old son.

Authorities said the boy died after ingesting drugs while in Johnson’s care, and he initially was charged with drug possession and child endangerment. After an autopsy showed fentanyl in his son’s system, Johnson was also charged with involuntary manslaughter.

A motion was filed Nov. 29 to dismiss Johnson’s initial charges in municipal court, and county prosecutors were planning to seek an indictment in the county’s Common Pleas court. Despite the dismissal, Johnson should have remained in jail since his bond had been revoked, but he was freed that day because the clerical error meant jail officials were never notified that he should not be released.

Johnson’s lawyer has declined to comment.
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New York Subway Shooting Suspect to Plead Guilty to Terrorism Charges
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NEW YORK—Frank James, the man accused of a shooting attack on the New York City subway in April 2022, told a court through his public defenders on Wednesday that he intended to plead guilty to federal terrorism charges.

James has been charged in an attack on April 12 that injured 23 riders on a Manhattan-bound N-train as it passed through Brooklyn during the morning rush-hour. All the victims survived the highly unusual attack on the largest transit system in the country.

This month, federal prosecutors filed new charges against James in the U.S. District Court in Brooklyn, including 10 counts of a terrorist attack and other violence against a mass transportation system.

Shortly before the attack, James was seen entering the subway system in Brooklyn, dressed in an orange reflective jacket and yellow hard hat. He let off a smoke canister in a crowded subway car before shooting at passengers as the crowded car entered a station, according to prosecutors in the U.S. Attorney’s office for New York’s Eastern District.

He fled in the mayhem, prosecutors said.

Police arrested him in lower Manhattan about five miles away from the attack following a 30-hour manhunt.

Since receiving the letter from James’ attorneys, Judge William Kuntz II has scheduled a change-of-plea hearing for Jan. 3. James faces a maximum sentence of life in prison.
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Suspect Charged Nearly 7 Years After Iowa Architect’s Death
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DES MOINES, Iowa—Nearly seven years after the death of a prominent Des Moines architect, police have arrested a suspect.

Police spokesman Sgt. Paul Parizek said investigators uncovered enough evidence to charge Zachary Allen Gaskill on Wednesday with second-degree murder in the January 2016 death of Kirk Blunck. The 62-year-old was found severely injured in the stairwell of a building he had renovated where he had an office. He died later.

The Polk County Medical Examiner ruled the cause of death as blunt force trauma due to a fall from height.

Parizek didn’t say what evidence led to the arrest, but he said Gaskill was identified as one of the people in surveillance photos taken near where Blunk had died.

But in 2018, a judge ordered Gaskill to pay Blunck’s family $6.25 million after they alleged in a wrongful death lawsuit that Gaskill attacked Blunck and caused his death.

Online court records do not list an attorney for Gaskill, who is being held without bail in the Polk County Jail.

The Blunck family’s attorney Grant Woodard praised investigators’ “determination and efforts.”

“The Blunck family is very pleased that the process of justice for Kirk continues,” Woodard said.

In his career, Blunck specialized in renovating historic buildings and led efforts to revitalize the East Village and Sherman Hill neighborhoods of Des Moines.
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Mall Shooter Told Ex-girlfriend He Would ‘Take Others’ If He Died
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GREENWOOD, Ind.—The ex-girlfriend of a 20-year-old man who fatally shot three people at an Indianapolis-area mall said he told her he didn’t expect to make it to 21 and that if he killed himself, he would “take others” with him, a police chief said Wednesday.

Jonathan Douglas Sapirman was also fascinated with Nazi Germany, according to the ex-girlfriend, who was interviewed after the July 17 shooting at the Greenwood Park Mall. But while the three slain victims were Hispanic, there was no indication the shooting was racially motivated, said Greenwood Police Chief James Ison. Authorities have not determined a specific motive for the attack, Ison said.

The ex-girlfriend never reported what Sapirman told her to the police, according to Ison, who said that otherwise there were no red flags raised that could have tipped off authorities about the killings in the city just south of Indianapolis.

Sapirman, who was shot and killed by an armed shopper shortly after opening fire, posted more than 700 comments on social media about mass killers between 2017 and this year, but never indicated he was planning to carry out such an attack, Ison said at a news conference.

[image: Jonathan Douglas Sapirman] Jonathan Douglas Sapirman in an image provided on July 18, 2022. (Greenwood Police Department via AP)


“On the contrary, almost every post was more of a discussion or debate concerning other high-profile mass killings around the country,” the police chief said. He said Sapirman “acknowledged several times in these comments that he studied and researched mass killings and serial killers.”

“It seemed that he enjoyed debating” such events with other users, Ison said.

In 2019, the FBI received a tip that it should look into a Reddit username that investigators of the mall shooting later connected to Sapirman because the user seemed to be “infatuated with mass killings.”

The IP address of the posts led to an apartment complex the shooter lived in, but authorities could not pinpoint Sapirman as the user, Ison said. And even if they had, they could not have taken any action “because he wasn’t saying anything that was illegal or threatening,” the chief said. “He was just touting his knowledge.”

The FBI was able to revive Sapirman’s cellphone, which he dropped into a mall toilet before the shooting, but have not yet been able to determine its password. With about 1 million possibilities available, that ongoing process could take years, Ison said. Data on Sapirman’s laptop was completely destroyed after he placed it in an oven with a butane tank, authorities reiterated Wednesday.

The FBI had said in August that no data could be recovered from the laptop.

Investigators combed through numerous websites Sapirman may have used and interviewed dozens of people who knew or came into contact with him. The ex-girlfriend, who said she and Sapirman broke up more than a year before the shooting, told investigators that he was abusive toward her on several occasions and that he once stuck a gun in her mouth during an argument. Police did not identify her.

The ex-girlfriend also said Sapirman once told her, “‘This world is not made for me and I will not live past 20 years old,’” Ison said. Sapirman also told her that if he ever killed himself, “he would take others with him,” the police chief added.

The ex-girlfriend also told investigators she was not surprised that Sapirman committed the shooting. She described him as a very unhappy person, Ison said.

The shooter had a troubled upbringing and was in and out of foster homes before he later lived with an older brother, Ison said. Sapirman had quit his job in May, and days before the shooting he learned he was being evicted from his apartment “due to lack of payment,” the chief said.

Sapirman opened fire at the mall around closing time, killing married couple Pedro Pineda, 56, and Rosa Mirian Rivera de Pineda, 37; and Victor Gomez, 30, all from Indianapolis. A woman was shot in the leg and a 12-year-old girl was hit by shrapnel, police have said.

An armed bystander—22-year-old Elisjsha Dicken, a Seymour, Indiana, man who had been at the mall shopping with his girlfriend—fatally shot Sapirman after police say the gunman fired 24 times within 15 seconds.

The prosecutor in Johnson County, where Greenwood is located, had determined that Dicken’s actions were lawful under Indiana law and he will not be charged.

“He is a true hero,” the chief said.

Dicken’s attorney, Guy Relford, said it can be a “traumatic experience” to have “taken a human life,” even if that act saves others’ lives.

“That’s a hard thing to recover from, even when you know you were heroic and even when you know you saved lives, and even when you are getting the thanks and congratulations from a lot of people,” Relford said after Wednesday’s news conference.
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Massive COVID Surge Across China Sparks Global Concern Over Virus Mutation, Supply Chain Breakdown


						[image: A worker wearing personal protective equipment sits next to waste material outside a fever clinic amid the COVID-19 pandemic in Beijing on Dec. 19, 2022. (NOEL CELIS/AFP via Getty Images)]
A worker wearing personal protective equipment sits next to waste material outside a fever clinic amid the COVID-19 pandemic in Beijing on Dec. 19, 2022. (NOEL CELIS/AFP via Getty Images)
						

							
							Asia & Pacific							
						
By Alex Wu
				[image: Alex Wu]
				Alex Wu




				Alex Wu is a U.S.-based writer for The Epoch Times focusing on Chinese society, Chinese culture, human rights, and international relations.

				


								December 22, 2022
								Updated: December 22, 2022
							


As a mass wave of COVID infections sweeps through China, the World Health Organization (WHO) and governments around the world are anxious about the potential emergence of a dangerous new virus variant that could further drag down the global economy.

With Beijing now gripped by the virus, the variant has also rapidly spread across China. From the northeastern city of Shenyang to the eastern city of Shanghai, to Chongqing in the southwest and Guangzhou and Shenzhen in the south, this wave of COVID-19 infections has overwhelmed China’s health system.

The streets in Chinese cities are empty, except for the crowds of people seeking treatment and collecting fever medication at hospitals and pharmacies, and outside mortuaries waiting in line for their deceased loved claimed by COVID to be cremated. It’s eerily similar to the situation in Wuhan three years ago, when that city was the first hit by the more severe original strain SARS-CoV-2 virus.

WHO Seriously Concerned

The patients in this wave of infections are suffering from high fever, cough, and lower respiratory infections, which closely resemble those in Wuhan in 2020 and are very different from the mild symptoms caused by other described Omicron variants. With the virus rapidly spread through the large population in China, there are concerns that a dangerous new virus variant is emerging, which may affect the whole world.

On Dec. 7, WHO head Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus predicted that the COVID-19 pandemic would end next year.

[image: China Reports Two Covid Deaths, But Numbers Dont Stack Up] Workers in protective gear handle a coffin and coffin case at Dongjiao Funeral Parlor, reportedly designated to handle Covid fatalities, in Beijing, China, on Dec. 19, 2022. (Bloomberg)


However, after seeing the storm of infections rapidly sweeping China that hasn’t peaked, WHO officials are now seriously concerned adding that it’s now too early to declare the end of the pandemic emergency.

“The question is whether you can call it post-pandemic when such a significant part of the world is actually just entering its second wave,” WHO advisor Dutch virologist Marion Koopmans told the media on Dec. 20.

Projections suggest an explosion of cases affecting 60 to 90 percent of the Chinese population could see millions of deaths early next year.

“WHO is very concerned over the evolving situation in China,” Tedros said at a recent weekly news conference. He called on the Chinese regime to provide detailed information on the disease severity, hospital admissions, and intensive care requirements, as the low numbers that the regime has officially reported are questionable.


Read MoreChina Seeing Tsunami of COVID-19 Cases; Medical System Under Immense Strain




US Willing to Help

[image: Ned Price] State Department spokesperson Ned Price speaks at the daily briefing at the State Department in Washington on Feb. 25, 2022. (Nicholas Kamm/Pool via Reuters)


U.S. State Department’s spokesman Ned Price expressed concern over COVID in China for two consecutive days during press briefings.

“When it comes to the current outbreak in China, we want to see this addressed,” Price said in a briefing on Monday. “We know that anytime the virus is spreading in the wild that it has the potential to mutate and to pose a threat to people everywhere.”

The World’s Factory

China is the world’s second largest economy and plays an import role in global supply chains as the “world’s factory.”

Price also expressed concerns over the economic impact of China’s COVID situation. “It’s important not only for the PRC, but also for the continued economic recovery of the international community that the PRC is in a position to get this outbreak under control.”

U.S. Deputy Treasury Secretary Wally Adeyemo said on Tuesday that the United States is already feeling the economic impact of this round of China’s COVID-19 spike due to disruption of the global supply chain.

The Chinese populace has been inoculated with China-made vaccines, which are considered less effective than western ones, whose efficacy are also questioned by some doctors.

“It’s important that all countries focus on getting people vaccinated and making testing and treatment easily available,” Price told reporters on Tuesday of the view of the U.S. government.

“The U.S. is the largest donor of COVID-19 vaccines around the world. We’re prepared to continue to support people around the world, including in China, with this and other COVID-related health support,” Price said.

He stressed, “This is profoundly in the interests of the rest of the world. Our COVID-19 vaccines are safe and effective, and we have provided them to countries around the world, regardless or in spite of any political disagreements.”


Read More4 Takeaways from Sen. Johnson’s Panel on COVID-19 Vaccines
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On Dec. 21, Germany government spokesman Steffen Hebestreit said that the country has sent a first batch of BioNTech COVID-19 vaccines to China to be administered first to around 20,000 German expatriates. It’s the first foreign COVID vaccine to be allowed to be imported to China.

Fever Medicine Shortage

The medical system in China is ill prepared for pandemics, with citizens now facing a lack of drug stockpiles, ICU beds, ventilators, and other healthcare tools.

Pharmacies in China were ordered to ban or control the sale of cold and flu medication under the “zero-COVID” policy to prevent residents from using over-the-counter drugs to reduce fevers and avoid illness detection, as they didn’t want to be forced to do PCR tests or be sent to centralized quarantine facilities.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] People wait in queue to buy medicine at a pharmacy in Beijing on Dec. 12, 2022. (STR/AFP via Getty Images)


Residents weren’t able to stock up on basic medicines at home before the government’s lifting of its zero-COVID policies, although the wave of infections had already started before this change.

The regime’s abrupt COVID policy change, without preparation or plan, also caught hospitals, clinics, and pharmacies across the country off guard.

Pharmacies have sold out the most basic fever and cold medicines, while hospitals are also running out of medicines that treat COVID symptoms, as well as oxygen and ventilators, as they were given little to no notice about needing to stockpile.

A mainland Chinese medical information media “Cyberland” published an article on Dec. 20 disclosing that the current severe shortage of antipyretic drugs is directly caused by the strict control of the fever drugs under zero-COVID over the past three years, including the most sought after “Ibuprofen.”

At the same time, China is world’s largest producer and exporter of Ibuprofen, accounting for a third of global production.

The article quoted an employee of a pharmaceutical company saying that because of government control, “Patients basically don’t stock up on medicines, and pharmacies are not allowed to sell them. Many companies and pharmacies that make and sell the fever drugs have faced broken capital chains and have closed down over the past three years.”

Now, COVID-19 restrictions have been suddenly lifted, with many pharmaceutical companies having not received any notice in advance to prepare for production. “Suddenly, they are facing difficulties in increasing production,” the employee said.

Meanwhile, some pharmaceutical factories that make Ibuprofen, including some suppliers and warehouses, have been taken over by local authorities in the name of “prioritizing the supply to local hospitals and large pharmacies.”
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South Korea, US Consider Live-Fire Drills Amid North Korea Threats
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SEOUL—South Korea and the United States are considering staging their first large-scale joint live-fire demonstration in six years in 2023 amid North Korea’s growing military threats, Seoul’s defense ministry said on Thursday.

The drills have been floated as South Korea and the United States discuss preparations for the 70th anniversary of their alliance next year, ministry spokesperson Jeon Ha-gyu said.

“Marking that occasion, we are exploring various ways to showcase our military’s presence and the alliance’s overwhelming deterrence capabilities against North Korea,” Jeon told a regular briefing.

“A combined joint live-fire demonstration can be one of the options.”

The demonstration would be another joint display of force to be resumed following a years-long hiatus under new South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol, who pledged to bolster military capabilities and readiness to deter North Korea’s weapons development.

On Tuesday, the United States flew its F-22 Raptor stealth fighters for joint drills with South Korea for the first time since 2018, hours after North Korea criticized both countries and vowed more missile tests.

In September, the allies staged their first exercises with a U.S. aircraft carrier since 2018.

Such exercises were halted under Yoon’s predecessor, Moon Jae-in, who had prioritized engagement with the North, which denounced them as a rehearsal for invasion.

North Korea has tested an unprecedented number of missiles this year, including intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) designed to strike the U.S. mainland. It has also completed preparations for what would be its first nuclear test since 2017, Seoul and Washington officials said.

By Hyonhee Shin





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/south-korea-us-consider-live-fire-drills-amid-north-korea-threats_4936155.html



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


Vast Majority of Americans Don’t Expect Their Finances to Improve in 2023, Cite Inflation
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A large number of Americans do not feel optimistic about their finances improving next year amid the continued cost of living crisis and higher interest rates, a new survey has found.

The consumer financial services company Bankrate.com commissioned YouGov Plc. to conduct the survey among 3,656 adults in the United States between Nov. 15-18.

Respondents were asked: “Compared to 2022, do you think your personal financial situation in the year 2023 will get better or worse, or stay the same?”

Roughly 2 out of 3 (or 66 percent) of Americans who responded said they do not expect their personal finances to improve in 2023, including 36 percent who said they expect their financial situation to remain about the same. A total of 29 percent said they expect their finances will get worse next year.

The survey results come as fears of a recession next year continue to rise, driven in part by the Federal Reserve’s continued monetary tightening policy. On Dec. 14, the central bank opted to raise the benchmark federal funds rate again by 50 basis points to a target range of 4.25–4.5 percent, the highest level since late 2007.

Red-Hot Inflation Blamed for Lack of Savings

Meanwhile, inflation is currently at 7.1 percent year over year, squeezing households’ budgets and spending power.

Bankrate.com’s survey found that the majority of Americans who don’t anticipate their finances improving next year blame continued high inflation, with a total of 63 percent of survey respondents crediting it to the soaring cost of living.

A total of 27 percent of respondents blamed stagnant wages or reduced income on the lack of improved finances, while changing interest rates were blamed for no improvement in personal finances next year by 25 percent of respondents.

Another 18 percent cited the amount of debt they have or the amount they make from their savings or investments. Just 34 percent of Americans are hopeful that their personal financial situation will improve in the new year, the survey found.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Shoppers are seen in a Kroger supermarket in Atlanta, Ga., on Oct. 14, 2022.
(Elijah Nouvelage/AFP via Getty Images)


The survey comes shortly after the Bureau of Economic Analysis found that the personal saving rate—personal saving as a percentage of disposable personal income among Americans—fell to 2.3 percent in October, the lowest level since 2005.

Meanwhile, consumer spending increased 0.8 percent in October from the prior month amid a slight moderation in inflation, according to the Commerce Department.

Strong Spending ‘Real Sign of a Resilient Economy’

RSM’s chief economist Joseph Brusuelas told The Wall Street Journal that increased spending and less saving among American households was a “real sign of a resilient economy.”

Although Brusuelas anticipates a mild recession in the second half of 2023, he said that for now “jobs are easy to get, and people are confident and they’re going to keep spending.”

However, that increased spending appears to be predominantly being paid for with credit cards and personal loans, according to consumer credit reporting agency TransUnion.

Americans took out a record 87.5 million in new credit cards and 22.1 million in personal loans in 2022, according to a recent TransUnion report

However, the agency warned that credit card delinquencies will rise to 2.6 percent at the end of 2023, up from 2.1 percent at the end of 2022, while unsecured personal loan delinquency rates are expected to increase from 4.1 percent to 4.3 percent by the end of next year.

“Rapidly increasing interest rates and stubbornly high inflation combined with recession fears represent the latest in a series of significant challenges consumers have faced in recent years,” said Michele Raneri, vice president and head of U.S. research and consulting at TransUnion.

“It’s not surprising then to see pronounced increases in delinquency rates for credit card and personal loans, two of the more popular credit products.”
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Akio Toyoda, president of Toyota Motor Corp., has said that automakers pursuing an electric-only agenda does not reflect the market reality because the technology and infrastructure are yet to mature, while a “silent majority” that align with that perspective can’t speak out.

“People involved in the auto industry are largely a silent majority,” Toyoda told reporters during a visit to Thailand, according to The Wall Street Journal. “That silent majority is wondering whether EVs [electric vehicles] are really OK to have as a single option. But they think it’s the trend so they can’t speak out loudly … Because the right answer is still unclear, we shouldn’t limit ourselves to just one option.”

While other carmakers have been pushing all-EV lineups, Toyota, the biggest automaker in the world, has largely stuck with its policy of focusing on a diverse range of vehicles, including hybrids and hydrogen-powered vehicles.

Toyota insists that hybrids remain a key technology in the current situation as EV vehicles usually tend to be more expensive and the battery charging infrastructure is yet to mature worldwide.

The Toyota chief also pointed out that electric options are not the only way to cut back on carbon emissions, and that hybrid models also provide such benefits. Electric alternatives like hydrogen-powered vehicles are starting to get positive responses from the auto industry and government officials, he noted.

Challenges and Distrust

Charging infrastructure is a key concern for the widespread adoption of EVs. Even in the United States, longer commutes on electric vehicles make less sense given the lack of a robust charging network.

“The coastal areas, the East and West Coast, that’s electrifying much quicker than the interior of the country,” said Volvo CEO Jim Rowan, according to The Wall Street Journal. Plug-in hybrids are important to warm customers up to the technology, he stated.

A survey published in October by the National Association of Convenience Stores (NACS) found that price sensitivity at the pump had not translated into more interest in EVs. Only half the drivers admitted to having a positive attitude toward such vehicles.

Only one in three drivers said they would consider buying an EV for convenience. Three in five drivers think they will face difficulties charging the electric vehicle outside their home, while 54 percent saw EVs as less reliable when compared to conventional vehicles.

“EVs are undoubtedly an important part of our future, but there is debate about the timeline for adoption,” said Jeff Lenard, NACS vice president of strategic industry initiatives, according to an Oct. 7 news release.

“Today’s drivers of gasoline-powered vehicles express range anxiety because of uncertainty around charging infrastructure availability. This is a valuable opportunity for retailers and others to address and educate future EV consumers.”

US Adoption

Several American states are taking action to push the adoption of electric vehicles and other alternatives to fossil fuel options.

In August, California regulators voted unanimously to approve a plan that will ban the sale of new internal combustion vehicles in the state by 2035. A fifth of the vehicles sold after 2035 can be plug-in hybrids.

This month, Oregon’s Environmental Quality Commission agreed to mandate 100 percent of new, light-duty vehicles sold in the state by 2035 to be zero-emission, which will hit gas-powered vehicle sales. Auto dealers have expressed dissatisfaction with the decision.

“We understand the desire to move towards more environmentally friendly sales of vehicles; however, the consumer demand is not there yet, or even 12 years from now, in 2035,” Greg Remensperger, executive vice president of the Oregon Auto Dealers Association, told The Epoch Times.

“We just don’t think the industry is going to be at a point where it will serve as 100 percent of the consumer demands.”

Beth Brelje contributed to this report.
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French Serial Killer Charles Sobhraj to Leave Nepal Prison
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KATHMANDU, Nepal—Confessed French serial killer Charles Sobhraj, who was convicted and sentenced to life in prison in Nepal, was ordered Wednesday to be released because of poor health, good behavior and having already served most of his sentence.

The Supreme Court ruling also said he had to leave the country within the next 15 days but did not specify to where.

He was serving two life sentences in Nepal for the murders of American and Canadian backpackers. Life sentences in Nepal are 20 years.

The court document said he had already served more than 75 percent of his sentence, making him eligible for release, and he has heart disease.

The Frenchman has in the past admitted killing several Western tourists and he is believed to have killed at least 20 people in Afghanistan, India, Thailand, Turkey, Nepal, Iran, and Hong Kong during the 1970s. However, his 2004 conviction in Nepal was the first time he was found guilty in court.

Sobhraj was held for two decades in New Delhi’s maximum-security Tihar prison on suspicion of theft but was deported without charge to France in 1997. He resurfaced in September 2003 in Katmandu.

His nickname, The Serpent, stems from his reputation as a disguise and escape artist.
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Swiss Government Rejects 3rd Gender Option
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BERLIN—The Swiss government on Wednesday rejected the idea of introducing a third gender option or no-gender option for official records, a position which differs from that of some neighboring countries.

Responding to two proposals from parliament, the governing Federal Council said “the binary gender model is still strongly anchored in Swiss society.”

“The social preconditions for the introduction of a third gender or for a general waiver of the gender entry in the civil registry currently are not there,” it said.

The Federal Council added that such options would require “numerous” changes to the Swiss Constitution and to laws both at the national level and in the country’s 26 cantons (states). Currently, people are entered into the civil registry as male or female, with no other option.

The government said a national ethics commission found in a 2020 report that the time wasn’t yet right for a change to the system.

Switzerland has an unusual political system in which four parties are represented in the government and frequent referendums are held on all kinds of issues.

In 2018, the German government approved a third gender option for official records, allowing people to be registered as “diverse.” The law already allowed for gender to be left blank.

In Austria, a federal court ruled in 2018 that authorities must allow people to be entered in official records as something other than male or female, if they so wish. However, it found no need to change the country’s existing law since it didn’t specify explicitly that people’s gender must be male or female.
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Iran Security Forces Kill 2, Arrest 2 Over Deadly Attack
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CAIRO—Iranian security forces killed two men and arrested two others allegedly behind a deadly shooting last month in a southwestern city, state-run media reported, amid conflicting accounts of the incident that coincided with a wave of anti-regime protests.

Iran’s state-run IRNA news agency said the two suspects killed were behind last month’s shooting that left dead seven people at a bazaar in the small, working-class city of Izeh in Khuzestan province. The country’s paramilitary Revolutionary Guard and Intelligence Ministry also arrested two other suspects in the same operation.

The Guard did not release any details about when the raid took place or how the suspects were killed. Authorities offered no evidence to support the four suspects’ alleged involvement. The government has labeled the attack an “act of terror,” but families and rights groups have cast doubt on that claim, accusing security forces of opening fire on civilians as protests convulsed the city.

The shooting in Izeh on Nov. 16 killed three children, including a 10-year-old boy and a woman, authorities reported at the time. A funeral for the boy, Kian Pirfalak, later prompted an outpouring of outrage as his mother delivered an emotional speech blaming plainclothes security forces for attacking their car as she begged them not to shoot, according to videos of the funeral service posted on social media.

IRNA news agency denied any security forces played a role in Pirfalak’s killing, instead claiming “terrorist agents with unknown incentives” unleashed automatic weapons fire on their car as demonstrations raged in the city.

Iran’s nationwide protests erupted in September after the death of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini detained by the country’s morality police for allegedly violating Iran’s strict dress code for women.

The protests have since transformed into calls for the overthrow of Iran’s ruling clerics, presenting one of the most durable challenges to the theocracy since the chaotic years following the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

At least 506 people have been killed and 18,000 arrested in the Iranian regime’s crackdown, according to Human Rights Activists in Iran, a group that’s been monitoring the protests since they began.

Even public figures who have expressed solidarity with the movement, including Taraneh Alidoosti, one of the country’s most famous actresses, have been swept up in the dragnet. Iran’s main union for film industry workers, House of Cinema, reported on Tuesday that 13 actors are now in jail over the protests.

As Iran seeks to stamp out the demonstrations and ramp up pressure on critics, it has sentenced several protesters to death and already carried out two executions despite widespread international criticism.

On Wednesday, the judiciary announced that Mahan Sedrat, a 23-year-old sentenced to death over allegedly joining protests while wielding a knife, would be spared the death penalty and granted a retrial due to the emergence of new evidence.

In a message to mark the Persian holiday Yalda, the winter solstice that begins Wednesday night, State Department spokesman Ned Price offered condolences to grieving Iranians amid the government crackdown.

“Yalda should be a festive time for the Iranian people,” Price said. “Instead, tonight we mourn with the many families missing loved ones who have been detained or killed during the Iranian regime’s brutal crackdown on peaceful protestors.”

The Biden administration also announced new sanctions Wednesday on Iran’s chief prosecutor, four other Iranian officials and a company that supports the country’s security forces for their roles in the suppression of protests.
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25 Terrorists Killed in Pakistan Army Raid on Detention Center; One Hostage Dies
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PESHAWAR, Pakistan—Pakistan’s security forces killed 25 of 35 Islamist terrorists holed up in a counter-terrorism center in the northwestern city of Bannu, while one hostage and two commandos died in the operation to retake the compound, the army said.

Terrorists being held at the center took control of the compound on Sunday after overpowering their interrogators and taking their weapons, leading to a two day siege and ultimately army commandoes storming the compound on Tuesday.

“Resurgence in terrorism poses a renewed threat to our national security,” Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif said in a tweet, adding, “Our valiant security forces are fully capable of dealing with this threat.”

Army spokesman Major General Ahmed Sharif speaking to local TV channel Geo News late on Tuesday said seven of the 35 holed up terrorists surrendered, and another three who tried to escape were arrested. One hostage, a security official, died during the raid, he said.

Earlier on Tuesday, Defense Minister Khawaja Asif said all of the terrorists had been killed and all hostages rescued, but later clarified that the army would provide the final figures and details of the operation.

The army spokesman’s comments provided the first detailed official account of the standoff, in which two security personnel were killed when the terrorists first took over the compound, and two commandoes killed in the ensuing raid.

He said one terrorist was able to first overpower his interrogator with a brick and seize his weapon. Later other terrorists at the center broke into a storeroom where confiscated weapons had been stored.

“We tried very hard to get them [terrorists] to surrender unconditionally. They weren’t ready,” Sharif said, adding that they wanted safe passage to Afghanistan, which was rejected by authorities.

Standoff

After talks failed to resolve a two-day standoff, army commandos stormed the center on Tuesday. Ten soldiers, including three officers, were also wounded.

Sharif described the raid being a fierce firefight. Earlier, residents said they heard explosions coming from the vicinity of the center on Tuesday as helicopters hovered overhead.

The terrorists mostly belonged to the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), an umbrella group of Sunni Islamist and sectarian groups that associates itself with the Afghan Taliban.

The TTP emerged to fight the Pakistani state and enforce its own harsh brand of Islam in the years after U.S.-led allied forces intervened in neighboring Afghanistan to oust its ruling Taliban in 2001 and drive them over the border into Pakistan.

The TTP has ramped up attacks in recent weeks since announcing the end of an Afghan Taliban-brokered ceasefire with the Islamabad last month.

The TTP initially confirmed the terrorists’ demand to be given passage to Afghanistan, but later said Pakistan’s former tribal regions were also safe for the teerrorists to flee to.

By Jibran Ahmad and Asif Shahzad
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Massive COVID Surge Across China Sparks Global Concern Over Virus Mutation, Supply Chain Breakdown
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As a mass wave of COVID infections sweeps through China, the World Health Organization (WHO) and governments around the world are anxious about the potential emergence of a dangerous new virus variant that could further drag down the global economy.

With Beijing now gripped by the virus, the variant has also rapidly spread across China. From the northeastern city of Shenyang to the eastern city of Shanghai, to Chongqing in the southwest and Guangzhou and Shenzhen in the south, this wave of COVID-19 infections has overwhelmed China’s health system.

The streets in Chinese cities are empty, except for the crowds of people seeking treatment and collecting fever medication at hospitals and pharmacies, and outside mortuaries waiting in line for their deceased loved claimed by COVID to be cremated. It’s eerily similar to the situation in Wuhan three years ago, when that city was the first hit by the more severe original strain SARS-CoV-2 virus.

WHO Seriously Concerned

The patients in this wave of infections are suffering from high fever, cough, and lower respiratory infections, which closely resemble those in Wuhan in 2020 and are very different from the mild symptoms caused by other described Omicron variants. With the virus rapidly spread through the large population in China, there are concerns that a dangerous new virus variant is emerging, which may affect the whole world.

On Dec. 7, WHO head Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus predicted that the COVID-19 pandemic would end next year.

[image: China Reports Two Covid Deaths, But Numbers Dont Stack Up] Workers in protective gear handle a coffin and coffin case at Dongjiao Funeral Parlor, reportedly designated to handle Covid fatalities, in Beijing, China, on Dec. 19, 2022. (Bloomberg)


However, after seeing the storm of infections rapidly sweeping China that hasn’t peaked, WHO officials are now seriously concerned adding that it’s now too early to declare the end of the pandemic emergency.

“The question is whether you can call it post-pandemic when such a significant part of the world is actually just entering its second wave,” WHO advisor Dutch virologist Marion Koopmans told the media on Dec. 20.

Projections suggest an explosion of cases affecting 60 to 90 percent of the Chinese population could see millions of deaths early next year.

“WHO is very concerned over the evolving situation in China,” Tedros said at a recent weekly news conference. He called on the Chinese regime to provide detailed information on the disease severity, hospital admissions, and intensive care requirements, as the low numbers that the regime has officially reported are questionable.


Read MoreChina Seeing Tsunami of COVID-19 Cases; Medical System Under Immense Strain




US Willing to Help

[image: Ned Price] State Department spokesperson Ned Price speaks at the daily briefing at the State Department in Washington on Feb. 25, 2022. (Nicholas Kamm/Pool via Reuters)


U.S. State Department’s spokesman Ned Price expressed concern over COVID in China for two consecutive days during press briefings.

“When it comes to the current outbreak in China, we want to see this addressed,” Price said in a briefing on Monday. “We know that anytime the virus is spreading in the wild that it has the potential to mutate and to pose a threat to people everywhere.”

The World’s Factory

China is the world’s second largest economy and plays an import role in global supply chains as the “world’s factory.”

Price also expressed concerns over the economic impact of China’s COVID situation. “It’s important not only for the PRC, but also for the continued economic recovery of the international community that the PRC is in a position to get this outbreak under control.”

U.S. Deputy Treasury Secretary Wally Adeyemo said on Tuesday that the United States is already feeling the economic impact of this round of China’s COVID-19 spike due to disruption of the global supply chain.

The Chinese populace has been inoculated with China-made vaccines, which are considered less effective than western ones, whose efficacy are also questioned by some doctors.

“It’s important that all countries focus on getting people vaccinated and making testing and treatment easily available,” Price told reporters on Tuesday of the view of the U.S. government.

“The U.S. is the largest donor of COVID-19 vaccines around the world. We’re prepared to continue to support people around the world, including in China, with this and other COVID-related health support,” Price said.

He stressed, “This is profoundly in the interests of the rest of the world. Our COVID-19 vaccines are safe and effective, and we have provided them to countries around the world, regardless or in spite of any political disagreements.”


Read More4 Takeaways from Sen. Johnson’s Panel on COVID-19 Vaccines




[image: Epoch Times Photo] A bottle is shown reading “Vaccine COVID-19” and a syringe next to the Pfizer and Biontech logo on Nov. 23, 2020. (Joel Saget/AFP via Getty Images)


On Dec. 21, Germany government spokesman Steffen Hebestreit said that the country has sent a first batch of BioNTech COVID-19 vaccines to China to be administered first to around 20,000 German expatriates. It’s the first foreign COVID vaccine to be allowed to be imported to China.

Fever Medicine Shortage

The medical system in China is ill prepared for pandemics, with citizens now facing a lack of drug stockpiles, ICU beds, ventilators, and other healthcare tools.

Pharmacies in China were ordered to ban or control the sale of cold and flu medication under the “zero-COVID” policy to prevent residents from using over-the-counter drugs to reduce fevers and avoid illness detection, as they didn’t want to be forced to do PCR tests or be sent to centralized quarantine facilities.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] People wait in queue to buy medicine at a pharmacy in Beijing on Dec. 12, 2022. (STR/AFP via Getty Images)


Residents weren’t able to stock up on basic medicines at home before the government’s lifting of its zero-COVID policies, although the wave of infections had already started before this change.

The regime’s abrupt COVID policy change, without preparation or plan, also caught hospitals, clinics, and pharmacies across the country off guard.

Pharmacies have sold out the most basic fever and cold medicines, while hospitals are also running out of medicines that treat COVID symptoms, as well as oxygen and ventilators, as they were given little to no notice about needing to stockpile.

A mainland Chinese medical information media “Cyberland” published an article on Dec. 20 disclosing that the current severe shortage of antipyretic drugs is directly caused by the strict control of the fever drugs under zero-COVID over the past three years, including the most sought after “Ibuprofen.”

At the same time, China is world’s largest producer and exporter of Ibuprofen, accounting for a third of global production.

The article quoted an employee of a pharmaceutical company saying that because of government control, “Patients basically don’t stock up on medicines, and pharmacies are not allowed to sell them. Many companies and pharmacies that make and sell the fever drugs have faced broken capital chains and have closed down over the past three years.”

Now, COVID-19 restrictions have been suddenly lifted, with many pharmaceutical companies having not received any notice in advance to prepare for production. “Suddenly, they are facing difficulties in increasing production,” the employee said.

Meanwhile, some pharmaceutical factories that make Ibuprofen, including some suppliers and warehouses, have been taken over by local authorities in the name of “prioritizing the supply to local hospitals and large pharmacies.”
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South Korea, US Consider Live-Fire Drills Amid North Korea Threats
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SEOUL—South Korea and the United States are considering staging their first large-scale joint live-fire demonstration in six years in 2023 amid North Korea’s growing military threats, Seoul’s defense ministry said on Thursday.

The drills have been floated as South Korea and the United States discuss preparations for the 70th anniversary of their alliance next year, ministry spokesperson Jeon Ha-gyu said.

“Marking that occasion, we are exploring various ways to showcase our military’s presence and the alliance’s overwhelming deterrence capabilities against North Korea,” Jeon told a regular briefing.

“A combined joint live-fire demonstration can be one of the options.”

The demonstration would be another joint display of force to be resumed following a years-long hiatus under new South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol, who pledged to bolster military capabilities and readiness to deter North Korea’s weapons development.

On Tuesday, the United States flew its F-22 Raptor stealth fighters for joint drills with South Korea for the first time since 2018, hours after North Korea criticized both countries and vowed more missile tests.

In September, the allies staged their first exercises with a U.S. aircraft carrier since 2018.

Such exercises were halted under Yoon’s predecessor, Moon Jae-in, who had prioritized engagement with the North, which denounced them as a rehearsal for invasion.

North Korea has tested an unprecedented number of missiles this year, including intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) designed to strike the U.S. mainland. It has also completed preparations for what would be its first nuclear test since 2017, Seoul and Washington officials said.

By Hyonhee Shin
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					The scientists who proposed that the COVID-19 Omicron variant had emerged in a broad range across Africa months before it was first detected in the south of the continent have retracted their paper, admitting that their samples were contaminated.

First identified in Botswana and South Africa in November 2021, the Omicron strain has since quickly spread across the world and become the most dominant variant of the virus. It’s unclear where Omicron actually first emerged. It could be that the two countries first spotted it because they have better genetic sequencing networks than their neighbors.

The question of where exactly Omicron’s predecessors were lurking still puzzles scientists. The highly transmissible strain’s closest-known genetic ancestor dates back to some time after mid-2020, meaning that it had generated all its unusual mutations completely without detection—despite unprecedented global efforts in genomic surveillance of the virus for more than a year.

Scientists have come up with three theories that could potentially explain Omicron’s origin.

They say it’s possible that the virus had been quietly transmitting and mutating in an area so poorly covered by scientists that an entire series of mutations that eventually led to Omicron was overlooked. Alternatively, the variant might have been accumulated mutations in a single patient, as part of a long-term infection. Or it could have jumped back and forth between human and animal hosts, such as rats.

The paper, published on Dec. 1 in Science, appeared to have confirmed the first theory.

For the study, a team of scientists at Charité University Hospital in Berlin conducted PCR analysis on more than 13,000 samples taken from COVID-19 patients between mid-2021 to early 2022 from 22 African countries. As a result, they found Omicron-specific PCR signals in 25 patient samples from six different Eastern and Western African countries, and concluded that genetically diverse Omicron ancestors already existed across Africa by August 2021.

The article has drawn much skepticism from the scientific community since its publication, with many experts questioning on social media whether the results came from contamination during the genetic sequencing process.

Among the critics is Dr. Tulio de Oliveira, a bioinformatician at Stellenbosch University in South Africa whose team is known for identifying the COVID-19 Beta variant. “The quality of the sequences seems problematic,” the professor wrote on Twitter. “Their produced sequences could be contaminated and the date of public sequences from GISAID from Africa predating Omicron was not confirmed (P.S. they exclude all non-African sequences with dubious dates).”

Upon revisiting their data, the researchers did discover contamination in their samples, as critics had suggested on social media.

“In a subsequent analysis of residual samples, they were found to be contaminated,” the 87-member Charité team said Dec. 21 in a statement annoucing the retraction of their paper. “It is no longer possible to establish the source of the contamination.”

“The contamination also makes it impossible to correct the analyses retrospectively in due time, because this would require additional analyses of thousands of patient samples from Africa that may not be available in sufficient quantity and quality. Therefore, in agreement with all the authors, the entire article is being retracted.”

“We made a mistake and that is bitter,” said senior author Felix Drexler, reported Science.

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the Omicron wave traveled around the world within just four weeks after washing over Southern Africa. It hit the United States after the Thanksgiving of 2021.

By March 2022, the WHO estimates that almost 90 percent of the global population had antibodies against the COVID-19 virus, whether through vaccination or infection.
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Putin Says Russian Army Must Tackle Problems It Has Suffered in Ukraine
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President Vladimir Putin said on Wednesday that the Russian army must learn from and fix the problems it had suffered in Ukraine, promising to give the military whatever it needed to prosecute a war nearing the end of its 10th month.

In a speech to defense chiefs in Moscow, Putin said there were no financial limits on what the government would provide in terms of equipment and hardware.

“We have no funding restrictions. The country and the government are providing everything that the army asks for,” he said.

Putin acknowledged, not for the first time, that the call-up of 300,000 reservists that he ordered in September had not gone smoothly.

“The partial mobilization that was carried out revealed certain problems, as everyone well knows, which should be promptly addressed,” he said.

The call-up drew strong criticism even from Kremlin allies, as it emerged that military commissariats were enlisting many men who were physically unfit or too old, and new recruits were lacking basic equipment such as sleeping bags and winter clothing.

Putin also referred to other unspecified problems in the military and said that constructive criticism should be heeded.

“I ask the Ministry of Defense to be attentive to all civilian initiatives, including taking into account criticism and responding correctly, in a timely manner,” he said.

“It is clear that the reaction of people who see problems—and there are always problems in such major, complex work—can be emotional, but we need to hear those who do not hush up the existing problems, but strive to contribute to their solution.”

[image: Vladimir Putin] Russian President Vladimir Putin, Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu, and Chief of the General Staff of Russian Armed Forces Valery Gerasimov attend an annual meeting of the Defense Ministry Board in Moscow on Dec. 21, 2022. (Sputnik/Sergei Fadeichev/Pool via Reuters)


It was the latest in a series of recent comments in which Putin has acknowledged, albeit obliquely, the challenges his army is facing.

On Tuesday, he told security officers that the situation in four regions of Ukraine that Russia has claimed as its own territory—something Kyiv rejects—was “highly complicated.”

And on Dec. 7, he said Russia could be fighting in Ukraine for a long time.

Nearly 10 months on from its Feb. 24 invasion, Russia occupies a huge swathe of eastern and southern Ukraine along a front stretching some 1,100 kilometers (685 miles) but has suffered a series of defeats that have swung the war’s momentum in favor of its smaller adversary.

Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu read out a report to Putin in which he said Russia’s forces were actively destroying Ukraine’s military potential and accused the West of trying to “drag out” the conflict.

Shoigu proposed raising the age for mandatory Russian military service to a new range of 21–30, compared to 18–27 at the moment. He said Russia was accelerating the deployment of modern weapons.

Putin has said he has no regrets about launching what he calls his “special military operation,” arguing Russia had no choice but to stand up to arrogant Western powers.

On Wednesday he said he still considered Ukrainians—who have been killed in their tens of thousands, forced to flee in their millions, and seen whole towns and cities destroyed—to be a “brotherly” people.

“What is happening is of course a tragedy, our common tragedy, but it is not a result of our policy,” Putin said.

“On the contrary it’s the result of the policy of other countries, third countries, who have always striven for this, the disintegration of the Russian world. To a certain extent they succeeded, and pushed us to the line where we are now.”
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Russian Military Announces Plan to Expand, Create New Units
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Russia on Wednesday announced an ambitious plan to beef up its military from 1 million to 1.5 million and create multiple new units.

Russia’s military chief cited NATO’s plans to incorporate Finland and Sweden as a factor in the buildup. Here is a glance at Moscow’s military plans.

A Push for a Bigger Force

Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu declared Wednesday that the country needs a force of 1.5 million “to guarantee the fulfillment of tasks to ensure Russia’s security.” He did not say when the military will reach that size.

The Russian military currently has about 1 million soldiers, compared with China’s force of 2 million and the U.S. force of about 1.4 million. India also has more than 1.4 million soldiers.

The Kremlin previously considered the size of its military as sufficient, but the calculus changed after hopes for a quick victory over its neighbor were shattered by Ukrainian resistance.

Amid the war, Russia and Ukraine both have kept a tight lid of secrecy on their military casualties. The Russian military last reported its combat losses in September, when it said 5,937 troops were killed, but the West had much higher estimates. Earlier this week, UK Defense Secretary Ben Wallace said 100,000 Russian troops were dead, wounded or had deserted since the invasion began.

In August, Putin ordered an increase in the size of the Russian military to 1.15 million starting on Jan. 1. And in September, he ordered the mobilization of 300,000 reservists to beef up his forces in Ukraine. That number is counted as part of the military’s current strength.

While Putin said there was no need to round up more, his mobilization decree is open-ended, allowing the military to call up additional reservists when needed. Putin’s decree also banned volunteer soldiers from ending their contracts.

The mobilization came on top of the regular draft, which calls up 120,000 to 140,000 men twice a year for a one-year tour of compulsory service.

Emphasis on Volunteers

The Defense Ministry has claimed that it relies exclusively on volunteers in Ukraine and doesn’t engage draftees in the fighting. The Russian military had about 400,000 contract soldiers, including about 150,000 in the ground forces, before it rolled into Ukraine.

Shoigu said the expanded Russian military will include 695,000 volunteer contract soldiers, 521,000 of whom should be in the ranks by the end of 2023.

All Russian men ages 18 to 27 are obliged to serve in the military for one year, but many use college deferments and health exemptions to avoid the draft. Shoigu said the draft age range will be changed to 21 to 30, and recruits will be offered a choice between serving for one year as draftees or signing a contract with the military as volunteers.

Putin promised that those who are mobilized will get a monthly wage of at least 195,000 rubles (about $2,800), about five times higher than Russia’s average salary. Some regional authorities promised to top that with their own bonuses.

Families of soldiers killed in action in Ukraine are entitled to various state-mandated compensations that in total could surpass 12 million rubles (over $170,000).

Despite the payments and other perks, Putin’s mobilization order prompted hundreds of thousands to flee abroad to avoid the call-up, and the military has struggled to procure enough supplies for those who were rounded up.

Reshaping Military Structure

Shoigu outlined plans to form new military units and groups of forces in western Russia, including an army corps to be deployed to the northwestern region of Karelia near Finland.

The plans marked a return to the Soviet-era military structure, which Russia abandoned during recent military reforms that saw the creation of smaller, more mobile units.

Shoigu declared that the existing infantry, airborne, and marine brigades will be reshaped into divisions, the bigger units that Russia had in the past and that the U.S. and some NATO allies still have. He also announced that several new divisions will be formed.

As part of a planned reform, some air force units will be made subordinate to groups of land forces in an apparent bid to increase coordination between them that many observers said proved insufficient during the fighting in Ukraine.

Filling the Gaps

In a speech given Wednesday before top military brass, Russian President Vladimir Putin emphasized the need to use the lessons learned during the fighting to modernize the armed forces.

He specifically underlined the importance of enhancing communications and improving artillery tactics. Some Russian military bloggers lamented that coordination between units has often been poor, and it has taken commanders too long to designate and clear targets for artillery and rocket strikes.

Putin also emphasized the need to widen the use of drones, noting that they have played a big role in the conflict.

The Russian president promised that the military industries will increase weapons production, saying they can do so without stretching the country’s resources and damaging the economy.

Nuclear Force Prioritized

Putin also vowed Wednesday to put special emphasis on modernizing Russia’s nuclear forces, which he described as “the main guarantee of our sovereignty and territorial integrity, strategic parity and the global balance of forces.”

He said that the new Sarmat intercontinental ballistic missile will enter service shortly. The Sarmat is intended to replace aging Soviet-built ballistic missiles and form the core of Russia’s nuclear forces, and Putin has hailed its capability to dodge any missile defenses.

Putin added that Russia will deploy more hypersonic weapons, noting that the first warship equipped with state-of-the-art Zircon hypersonic missiles will be commissioned by the navy next month.
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Government Funding Bill Stalled by Sen. Mike Lee’s Fight to Keep Title 42 in Place
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The efforts of Sen. Mike Lee (R-Utah) to continue keeping Title 42 in place are delaying the passage of the $1.7 trillion omnibus spending bill before a government shutdown.

Lee’s amendment to the bipartisan bill would cut funding for Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas’s office unless the Biden administration reinstates the Trump-era policy, which allows Border Patrol agents to expel illegal aliens immediately without asylum processing if they are deemed to pose a health threat amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

On Nov. 16, a federal judge ruled that Title 42 was unlawful and ordered the Biden administration to end it by Dec. 21. However, U.S. Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts recently halted the lower court’s order to end it after a slew of Republican states filed an emergency application seeking to reverse the lower court’s decision.

The 19 Republican-led states warned that doing so would “needlessly endanger more Americans and migrants by exacerbating the catastrophe that is occurring at our southern border.”

[image: capitol] The U.S. Capitol is seen as the sun sets in Washington on Dec, 20, 2022. (Mandel Ngan/AFP via Getty Images)


Democrats ‘Want Absolute Pandemonium and Chaos on the Border’

Lee told Fox News on Wednesday that the 4,155-page bill is “full of Democratic priorities that does nothing to protect the border,” adding that he suggested the amendment on whether to preserve Title 42 because it is the “only thing standing between us and utter chaos.” Lee added that he wants an up or down vote on the amendment.

“[Sen.] Chuck Schumer [D-N.Y.] and the Democrats are terrified of an up or down vote. Why? Because they want absolute pandemonium and chaos on the border and because they will lose,” Lee said, adding that he will be standing “firm” on the amendment.

He added that “no Republican should be supporting this measure” and instead advocated for a short-term spending bill that will keep the government running until the New Year, when the incoming Republican majority will take control of the House, giving them more say in how the government should be funded for the fiscal year 2023.

Title 42 has been used millions of times to expel aliens since March 2020 and lawmakers, predominantly those from Republican-led states, fear that removing the policy could further exacerbate an already critical border crisis.

Earlier this week, El Paso, Texas Mayor Oscar Leeser warned that there are roughly 20,000 illegal aliens waiting to cross the border as soon as the Trump-era program ends.

Leeser has declared a state of emergency.

[image: El Paso border] A U.S. Border Patrol agent instructs immigrants who had crossed the Rio Grande into El Paso, Texas, on Dec. 19, 2022 as seen from Ciudad Juarez, Mexico. (John Moore/Getty Images)


‘Republicans Are Willing to Work With Democrats’

The $1.7 trillion omnibus is the product of long-running negotiations between Democrats and Republicans in Congress and includes $858 billion in military spending and $772.5 billion for non-defense discretionary programs.

Also included in the bill is $44.9 billion in emergency assistance to Ukraine and America’s NATO allies.

Politico reported that Senate Democrats offered to vote on Lee’s Title 42 amendment to reach the 60-vote threshold before it can be included in the spending package. However, Senate Republicans want to lower the vote threshold to 51.

On Wednesday, Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-S.C.) took aim at Democrats for refusing to allow a vote on Lee’s amendment, calling it “outrageous.”

“The Lee amendment is relevant to the underlying legislation and represents good policy for the United States,” Graham wrote on Twitter. “Republicans are willing to work with Democrats, but not at all costs. However, if the omnibus – which dramatically increases military spending and funds the government – fails because Democrats care more about letting Title 42 lapse than funding the federal government, so be it.”

Meanwhile, Schumer said on the Senate floor on Wednesday that lawmakers are making “good progress” in negotiations, but added that “as a procedural safeguard, I am filing cloture.” That will force a final vote on the spending bill to Friday or Saturday.

“But I’m hopeful, very hopeful, we will lock in an agreement shortly,” Schumer said.

White House assistant press secretary Abdullah Hasan told reporters on Dec. 16 after the appeals court ruling that lifting Title 42 “does not mean the border is open.”

“We will continue to fully enforce our immigration laws and work to expand legal pathways for migration while discouraging disorderly and unsafe migration,” he added. “We have a robust effort underway to manage the border in a safe, orderly, and humane way when Title 42 lifts as required by court order.”
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In Rare Bipartisan Push, Lawmakers Look to Speed Up Approval of Crucial Drugs
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A bill intended to speed up federal approval of drugs and therapies that show promise in treating diseases and conditions resistant to available treatments has received a rare show of lawmaker unity.

The Breakthrough Therapies Act is being backed by Reps. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-N.Y.) and Dan Crenshaw (R-Texas), and Sens. Cory Booker (D-N.J.) and Rand Paul (R-Ky.).

A chief component of the bill is allowing the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) to reclassify substances from Schedule I to Schedule II.

Schedule I substances, as defined by the DEA, are “drugs with no currently accepted medical use and a high potential for abuse.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Jen and Tom Satterly. (Courtesy of Jen Satterly)


Schedule II drugs are used medically, and also have a “high potential for abuse, with use potentially leading to severe psychological or physical dependence.”

In particular, a group of Schedule I substances called psychedelics, or hallucinogens, have been demonstrated to help people suffering from mental illness—their conditions include major depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).

Psychedelics could benefit military combat veterans whose emotional experiences and physical wounds contribute to serious and debilitating mental health conditions that are resistant to, and not relieved by, available treatments.

For some of these veterans, their anguish and hopelessness result in suicide.

In its 2022 National Veteran Suicide Prevention Annual Report, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs published its findings for the two-decade period 2001 through 2020.

In 2020, as detailed in the report, there were 6,146 veteran suicides, or almost 17 a day, which is a rate 57.3 percent higher for the same period than it was for non-veteran adults.

Tom Satterly, a highly decorated retired Army Command sergeant major, could benefit from a psychedelic drug that passage of the Breakthrough Therapies Act could make medically available.

Among the hellish combat missions in which Satterly was involved includes being on the ground with Delta Force in the Battle of Mogadishu in 1993, which was the subject of the bestselling book “Black Hawk Down” on which the Oscar-winning film of the same name was based.

After 25 years of service, he retired in 2010 and was hit with PTSD and emotional pain that brought him to the cusp of suicide.

The long path to healing commenced in 2013 when he met Jen, the woman he would marry two years later.

Over the past nine years, in partnership with Jen, who knows her own trauma—she was abused at home as a child, bullied at school, and raped when she was a teenager— the two have studied, researched, and sought physical, emotional, and spiritual healing.

Jen has also received psychedelic treatment.

The Satterly founded and run All Secure Foundation, a nonprofit that provides services and support to active duty and veteran special operations soldiers, and their families, to help them heal from war trauma.

Tom Satterly’s memoir (written with Steve Jackson), “All Secure: A Special Operations Soldier’s Fight to Survive on the Battlefield and the Homefront,” was published in 2019.

In a phone conversation with The Epoch Times, Tom and Jen Satterly provided their thoughts on the Breakthrough Therapies Act, and on their experience with psychedelic drug treatment.

“We are fully behind and back the Breakthrough Therapies Act,” said Tom Satterly. “For it will make it far easier for veterans who urgently need the help and healing that psychedelics, in combination with cognitive and other forms of therapy, can deliver.

“Presently, though, these substances are classified by the government as Schedule I, so they are not legally available in the United States, and people need to travel to other countries to receive the treatment. Or, if they undergo the treatment in the United States—and some do—it is in secret.”

Jen Satterly spoke about the saving benefits that treatment with a psychedelic provided her husband.

“Over nine years, Tom underwent many modalities of treatment, including cognitive behavior therapy, transcranial magnetic stimulation, SGB [stellate ganglion block) therapy coupled with ketamine and testosterone, hormone replacement therapy, transcendental meditation, and pharmaceutical-grade supplementation,” said Jen.

“But it wasn’t until he tried the treatment with 5-MeO-DMT, a psychedelic made from venom taken from the glands of the Colorado River toad, that he was on the road to a place where he found peace and happiness.”

Tom Satterly emphasized that psychedelics aren’t “party drugs” and must be administered under medical supervision. He received his treatment attended in person by a physician from Peru who specializes in psychedelics and a therapist.

Tom Satterly also described that the treatment, which he underwent in February 2021, and contributed to a level and quality of happiness he had never known, did not start all happy and was supplemented afterward with regular cognitive therapy.

“There were seven iterations of inhaling the 5-MeO-DMT, and over the first few of those iterations, I was scared and experienced something like a light show. During the first break, I thought about not continuing.

“But with the encouragement and support of the doctor and therapist, I did. And as the treatment progressed, I experienced a growing peace and clarity.”

Immediately after the treatment, Tom felt better than he had in a long time—but, as Jen noted, it was about a week-and-a-half later that “things clicked, and you saw how he had changed. I asked him what happened. After all these years, the pain and unhappiness were gone, finally, and Tom was remarkably happy and calm.”

Tom Satterly has still only had one treatment of a psychedelic.

Tom and Jen Satterly say that the post-treatment road has not been totally smooth and all sunshine. Recovery and staying healthy takes work, they say.

And, yet, both contend that without question a psychedelic drug—still not cleared by the government for medical use—has been the long sought-after key to significantly improving Tom Satterly’s emotional health and overall well-being.

Help Is Ready and Available

If you are a veteran considering hurting yourself, free, qualified, caring, and confidential help is available 24/7 by calling 988 or texting 838255. If you have hearing loss, call TTY: 800-799-4889. You can also chat with Veteran Crisis Line by clicking here.
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US Poised to Become Net Exporter of Crude Oil in 2023
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HOUSTON—The United States has become a global crude oil exporting power over the last few years, but exports have not exceeded its imports since World War II. That could change next year.

Sales of U.S. crude to other nations are now a record 3.4 million barrels per day (bpd), with exports of about 3 million bpd of refined products like gasoline and diesel fuel. The United States is also the leading liquefied natural gas (LNG) exporter, where growth is expected to soar in coming years.

But the United States consumes 20 million barrels of crude a day, the most in the world, and its output has never exceeded 13 million bpd. Until recently, the idea that it would be anything but a big crude importer was folly.

Last month, U.S. government data showed net U.S. crude oil imports fell to 1.1 million barrels per day (bpd), the lowest since record keeping began in 2001. That is down sharply from five years ago, when the United States imported more than 7 million barrels per day.

Factors changing that equation this year include sanctions hurting Russia’s exports of oil and natural gas following its invasion of Ukraine, and Washington’s massive release of oil from emergency reserves to combat spiking gasoline prices.

“Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has spurred new demand for U.S. energy and should push oil exports above imports late next year assuming shale output accelerates,” said Rohit Rathod, market analyst at energy researcher Vortexa.

To become a net exporter of crude, the United States needs either to boost production or curtail consumption. U.S. petroleum demand is expected to rise 0.7 percent to 20.51 million bpd next year, so that means production would have to rise.

The United States already produces more oil than any other country in the world including Saudi Arabia and Russia. U.S. shale fields are aging and production growth this year has been sluggish. Overall output should reach a record 12.34 million bpd next year—but only if prices are lucrative enough to encourage oil drillers to pump more.

European refiners have snapped up U.S. grades to offset the loss of Russian oil, and with U.S. crude’s deeper discounts to global benchmarks, Asian refiners have stepped up purchases to 1.75 million barrels per day, data analytics firm Kpler said.

Export terminal operators are rushing to boost their capacity to better service the giant tankers that can carry more than 2 million barrels of oil.

“Russia has proven to be an unreliable supplier,” said Sean Strawbridge, chief executive of the largest U.S. oil export facility, Port of Corpus Christi. “That really creates a wonderful opportunity for American producers and American energy.”

Corpus Christi could see a 100,000 bpd increase in exports next year, Strawbridge said, on top of the record shipments of 2.2 million bpd in October.

Analysts said net exports could taper off if numerous countries worldwide fall into a recession, hampering demand, and if further relaxation of sanctions on Venezuelan crude oil boosts that country’s shipments.

LNG Hits Record

The United States became the world’s largest exporter of liquefied natural gas during the first half of 2022, surpassing Qatar and Australia, on the back of demand from Europe and surging prices.

LNG exports likely will continue to rise into 2023 as Europe scrambles to refill storage depleted this winter, said Matt Smith, analyst at Kpler.

Refining products exports have dropped due to plant closings and lower consumer demand. The U.S. exported an average of 3.1 million bpd of fuels through September this year, EIA data showed, down from the 3.2 million bpd in the same period in 2019.

One exception to that was diesel, where exports rose to a three-year high in July of 1.3 million bpd, Kpler data showed. Europe’s upcoming ban on Russian fuel has driven diesel shipments to Europe to average 330,000 bpd in the first 15 days of December, more than five times its monthly average so far this year.

By Arathy Somasekhar
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Homicide Suspect Mistakenly Freed From Jail Faces New Counts
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COLUMBUS, Ohio—An Ohio man facing charges in two homicide cases, including the drug-related death of his infant son, was involved in another slaying after he was mistakenly released from jail late last month, authorities said.

David A. Johnson III, 20, of Columbus, was released from the Franklin County Jail on Nov. 29 after a county courts staffer accidentally made an error while filing a form, The Columbus Dispatch reported. Johnson’s attorney arranged for him to turn himself in after the mistake was discovered, but Johnson did not do so.

Authorities said Johnson and two other people were involved in an attempted robbery at a gas station in Columbus on Dec. 13 that ended with the shooting death of a 21-year-old man. Johnson then remained at large until he was arrested Monday night.

Johnson was initially charged with murder and other counts in an April 2021 shooting in Columbus that left his mother wounded and killed a 26-year-old man. He was placed on house arrest later that year, but a judge revoked that last month after Johnson was charged and jailed in the death of his year-old son.

Authorities said the boy died after ingesting drugs while in Johnson’s care, and he initially was charged with drug possession and child endangerment. After an autopsy showed fentanyl in his son’s system, Johnson was also charged with involuntary manslaughter.

A motion was filed Nov. 29 to dismiss Johnson’s initial charges in municipal court, and county prosecutors were planning to seek an indictment in the county’s Common Pleas court. Despite the dismissal, Johnson should have remained in jail since his bond had been revoked, but he was freed that day because the clerical error meant jail officials were never notified that he should not be released.

Johnson’s lawyer has declined to comment.
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French Serial Killer Charles Sobhraj to Leave Nepal Prison
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KATHMANDU, Nepal—Confessed French serial killer Charles Sobhraj, who was convicted and sentenced to life in prison in Nepal, was ordered Wednesday to be released because of poor health, good behavior and having already served most of his sentence.

The Supreme Court ruling also said he had to leave the country within the next 15 days but did not specify to where.

He was serving two life sentences in Nepal for the murders of American and Canadian backpackers. Life sentences in Nepal are 20 years.

The court document said he had already served more than 75 percent of his sentence, making him eligible for release, and he has heart disease.

The Frenchman has in the past admitted killing several Western tourists and he is believed to have killed at least 20 people in Afghanistan, India, Thailand, Turkey, Nepal, Iran, and Hong Kong during the 1970s. However, his 2004 conviction in Nepal was the first time he was found guilty in court.

Sobhraj was held for two decades in New Delhi’s maximum-security Tihar prison on suspicion of theft but was deported without charge to France in 1997. He resurfaced in September 2003 in Katmandu.

His nickname, The Serpent, stems from his reputation as a disguise and escape artist.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/french-serial-killer-charles-sobhraj-to-leave-nepal-prison_4938154.html



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


New York Subway Shooting Suspect to Plead Guilty to Terrorism Charges
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NEW YORK—Frank James, the man accused of a shooting attack on the New York City subway in April 2022, told a court through his public defenders on Wednesday that he intended to plead guilty to federal terrorism charges.

James has been charged in an attack on April 12 that injured 23 riders on a Manhattan-bound N-train as it passed through Brooklyn during the morning rush-hour. All the victims survived the highly unusual attack on the largest transit system in the country.

This month, federal prosecutors filed new charges against James in the U.S. District Court in Brooklyn, including 10 counts of a terrorist attack and other violence against a mass transportation system.

Shortly before the attack, James was seen entering the subway system in Brooklyn, dressed in an orange reflective jacket and yellow hard hat. He let off a smoke canister in a crowded subway car before shooting at passengers as the crowded car entered a station, according to prosecutors in the U.S. Attorney’s office for New York’s Eastern District.

He fled in the mayhem, prosecutors said.

Police arrested him in lower Manhattan about five miles away from the attack following a 30-hour manhunt.

Since receiving the letter from James’ attorneys, Judge William Kuntz II has scheduled a change-of-plea hearing for Jan. 3. James faces a maximum sentence of life in prison.
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Suspect Charged Nearly 7 Years After Iowa Architect’s Death
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DES MOINES, Iowa—Nearly seven years after the death of a prominent Des Moines architect, police have arrested a suspect.

Police spokesman Sgt. Paul Parizek said investigators uncovered enough evidence to charge Zachary Allen Gaskill on Wednesday with second-degree murder in the January 2016 death of Kirk Blunck. The 62-year-old was found severely injured in the stairwell of a building he had renovated where he had an office. He died later.

The Polk County Medical Examiner ruled the cause of death as blunt force trauma due to a fall from height.

Parizek didn’t say what evidence led to the arrest, but he said Gaskill was identified as one of the people in surveillance photos taken near where Blunk had died.

But in 2018, a judge ordered Gaskill to pay Blunck’s family $6.25 million after they alleged in a wrongful death lawsuit that Gaskill attacked Blunck and caused his death.

Online court records do not list an attorney for Gaskill, who is being held without bail in the Polk County Jail.

The Blunck family’s attorney Grant Woodard praised investigators’ “determination and efforts.”

“The Blunck family is very pleased that the process of justice for Kirk continues,” Woodard said.

In his career, Blunck specialized in renovating historic buildings and led efforts to revitalize the East Village and Sherman Hill neighborhoods of Des Moines.
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Swiss Government Rejects 3rd Gender Option


						[image: A Swiss national flag is foating next to the Vaduz Castle, the palace and official residence of the Prince of Liechtenstein, above Vaduz, at the border between Liechtenstein and Switzerland on Oct. 28, 2022. (Fabrice Coffrini/AFP via Getty Images)]
A Swiss national flag is foating next to the Vaduz Castle, the palace and official residence of the Prince of Liechtenstein, above Vaduz, at the border between Liechtenstein and Switzerland on Oct. 28, 2022. (Fabrice Coffrini/AFP via Getty Images)
						

							
							Europe							
						
By The Associated Press
				[image: The Associated Press]
				The Associated Press




				

				


								December 22, 2022
								Updated: December 22, 2022
							
BERLIN—The Swiss government on Wednesday rejected the idea of introducing a third gender option or no-gender option for official records, a position which differs from that of some neighboring countries.

Responding to two proposals from parliament, the governing Federal Council said “the binary gender model is still strongly anchored in Swiss society.”

“The social preconditions for the introduction of a third gender or for a general waiver of the gender entry in the civil registry currently are not there,” it said.

The Federal Council added that such options would require “numerous” changes to the Swiss Constitution and to laws both at the national level and in the country’s 26 cantons (states). Currently, people are entered into the civil registry as male or female, with no other option.

The government said a national ethics commission found in a 2020 report that the time wasn’t yet right for a change to the system.

Switzerland has an unusual political system in which four parties are represented in the government and frequent referendums are held on all kinds of issues.

In 2018, the German government approved a third gender option for official records, allowing people to be registered as “diverse.” The law already allowed for gender to be left blank.

In Austria, a federal court ruled in 2018 that authorities must allow people to be entered in official records as something other than male or female, if they so wish. However, it found no need to change the country’s existing law since it didn’t specify explicitly that people’s gender must be male or female.
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Commentary

If you are looking for a sporting event that registered “firsts,” look no further than the FIFA World Cup 2022 held in Qatar.

This edition of the World Cup now belongs to the history books. The quadrennial football extravaganza has been a successful event that met, and even exceeded, the expectations of the international community.

Persistent human rights controversies, especially the alleged underpayment of migrant workers and accidental deaths, threatened, but failed, to derail the staging of the Cup.

Thirty-two teams qualified to battle for eternal football glory. Argentina confirmed its super status as the best football nation in the world by defeating France in the Grand Final.

In a thrilling match, which ended 3-3 after added time, Argentina won in a penalty shout-out (4-2).

Argentina played in its sixth World Cup final, winning the coveted Cup in 1978 and, in 1986, a magical and unforgettable Diego Maradona spearheaded his team to victory against West Germany. This year’s victory is Argentina’s third win.

The final featured a battle between two undisputed superstars of world football: Lionel Messi and Kylian Mbappé, who are teammates at Paris Saint Germain.

Messi made two goals for Argentina, and Mbappé scored a hattrick for France.

Messi also received the Golden Ball, the trophy for best player of the tournament, and Mbappé was awarded the Golden Boot as the tournament’s top scorer with eight goals.

The losers of their semi-final games, Croatia and Morocco, played a fiercely contested match for a bronze medal, with victory going to the Croatians.

Argentina had earlier triumphed over Croatia in the semi-final—a disappointing 3-0 loss for Croatia. But the captain of the Croatian team, 37-year-old Luka Modrić still displayed his skills as a ball magician and stimulated his team to great achievements.

Modrić—crowned previously as the best player of the 2018 World Cup—certainly proved that there can be longevity in the football game.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Luka Modric of Croatia and teammates celebrate with their FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 third placed medals after the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 3rd Place match between Croatia and Morocco at Khalifa International Stadium in Doha, Qatar, on Dec. 17, 2022. (Richard Heathcote/Getty Images)


In contrast, Cristiano Ronaldo (Portugal) was unable to convert his celebrity status into a winning performance. For Ronaldo, it probably was his last World Cup.

He actually started on the bench in his team’s last two games, coming on in the second half of the match—something that was unthinkable even a few years ago.

The ‘Firsts’ to Go Down in the History Books

This edition of the FIFA World Cup will undoubtedly be described in history books as the “Messi” tournament. But, more notably, it will also be remembered for its “firsts.”

For the first time in the history of the World Cup, the world witnessed the emergence of Arab football on the world stage.

Morocco secured its place in the semi-final but lost against France in an entertaining match 2-0. Although they ended up losing the game, its exploits spawned celebrations and street parties in Morocco.

Another Arab nation, Saudi Arabia defeated the eventual World Champion, Argentina during the group stage; this historic win was also enthusiastically celebrated because no commentator would have dared to predict this outcome.

These achievements shone the spotlight on football in the Arab world, which embraced the “beautiful game” with gusto.

Another first for the tournament, which started in 1930, was that no team won all three encounters in the group phase of the tournament.

Two football powerhouses who were regarded as potential winners, Brazil and Germany, were eliminated early. Brazil lost one of its group games to Cameroon, and Germany lost to Japan in the general round.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Japan players celebrate the 2-1 win during the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 Group E match between Germany and Japan at Khalifa International Stadium in Doha, Qatar, on Nov. 23, 2022. (Robert Cianflone/Getty Images)


Belgium went into the competition as the second-highest-ranked football nation, after it had been ranked number one for a long time. The members of the team had been described as the “Golden Generation,” but the team did not survive the group phase.

The Golden Generation’s coach, Roberto Martinez, decided to quit his position, which he had occupied since 2016, never winning an international tournament.

The unexpected success of Morocco and Saudi Arabia, and the premature exits of Brazil and Germany suggest that there is a leveling in the football world and that no team is unbeatable.

Indeed, any team could lose to another team.

Even Australia, an unfancied team with no superstars, was a revelation since it advanced to the knock-out phase of the competition, and, in a mighty fight-back when it was 2-0 behind, managed to scare the tournament winner, Argentina, eventually losing in a 2-1 thriller.

It is also noteworthy that Australia, during its campaign, played against finalists France (group stage) and Argentina (first knock-out game).

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Lionel Messi of Argentina celebrates after the 2-1 win as Aziz Behich of Australia reacts during the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 Round of 16 match between Argentina and Australia at Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium in Doha, Qatar on Dec. 3, 2022. (Robert Cianflone/Getty Images for Football Australia)


The most interesting “first” is that Stephanie Frappart, a French woman, refereed the match between Germany and Costa Rica on Dec. 1.

She was one of three female referees selected by FIFA to officiate at this tournament. It remains to be seen whether Frappart’s selection is an exercise in tokenism or a monumental change to football.

Overall, this was an excellent tournament played in opulent stadiums. The group stage and knock-out stages of the tournament were well-managed.

The success of this year’s FIFA World Cup ensures that football enthusiasts will look forward to enjoying the excitement of the next cup, to be held in North America (Canada/Mexico/U.S.) in 2026.

In the meantime, runner-up France and champion Argentina will be able to savour their well-earned status as icons of world football, and the history books will record the many “firsts” that occurred during this competition, Messi’s tournament.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/a-tournament-of-firsts_4939489.html



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


Voter Betrayal as 25 GOP Senators Back $1.7 Trillion Spending Bill
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Commentary

How many people, let alone senators, could actually have read the 4,155-page, $1.7 trillion—with a “T”—spending bill rocketing its way through Congress before the Christmas break?

Not even the best student in the history of Evelyn Wood’s speed reading school, I would wager.

But what does it matter? It’s not about the contents anyway. It’s about ignoring them (see end) while spending as much as possible before the bell rings and a new group of legislators comes in to—maybe, perhaps—put a halt to this madness.

Sen. Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) declared this a victory for the Republicans, bragging that, for once, defense spending appears to outweigh domestic spending.

Of course, the Senate Minority Leader doesn’t say much about how that spending will be disbursed, joining forces, as he so often does, with the Democrats who have gone gung-ho Ukraine in its war with Russia.

Nor does he seem to care how this mammoth spending bill will affect the continued runaway inflation, countermanding, it would seem, the Federal Reserve as it continues to raise interest rates

Excuse me for being more than somewhat skeptical, and not just because McConnell et al. (25 GOP senators!) are doing President Joe Biden and Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer’s (D-N.Y.) dirty work while betraying their voters at an almost obscene level. And we thought they were our representatives. (Well, maybe by now, we didn’t.)

Speaking of Ukraine–Russia, I have visited that region several times, both during the Soviet era and after, and the whiff, more like the stench, of corruption on both sides is everywhere. We got more than a glimpse of it during one of the endless Trump impeachment hearings when our own government scalawags lied through their teeth about the doings in Ukraine. And then who can forget our current president forcing the firing—in six hours—of the Ukrainian investigator looking into the corruption at a company his son worked for: Burisma?

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy is supposed to be some kind of secular saint, at least according to Time magazine, which anointed him Man of the Year, but the man has already outlawed opposition parties and is turning Ukraine into a one-party state. I suspect he and Putin might be described as something closer to what Shakespeare called “from tyrant duke to tyrant brother.”

I’m not saying we should cut off all military aid to Ukraine. After all, the Iranian mullahs seem now to be thoroughly in Russia’s corner, providing Putin’s forces with drones. (Isn’t it rather amazing, not to mention disturbing, Iran is now outdoing Russia in drone technology?)

But we should parcel out our cash carefully—otherwise, we are simply financing oligarchs and giving yet more power to our own woke Pentagon.

But that may be the least of the ills of this legislation, hard as that is to believe.

The 25 GOP senators are betraying their voters on a far greater level.

Before continuing, I will stop here to single out Sens. Tom Cotton (R-Ark.)  and Marco Rubio (R-Fla.), longtime presidential hopefuls both, admired by many of us, who voted for this atrocity. Gentlemen, we thought we knew you. This is a massive betrayal.

Betrayal and atrocity are big words. Allow me to explain.

According to NBC, this legislation will grant a huge increase of $569.6 million over fiscal 2022 to, of all government agencies, the FBI! (I hate to use exclamation points, but it seemed called for here.)

The money will be used in part on “efforts to investigate extremist violence and domestic terrorism.”

Twenty-five GOP senators, including Cotton and Rubio, voted for that. Can you imagine what the GOP voters of Arkansas and Florida would have said if polled about that?

That’s the same FBI that has been exposed in recent Twitter emails, as if we didn’t know all along, seeking to control our elections and, more importantly, our minds, via social media and beyond.

I would bet that most, if not all, of the so-called extremist groups that would be investigated would barely exist without FBI infiltration. The GOP senators voted for that.

I take it back. Betrayal and atrocity may be too weak for those senators. I don’t like to use obscenity, even in novels (except in dialogue) and I am well aware the Epoch Times abjures it, so I will just put it this way:

The 25 GOP senators voted to continue Jan. 6, 2021, for the rest of our lives. … and quite probably beyond.

Don’t let any of them do it. For those who aren’t retiring, just vote them out. Every one.

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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As This Latin American Country Falls Apart, China Looks on Anxiously
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Commentary

On first inspection, Peru and China, 11,000 miles apart, appear to have very little in common. However, the two countries share a very close history.

As the academic Justina Hwang has noted, in the space of 25 years, between 1849 and 1874, more than 100,000 unskilled workers, many of them from China, arrived in Peru. Having recently abolished slavery, Peru was amid a worker shortage. This allowed “the importation of an indentured workforce of Chinese laborers in order to meet Peruvian need for labor,” wrote Hwang.

Fast forward to 2022, and Peru is home to around 60,000 Chinese people. Some researchers suggest that the Chinese community is much higher, possibly exceeding 1 million. If accurate, this means for every 33 people, there is one of Chinese descent. Besides sharing strong historical and demographic ties, China and Peru also share an incredibly close economic bond. However, as Peru falls deeper into crisis, its relationship with China is sure to be tested.

On Dec. 14, the South American country announced a nationwide state of emergency. The announcement, which granted police officers special powers and largely prevented people from assembling on the streets, came after a week of violent protests that, as Reuters reported, have resulted in at least eight deaths.

The protests came shortly after the former president, Pedro Castillo, was ousted from office and arrested after illegally trying to dissolve the country’s Congress. As tensions continue to flare, the world watches on with bated breath. One imagines that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is particularly perturbed by the goings on in the Andean state.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Supporters of Peru’s ousted President Pedro Castillo participate in a protest at the Plaza de Armas in Cusco, Peru, on Dec. 20, 2022. (Martin Bernetti/AFP via Getty Images)


In July 2021, during his first week in office, Castillo wasted no time in reaching out to China, a crucial commercial partner of Peru. Home to some of the largest copper mines in the world, Peru exports large quantities of this mineral, arguably the world’s most important, to China. In fact, China is now the largest purchaser of Peruvian copper, by far. The CCP doesn’t just purchase inordinate amounts of copper from Peru but also sends miners there to extract the valuable metal. This has been the case for years.

A number of Chinese-backed consortiums now own Peruvian copper mines. Worryingly, aided by a compliant Peruvian regime, they appear to have benefited from the use of exploitative practices. Over the past year and a half, China has undoubtedly benefited from Castillo’s presidency. Castillo and Chinese leader Xi Jinping appear to have positive feelings for each other. After being sworn into office, Castillo chose Beijing as his first embassy to visit. He was welcomed with open arms by Xi.

Some 18 months on, however, the friendship is being tested. Castillo is no longer in power. There is a new sheriff in town. Her name is Dina Boluarte, Peru’s first female president. The 60-year-old announced that her first task would be “to take action against corruption. This cancer has to be extirpated from the country.”

If the CCP isn’t concerned with Boularte’s promise, it should be.

After all, CCP-backed loggers play a key role in Peru’s illegal timber market. In exchange for secret payments, as InSight Crime’s Mark Wilson has discussed in great detail, Peruvian officials have granted Chinese timber firms logging concessions and generous transport permits. One of the beneficiaries of the bribes is a man named Xiadong Ji Wu, a Chinese owner of at least five logging companies based in Peru. As Wilson noted, certain “fraudulent Chinese companies” appear to be “directly corrupting officials in Peru to facilitate the illegal timber trade.”

A member of China’s infamous Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) since 2019, Peru has witnessed a string of multi-billion-dollar investments from China, mostly in the mining and energy sectors. In Peru’s mining sector alone, it is estimated that Chinese firms have invested at least $10.4 billion.

China is also heavily invested in other aspects of Peruvian society. A recent Freedom House report highlights how Beijing controls Peru’s media, greatly influencing what stories are and aren’t covered and what narratives are and aren’t permitted. Furthermore, the Chinese embassy, situated in Lima, the capital city of Peru, stands accused of acting “aggressively” and intimidating Peruvian citizens who dare to speak about Taiwan respectfully.

Does Boularte have what it takes to address the many ways in which the CCP has infiltrated her home country? In truth, only time will tell. It is clear that communist China has significantly benefited from weak leadership in Peru.

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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US Supports a Stronger Japanese Military to Deter China
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Commentary

Japan is finally stepping up its defenses against China. Tokyo’s new national security strategy includes an increase in the defense budget from 1 percent of GDP to 2 percent. That will bring Japan into third position globally regarding military spending, behind the United States and China.

The United States supports Japan’s tougher strategy.

The U.S. Ambassador to Japan, Rahm Emanuel, responded, “The Prime Minister is making a clear, unambiguous strategic statement about Japan’s role as a security provider in the Indo-Pacific.”

The Japanese military is investing in new counterstrike missiles, including a surface-to-ship missile developed by Mitsubishi, purchases of U.S. Tomahawk cruise missiles, and the ability to coordinate with the United States in long-range delivery of ordnance to Chinese military bases.

Tokyo’s new plan will develop capabilities over the coming decade “to disrupt and defeat invasions against its nation much earlier and at a further distance.”

The strategy, a welcome departure from its outdated pacifist constitution of 1947, rightly calls China its “greatest strategic challenge.”

Japan is a democracy now and must leave its imperial guilt in the past and realize that it is one of the most important countries in ensuring peace in Asia by counterbalancing the world’s most dangerous dictatorship.

Tokyo’s strategy evolved from closely observing Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Moscow proved that a dictatorship could be crazy enough to invade a neighbor in the 21st century, and that asymmetric weaponry as small as shoulder-fired anti-tank Javelin missiles could make the difference in blunting aggression.

“Each and every one of us must have the awareness that we are protecting our country,” said Prime Minister Fumio Kishida at a press conference on Dec. 16.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Japan’s Prime Minister Fumio Kishida attends a press conference in Tokyo on Dec. 16, 2022. (David Mareuil/Pool/AFP via Getty Images)


Japan must take into account both the differences and similarities of the Ukraine war to its own security challenges. China is much more powerful than Russia economically, diplomatically, and in terms of conventional weaponry and the industrial capacity to replace that weaponry in the middle of a war. China’s supply chain is likely the best in the world, though much of its technology is behind that of the United States and Europe.

China and Russia’s de facto alliance with North Korea drives Tokyo’s increased focus on defense. Pyongyang lobbed a suspected nuclear-capable ballistic missile over Japan in October, prompting a Japanese order that residents take cover.

North Korea is often ignored in superpower politics but is actually a strategic wild card. It is possible, for example, that Moscow or Beijing could use a nuclear-armed Pyongyang for a suicidal proxy war against Japan and the United States, thus maintaining plausible deniability and escaping U.S. and Japanese deterrence.

Beijing has demonstrated its ability to contemplate such aggression, including through joint nuclear-capable bomber flights with Russia over the Sea of Japan and the East China Sea, most recently in November. The military testing of Japan’s air and sea boundaries is highly aggressive and forces Tokyo to scramble fighter jets and naval resources. In August, China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) went so far as to fire missiles into Japan’s exclusive economic zone.

The Chinese regime seeks to conquer Taiwan through kinetic or non-kinetic action, which would put Japan’s sea lanes and southernmost islands at risk. Along with the South China Sea and South Korea, Japan is a potential next target, after Taiwan, for an expanding China.

The Chinese Communist Party responded to Japan’s new defense plan with its usual tone-deaf strategic signaling and public bluster. The PLA sent destroyers and a surveillance ship through Japan’s Osumi and Miyako straits and then into the Western Pacific.

[image: CHINA-MILITARY-POLITICS] Sailors stand on the deck of the new type 055 guide missile destroyer Nanchang of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy as it participates in a naval parade to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the founding of China’s PLA Navy in the sea near Qingdao, in eastern China’s Shandong Province, on April 23, 2019. (Mark Schiefelbein/AFP via Getty Images)


Japan and its allies—including Australia, Taiwan, and South Korea—need to increase their military spending, stop empowering China’s economy, and focus on defending their territories and markets. Australia and South Korea should follow Japan’s lead in increasing their defense budgets to 2 percent. Taiwan is at 2.4 percent and should increase to that of the United States, at 3.3 percent.

Weakness encourages hardliners in Beijing and Moscow to attempt catastrophic wars of aggression. U.S. allies should not expect full protection from the United States unless they pull their weight by defending themselves first.

Japan and its allies should also study the effects of Ukraine’s nuclear inferiority to Russia. That allowed Russia to invade without fear of nuclear retaliation and the war spreading to Russian territory, something that Russian President Vladimir Putin observed publicly as a strategic bonus.

While Ukraine is heroically defending much of its country with conventional weaponry, it has lost Crimea, much of the Donbass, and large swathes of its south that provide a land corridor to the Sevastopol naval base.

Ukraine suffered widespread attacks on its civilians and infrastructure, including its power grid. For fear of nuclear escalation, the United States nevertheless put pressure on Kyiv and covertly limited the range of its HIMARS missiles to make it difficult to attack Russian territory.

That hurts deterrence against Moscow, whose disastrous attack on Ukraine demonstrates that nuclear-armed dictators can act with impunity. Beijing must be contained with tougher deterrence than that available to Ukraine, and the United States should stop clipping the wings of its democratic allies.

While containment enrages the CCP, it must be maintained until Beijing democratizes the country or, at a minimum, demonstrates its peaceful intentions. Evidence to that effect should include welcoming the independence of a democratic Taiwan, removal of Chinese military bases from the South China Sea, an end to Beijing’s genocidal policies, including against Uyghurs and the Falun Gong, and some lasting agreement with India and Bhutan over border disputes in the Himalayas.

Only when the CCP ends its aggression and human rights abuse should the United States, Japan, and allies end policies that are rightly trending toward military containment and economic decoupling.

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 Dec. 12, Beijing filed a WTO complaint against the United States, protesting the U.S.-China chip ban. China’s minister of commerce said he brought the case to the World Trade Organization to defend China’s “legitimate rights and interests.”

Apart from U.S. restrictions on the sale of chips, the Chinese tech sector is trending downward due to a number of factors, including a weak economy, slowing consumer demand, enforcement of U.S. audit rules, and the U.S. chip ban. On Dec. 15, the White House added 22 more Chinese firms to the trade blacklist. It appears that the decoupling of the China and U.S. tech sectors is underway.

The Chinese economy has been retracting for the past two years. This has resulted in meager GDP growth, a generally poor macroeconomic situation, and a falling currency. Consumer demand in China is in a slump, and it is not expected to recover with the continued COVID-19 restrictions.

There was a brief glimmer of hope in mid-December, when it appeared that pandemic restrictions had been lifted. But the protests were short-lived, and by Dec. 19, China tech stocks gave up all of their gains and began losing again. The CSI 300 Index had its biggest drop since October when strict lockdowns were still in place. The Nasdaq Golden Dragon China Index has lost about 23 percent of its value since January, while the Hang Seng Tech Index has lost over 27 percent.

Meanwhile, U.S. regulators are restricting Chinese companies from their access to American capital markets. The Holding Foreign Companies Accountable Act of 2020 will now require Chinese firms to disclose their connection to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The Public Company Accounting Oversight Board (PCAOB) is inspecting the audits of Chinese firms to determine if they should be delisted from U.S. exchanges. And finally, the U.S. chip ban is preventing Chinese tech companies from obtaining essential semiconductor technology.

The chip ban affects companies building hardware that requires chips but also other companies doing work with artificial intelligence and cloud storage. For example, Alibaba is highly dependent on U.S. chip technology for the continued operation of its e-commerce and gaming platforms in addition to its internet search applications.

The mere announcement of the chip ban immediately caused China’s largest tech companies to retract. Right after the announcement in mid-October, Alibaba fell by 3.4 percent, Baidu by 4 percent, and JD.com by more than 4 percent. Tencent Holdings was down by 2.6 percent, Weibo by 5 percent, and NetEase experienced a decline of more than 3 percent. Other major Chinese companies affected by the news were Bilibili, which gave up 6 percent of its value, and Pinduoduo 3 percent.

The poor economic outlook and no hope of a reprieve in the chip war have caused China’s tech industry leaders to slip. Since a spike in value on Feb. 19 this year, Baidu, one of China’s largest tech companies, has been trending steadily downward, going from $167 a share in February to $112 on Dec. 19. Tencent has given up about 30 percent of its value this year. Alibaba has been in decline since October 2020.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A logo of Alibaba Group at the World Internet Conference in Wuzhen, Zhejiang Province, China, on Nov. 23, 2020. (Aly Song/Reuters)


In late November, parts of Beijing, Zhengzhou, and other major cities were still under lockdown, driving down stock prices. Some analysts recommend that investors buy China tech stocks that are “extremely cheap” because they expect a recovery. However, it is unclear if Chinese leader Xi Jinping will keep his Dec. 7 pledge to remove COVID restrictions and fully reopen the economy. COVID cases are rising across the country, and hospitals in Beijing are filling up. The Central Economic Work Conference, which would plot the economic plan for 2023, was expected to be held on the week of Dec. 19. But now, it appears to have been postponed.

The United States is not expected to abandon the audit rules, the Holding Foreign Companies Accountable Act, or the chip bans that are tanking Chinese stocks. In fact, it is anticipated that these rules will become stricter or broader in scope. Pinduoduo, JD.com, Bilibili, and NetEase were among 80 companies identified for possible delisting due to audit issues. Just last month, Chinese memory chip maker YMTC and 31 other Chinese firms were added to the list of companies “at risk” of being blacklisted in December.

American chip makers such as Lam Research Corporation are also being negatively impacted by the chip ban as they are dependent on sales to China. Chip equipment company KLA Corp. announced that it would comply with the rules and halt sales to China-based customers. Applied Materials, Inc. has already cut its fourth-quarter net-sales projections by $400 million, and Intel Corporation has cut its original 2022 revenue projections from $76 billion to $68 billion. Although this was for a number of reasons, including a general decline in demand for PCs, the chip ban added to the company’s misery.

NVIDIA Corporation, the largest U.S. chipmaker by market value, had already stopped selling products to companies in Russia due to the Ukraine invasion. Since the chip ban, the company estimates its revenues could be cut by as much as $400 million per quarter. NVIDIA sells to Lenovo Group Ltd., Alibaba, Tencent, and BYD Co., with Chinese AI customers accounting for 10 percent of its revenue.

While some American companies will lose revenue, preventing the CCP from obtaining American technology could derail Xi’s goal of “winning the battle” in core technologies and transforming China into a tech superpower. The question moving forward is whether or not U.S. allies will abide by the ban. There has already been some grumbling from the Netherlands and Japan about the United States taking a unilateral decision that infringes on the sovereignty of other nations. On the other hand, Japan is one of the countries most threatened by communist China’s ambition of becoming a military and global superpower.

U.S. allies worldwide, including Japan and Holland, have agreed to abide by the U.S. chip ban. The White House is counting on shared national security interests to bring the European Union and other allies into alignment with U.S. China policy.

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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Is China Preparing for War?
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Commentary

Each year, I have the pleasure of interviewing hundreds of applicants to the programs of an educational institute, of which I am the Academic Dean. In those interviews, I ask questions that motivate prospective students, mostly aged 15 to 18 years, to share opinions that they care deeply about but feel unable to discuss with their peers. I thus gain insight into a generation of whose experiences I (a gen-Xer) would otherwise be largely ignorant.

This year, the most consequential discovery I made as a result of 700 such interviews concerned what I now believe may be the greatest danger facing the world. Subsequent events have strengthened my conclusion.

Whereas extraordinary censorship has been the norm in China for many years, 2022 was the first year in which a large proportion of Chinese interviewees shared with me their concern about the ubiquity of specifically nationalistic propaganda and the complete removal of contrary content in all domains in their country. An example cited by many Chinese applicants is the wholesale rewriting of history textbooks to delete any references to events that cannot be red-washed (my word) to fit a “Century of Humiliation” narrative. I was repeatedly told that the average Chinese person is now exposed to no other historical perspective.

All of that is very much in the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) direction of travel with respect to controlling information available to its people so, while very sinister, it is perhaps unsurprising. What shocked me more were the accompanying reports of relatives, friends, or acquaintances having their passports clipped upon returning to China from foreign trips—without any reason given by the Chinese border authority. The clipping prevents future travel outside the country.

My immediate inference from these stories, taken together, is that China is preparing its population for war somewhat in the style of North Korea. The entire nation is being rapidly and comprehensively indoctrinated to regard themselves primarily as victims of injustices perpetrated by the West that demand historical redress. Moreover, as the Chinese middle class has grown apace, more people have been traveling for business and pleasure in recent years; the government is now stopping or even reversing this trend.

This limits the direct contact of Chinese with foreign people, cultures, and information sources, ensuring that when a conflict comes, Chinese citizens who have a clearer and bigger picture than their countrymen because they have been exposed to foreign perspectives and information will be too few and far between to challenge popular support for the CCP and action against targets regarded as backed by the West. (The effectiveness of this strategy has already been evidenced by the massive popular Chinese support for Russia’s action in Ukraine by virtue of its being framed to them as an action against the West.)

All of this was recently reinforced when China’s President Xi Jinping recently (re)committed to the annexing of Taiwan by violent means if necessary. Tyrants with foreign designs often tell the world what they are going to do and why. Their victims would usually have done better to have taken their words more seriously and prepared sooner.

If most of the developed world decides to punish China for aggression against Taiwan in the future, China will be able to expect its population to feel at least some economic hardship. In such circumstances, the Chinese population’s near total assent to the “China-as-long-suffering-victim of the West” narrative, combined with the absence of internal voices offering a counternarrative, will be necessary to ensure that such a population will respond by cleaving even more strongly to the CCP’s nationalist ideology and its cause against any country, such as Taiwan, that is supported by the West.

Test that claim against history: the instigators of almost all modern wars have pleaded victimization at the hands of those they were about to fight. Moreover, when such claims are noticed by the wider world, either war is likely to follow or its probability increases to the point that international politics become dominated by its likelihood.

A Single China and a Double Standard?

The position of the West on cross-Strait relations is, at best, inconsistent: the United States and its allies assert a general principle of self-determination while denying Taiwan’s right to the very same.

Some claims of self-determination are complicated by a current or recent period of jurisdiction by an entity against which a population seeks to assert such a claim. No such complication obtains in the case of Taiwan, which—if it were to declare its independence—would be seeking to establish de jure what is already true de facto: Taiwan is a self-governing, independent country, and has been for generations.

Furthermore, the whole world, including the Western nations that no longer officially recognize Taiwan, did recognize the government of Taiwan until 1971, when they switched their recognition from the Republic of China (Taiwan) to the People’s Republic of China (mainland China) under United Nations Resolution 2758. While that decision was made for understandable reasons of the time, it did not require the indefinite denial of Taiwanese self-determination (which, it should be said, was a legal right of the people on Taiwan at the time that the decision was made).

Factors that influenced the ending of Taiwanese representation at the United Nations included prevailing Cold War-related calculations and the unreasonable claim of sovereignty over (mainland) China that was asserted by “the representatives of Chiang Kai-shek.” Notably, it was only those representatives—not Taiwan, the Republic of China, Formosa or the country of Taiwan per se—who were explicitly excluded from the U.N. in Resolution 2758.

The situation today seems to be entirely the other way around inasmuch as it is now the government of (mainland) China that unreasonably claims sovereignty over a modern, democratic nation over which the Chinese state has not exercised jurisdiction since it ceded Taiwan to Japan in 1895 under the Treaty of Shimonoseki.

Western powers have launched large-scale military operations in support of less defensible rights of self-determination and democracy than those of an independent Taiwan. The Chinese, like the rest of the world, can see the blatant double standard of the reluctance of the West to use its favorite political d-words—defense, self-determination, and democracy—only in sentences that also happen to include the word “Taiwan.”

In that lack of moral consistency also lies a lack of strategic credibility.

Given the United States’ almost entirely disastrous track record of involving itself in foreign countries and conflicts that pose no direct threat to it, no one with a friendly attitude to either Taiwan or the United States should hope for the former to rely on the latter to defend itself against China. For that reason, and other moral and strategic reasons, the U.S. and the rest of the world should support any Taiwanese attempts to acquire the only means of defense that in the long run could possibly deter an attack in the first place—a maritime nuclear deterrent.

A Strait Game

Taiwan has for a long time been a nuclear threshold state, meaning that it could quickly build a nuclear weapon. In the last century, it was close to doing so but agreed to close down all such programs largely under American pressure. Certainly, nuclear nonproliferation is a worthy global goal and Taiwan may be well regarded as particularly noble for agreeing to the commitments of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) even while all of its other signatories refuse to acknowledge its legal capacity to enter such commitments.

But nobility won’t save Taiwan when the mainlanders arrive.

Taiwan is the only country that faces real and present danger from a nuclear-armed power that denies its right to exist.

The long-run power disparity between Taiwan and China is so great that Taiwan simply has no realistic prospect of defending itself against a patient and determined China. And if Chinese history and politics teach anything at all, it is that the authoritarian Chinese can be patient.

This power imbalance means that Taiwan can claim to be the only country that is under an existential threat that can be countered with a threat of the use of weapons of mass destruction. This follows from the simple fact that only WMDs can reliably provide a means of inflicting damage of a magnitude sufficient to change the payoff matrix of Chinese-initiated aggression with the declared intent of the elimination of Taiwan as a sovereign entity.

In short, if any country has a moral and strategic argument for maintaining a nuclear deterrent, then Taiwan does.

The West has understandable reasons for refusing to say that it will treat an attack on Taiwan as it would an attack on any other peaceful country, even as it knows that such an attack is being planned. However, it would be contemptible, while refusing to do so, simultaneously to discourage that small, vulnerable democracy from doing the only thing that it can do to give itself a reasonable chance of preventing its ultimate demise. Such simultaneous refusal to support to whatever extent necessary and discouragement of the most robust possible self-defense would be “contemptible” because it would amount to a hypocritical demand that the Taiwanese pre-emptively accept their destruction contrary to every principle that we espouse.

Put another way, if the Taiwanese were to decide they have been too good for their own good in agreeing to follow a treaty—the NPT—whose cosigners deny their legal capacity to be bound to it, then we in the West would have to agree with them or admit that we never really believed in Article 1, Clause 2, of the United Nations Charter after all:

“To develop friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples, and to take other appropriate measures to strengthen universal peace …”

Indeed, Taiwan’s present situation may be the only one in the world in which each element of Article 1, Clause 2 (equal rights, self-determination and universal peace) actually demands a nuclear deterrent.

It’s not for anyone outside Taiwan to tell the Taiwanese what to do. Perhaps a nuclear weapon is the last thing they want. In any case, the choice is theirs. But they have every right to force the West’s hand and then, based on the cards we show, do what is necessary to save themselves—because the Chinese are coming.

To do this, the Taiwanese do not need to declare Independence. Rather, they need only clarify that while they are not recognized as a nation, they have no commitment under the NPT. The rest of the world can then make its choice. It can either recognize Taiwan and legitimately demand that the newly recognized country meets the NPT obligations that would then legally bind it, or it can refuse to do so and get out of the way of, and perhaps even facilitate, the Taiwanese acquisition of its nuclear deterrent should it pursue that path.

If a desire for American goodwill is preventing Taiwan from pursuing the one best chance it has, then shame on the United States for making its support conditional on Taiwan’s giving that chance up. And if that is the case, let us hope that it shall not be for much longer.

To be fair, no leader wants to face the kind of decision contemplated here, and President Tsai Ing-wen would want to seek the advice of those who know much more about the matter than this writer before making it. On that score, I suspect a few Ukrainian consultants with some helpful insights to share might make themselves available.

From the Brownstone Institute

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

In the third of his four part review of Terrence Keeley’s Sustainable, Rupert Darwall writes that ESG rests on a vision of the free-market economy that says capitalism needs to be led by people with the right values, which raises the question: Whose values? This makes ESG inherently divisive, explaining the pushback ESG is now generating in red states. Keeley proposes a solution in keeping with the pluralism and diversity of modern America.

Sustainability is an open-ended concept capable of many diverse interpretations involving multiple conflicting trade-offs and real costs. Moreover, the goal of securing inclusive, sustainable growth contains a second duality: that of harmony between society and nature, on the one hand, and promoting harmony within society, on the other, the latter to address what Keeley calls our second systemic vulnerability—“growing income inequality and its corrosive impact on social cohesion.” This raises the question: Who decides? Keeley quotes Bono: “Capitalism isn’t immoral: it’s amoral. It’s a wild beast that needs to be led.”

ESG provides answers about who decides and who leads. In Keeley’s telling, the most powerful people in investing are those who curate stock and bond indices—companies such as MSCI, S&P Dow Jones, and Bloomberg. They decide what goes in and what comes out of an index, thereby skewing performance measurement. But reading Sustainable suggests a slight modification. According to Harvard Business School professor George Serafeim, a coauthor of the study cited earlier, the only way for companies to outperform will be for them to make material ESG issues central to their strategy. “If companies are bold and strategic with their ESG activities, they will be rewarded,” Serafeim claims. What counts as ESG? In a chapter titled “Hardwiring Corporate Goodness,” Keeley writes that “recognized and universally followed” standard setters like the Sustainable Accounting Standards Board (SASB) and Taskforce on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) “must continue to identify and set the right objectives for which corporations must strive to achieve. If they prioritize the wrong material risks or set the wrong methodologies for measuring them, their essential role in directing corporations to make further progress on a range of socially desirable objectives, including the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, will be compromised.”

Until its merger last year with the International Integrated Reporting Council, the SASB’s largest funder was Bloomberg Philanthropies. In 2014, Michael Bloomberg was appointed SASB chair and, a year later, founded and then chaired the TCFD. Whereas other index providers like MSCI and S&P Global also provide ESG ratings, Bloomberg scores the trifecta of influencing ESG standard setting as well.

In contrast to traditional financial disclosures, which pertain to cash flows, financial liabilities, and monetizable assets, the motivation for ESG disclosures principally involves normative values and attaining wider societal objectives. (ESG standards are sometimes justified on the grounds of firms disclosing risks likely to affect stock prices, but the evidence suggests that this is a smoke screen. Welcoming the SEC’s March 2021 proposed rule on climate financial risk disclosure, Michael Bloomberg said that its adoption would “accelerate the transition to clean energy and net-zero emissions.”)

Two observations can be made. The first concerns differing visions of the economic process in a market economy. Whereas Bono sees capitalism as needing to be directed and Keeley writes of ESG as an effort to recalibrate the corporate world into “a more benevolent force,” the author of “The Wealth of Nations” famously wrote that it was not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner “but from regard to their own self-interest.” In “Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy,” Joseph Schumpeter took Adam Smith’s insight into the era of the Industrial Revolution when he argued that the hunt for profits propelled the stream of inventions that characterizes it.

In his 2004 book, David Henderson also made the distinction between the motivation of individual businesses and the aggregate outcome of their activities. The immense improvements in people’s material welfare do not depend on a conscious attempt by business leaders to make the world a better place. “The advances that capitalism has brought about did not arise from the resolve of business leaders to make them possible, but from the operation of competitive market economies,” Henderson wrote. Keeley comes close to this when he writes that the most important business of business “is and will always remain the promotion of enduring prosperity, not the single-minded pursuit of cleaner air or enhanced economic mobility.”

The emphasis on ESG, linking executive remuneration to ESG objectives rather than to long-run value generation, along with the belief that ESG ratings drive stock prices (which they do, in the short term)—when trillions of investment dollars are chasing limited ESG investment strategies—risks displacing investor analysis of the factors that maintain and sustain the viability of a company’s business model and distracts management from giving attention to continually investing in a company’s intangible capital to sustain its long-term profitability. The vibrancy of capitalism depends on companies competing against one another to innovate new products, services, and processes. Capitalism’s continued legitimacy depends on sustaining its capacity to keep raising people’s material well-being—what Keeley rightly calls “the most important business of business.” Rather than in some way redeeming capitalism, ESG threatens the ability of free-market capitalism to deliver this good and thereby imperils its survival in anything like its current form.

The second observation relates to politics. Values are inherently subjective. In the opinion of Karl Popper, an open society is based on the idea of not merely tolerating dissenting opinions but respecting them. Respect does not require agreement, but it does mean that when collective action is required that elevates one set of values and priorities over others, it is legitimized via the mechanism of representative democracy and the ballot box. ESG dispenses with that, short-circuiting the democratic process and popular sovereignty.

This is not an abstract or a theoretical concern; as Keeley observes, getting to net-zero carbon emissions—something that BlackRock currently demands of its investee companies—requires the behaviors of every human to change. The energy transition has a direct and deleterious impact on the livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of people working in the energy sector. Keeley cites an estimate by the International Renewable Energy Agency that a shift to renewable energy could create three times more jobs than it destroys. The International Labour Organization reckons that the energy transition would eliminate 6 million jobs and create 24 million new ones. These estimates imply labor productivity declines of 75 percent–66 percent. This is not how economies grow.

In addition to their poor labor productivity, wind and solar suffer from steep curves of output value destruction. Their output is uncorrelated with demand, so when the weather is favorable, they all produce and the value of their output falls. Wholesale electricity prices—affecting generating technologies that did not cause the problem of market oversupply—can even go negative. Despite huge subsidies—federal, state, and hidden noncash subsidies from the rest of the grid—wind and solar employees cannot escape the inferior economics of renewable energy. Last year, average annual wages for workers in the oil and gas extraction sector, at $100,007, were very nearly double those of a solar PV panel installer ($50,710) and 70 percent more than for wind turbine technicians ($58,580). By threatening to eliminate high-paying blue-collar jobs and advancing an agenda that many communities oppose, ESG deepens divisions in a politically polarized nation without earning the democratic legitimacy of winning elections. ESG’s twin goals of sustainable growth and inclusive growth are not only in conflict; ESG is a force deepening the political division of America.

*   *   *

Keeley’s deconstruction of ESG proceeds almost subliminally as a counterpoint to his praise. “ESG has been an unqualified force for good,” he says, but 131 pages earlier, he suggested that it’s too late for marital counseling to save ESG: “In the interests of all sides, it may be best for ‘E,’ ‘S,’ and ‘G’ to divorce.” Rather than “doing well by doing good,” as ESG promises, the logic of Keeley’s case is that investors in conventional ESG products are likely to end up not doing very well and feeling good, rather than doing good. The weight of ESG money has propelled highly rated ESG stocks pushed to unsustainable valuations. “Profits must eventually justify inflated price-earnings (PE) multiples, or those inflated multiples must come down,” he argues. “This is simple financial physics.”

Rather than loading up on already-expensive stocks with high ESG scores, investors should seek out less highly rated ones that are likely to improve their ESG ratings. “Financially, it will always be preferable to own companies before they adopt best practices,” Keeley points out. On the “doing good” part of the ESG dual mandate, Keeley shows that ESG strategies that exclude carbon-intensive stocks don’t result in lower emissions. All investors are doing is buying a bit of carbon accounting with no real-world impacts. “What should be targeted instead is additionality—that is to say, improvements that wouldn’t have occurred but for specific investments.”

When investing to do good, impacts should be knowable rather than presumed. “When one knows that an ethical or values-based decision may create negative tracking error, every effort must be made to ensure potentially foregone income is compensated for by attaining one’s other desired goals,” Keeley argues. Investors should be aware of what their non-risk/return objectives are costing them in order to ensure that society gains at least as much positive impact as the investor’s sacrifice of financial return. “Verifiable impact is the sine qua non of all impact investing,” according to Keeley.

Keeley’s logic leads ineluctably to the dissolution of ESG’s dual mandate into two separate ones. As an investment advisor of 40 years standing, Keeley says that he does not believe that every investment should include measurable impact as a determinant factor. His “solution”—like Henderson, he uses quotation marks, and explains that a unidimensional, comprehensive solution to humanity’s environmental, social, and economic challenges does not exist—involves partitioning risk/return optimized investments in one portfolio and impact investments in another. Here we arrive at Keeley’s formal dissolution of the ESG dual mandate and, with it, justification for ESG index products and ESG exclusionary strategies. Instead, focused investment motives reign supreme.

Keeley sizes the impact portfolio on there being an annual investment requirement of $3.5 trillion, made up of $2.5 trillion a year to fund the UN’s 2030 agenda for sustainable development and $1 trillion a year estimated by the BlackRock Investment Institute to finance additional energy-transition investments. This works out at 1.6 percent of over $220 trillion of financial assets under the direct control of ultra-high-net-worth individuals and global institutions, an annual allocation which runs for 10 years, which Keeley dubs his 1.6 percent solution.

Doubtless there will be questions about the willingness and the ability of these institutions—Keeley does not examine the implications for fiduciaries and their exclusive duty of exclusive loyalty to beneficiaries—to apportion assets to the 1.6 percent impact pocket, but those questions also arise with respect to any assets invested in ESG products. On the deployment side, the BlackRock Investment Institute’s estimate of $1 trillion a year to finance wind and solar projects in developing economies rests on a widespread misconception about the fundamental economics of renewable energy.

Wind and solar are inferior, inadequate, and partial substitutes for hydrocarbon-derived energy. Widespread deployment of wind and solar in Western nations depends on massive, recurring subsidies from consumers, the model used in much of Europe, or a mix of government subsidies and portfolio standards, as in the United States. The Congressional Budget Office estimates that the Inflation Reduction Act will cost taxpayers $161 billion with respect to new clean energy-tax credits over the next 10 years while Credit Suisse reckons that federal climate spending over this decade will run at $66 billion annually. This is money that goes out and doesn’t come back.

Furthermore, developed nations have mature, often overengineered, grids that are connected to nuclear, coal-fired, and gas-fired power stations. The essentially parasitic relationship between, on the one hand, existing grid infrastructure, power generators, and customers, and, on the other hand, renewable energy explains the attractive returns available to wind and solar investors when the underlying economics are not attractive. Because those investors are shielded from the worsening grid economics their investments cause, they have no financial interest in learning about this exploitative relationship. We are still in the emperor’s-new-clothes stage of renewable energy, even though the facts are plain.

This has major implications for the composition of the $1 trillion in annual funding. Rather than being a financing flow of private-sector debt plus about $100 billion of government and development bank de-risking finance, it needs to be a 100 percent outright resource transfer, with no expectation that it will be paid back. Even then, developing countries will be worse off than if they had been allowed to pursue a conventional power-generation pathway due to the inherent shortcomings of weather-dependent power generation. Burdening developing economies with trillions of dollars of new debt to finance low- or negative-return renewable assets is the very last thing they need.

Whatever objections there might be to Keeley’s numbers, 1.6 percent is a solution—no quotation marks required—to the contradictions of ESG. It recognizes that the ESG dual mandate does not and cannot operate as advertised. It materially reduces the threat to financial stability posed by inflated ESG valuations. It replaces ESG ratings with granular impact analysis of individual investments. By unbundling the ESG conglomerate, it better reflects the pluralism of modern America and the diversity of its values and economic interests.

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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Commentary

For the second year in a row, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has been caught ignoring science and letting liberal interest groups set its policies.

In 2021, the American Pediatric Academy and the Children’s Hospital Association tracked COVID-19 statistics in children and the data show no relationship between mask mandates and the rate at which children caught the disease. In the face of this evidence—and other data showing that masks harm children’s development, the CDC supported masking students after being pressured by the National Education Association (the nation’s largest teachers’ union).

Now comes word that CDC is again allowing partisan politics to influence its policies. This time, gun control activists got the CDC to remove research from its website. Yet, the CDC is trusted to impartially dole out millions of dollars for public health research on firearms: From 2020 to 2022, the CDC and the National Institutes of Health (NIH) each spent about $50 million on such research.

Until May of this year, the CDC cited a 2013 National Academies of Sciences (NAS) report showing that the annual number of defensive gun uses ranged from about 64,000 to 3 million. The CDC website listed the upper figure at 2.5 million. But now, the CDC has removed from its website all of those numbers and even the link to the NAS report.

Following introductions from the White House and Democratic Sen. Dick Durbin of Illinois, gun control advocates linked up with the CDC. They had a private meeting and numerous email exchanges, in which they lobbied hard to have the CDC remove the information.

“[T]hat 2.5 Million number needs to be killed, buried, dug up, killed again and buried again,” Mark Bryant, who runs the Gun Violence Archive (GVA), wrote to CDC officials after their meeting. “It is highly misleading, is used out of context and I honestly believe it has zero value—even as an outlier point in honest DGU [Defensive Gun Use] discussions.” He was upset that the 2.5 million number “has been used so often to stop [gun control] legislation.”

The Department of Justice’s National Crime Victimization Survey estimates that there are between 64,000 and 120,000 instances each year in which a firearm is used defensively. This is on the low end of all the other social science on this subject. Some 20 such surveys have been conducted. Three of them show about 800,000 defensive gun uses a year. All the other estimates are over 1 million, with one as high as 3.5 million. The average estimate is about 2 million. William English of Georgetown University surveyed 16,708 gun owners just last year, and estimated that there are 1.67 million such uses annually.

The National Crime Victimization Survey’s low numbers result from its choice of a screening question. It first asks a person if they have been a victim of a crime. Only respondents who answer “yes” are then asked if they have used a gun defensively. Yet, people who successfully brandish a gun generally do not view themselves as having been victimized.

Devin Hughes, who runs another gun control group, GVPedia, argued in a July 6, 2021 email to the CDC that it should use the Gun Violence Archive (GVA) estimate of defensive gun uses. Hughes claimed that the GVA is “the most widely accepted compendium of gun violence data.” Between January and mid-December this year, the GVA claims that there were only 1,112 defensive gun uses in the United States.

Last year, RealClearInvestigations examined Gun Violence Archive’s data from Jan. 1 to Aug. 10 and found 774 defensive gun uses. Ninety-five percent of these self-defense cases were from initial news reports. I checked those cases against other lists compiled by the Heritage Foundation and the Crime Prevention Research Center, and found that the GVA had missed an additional 30 cases. But that wasn’t the important problem.

What makes defensive gun uses newsworthy doesn’t accurately reflect the real world. In GVA’s statistics, 43 percent of the GVA’s gun violence cases involve fatalities, 42 percent involve woundings, and 10 percent are cases in which shots were fired defensively that don’t hit anyone. Less than 4 percent of cases involved no shots fired, and more than half of those involve the criminal being held at gunpoint until the police arrive. But as gun control experts know, these kinds of cases represent a tiny fraction of the instances in which firearms are used defensively for self-protection.

First of all, relying on the news media is not an accurate way to gather crime data. Criminologists know that less than one-quarter of violent crimes are reported to police. Nor does the news media even cover most violent crimes reported to police. Second, and much more significantly, about 95 percent of defensive gun uses involve brandishing a weapon.

Bryant defends the reliance on media accounts, and discounts the argument that the media disproportionately covers the most violent cases. “I don’t think it is a newsworthy issue … too many media really like the feel-good stories of homeowner standing up to home invader,” Bryant wrote me last year. “Even better if it was a granny doing it. They don’t just go with the ‘if it bleeds …’ newsworthiness.”

This is a naïve view of how newsrooms operate. Suppose an editor is presented with two stories, one with a dead body on the ground and another where no one was hurt because the would-be victim brandished a gun and the criminal ran away. And in the later story you can’t even be sure what crime would have been committed. Which story would you run in your hometown newspaper paper?

But even that isn’t really the point. When a law-abiding citizen scares off a would-be criminal by brandishing a legal firearm, journalists don’t typically wrestle with its newsworthiness for the simple reason that such cases are reported to neither the police nor the press. That’s why rigorous social science studies are necessary—the precise kind the CDC is censoring to benefit special interests.

Unfortunately, Democrats in Congress have earmarked the $100 million in research funding for public health researchers who are far to the left on gun control compared to criminologists or economists.

The CDC keeps making decisions based on politics, not science. It has shown that it is not able to divorce political views from decisions about who to fund. But, as researchers know all too well, the CDC isn’t unique. The government just can’t keep politics out of funding decisions.

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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Commentary

2022 is about to end, and still no answer to the question: What caused the virus that’s killed 1,096,000 Americans so far?

The Washington Post asks, “What is China hiding?” The more answerable question is what is our own government hiding?

House Republicans are promising that when they assume the majority in January, they will get answers using subpoena power. Better late than never. Learning more about the origins of COVID may be the most consequential outcome of the 2022 midterm election.

The Biden administration apparently doesn’t want answers. After the United States was attacked on 9/11/2001, Congress created an independent panel to get to the bottom of it. In March, the Senate health committee approved plans for a similar 12-member, bipartisan panel of experts with subpoena power.

Former Sen. Joseph I. Lieberman, who sponsored the bill to create the 9/11 Commission, called on President Joe Biden to support the new effort. Democratic Sen. Patty Murray of Washington, the bill’s co-sponsor, made an impassioned appeal for it. But Biden remains silent.

Sen. Chuck Schumer (D-N.Y.) won’t move it to the floor for a vote, and the White House is reported to be privately resisting it.

What is the president afraid of uncovering? Is he compromised by his family’s lucrative deals in China?

Determining the origins of COVID should not be a partisan mission, but apparently it is.

Rep. Mike Turner (R-Ohio), who will chair the House Intelligence Committee, is vowing to expose how the federal government pressured social media platforms to suppress debate and censor postings suggesting that COVID leaked from a lab. That was an unprecedented assault on America’s freedom of thought.

It’s possible that the virus was a biological weapon in development at the Wuhan Institute of Virology. Last week, House Republicans released a report charging the U.S. intelligence community with “misleading” the public on “key issues” including possible connections between the Wuhan lab and China’s biological weapons program. Stay tuned for hearings to uncover these deceptions.

House Republicans also announced they will probe why the National Institutes of Health continues to fund Chinese labs, sending $8.9 million in 2021 and $5.6 million in 2022.

A proposal to prohibit the NIH and CDC from funding labs in China is provoking protests from scientists who say it will discourage global cooperation.

What cooperation? China withheld blood samples of early COVID victims, thwarted a World Health Organization inquiry, and muzzled its own scientists. China behaves like the adversary it is. It should have to follow international rules of cooperation and data sharing before it qualifies for funding.

Anthony Fauci told Congress that Chinese scientists working at the Wuhan lab under NIH grants are “very competent and trustworthy.” They may be nice guys and gals, but the Wuhan lab is under the control of the Chinese Communist Party. No one there is free to deal honestly with the United States.

House Republicans on the Select Intelligence Committee are pledging to expose how tax dollars granted to universities here end up funding research projects at China’s Academy of Military Medical Sciences Fifth Institute, a known component of its bioweapons program. Do you think the Chinese government is sending money to support research at Annapolis or West Point?

Too many scientists and intellectual elites are captives of naïve globalism. Their loyalties are misplaced and their judgment is clouded.

Fauci, in addition, has to cover his own tracks. In September, Fauci’s NIH awarded another $653,392 grant to the EcoHealth Alliance, the nonprofit that used a previous NIH grant from Fauci to fund the research behind the suspected leak.

More money for EcoHealth, even though its CEO, Peter Daszak, has failed to provide the laboratory notebooks and electronic files from Wuhan that could shed light on whatever accident occurred there.

Millions died from COVID, but Fauci’s buddy gets his money.

Fauci and Daszak will be on the hot seat under oath when the House Republicans launch hearings in the new Congress.

2023 may turn out to be the year when grieving Americans finally get answers. Simply moving on is unacceptable.

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

Some thoughts about our country as Christmas and the new year approach.

In his Farewell Address to the nation in 1796, America’s departing first president, George Washington, observed: “It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring to popular government.”

And what is the basis upon which we define morality?

Washington answers, “Reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.”

Per our first president, for a democracy to function properly, it must be guided by moral principles. And the guidelines and rules by which we define what is moral are framed by the principles of the Bible.

This is not exactly what we have going on today.

Rather than our democracy following prior moral principles, our moral principles now are defined by our democracy. What we deem to be moral—good and evil, right and wrong—now arrives to us not from heaven but from Hollywood.

Consider how, over the last 20 years, our idea of what is morally acceptable has changed.

Twenty-two years ago, in 2001, per Gallup polling, the following percentages of Americans viewed these activities as “morally acceptable”: gay/lesbian relations, 40 percent; birth to unwed mother, 45 percent; polygamy, 7 percent; suicide, 13 percent; pornography, 30 percent.

In the latest survey in 2022, following are the percentages calling these same activities “morally acceptable”: gay/lesbian relations, 71 percent; birth to unwed mother, 70 percent; polygamy, 23 percent; suicide, 22 percent; pornography, 41 percent.

What exactly happened over 22 years that, on average, the percentage saying each morally sensitive area is morally acceptable has more than doubled?

One thing that has happened is that the percentage of Americans that think the Bible is relevant to their life has dramatically dropped.

Per Gallup, the percentage saying that religion is “very important” in their life has dropped from 70 percent in 1965 to 49 percent in 2021.

The percentage saying they attended church in the last seven days has dropped from 49 percent in 1960 to 29 percent in 2021.

Certainly contributing to this is a long series of court decisions in which interpretations of the First Amendment have been more about purging religion from our public spaces than about protecting religious liberty.

The 1962 decision banning prayer in public schools was just the opening salvo producing our reality today in which traditional values and morality are gone from the instruction our children receive in public schools. Those values have been replaced by the secular humanism of the far Left.

It is very popular to think about public policy in terms of the social agenda and the economic agenda, as if these are two separate worlds. But they’re not. As religion declines, government grows.

Perhaps George Washington’s point that a moral and virtuous culture enables popular government can be best understood in that a free society cannot function when individuals cannot govern themselves through personal responsibility.

Tens of trillions have been spent on anti-poverty programs with practically zero impact. Substantial research shows that what really combats recurring poverty is the so-called “success sequence.” Those who finish high school, do not have children before marriage, and work overwhelmingly move out of poverty.

Government and politics have become our new religion, despite their dismal track record of success in improving the human condition.

The Penn Wharton Budget model, an economic research group at the University of Pennsylvania Wharton School of Business, projects now that by 2050, our national debt will be 225 percent of our GDP.

A national culture increasingly rooted in falsehoods is spending itself into oblivion and bankruptcy.

How about we Americans who still pray direct our prayers that in the upcoming year we see a revival of truth in our nation? Let’s pray that all our citizens see that the only path to freedom is each embracing eternal truths that enable all of us to successfully govern our own lives.

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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Akio Toyoda, president of Toyota Motor Corp., has said that automakers pursuing an electric-only agenda does not reflect the market reality because the technology and infrastructure are yet to mature, while a “silent majority” that align with that perspective can’t speak out.

“People involved in the auto industry are largely a silent majority,” Toyoda told reporters during a visit to Thailand, according to The Wall Street Journal. “That silent majority is wondering whether EVs [electric vehicles] are really OK to have as a single option. But they think it’s the trend so they can’t speak out loudly … Because the right answer is still unclear, we shouldn’t limit ourselves to just one option.”

While other carmakers have been pushing all-EV lineups, Toyota, the biggest automaker in the world, has largely stuck with its policy of focusing on a diverse range of vehicles, including hybrids and hydrogen-powered vehicles.

Toyota insists that hybrids remain a key technology in the current situation as EV vehicles usually tend to be more expensive and the battery charging infrastructure is yet to mature worldwide.

The Toyota chief also pointed out that electric options are not the only way to cut back on carbon emissions, and that hybrid models also provide such benefits. Electric alternatives like hydrogen-powered vehicles are starting to get positive responses from the auto industry and government officials, he noted.

Challenges and Distrust

Charging infrastructure is a key concern for the widespread adoption of EVs. Even in the United States, longer commutes on electric vehicles make less sense given the lack of a robust charging network.

“The coastal areas, the East and West Coast, that’s electrifying much quicker than the interior of the country,” said Volvo CEO Jim Rowan, according to The Wall Street Journal. Plug-in hybrids are important to warm customers up to the technology, he stated.

A survey published in October by the National Association of Convenience Stores (NACS) found that price sensitivity at the pump had not translated into more interest in EVs. Only half the drivers admitted to having a positive attitude toward such vehicles.

Only one in three drivers said they would consider buying an EV for convenience. Three in five drivers think they will face difficulties charging the electric vehicle outside their home, while 54 percent saw EVs as less reliable when compared to conventional vehicles.

“EVs are undoubtedly an important part of our future, but there is debate about the timeline for adoption,” said Jeff Lenard, NACS vice president of strategic industry initiatives, according to an Oct. 7 news release.

“Today’s drivers of gasoline-powered vehicles express range anxiety because of uncertainty around charging infrastructure availability. This is a valuable opportunity for retailers and others to address and educate future EV consumers.”

US Adoption

Several American states are taking action to push the adoption of electric vehicles and other alternatives to fossil fuel options.

In August, California regulators voted unanimously to approve a plan that will ban the sale of new internal combustion vehicles in the state by 2035. A fifth of the vehicles sold after 2035 can be plug-in hybrids.

This month, Oregon’s Environmental Quality Commission agreed to mandate 100 percent of new, light-duty vehicles sold in the state by 2035 to be zero-emission, which will hit gas-powered vehicle sales. Auto dealers have expressed dissatisfaction with the decision.

“We understand the desire to move towards more environmentally friendly sales of vehicles; however, the consumer demand is not there yet, or even 12 years from now, in 2035,” Greg Remensperger, executive vice president of the Oregon Auto Dealers Association, told The Epoch Times.

“We just don’t think the industry is going to be at a point where it will serve as 100 percent of the consumer demands.”

Beth Brelje contributed to this report.
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HOUSTON—The United States has become a global crude oil exporting power over the last few years, but exports have not exceeded its imports since World War II. That could change next year.

Sales of U.S. crude to other nations are now a record 3.4 million barrels per day (bpd), with exports of about 3 million bpd of refined products like gasoline and diesel fuel. The United States is also the leading liquefied natural gas (LNG) exporter, where growth is expected to soar in coming years.

But the United States consumes 20 million barrels of crude a day, the most in the world, and its output has never exceeded 13 million bpd. Until recently, the idea that it would be anything but a big crude importer was folly.

Last month, U.S. government data showed net U.S. crude oil imports fell to 1.1 million barrels per day (bpd), the lowest since record keeping began in 2001. That is down sharply from five years ago, when the United States imported more than 7 million barrels per day.

Factors changing that equation this year include sanctions hurting Russia’s exports of oil and natural gas following its invasion of Ukraine, and Washington’s massive release of oil from emergency reserves to combat spiking gasoline prices.

“Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has spurred new demand for U.S. energy and should push oil exports above imports late next year assuming shale output accelerates,” said Rohit Rathod, market analyst at energy researcher Vortexa.

To become a net exporter of crude, the United States needs either to boost production or curtail consumption. U.S. petroleum demand is expected to rise 0.7 percent to 20.51 million bpd next year, so that means production would have to rise.

The United States already produces more oil than any other country in the world including Saudi Arabia and Russia. U.S. shale fields are aging and production growth this year has been sluggish. Overall output should reach a record 12.34 million bpd next year—but only if prices are lucrative enough to encourage oil drillers to pump more.

European refiners have snapped up U.S. grades to offset the loss of Russian oil, and with U.S. crude’s deeper discounts to global benchmarks, Asian refiners have stepped up purchases to 1.75 million barrels per day, data analytics firm Kpler said.

Export terminal operators are rushing to boost their capacity to better service the giant tankers that can carry more than 2 million barrels of oil.

“Russia has proven to be an unreliable supplier,” said Sean Strawbridge, chief executive of the largest U.S. oil export facility, Port of Corpus Christi. “That really creates a wonderful opportunity for American producers and American energy.”

Corpus Christi could see a 100,000 bpd increase in exports next year, Strawbridge said, on top of the record shipments of 2.2 million bpd in October.

Analysts said net exports could taper off if numerous countries worldwide fall into a recession, hampering demand, and if further relaxation of sanctions on Venezuelan crude oil boosts that country’s shipments.

LNG Hits Record

The United States became the world’s largest exporter of liquefied natural gas during the first half of 2022, surpassing Qatar and Australia, on the back of demand from Europe and surging prices.

LNG exports likely will continue to rise into 2023 as Europe scrambles to refill storage depleted this winter, said Matt Smith, analyst at Kpler.

Refining products exports have dropped due to plant closings and lower consumer demand. The U.S. exported an average of 3.1 million bpd of fuels through September this year, EIA data showed, down from the 3.2 million bpd in the same period in 2019.

One exception to that was diesel, where exports rose to a three-year high in July of 1.3 million bpd, Kpler data showed. Europe’s upcoming ban on Russian fuel has driven diesel shipments to Europe to average 330,000 bpd in the first 15 days of December, more than five times its monthly average so far this year.

By Arathy Somasekhar
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A large number of Americans do not feel optimistic about their finances improving next year amid the continued cost of living crisis and higher interest rates, a new survey has found.

The consumer financial services company Bankrate.com commissioned YouGov Plc. to conduct the survey among 3,656 adults in the United States between Nov. 15-18.

Respondents were asked: “Compared to 2022, do you think your personal financial situation in the year 2023 will get better or worse, or stay the same?”

Roughly 2 out of 3 (or 66 percent) of Americans who responded said they do not expect their personal finances to improve in 2023, including 36 percent who said they expect their financial situation to remain about the same. A total of 29 percent said they expect their finances will get worse next year.

The survey results come as fears of a recession next year continue to rise, driven in part by the Federal Reserve’s continued monetary tightening policy. On Dec. 14, the central bank opted to raise the benchmark federal funds rate again by 50 basis points to a target range of 4.25–4.5 percent, the highest level since late 2007.

Red-Hot Inflation Blamed for Lack of Savings

Meanwhile, inflation is currently at 7.1 percent year over year, squeezing households’ budgets and spending power.

Bankrate.com’s survey found that the majority of Americans who don’t anticipate their finances improving next year blame continued high inflation, with a total of 63 percent of survey respondents crediting it to the soaring cost of living.

A total of 27 percent of respondents blamed stagnant wages or reduced income on the lack of improved finances, while changing interest rates were blamed for no improvement in personal finances next year by 25 percent of respondents.

Another 18 percent cited the amount of debt they have or the amount they make from their savings or investments. Just 34 percent of Americans are hopeful that their personal financial situation will improve in the new year, the survey found.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Shoppers are seen in a Kroger supermarket in Atlanta, Ga., on Oct. 14, 2022.
(Elijah Nouvelage/AFP via Getty Images)


The survey comes shortly after the Bureau of Economic Analysis found that the personal saving rate—personal saving as a percentage of disposable personal income among Americans—fell to 2.3 percent in October, the lowest level since 2005.

Meanwhile, consumer spending increased 0.8 percent in October from the prior month amid a slight moderation in inflation, according to the Commerce Department.

Strong Spending ‘Real Sign of a Resilient Economy’

RSM’s chief economist Joseph Brusuelas told The Wall Street Journal that increased spending and less saving among American households was a “real sign of a resilient economy.”

Although Brusuelas anticipates a mild recession in the second half of 2023, he said that for now “jobs are easy to get, and people are confident and they’re going to keep spending.”

However, that increased spending appears to be predominantly being paid for with credit cards and personal loans, according to consumer credit reporting agency TransUnion.

Americans took out a record 87.5 million in new credit cards and 22.1 million in personal loans in 2022, according to a recent TransUnion report

However, the agency warned that credit card delinquencies will rise to 2.6 percent at the end of 2023, up from 2.1 percent at the end of 2022, while unsecured personal loan delinquency rates are expected to increase from 4.1 percent to 4.3 percent by the end of next year.

“Rapidly increasing interest rates and stubbornly high inflation combined with recession fears represent the latest in a series of significant challenges consumers have faced in recent years,” said Michele Raneri, vice president and head of U.S. research and consulting at TransUnion.

“It’s not surprising then to see pronounced increases in delinquency rates for credit card and personal loans, two of the more popular credit products.”
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A massive winter storm might be stopping Americans from hitting the roads and airports this holiday season.

Forecasters predict an onslaught of heavy snow, ice, flooding, and powerful winds from Thursday to Saturday in a broad swath of the country, from the Plains and Midwest to the East Coast. A surge of Arctic air will follow. The Christmas weekend could be the coldest in decades.

The National Weather Service said Wednesday the storm was so large and encompassing that around 190 million people are currently under some type of winter weather advisory.

Southwest Airlines said it has canceled 500 of its 4,000 scheduled flights on Thursday and Friday. The company said it wanted to maintain safe operations for both passengers and crew.

At least 145 flights into or out of Denver International Airport were canceled Wednesday as the city was hit with snow, gusty winds and freezing temperatures, according to FlightAware, a flight tracking company. At least 219 flights into or out of Denver were expected to be canceled Thursday.

FlightAware was also expecting at least 364 flights to be canceled Thursday at O’Hare and Midway airports in Chicago. Earlier this week, those two airports said they had 350 pieces of snow removal equipment and 400,000 gallons of pavement de-icing fluid on hand for the storm.

Delta, American, United, Frontier, Alaska, Southwest, and other airlines were waiving change fees and offering travelers the option of choosing new flights to avoid the bad weather.

Jean-Paul Blancq got to Boston’s Logan Airport a day early for his Thursday flight home to New Orleans. Blancq had to take a bus to Logan from his seasonal job in New Hampshire and was unsure of the storm’s path.

“I hope that my flight doesn’t get canceled because I don’t know what I’ll do,” Blancq said.

Bus and train travelers were also bracing for cancellations and delays.

As of late Wednesday, Amtrak had canceled train service on around 30 routes, some through Dec. 25. Greyhound canceled bus service on 25 routes for Wednesday and Thursday, including service from Las Vegas to Denver, Denver to St. Louis and Chicago to Minneapolis, Memphis and Nashville.

The weather added uncertainty to what was expected to be a busy travel season. Earlier this month, AAA estimated that nearly 113 million people would travel 50 miles from home or more between Dec. 23 and Jan. 2. That’s 4 percent higher than last year, although still short of the record 119 million in 2019.

Most planned to travel by car. About 6 percent will travel by air, AAA said. Either way, many travelers found themselves hastily changing their itineraries.

Joel Lustre originally planned to drive from Bloomington, Indiana, to McGregor, Iowa, on Thursday. But he shifted his work schedule, and his wife canceled an appointment so they could leave Wednesday and beat the storm.

In Montana, several ski areas announced closures Wednesday and Thursday due to the extremely cold temperatures and sustained winds. Others scaled back offerings. Schools were also closed due to the cold.

Authorities across the country are worried about the potential for power outages and warned people to take precautions to protect the elderly, the homeless and livestock—and, if possible, to postpone travel.

“If you don’t have to be out driving, especially on Friday, we ask that you don’t be out there,” said Ron Brundidge, Detroit’s public works director. Brundidge said 50 trucks will be out salting major roads on around-the-clock shifts once expected rain turns to snow on Friday.

Kelli Larkin arrived Wednesday from Florida for a holiday trip to New York. She plans to fly back Saturday night but said she’ll watch the forecast and change her return flight if she has to.

“It’s a little concerning,” she said. “We’ve got to play it by ear.”

Kurt Ebenhoch, a consumer travel advocate and former airline executive, said fee waivers give airline passengers valuable time ahead of a storm to figure out alternate days and routes. But consumers should read the fine print carefully. Airlines might charge the difference in fares if passengers book beyond a certain window, for example.

Ebenhoch stressed that passengers have the right to ask the airline to book them on a different airline’s flight if there are no options that meet their needs. And if the airline cancels the flight, consumers have the right to a full refund, not just credits for future travel.
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LONDON—Computer chip and software maker Broadcom’s $61 billion deal to buy cloud technology company VMware is facing scrutiny from European Union regulators who voiced concern Tuesday over potential threats to competition.

The in-depth investigation was opened due to Broadcom hardware that works together with VMware software, potentially locking out rival technology, the EU’s executive Commission said.

That could result in “higher prices, lower quality, and less innovation for business customers, and ultimately consumers,” the commission said.

The commission has until May 11 to decide on whether or not to clear the deal, which was announced last May, and would be one of the biggest acquisitions of the year.

Broadcom wants to establish a stronger foothold in the cloud computing market and VMware’s technology allows large corporations to blend public cloud access with internal company networks. VMware has close relations with every major cloud company and provider, including Amazon, Google, and Microsoft.
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Amazon will make major changes to its business practices to end competition probes in Europe by giving customers more visible choices when buying products and, for Prime members, more delivery options, European Union regulators said Tuesday.

The EU’s executive Commission accepted the legally binding commitments from Amazon to resolve two antitrust investigations, allowing the company to avoid a legal battle with the EU’s top antitrust watchdog that could potentially have ended with fines worth up to 10 percent of annual worldwide revenue.

The agreement marks another advance by EU authorities as they clamp down on the power of Big Tech companies, and comes just a day after the Commission accused Facebook parent Meta of distorting competition in the classified ads business. The 27-member bloc has hit Google with billions in fines, opened investigations into Apple and is set to enact sweeping regulations by 2024 aimed at preventing so-called digital gatekeepers from dominating online markets.

“Today’s decision sets the rules that Amazon will need to play by in the future instead of Amazon determining these rules for all players on its platform,” the EU’s competition commissioner Margrethe Vestager said at a news briefing in Brussels. “With these new rules, competing independent retailers, carriers and European customers, well, they will have more opportunities and more choice.”

The agreement only applies to Amazon’s business practices in Europe and will last for seven years, though some portions of the deal will end in five years. Amazon will have to make the changes by June.

“We are pleased that we have addressed the European Commission’s concerns and resolved these matters,” Amazon said in a prepared statement, adding that it still disagrees with some of the Commission’s preliminary conclusions.

Amazon had offered concessions in July to resolve the two investigations. It improved those initial proposals after the commission tested them out and received feedback from consumer groups, delivery companies, book publishers and academics.

The Seattle-based company promised to give products from rival sellers equal visibility in the “buy box,” a premium piece of website real estate that leads to higher sales.

European customers will get a second buy box underneath the first one for the same product, but with a different price or delivery offer.

“As Amazon cannot populate both Buy Boxes with its own retail offers, this will give more visibility to independent sellers,” Vestager said. Regulators will monitor how the second box performs.

John E. Lopatka, an antitrust scholar and law professor at Penn State University, said the terms of the deal represent a significant change for Amazon’s business and could become a precedent for U.S. antitrust regulators.

“The countries that are included in the EU’s association are a significant—and growing—market for Amazon,” Lopatka said. “It’s hard for Amazon to say ‘we can’t do that here’ when they’re already doing it in Europe.”

As part of the deal, Amazon is also easing access for merchants and couriers to its Prime membership service. It will stop discriminating against Prime sellers that don’t use its own logistics and delivery services and will let Prime members freely choose any delivery service. Currently, couriers can only deliver Prime parcels if they’re approved by Amazon.

The company also pledged to stop using “non-public data” from independent sellers on its platform to provide insights on how to compete against those merchants through its own sales of branded goods or “private label” products.

“They will have to take the same risks as everyone else on the platform because they cannot rely on everyone else’s data,” Vestager said.

Amazon uses the data to decide what kind of products to launch, prices, which suppliers to choose, or how to manage inventories, Vestager said. She said the company has committed to stop doing this with seller data, including sales, revenues, shipments, transaction prices, performance, and consumer visits.

Monique Goyens, the director general of European consumer group BEUC, said the settlement allows consumers greater choice when they shop on Amazon.

“That said, consumers will only feel the benefits of these remedies if the Commission ensures that they are applied in practice,” Goyens said, adding regulators should “closely monitor” Amazon’s compliance with its commitments and insist on improvements if necessary.

Some believe the settlement doesn’t go far enough. Stacy Mitchell, an Amazon critic and co-director for the anti-monopoly group Institute for Local Self-Reliance, said its provisions are too weak and allows Amazon to self-police, “leaving the tech company with plenty of latitude to continue abusing sellers and blocking competition.”

Amazon faces similar scrutiny in the United States and Britain.

In September, California Attorney General Rob Bonta’s office sued Amazon, accusing the company of stifling competition and increasing prices for products across the market. His office said Amazon effectively barred third-party sellers and wholesale suppliers from offering lower prices elsewhere through contract terms that harmed the ability of other businesses to compete.

The company says it considers an item competitively priced when it’s offered at or below a price displayed by other retailers, which can spur higher prices elsewhere. Some vendors who pay more to sell on Amazon could lower their prices on other sites, but they don’t do so out of fear they will lose valuable Amazon real estate or face suspensions, the lawsuit said.

California is accusing Amazon of violating the state’s antitrust and unfair competition laws. Lawmakers on Capitol Hill have been pushing bipartisan antitrust legislation aiming to rein in Big Tech companies, but hopes for the bill have dimmed amid intense pushback from the tech industry.

By Kelvin Chan and Haleluya Hadero
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US Agency Investigating If Hertz Rented Unrepaired Recalled Vehicles
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WASHINGTON–U.S. auto safety regulators said on Tuesday they are investigating if Hertz rented unrepaired recalled vehicles to customers.

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) said in a filing made public on Tuesday it was in receipt of information that indicates “Hertz rented vehicles to customers without having performed required recall repairs”.

NHTSA said it had opened an “audit query to seek additional information concerning this issue.”

The agency said the issue involved Ford Explorer and Nissan Altima cars owned by Hertz between 2018 and 2020 but did not disclose the number of vehicles involved. The recall issues involved include latches and locks, NHTSA said.

Hertz, which operates the Hertz, Dollar, and Thrifty vehicle rental brands, said it is “reviewing NHTSA’s request for information. We are committed to providing safe rentals for our customers.”

NHTSA said in a statement Tuesday that in late 2021 it began receiving information suggesting that Hertz may have rented vehicles to customers without having had all required safety recall repairs performed on those vehicles.

“Information gathered by the agency to date, including from vehicle manufacturers, suggests repairs required under multiple NHTSA safety recalls were not made prior to the rental of such affected vehicles to Hertz customers,” the agency added.

A 2015 law requires rental car companies with 35 or more vehicles to complete recall repairs before they rent vehicles.

Earlier this month, Hertz said it would pay about $168 million by year-end to resolve over 95 percent of pending claims from owners who alleged the car rental giant filed wrongful theft reports.

Some customers had sued Hertz alleging the police detained or arrested individuals in error after the company reported rental cars were stolen.

By David Shepardson
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Australian Public Broadcaster Found to Have ‘Materially Misled’ Audiences on Fox News, Trump Report
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Australia’s media watchdog says the taxpayer-funded Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) misled audiences and inaccurately reported on Fox News and its relationship with former U.S. President Donald Trump.

The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) issued a statement on Dec. 21, saying that the ABC left out critical information “in a way that materially misled the audience” in its program, Fox and the Big Lie—a probe into Fox News’ role in the U.S. election.

The ABC described the program as a “special investigation into Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News and how the network promoted Donald Trump’s propaganda and helped destabilise democracy in America.”

In one case, ACMA found that ABC did not report on the role that social media played in inciting the Jan. 6 breach of the U.S. Capitol.

ACMA also discovered that one Fox News interviewee was not adequately informed about the way ABC’s show would be presented.

“By omitting key information, ABC did not give its audience the opportunity to make up their own minds about Fox News,” ACMA Chair Nerida O’Loughlin said.

“Both audiences and participants are entitled to the full picture. In this case, by omitting information the ABC did not do justice to the story or provide all relevant facts to its audience.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] An employee walks past the logo of the ABC located at the main entrance to the ABC building located at Ultimo in Sydney, Australia, on June 5, 2019. (AAP/David Gray)


In response, the ABC stood by its program and producers, with a spokesman saying their program was “an important and impartial investigation into the role of Fox News during a critical juncture for democracy in the United States.”

“This was a comprehensive investigation analysing the role Fox News played in helping promulgate the ‘big lie’—that the 2020 U.S. Presidential election was stolen,” ABC’s director Justin Stevens said.

“It is important the public does not lose faith in the democratic process of free and fair elections and journalism like this plays a key part in that.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Protesters supporting former President Donald Trump rally at the U.S. Capitol in Washington on Jan. 6, 2021. A judge ruled on April 8, 2022, that the conspiracy case against 10 Oath Keepers will be split into two trials, one in July and the other in September. (AP Photo/Jose Luis Magana, File)


However, ACMA said that while current affairs programs are not discouraged from protecting a particular perspective on an issue or reaching a particular conclusion, they need to be “balanced against requirements to gather and present information with due impartiality.”

“The ACMA considers that ABC could have taken greater care in striking that balance in this program to avoid perceptions of partiality,” O’Loughlin said.

Controversial Journalism

ABC’s journalism has also come under criticism from ex-soldier Heston Russell and Senator Jacinta Price claiming they were defamed.

In July 2020, the public broadcaster also ran an in-depth program on the Falun Dafa Association of Australia—a spiritual group severely persecuted and defamed by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) due to its popularity.

Shortly after the broadcast, ABC’s program was promoted by a website run by the CCP’s 610 Office, a secret police force established to eradicate Falun Dafa.

Falun Dafa is a spiritual practice of the Buddhist tradition, whose believers are taught to live by the principles of truthfulness, compassion, and forbearance.

On July 20, 2022, the 23rd anniversary of the persecution of Falun Dafa in China, a joint statement was signed by over 600 lawmakers from 30 countries calling for the Chinese regime to end the persecution of Falun Dafa.
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World Bank Cuts China Growth Outlook on COVID-19, Property Woes
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BEIJING—The World Bank has cut its China growth outlook for this year and next, citing the impact of the abrupt loosening of strict COVID-19 containment measures and persistent property sector weakness.

The Washington-based lender, in a report released on Tuesday, said it expected China’s economy to grow 2.7 percent in 2022, before recovering to 4.3 percent in 2023 as it reopens following the worst of the pandemic.

The bank’s expected expansion for 2022 would be well below the official target of around 5.5 percent.

In September, the World Bank forecast China’s growth at 2.8 percent this year and 4.5 percent next year.

“China’s growth outlook is subject to significant risks, stemming from the uncertain trajectory of the pandemic, of how policies evolve in response to the COVID-19 situation, and the behavioral responses of households and businesses,” the bank said in its report.

“Persistent stress in the real estate sector could have wider macroeconomic and financial spillovers.”

China also faces highly uncertain global growth prospects and heightened geopolitical tension, the lender said.
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Australian Foreign Minister Raises ‘Principled View’ on Human Rights With Beijing, More Trade Talks to Come
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Foreign Minister Penny Wong has set out Australia’s position on human rights, trade blockages, and global security during high-level talks with Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi in Beijing on Dec. 21.

As the first official visit to Beijing from an Australian minister in three years with Wong’s trip signalling a potential thaw in Australia-China diplomatic relationships.

The senator brought up concerns about the arbitrary detainment of two Australian citizens, journalist Cheng Lei and writer Yang Hengjun.

“We advocate for a range of things in those discussions,” she told reporters. “They include for those Australians to be reunited with their families as soon as possible, but we also advocate for the observance of our consular agreements and for those Australians to have consular access.”

Wong also said she expressed to Beijing her government’s “principled view” on respect for human rights.

“Australia believes human rights are universal,” she said. “And that applies in terms of our views about Xinjiang or Tibet or Hong Kong.”

“Those are principles that Australia will continue to advocate.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong speaks to media during a press conference following a meeting with Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi at Diaoyutai State Guesthouse in Beijing, China, on Dec. 21, 2022. (AAP Image/Lukas Coch)


Beijing’s Foreign Minister Wang did not directly address human rights issues in those regions, but he warned that Australia and China should not “interfere” in the other’s “internal affairs,” according to Chinese state-owned media Xinhua.

He added that both countries had complementary economies and should promote development and cooperation in various fields.

However, Beijing continues to enforce its $20 billion (US$13.5 billion) worth of trade sanctions on Australian exports, which were placed in retaliation to the former Morrison government’s call for an independent investigation into the origins of COVID-19.

Senator Wong indicated she had particularly good discussions around trade, with both ministers agreeing to further dialogue to work through and remove the trade blockages.

“There was a discussion about opportunities for further dialogue to work through how we might do what I think is a message to both countries and consumers in both countries, and certainly in terms of Australian exporters and Chinese consumers. And that is for the trade blockages to be removed,” she said.

“We will look to continue to have dialogue, including structured dialogue on issues which are difficult.”

However, also declined to comment on whether Australia would support Beijing in its bid to join the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).

Prospect of Tensions Subsiding Murky

Meanwhile, Wang remarked that both countries did not have “historical grievances,” despite Beijing representatives leaking an unofficial document during the height of the diplomatic freeze between both countries that outlined “14 grievances.”

The grievance list was a list of demands the Australian government was supposed to address for relations to resume.

It included negative commentary from Australian media and MPs about the Chinese Communist Party (CCP); calls for an inquiry into the origins of COVID-19; the government’s cooperation-building efforts with Indo-Pacific partners; banning Huawei from the nation’s 5G network in 2018; and Australia’s foreign interference laws.

But Wong believed it was in Australia’s interest for the relationship with Beijing to be “stabilised.”

“We’ll be continuing to express the view that the comprehensive strategic partnership between Australia and China is architecture for dialogue and for engagement which will benefit both countries,” she said.

“We’ve continued to put the view that we are able to grow our bilateral relationship and uphold our respective national interests if we navigate our differences wisely.”

Prime Minister Anthony Albanese has consistently said while his government was willing to cooperate with Beijing, that did not mean he was willing to compromise on Australian values and national interests.

In May, he told reporters that Beijing needed to withdraw its list of 14 demands.

“I, whenever asked—must have been hundreds of times now—have said that the demands, which were placed by China, are entirely inappropriate. We reject all of them. We will determine our own values. We will determine Australia’s future direction,” Albanese said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Australia’s Prime Minister Anthony Albanese attends a bilateral meeting with Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida (not in picture), at the Akasaka Palace state guest house in Tokyo, Japan, on May 24, 2022. (Pool/Getty Images)


Diplomatic Relations Thawing but Change Not in Sight

Following Albanese’s meeting with Chinese leader Xi Jinping on the sidelines of the G20 summit in Bali in November, he cautioned Australians against any expectation of the immediate removal of trade sanctions.

“We have big differences to manage,” he said. “But we’re always going to be better off when we have dialogue and are able to talk constructively and respectfully, but also honestly, about what those differences are.”

Albanese also noted that the Chinese leader made no indication he would consider lifting the current trade sanction on Australian products despite saying both countries had “highly complementary economies.”

“The system doesn’t work that way,” Albanese said. “Australia’s position is very clear. I put the position, clearly, firmly, but politely. And that is what I intended to do. And that’s what I did.”

But foreign policy expert John Lee, who was the former senior advisor to Australian Foreign Minister Julie Bishop, said despite the meetings between Albanese, Xi, and President Joe Biden, any major change to bilateral ties was unlikely.

“Any verbal agreement with Xi should not be relied on or taken seriously given the Chinese leader’s long record of saying one thing and doing something else,” he previously told The Epoch Times.

“Rather than seek a verbal understanding with Xi which means very little, President Biden’s focus should be to discuss ways to work more closely with Asian allies and partners to constrain China’s strategic options and deter Beijing from considering the use of force to realise its objectives.”
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Akio Toyoda, president of Toyota Motor Corp., has said that automakers pursuing an electric-only agenda does not reflect the market reality because the technology and infrastructure are yet to mature, while a “silent majority” that align with that perspective can’t speak out.

“People involved in the auto industry are largely a silent majority,” Toyoda told reporters during a visit to Thailand, according to The Wall Street Journal. “That silent majority is wondering whether EVs [electric vehicles] are really OK to have as a single option. But they think it’s the trend so they can’t speak out loudly … Because the right answer is still unclear, we shouldn’t limit ourselves to just one option.”

While other carmakers have been pushing all-EV lineups, Toyota, the biggest automaker in the world, has largely stuck with its policy of focusing on a diverse range of vehicles, including hybrids and hydrogen-powered vehicles.

Toyota insists that hybrids remain a key technology in the current situation as EV vehicles usually tend to be more expensive and the battery charging infrastructure is yet to mature worldwide.

The Toyota chief also pointed out that electric options are not the only way to cut back on carbon emissions, and that hybrid models also provide such benefits. Electric alternatives like hydrogen-powered vehicles are starting to get positive responses from the auto industry and government officials, he noted.

Challenges and Distrust

Charging infrastructure is a key concern for the widespread adoption of EVs. Even in the United States, longer commutes on electric vehicles make less sense given the lack of a robust charging network.

“The coastal areas, the East and West Coast, that’s electrifying much quicker than the interior of the country,” said Volvo CEO Jim Rowan, according to The Wall Street Journal. Plug-in hybrids are important to warm customers up to the technology, he stated.

A survey published in October by the National Association of Convenience Stores (NACS) found that price sensitivity at the pump had not translated into more interest in EVs. Only half the drivers admitted to having a positive attitude toward such vehicles.

Only one in three drivers said they would consider buying an EV for convenience. Three in five drivers think they will face difficulties charging the electric vehicle outside their home, while 54 percent saw EVs as less reliable when compared to conventional vehicles.

“EVs are undoubtedly an important part of our future, but there is debate about the timeline for adoption,” said Jeff Lenard, NACS vice president of strategic industry initiatives, according to an Oct. 7 news release.

“Today’s drivers of gasoline-powered vehicles express range anxiety because of uncertainty around charging infrastructure availability. This is a valuable opportunity for retailers and others to address and educate future EV consumers.”

US Adoption

Several American states are taking action to push the adoption of electric vehicles and other alternatives to fossil fuel options.

In August, California regulators voted unanimously to approve a plan that will ban the sale of new internal combustion vehicles in the state by 2035. A fifth of the vehicles sold after 2035 can be plug-in hybrids.

This month, Oregon’s Environmental Quality Commission agreed to mandate 100 percent of new, light-duty vehicles sold in the state by 2035 to be zero-emission, which will hit gas-powered vehicle sales. Auto dealers have expressed dissatisfaction with the decision.

“We understand the desire to move towards more environmentally friendly sales of vehicles; however, the consumer demand is not there yet, or even 12 years from now, in 2035,” Greg Remensperger, executive vice president of the Oregon Auto Dealers Association, told The Epoch Times.

“We just don’t think the industry is going to be at a point where it will serve as 100 percent of the consumer demands.”

Beth Brelje contributed to this report.
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					The scientists who proposed that the COVID-19 Omicron variant had emerged in a broad range across Africa months before it was first detected in the south of the continent have retracted their paper, admitting that their samples were contaminated.

First identified in Botswana and South Africa in November 2021, the Omicron strain has since quickly spread across the world and become the most dominant variant of the virus. It’s unclear where Omicron actually first emerged. It could be that the two countries first spotted it because they have better genetic sequencing networks than their neighbors.

The question of where exactly Omicron’s predecessors were lurking still puzzles scientists. The highly transmissible strain’s closest-known genetic ancestor dates back to some time after mid-2020, meaning that it had generated all its unusual mutations completely without detection—despite unprecedented global efforts in genomic surveillance of the virus for more than a year.

Scientists have come up with three theories that could potentially explain Omicron’s origin.

They say it’s possible that the virus had been quietly transmitting and mutating in an area so poorly covered by scientists that an entire series of mutations that eventually led to Omicron was overlooked. Alternatively, the variant might have been accumulated mutations in a single patient, as part of a long-term infection. Or it could have jumped back and forth between human and animal hosts, such as rats.

The paper, published on Dec. 1 in Science, appeared to have confirmed the first theory.

For the study, a team of scientists at Charité University Hospital in Berlin conducted PCR analysis on more than 13,000 samples taken from COVID-19 patients between mid-2021 to early 2022 from 22 African countries. As a result, they found Omicron-specific PCR signals in 25 patient samples from six different Eastern and Western African countries, and concluded that genetically diverse Omicron ancestors already existed across Africa by August 2021.

The article has drawn much skepticism from the scientific community since its publication, with many experts questioning on social media whether the results came from contamination during the genetic sequencing process.

Among the critics is Dr. Tulio de Oliveira, a bioinformatician at Stellenbosch University in South Africa whose team is known for identifying the COVID-19 Beta variant. “The quality of the sequences seems problematic,” the professor wrote on Twitter. “Their produced sequences could be contaminated and the date of public sequences from GISAID from Africa predating Omicron was not confirmed (P.S. they exclude all non-African sequences with dubious dates).”

Upon revisiting their data, the researchers did discover contamination in their samples, as critics had suggested on social media.

“In a subsequent analysis of residual samples, they were found to be contaminated,” the 87-member Charité team said Dec. 21 in a statement annoucing the retraction of their paper. “It is no longer possible to establish the source of the contamination.”

“The contamination also makes it impossible to correct the analyses retrospectively in due time, because this would require additional analyses of thousands of patient samples from Africa that may not be available in sufficient quantity and quality. Therefore, in agreement with all the authors, the entire article is being retracted.”

“We made a mistake and that is bitter,” said senior author Felix Drexler, reported Science.

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the Omicron wave traveled around the world within just four weeks after washing over Southern Africa. It hit the United States after the Thanksgiving of 2021.

By March 2022, the WHO estimates that almost 90 percent of the global population had antibodies against the COVID-19 virus, whether through vaccination or infection.
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NASA Retires InSight Mars Mission After Lander Falls Silent
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NASA says it is retiring its InSight Mars lander mission, after over four years of collecting data on the red planet.

InSight recently fell silent for the first time since arriving on Mars, its power levels had been dwindling for months because of dust coating its solar panels.

InSight landed on Mars in 2018 and was the first spacecraft to document a marsquake.

It detected more than 1,300 marsquakes with its French-built seismometer, including several caused by meteoroid strikes.

The most recent marsquake sensed by InSight, earlier this year, left the ground shaking for at least six hours, according to NASA.

The seismometer readings shed light on Mars’ interior.

Just last week, scientists revealed that InSight scored another first, capturing a Martian dust devil not just in pictures, but sound.

In a stroke of luck, the whirling column of dust blew directly over the lander in 2021 when its microphone was on.

The lander’s other main instrument, however, encountered nothing but trouble.

A German digging device—meant to measure the temperature of Mars’ interior—never made it deeper than a couple feet (half a meter), well short of the intended 16 feet (5 meters).

NASA declared it dead nearly two years ago.

InSight recently sent back one last selfie, shared by NASA via Twitter on Monday.

The lander’s power levels have been dwindling for months because of all the dust coating its solar panels.

NASA still has two active rovers on Mars: Curiosity, roaming the surface since 2012, and Perseverance, which arrived early last year.

Perseverance is in the midst of creating a sample depot; the plan is to leave 10 tubes of rock cores on the Martian surface as a backup to samples on the rover itself.

NASA plans to bring some of these samples back to Earth in a decade, in its longtime search for signs of ancient microscopic life on Mars.

Perseverance also has a companion: a mini helicopter named Ingenuity.

It just completed its 37th flight and has now logged more than an hour of Martian flight time.
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Israeli Archaeologists Excavating ‘Jesus Midwife’ Tomb
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JERUSALEM—An ancient tomb traditionally associated with Jesus’s midwife is being excavated anew by archaeologists in the hills southwest of Jerusalem, the antiquities authority said Tuesday.

The intricately decorated Jewish burial cave complex dates to around the first century A.D., but it was later associated by local Christians with Salome, the midwife of Jesus in the Gospels. A Byzantine chapel was built at the site, which was a place of pilgrimage and veneration for centuries thereafter.

The cave was first found and excavated decades ago by an Israeli archaeologist. The cave’s large forecourt is now under excavation by archaeologists as part of a heritage trail development project in the region.

Crosses and inscriptions in Greek and Arabic carved in the cave walls during the Byzantine and Islamic periods indicate that the chapel was dedicated to Salome.

Pilgrims would “rent oil lamps, enter into the cave, used to pray, come out in give back the oil lamp,” said Ziv Firer, director of the excavation. “We found tens of them, with beautiful decorations of plants and flowers.”
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Scientists Develop Gelatinous Robots to Crawl Through Human Body to Deliver Medical Payloads or Diagnose Illnesses
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Scientists have developed miniature gelatinous robots that can crawl through the human body to deliver medicine or diagnose illnesses.

The “gelbot” is powered by little more than temperature changes, and its innovative design, which resembles an inchworm, is one of the most promising concepts in the field of soft robotics, according to Jill Rosen of John Hopkins University.

“It seems very simplistic, but this is an object moving without batteries, without wiring, without an external power supply of any kind—just on the swelling and shrinking of gel,” said David Gracias, a professor in the Department of Chemical and Biomolecular Engineering at Johns Hopkins University and a senior project leader.

“Our study shows how the manipulation of shape, dimensions, and patterning of gels can tune morphology to embody a kind of intelligence for locomotion.”

The 3D-printed robot, which is made out of gelatin, is intended to replace pills or intravenous injections, which could cause problematic side effects.

The prototype was announced in the journal Science Robotics, on Dec. 14.

Gelbot May Revolutionize Medicine in the 21st Century

Compared to most robots that are made out of hard materials like metals or plastics, the revolutionary “gelbot”consists an innovative water-based gel which feels like a gummy bear, making it more suitable for its task.

The team at John Hopkins said that the gels can “swell or shrink” in response to temperature, in order to be used to “create smart structures,” and they were able to demonstrate how they could move the jelly-like robots forward and backward on flat surfaces and maneuver them in certain directions, with an undulating, wave-like motion.

Gracias envisions the medical devices crawling through a patient’s body to deliver medication to a tumor, blood clot, or an infection directly, while not disturbing healthy tissue.

Unlike swallowed tablets or injected liquids, which have a time delayed effect, the tiny robot could hold back a dose of medicine and then immediately inject it when it reaches its target.

The researchers foresee the “gelbot” revolutionizing how doctors examine their patients by working as minimally invasive devices to assist with diagnoses and treatments.

Gracias is also planning to program the robots to crawl in response to variations in human biomarkers and biochemicals and test other worm and marine organism-inspired designs, along with the addition of cameras and sensors to their bodies.

He further plans to use the “gelbot” for other purposes such as marine exploration, or to patrol and monitor the ocean’s surface to fight maritime pollution.

Other Research Teams Are Working on Similar Robotic Designs

The team at John Hopkins are not the only ones looking to come up with a miniature medical robot device.

Two and a half years ago, researchers at Cornell University announced a project to develop tiny microscopic machines with legs that could move inside a patient to deliver drugs or assist with diagnoses like the “gelbot.”

This design, utilizing a mini-computer, was able to move via laser impulses and was small enough to live next to microorganisms that already lived inside a human body.

“The new robots are about 5 microns thick (a micron is one-millionth of a meter), 40 microns wide, and range from 40 to 70 microns in length,” said the Cornell report.

“Each bot consists of a simple circuit made from silicon photovoltaics—which essentially functions as the torso and brain—and four electrochemical actuators that function as legs.”

Meanwhile, another team at Stanford University earlier this year revealed a “Transformers-style robot” inspired by Japanese origami, the New York Post reported.

The “millibot,”much like the “gelbot,” is designed to carry medical payloads directly to a tumor, blood clot, or infection to dispense drugs or investigate a patient’s inner workings, said Dr. Ruike Zhao, one of the project’s co-leaders.

Zhao claims that the “spinning-enabled wireless amphibious origami millirobot” is “the most robust and multifunctional robot we have ever developed,”  and that it “has broad potential application in the biomedical field.”
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Makers of New Heavy Trucks Must Cut Nitrogen Oxide Pollution by Over 80 Percent: EPA
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) announced on Tuesday that new heavy truck makers will have to cut nitrogen oxide emissions by more than 80 percent, the latest move in an effort toward implementing the Biden administration’s “Clean Truck Plan.”

The new standards will go into effect from 2027.

Specifically, nitrogen oxide emissions from new semis and other heavy trucks will be limited to 35 milligrams per horsepower-hour. The current standard is 200 milligrams, the EPA said.

Nitrogen oxide is a sharp sweet-smelling gas that is released into the air from conventional vehicles, the burning of coal, oil, or natural gas, or through other processes such as arc welding, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

The gas is also used in the manufacturing of lacquers, dyes, and other chemicals, as well as rocket fuels and explosives.

While everyone is exposed to small amounts of nitrogen oxide in daily life, high exposure can lead to issues including respiratory illness, cardiovascular problems, and even death.

Officials said the latest standards will cut smog- and soot-forming emissions from heavy-duty trucks and help move America’s “highly polluting heavy-duty trucking fleet towards low-carbon and electric technologies.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] An Amazon Prime truck driver attempts a turn in Los Angeles, California, on Amazon Prime Day, July 12, 2022. (Frederic J. Brown/AFP via Getty Images)


Biden Admin Pushes for Zero-Emission Vehicles

The move comes as the Biden administration works toward transitioning to zero-emission vehicles and continues to push for Americans to use electric vehicles, despite them being largely unaffordable for many.

“EPA is taking significant action to protect public health, especially the health of 72 million people living near truck freight routes in America, including our most vulnerable populations in historically overburdened communities,” said EPA Administrator Michael S. Regan in a statement.

“But we’re not stopping there. This is just the first action under EPA’s Clean Trucks Plan to pave the way toward a zero-emission future. These rigorous standards, coupled with historic investments from the Inflation Reduction Act and the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, will accelerate President [Joe] Biden’s ambitious agenda to overhaul the nation’s trucking fleet, deliver cleaner air, and protect people and the planet.”

The agency also says the new rule, which includes provisions for longer useful life and warranty periods, will bring in $29 billion in annual net benefits.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] U.S. Vice President Kamala Harris speaks with SemaConnect CEO Mahi Reddy at the Prince George’s County Brandywine Maintenance Facility during a visit to announce the Biden administration’s Electric Vehicle Charging Action Plan, in Brandywine, Maryland, on Dec. 13, 2021. (Kevin Lamarque/Reuters)


New Rule Will Be a ‘Challenge to Implement’

The new rule also requires vehicle makers to better ensure that engines and emission control systems work properly on the road.

According to the EPA, catalytic reduction technology is available for truck engine manufacturers to meet the large reduction in nitrogen oxide starting in 2027. It added that the new standards are “feasible.”

As heavy trucks are slowly replaced by newer vehicles, manufacturers should reduce nitrogen oxide emissions by 48 percent by 2045, the EPA said.

The latest rule is part of EPA’s “Clean Trucks Plan,” which was first announced in August 2021 and aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and other air pollutants from heavy-duty trucks through the implementation of a number of new rules over the next three years.

The Owner-Operator Independent Drivers Association, which represents independent truck drivers, said the new rule will effectively push truck owners to stay with older, less-efficient vehicles as they will no longer be able to afford new ones.

Elsewhere, the Truck and Engine Manufacturers Association said the newly-announced measure will be a challenge to implement but said it will work with members to ensure it is.

“Ultimately the success or failure of this rule hinges on the willingness and ability of trucking fleets to invest in purchasing the new technology to replace their older, higher-emitting vehicles,” the association said in a statement.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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An Australian solar-powered car weighing a quarter that of a Tesla has provisionally broken the record for the fastest electric vehicle (EV) in the world.

Built from scratch by a group of 45 engineering students, the car travelled at an average speed of nearly 85 kilometres per hour and set the “unofficial” team record for the “Fastest EV over 1,000km on a single charge.”

Sunswift 7’s team overcame many hurdles to beat the previous record by six minutes, including a tyre puncture and battery issue causing the car to come to a complete halt.

The race cars were not allowed to stop for more than 15 minutes, so the team had to get moving just as quickly while at the same time fixing the battery, and returning to the track with just ten seconds to spare.

Sunswift 7’s manager and mechanical engineering student at the University of New South Wales (UNSW) Andrea Holden said that the COVID-19 pandemic stalled their project including participation in another race, the biennial Bridgestone World Solar Challenge.

“Two years ago, when we started to build this car, everything was going into lockdown and there were a lot of difficult moments.”

Fortunately, the students had the mentorship of Prof. Richard Hopkins who has previously won four Formula One world titles.

“These are not the best-paid professional car makers in Stuttgart working for Mercedes,” he said.

“This is a bunch of very smart amateurs who have taken all the ingredients and put it together in a brilliant way.”

“This team has focused on ultimate efficiency in order to break this world record. They have shown what is ultimately achievable if you concentrate on aerodynamics, rolling resistance, and the use of smart materials.”

According to UNSW, the energy consumption was just 3.8 kWh/100km, whereas EVs on the road today only achieve a rating of around 15kWh/100km.

The Guinness World Record certificate will be awarded to Sunswift 7 once a team of experts analyses and confirms the car’s timing and data.

EV Makers Currently Taking Losses

Hopkins noted that Sunswift 7 isn’t a production car of the future, since it is missing a host of features, such as airbags and air conditioning systems, and the cost is also prohibitive.

EV makers have been slammed with sky-high operational costs worldwide due to the latest wave of inflation.

Several EV startups recorded significant financial losses in the last quarter including Lucid Group, which saw its market value drop by two-thirds, to about $20 billion this year, after hitting a peak of $95 billion in November 2021.

The EV industry and government policymakers have long claimed that prices would come down as battery packs became more efficient to manufacture.

However, many car owners are reluctant to switch from their combustion-powered cars, which are viewed as more mechanically reliable and cheaper to replace.
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Male Scientists, It’s Time to Pack Your Bags
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Commentary

A few months ago, a few dozen women gathered in a room in Sydney to participate in a Wikipedia “edit-a-thon,” aimed at writing profiles of women in STEM, heaping praise on these academics simply because they are female. In two hours, the group had created nine new profiles about female scientists/researchers and edited 22 existing profiles to make them sound even better.

It is all part of a huge promotional campaign—the massive remake of science where stale white male scientists no longer deserve attention, no matter what their achievements.

All the attention now is on pushing women into positions of prominence in the STEM world, with “gender equity” deemed far more important than traditional considerations of merit and rigor.

Just look at what has happened to our major source of funding for medical research—the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC). This important body is easily the main source of funding for medical research in Australia with a budget of over $1 billion (US$668 million).

It was the appointment of Immunology Professor Anne Kelso in 2015 as CEO of the NHMRC that turbocharged the ongoing push to get more women into top positions in science. The result has been systematic discrimination against male scientists, starving them of funding.

Kelso’s effort for the sisterhood has been relentless. In her first year, she introduced regular monitoring of all scientific institutions to make sure they have policies in place to advantage women over men.

Next, in 2017, she brought in Structural Priority Funding, which divided grant money into two parts, one for the best research proposals and the other for women whose proposals weren’t good enough to make the cut.

By 2021, reviewers of grant proposals assessing candidates’ work histories were required to consider the time mothers were spending outside of the workforce as if that had been devoted to producing high-quality research.

‘Equal’ Funding

Then came the big one, the push for equal grants for women.

Last year, the public propaganda exercise began, with compliant media dutifully making the case for an “equitable research landscape.”

A petition popped up asking for the NHMRC to “allocate the same amount of funding to each gender,” and the organization released a discussion paper presenting various options designed to give women more funding from the critical Investigator Grant Scheme, which awards over $375 million in research funding each year.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A researcher works in a lab that is developing testing for the COVID-19 coronavirus at Hackensack Meridian Health Center for Discovery and Innovation in Nutley, N.J., on Feb. 28, 2020. (Kena Betancur/Getty Images)


The NHRMC’s initial preference, option three, involved separating applications based on gender and allocating an equal number of grants to each gender.

But then it emerged that while this approach would be highly effective at discriminating against more senior male researchers, it actually discriminated against early career men less than the existing system.

Naturally, the NHMRC decided to keep the existing discriminatory system for early career researchers and introduce option three for senior researchers. By October this year, it was announced that this had become policy.

Now, here’s the twist. On the very same day the new policy was announced, the NHMRC released data showing that it actually wasn’t true that men received most of the Investigator Grants—women already received 52.9 percent.

Now It’s Female-Only

In an interview in November, Anne Kelso evaded a question about the current gender balance of grant recipients and said of the discrimination “as soon as it’s achieved its goal, we’ll stop.”

It’s hard to believe this gender warrior was unaware of the most recent statistics which means she must have known the ostensible goal was in the rearview mirror.

Academics normally have the good sense to keep quiet about the discrimination taking place in their ranks. Yet this latest outrage saw many come out of the woodwork, like Emeritus Professor Anthony Jorm who argued that “Australia’s unnecessary new NHMRC policy will lead to a decline in scientific quality.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Australia’s latest National Research Infrastructure Roadmap has been launched. (Yves Herman/Reuters)


The famous American scientist Lawrence Kraus wrote that the NHMRC “breaks new ground for anti-male bias.” And Professor Georgia Trench on Sky News Australia stated that “Australia should be funding female scientists on merit, not gender quotas.”

A number of senior scientists were prepared to speak anonymously about the brave new world of Australian science, where many job selection panels now require a 50-50 shortlist, even in areas where male applicants outnumber females four or five to one.

This is a world where there’s a steady stream of female-only positions and female-only awards.

Astronomer Lisa Kewley, originally from the Australian National University and now at Harvard, wrote in the influential journal Nature, complaining about how difficult it has been for them to push through more women using “standard merit-based appointments.”

She has far better ideas:

“Faster change in the number of women is being achieved in some departments through merit-based female-only hires. Open and transparent female-only hires avoid implicit bias towards male applicants …

“One of the main concerns regarding female-only positions is that the recruited female hired may be labelled as a “token” woman. This concern can be mitigated by making female-only positions highly prestigious to encourage outstanding women in the field to submit applications … Another proven method to overcome the token woman label is to advertise for multiple female positions simultaneously.”

There’s nothing like proudly boasting of plans for blatant discrimination against men, is there?

Enforcing the Closed Shop

Then there’s the Australian federal government initiative, “Superstars of STEM” (SoS), which one scientist described as a ruse to “justify subsequent preferential appointments (especially to tenured positions), by padding the CV of female applicants.”

He reports a typical conversation at a job selection panel. “Yes, Mr. XY has published twice as many refereed papers as Ms. XX … BUT … she is a Superstar of STEM and she is regularly interviewed by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. Hiring an SoS would enhance the reputation of our department, her research will get much more coverage on The Conversation website and, above all, the appointment of an SoS would give our university additional points next year to earn an Athena-Swan silver medal! So, she gets the job.”

What is this mysterious Athena Swan medal?

“It’s a mafia system,” he explains, describing how it works to push universities to compete using women-only jobs and perks, increasing the number of female scientists in order to gain the prestigious Athena Swan medals for their institution.

“Such-and-such university already has an Athena Silver, and we are only Athena Bronze …. You don’t want our university to lag behind them, Comrade, do you?”

The NHMRC really didn’t need to impose this latest outrage. The system is already sewn up—a very good reason for all competent male scientists to pack their bags and head overseas.

Asia, here they come.

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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Bill Gates: No One Wants to Be ‘The First to Say It,’ but the Paris Agreement Climate Goal Is Not Within Reach
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Software billionaire Bill Gates recently admitted that the climate change target as established by the Paris Climate Accord will likely not be met.

The 2015 Paris Climate Accord has a goal of limiting global warming below 2 degrees C—and preferably below 1.5 degrees C—compared to preindustrial levels. In a recent interview with Reuters, Gates said that while no one wants to be “the first to say it,” the math shows the target is not within reach. Taking into account “the overall scale of our industrial economy … we’re going to have to do mind-blowing work to stay below 2 degrees.”

Gates has invested more than $2 billion in climate technologies. He founded the Breakthrough Energy Group in 2015, which funds areas that advance low-carbon tech.

Gates believes the global challenge is now shifting toward ensuring people are able to adapt to a harsher, hotter climate.

Breakthrough Group also funds adaptation-related work, which includes technologies that can develop crop strains capable of withstanding drought, help control forest fires, and so on.

Companies exploring low-carbon ideas need technical and investment support to help push them beyond the pilot phase and to scale up manufacturing, Gates said.

US Involvement

Under the Trump administration, the United States pulled out from the Paris agreement in November 2020. Back in 2019, when he announced the departure, Trump said that the “one-sided” climate agreement was “terrible” for the United States.

“It was almost as though it was meant to hurt the competitiveness—really, [the] competitiveness of the United States. So, we did away with that one,” he said at the time.

Then in January 2021, just hours after being sworn in, President Joe Biden issued an executive order to have the United States rejoin the agreement.

In a November op-ed, Stephen Moore, a senior fellow at the Heritage Foundation, pointed out that the United States is not even the top polluter in the world, a position that goes to China.

In 2020, China ranked as the top-polluting nation, emitting 9,899 million tons of CO2 into the atmosphere. The United States came in at a distant second, with only half the emissions, at 4,457 million tons.

Moore batted for gas to be the “21st-century power source,” calling it the planet’s “wonder fuel.” He criticized the push to switch to “expensive 19th century” energy sources like solar panels and windmills.

Warming and CO2

In an interview with Epoch TV’s “Crossroads,” Gregory Wrightstone, executive director of the CO2 Coalition, a nonprofit organization with a mission to educate about the role of CO2 in the environment, pointed out that carbon dioxide (CO2) is actually beneficial to the planet, rather than a damaging pollutant as characterized by mainstream media.

Over the past few thousand years, there were three warming periods, with each of these warming periods being much warmer than today. However, not only were the carbon dioxide levels much lower, but these warming periods were hugely beneficial for mankind, giving rise to major civilizations.

Abundant CO2, which plants consume, helps plants retain more water. This raises the moisture content in the soil and helps to limit fires around the world, he pointed out.

Wrightstone noted that natural gas is a clean energy source as its byproducts from burning are mostly CO2 and water vapor, which are both “very beneficial molecules.”
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2 Earth-Like Planets Found in Part of Universe Where Life Could Survive
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A team of international scientists led by researchers from the Instituto de Astrofisica de Canarias (IAC) has discovered two earth-like planets orbiting a red dwarf star that lies within the habitability zone of the star.

The newly discovered planets, GJ 1002b and GJ 1002c, are orbiting the star GJ 1002 which is located less than 16 light years from the solar system. Both planets have masses similar to Earth. While the GJ 1002b takes a bit more than 10 days to orbit the star, GJ 1002c takes double the time at more than 21 days.

The GJ 1002 is a star that barely has an eighth of the mass of the sun. Being a cool and faint star, the habitability zone is also quite close to it.

“Nature seems bent on showing us that Earth-like planets are very common. With these two we now know [seven] in planetary systems quite near to the sun,” said Alejandro Suarez Mascareno, an IAC researcher, according to a Dec. 15 IAC news release.

The proximity of the star to Earth’s solar system means the two planets are excellent candidates for characterization of their atmospheres, either based on thermal emission or reflected light.

The Discovery

The discovery was made from two space-gazing instruments, the Carmenes (Calar Alto high-Resolution search for M dwarfs with Exoearths with Near-infrared and optical Echelle Spectrographs) and Espresso (Echelle SPectrograph for Rocky Exoplanets and Stable Spectroscopic Observations).

The star GJ 1002 was observed by Carmenes between 2017 and 2019, with Espresso watching it between 2019 and 2021.

“Because of its low temperature, the visible light from GJ 1002 is too faint to measure its variations in velocity with the majority of spectrographs,” said Ignasi Ribas, a researcher at the Institute of Space Sciences (ICE-CSIC), according to the release.

Carmenes is superior to other spectrographs aimed at detecting variations in the velocities of stars thanks to its wider range of sensitivity of near-infrared wavelengths. This allowed it to study the star from the Calar Alto observatory in Spain.

During the four years between 2017 and 2021, the research team used 139 spectroscopic observations, which refer to deep space radiation measurements, to identify the planets, according to Science Alert. Due to the relative proximity of GJ 1002b and GJ 1002c, more detailed observations are easier to do.

Watery Planet

The discovery of GJ 1002b and GJ 1002c comes months after a potential watery planet was identified. In August, an international team of researchers led by Charles Cadieux, a Ph.D. student at the Universite de Montreal, announced the discovery of an exoplanet that likely contains water in liquid form.

The exoplanet, TOI-1452b, is orbiting TOI-1452, a star from a binary system located in the Draco constellation roughly 100 light years from earth. Slightly greater in mass and size than the earth, the planet is located at a distance from the star in a way that the temperature would neither be too hot nor too cold for it to harbor liquid water on the surface.

“TOI-1452 b is one of the best candidates for an ocean planet that we have found to date,” said Cadieux, according to a university news release. “Its radius and mass suggest a much lower density than what one would expect for a planet that is basically made up of metal and rock, like Earth.”

According to certain specialists at the university, their analysis of the planet shows that up to 30 percent of its mass might be made up of water, which is similar to Saturn’s moon, Titan, and Jupiter’s moon, Ganymede.
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Three Adelaide-based Chinese men have been charged for illegally obtaining the personal details of Spotify, Netflix, and Foxtel customers by using data leaked from Australian telecommunications giant Optus.

Sheng Li, 24, on Dec. 20 faced 76 charges of money laundering and the federal charge of conspiracy, although he was initially charged with using other people’s identities to commit offences, Adelaide Now reported on Dec. 21.

Meanwhile, Renzhong Chen, 31, and Xiaoxin Zheng, 20 were charged with conspiracy, which means they could be subject to more than 12 years of imprisonment. Chen was also charged with unlawful possession, which carries the maximum penalty of two years in jail or $10,000 (US$6,700) under South Australian law.

The phishing scam has reportedly affected 1,500 people.

Three men have applied for bail in the Port Adelaide Magistrates Court. They currently remain in custody. 

It was also reported that Police Prosecutor John Payne told the court that the accusations, in this case, were “extremely complex” and the charges of money laundering could go up to hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

Court documents show the trio carried out the hack in November, two months after Optus suffered a cyber attack—breaching its firewall—that saw the private information of millions of Australians placed onto the dark web.

It came amid a spate of cyberattacks that saw major institutions suffer huge data leaks including Australia’s largest private insurer Medibank, energy firm EnergyAustralia, supermarket giant Woolworths, as well as the Australian Department of Defence.

On Sept. 23, an alleged hacker called Optusdata announced on BreachForums, a dark web hacking community forum, that they obtained 11.2 million Optus customer details, and 3.66 million driving licence numbers.

The hacker released two sample batches, each containing the records of 100 current and former Optus customers, and threatened that it would continue leaking those details until Optus paid them $1 million.

The released data also contained email addresses from the Department of Defence and the Office of the Prime Minister and Cabinet.

But the alleged attacker later apologised for the attack, deleted their posts and claimed they had also deleted the only copy of the Optus data.

“Too many eyes. We will not sale [sic] data to anyone. We can’t if we even want to: personally deleted data from drive (Only copy),” they wrote online.

“Sorry too [sic] 10,200 Australian whos [sic] data was leaked.

“Australia will see no gain in fraud, this can be monitored. Maybe for 10,200 Australian but rest of population no. Very sorry to you.”

In light of the data breach, the Victorian government announced that almost one million people in the state will be eligible for a new driver’s licence to secure their personal details.
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Scientists Develop Gelatinous Robots to Crawl Through Human Body to Deliver Medical Payloads or Diagnose Illnesses
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Scientists have developed miniature gelatinous robots that can crawl through the human body to deliver medicine or diagnose illnesses.

The “gelbot” is powered by little more than temperature changes, and its innovative design, which resembles an inchworm, is one of the most promising concepts in the field of soft robotics, according to Jill Rosen of John Hopkins University.

“It seems very simplistic, but this is an object moving without batteries, without wiring, without an external power supply of any kind—just on the swelling and shrinking of gel,” said David Gracias, a professor in the Department of Chemical and Biomolecular Engineering at Johns Hopkins University and a senior project leader.

“Our study shows how the manipulation of shape, dimensions, and patterning of gels can tune morphology to embody a kind of intelligence for locomotion.”

The 3D-printed robot, which is made out of gelatin, is intended to replace pills or intravenous injections, which could cause problematic side effects.

The prototype was announced in the journal Science Robotics, on Dec. 14.

Gelbot May Revolutionize Medicine in the 21st Century

Compared to most robots that are made out of hard materials like metals or plastics, the revolutionary “gelbot”consists an innovative water-based gel which feels like a gummy bear, making it more suitable for its task.

The team at John Hopkins said that the gels can “swell or shrink” in response to temperature, in order to be used to “create smart structures,” and they were able to demonstrate how they could move the jelly-like robots forward and backward on flat surfaces and maneuver them in certain directions, with an undulating, wave-like motion.

Gracias envisions the medical devices crawling through a patient’s body to deliver medication to a tumor, blood clot, or an infection directly, while not disturbing healthy tissue.

Unlike swallowed tablets or injected liquids, which have a time delayed effect, the tiny robot could hold back a dose of medicine and then immediately inject it when it reaches its target.

The researchers foresee the “gelbot” revolutionizing how doctors examine their patients by working as minimally invasive devices to assist with diagnoses and treatments.

Gracias is also planning to program the robots to crawl in response to variations in human biomarkers and biochemicals and test other worm and marine organism-inspired designs, along with the addition of cameras and sensors to their bodies.

He further plans to use the “gelbot” for other purposes such as marine exploration, or to patrol and monitor the ocean’s surface to fight maritime pollution.

Other Research Teams Are Working on Similar Robotic Designs

The team at John Hopkins are not the only ones looking to come up with a miniature medical robot device.

Two and a half years ago, researchers at Cornell University announced a project to develop tiny microscopic machines with legs that could move inside a patient to deliver drugs or assist with diagnoses like the “gelbot.”

This design, utilizing a mini-computer, was able to move via laser impulses and was small enough to live next to microorganisms that already lived inside a human body.

“The new robots are about 5 microns thick (a micron is one-millionth of a meter), 40 microns wide, and range from 40 to 70 microns in length,” said the Cornell report.

“Each bot consists of a simple circuit made from silicon photovoltaics—which essentially functions as the torso and brain—and four electrochemical actuators that function as legs.”

Meanwhile, another team at Stanford University earlier this year revealed a “Transformers-style robot” inspired by Japanese origami, the New York Post reported.

The “millibot,”much like the “gelbot,” is designed to carry medical payloads directly to a tumor, blood clot, or infection to dispense drugs or investigate a patient’s inner workings, said Dr. Ruike Zhao, one of the project’s co-leaders.

Zhao claims that the “spinning-enabled wireless amphibious origami millirobot” is “the most robust and multifunctional robot we have ever developed,”  and that it “has broad potential application in the biomedical field.”
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Apple Fined 1 Million Euros by Paris Court Over App Store Practices
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PARIS—The Paris Commercial Court on Monday fined iPhone maker Apple just over 1 million euros ($1.06 million) for imposing abusive commercial clauses on French app developers for access to the company’s App Store, the court ruling showed.

The ruling, seen by Reuters, said there was no need to order Apple, which has a market value of about $2.1 trillion, to tweak the App Store’s clauses because the European Union’s incoming Digital Markets Act would require changes in any case.

While tiny in size compared to the huge profits generated by Apple, the Paris court’s fine is another sign of the legal pressures Apple faces to loosen its grip over the App Store, so far the only gateway for alternative app developers to access customers.

An Apple spokesman said the U.S. company would review the ruling and believed “in vibrant and competitive markets where innovation can flourish.”

“Through the App Store, we’ve helped French developers of all sizes share their passion and creativity with users around the world while creating a secure and trusted place for customers,” the spokesman added.

Apple faces heightened antitrust scrutiny over its contractual practices following the adoption of new EU legislation that targets so-called digital “gatekeepers” online—tech firms whose platforms and softwares have become unavoidable for smaller digital companies.

The Digital Markets Act (DMA) in particular will force Apple and fellow tech giant Google to provide space for third-party app stores on their respective iOS and Android devices.

The DMA came into force on Nov. 1 and there is now a six-month implementation stage before it starts to apply for the most part from May 2, 2023.

($1 = 0.9413 euros)

By Layli Foroudi
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An Australian solar-powered car weighing a quarter that of a Tesla has provisionally broken the record for the fastest electric vehicle (EV) in the world.

Built from scratch by a group of 45 engineering students, the car travelled at an average speed of nearly 85 kilometres per hour and set the “unofficial” team record for the “Fastest EV over 1,000km on a single charge.”

Sunswift 7’s team overcame many hurdles to beat the previous record by six minutes, including a tyre puncture and battery issue causing the car to come to a complete halt.

The race cars were not allowed to stop for more than 15 minutes, so the team had to get moving just as quickly while at the same time fixing the battery, and returning to the track with just ten seconds to spare.

Sunswift 7’s manager and mechanical engineering student at the University of New South Wales (UNSW) Andrea Holden said that the COVID-19 pandemic stalled their project including participation in another race, the biennial Bridgestone World Solar Challenge.

“Two years ago, when we started to build this car, everything was going into lockdown and there were a lot of difficult moments.”

Fortunately, the students had the mentorship of Prof. Richard Hopkins who has previously won four Formula One world titles.

“These are not the best-paid professional car makers in Stuttgart working for Mercedes,” he said.

“This is a bunch of very smart amateurs who have taken all the ingredients and put it together in a brilliant way.”

“This team has focused on ultimate efficiency in order to break this world record. They have shown what is ultimately achievable if you concentrate on aerodynamics, rolling resistance, and the use of smart materials.”

According to UNSW, the energy consumption was just 3.8 kWh/100km, whereas EVs on the road today only achieve a rating of around 15kWh/100km.

The Guinness World Record certificate will be awarded to Sunswift 7 once a team of experts analyses and confirms the car’s timing and data.

EV Makers Currently Taking Losses

Hopkins noted that Sunswift 7 isn’t a production car of the future, since it is missing a host of features, such as airbags and air conditioning systems, and the cost is also prohibitive.

EV makers have been slammed with sky-high operational costs worldwide due to the latest wave of inflation.

Several EV startups recorded significant financial losses in the last quarter including Lucid Group, which saw its market value drop by two-thirds, to about $20 billion this year, after hitting a peak of $95 billion in November 2021.

The EV industry and government policymakers have long claimed that prices would come down as battery packs became more efficient to manufacture.

However, many car owners are reluctant to switch from their combustion-powered cars, which are viewed as more mechanically reliable and cheaper to replace.
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Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg Takes Witness Stand in FTC Case
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SAN JOSE, California—Mark Zuckerberg, the CEO of Facebook’s parent company Meta, took the witness stand Tuesday in a trial over U.S. antitrust regulators’ effort to stop the tech giant from buying a virtual reality startup called Within Unlimited.

At issue is whether Meta’s acquisition of the small company that makes a VR fitness app called Supernatural will hurt competition in the emerging virtual reality market. If the deal is allowed to go through, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) argues, it would violate antitrust laws and dampen innovation, hurting consumers who may face higher prices and fewer options outside platforms controlled by Meta Platforms Inc.

Meta, meanwhile, wants to poke holes in the FTC’s argument that there even exists a distinct market for what the FTC calls “VR dedicated fitness apps.”

During his testimony at the trial in San Jose, California, Zuckerberg seemed to play down the notion that fitness is a distinct, top category in VR. He said, while fitness is one “use case” for virtual reality, other uses—namely games, communication, and socializing and work—have been the primary ones that Meta has been focusing on.

“While we focused on a number of use cases,” Zuckerberg said, there was a common order of popularity—with games, social, and work as the top three and “sort of a longer tail” of other uses for VR that includes fitness.

Whether or not VR fitness apps are a distinct market is key in the case because the FTC is arguing that Meta’s entry into this space through the Within acquisition would stifle competition. If there’s no defined market, it becomes more difficult to prove that case.

The FTC, however, argues that not only is Meta a potential entrant into this market, but that it had the resources and ability to create its own VR fitness app instead of acquiring the top independent player in the market.

FTC lawyer Abby Dennis pointed out that in Facebook’s early days, the company Zuckerberg founded in his Harvard dorm room rejected acquisition offers from a host of big tech companies—including Google, Yahoo, and Microsoft.

“You would agree with me that Facebook continued to successfully innovate even though it never got acquired?” she asked Zuckerberg, who replied affirmatively.

And “the reason why Facebook has been able to succeed for 20 years is because it continues to innovate even though it never got acquired?” she continued, and Zuckerberg responded, “Yes.”

But the Meta CEO later testified that even though his company was “looking at” developing its own VR fitness app before deciding to acquire Within Unlimited in 2021, the business environment has changed and “there is almost no chance” it would start such a project today.

Meta, like other companies reliant on online advertising for revenue, saw a big business boost during the pandemic lockdown when people were staying home glued to their phones and computers. But that didn’t last. Online ad spending is on the decline, competition, notably from rival TikTok, is growing, and Meta recently laid off 13 percent of its workforce.

Given the current business and economic environment, Zuckerberg said that if Meta had started a project to build a VR fitness app and “it didn’t have any traction,” it would have likely canceled it.

The case, expected to wrap up Tuesday, is being heard by U.S. District Judge Edward Davila, who also oversaw the trial of disgraced Theranos founder Elizabeth Holmes and her partner Ramesh “Sunny” Balwani. Both were sentenced to over a decade in prison for their roles in the company’s blood-testing hoax.

Meta had originally planned to close the deal by Dec. 31, but this week it extended that date to Jan. 31, pending the outcome of the case. Meta’s Chief Technology Officer Andrew Bosworth said in Monday testimony that the company needs to get the deal done soon, and if the case isn’t resolved in a timely fashion, it will probably walk away.

“These things, the longer they are drawn out, the harder it is for both entities to operate,” Bosworth said.

By Barbara Ortutay
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Lawsuit Claims TikTok Violates Pennsylvania Wiretapping and Surveillance Rules
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TikTok records every keystroke, click, swipe, and text communication—including information written but not sent by the user—when users enter other websites through the app.

That level of surveillance not only goes beyond user expectations, but in some states, it is a violation of wiretapping laws, a class action lawsuit filed last week in Pennsylvania alleges.

The case claims TikTok violates the Pennsylvania Wiretapping and Electronic Surveillance Control Act, which bans the interception and recording of private communications without prior consent of all parties to the conversation.

For example, to record a phone conversation, both parties must agree to the recording. The same goes for certain electronic snooping. These states have similar laws: California, Delaware, Florida, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, and Washington.

The case against TikTok and its parent company ByteDance Ltd. was brought by Isabella Kowalski, 19, of Warrington, Pennsylvania, who has had TikTok installed on her phone since 2018. Kowalski could not be reached for this story. The Epoch Times requested comment from her Philadelphia attorney, Kenneth J. Grunfeld, and from TikTok and ByteDance.

In November, Kowalski visited a makeup company link through the TikTok app and shared personal information on that website to purchase a product from that company. She never agreed to share that information with TikTok, court papers say.

‘Looking Over the Shoulder’

“When a purchase is made via TikTok’s in-app browser, [TikTok] automatically intercepts all the details of the purchase entered by the user, including the name of the purchaser, their address, telephone number, credit card or bank information, usernames, passwords, dates of birth, and other personal information,” says the complaint filed in U.S. District Court in the Eastern District of Pennsylvania.

“After intercepting and capturing the website communications, [TikTok] uses those website communications to recreate the Pennsylvania citizen’s entire visit to the website. [TikTok] creates and saves video replay of the user’s behavior on the website for analysis. This is the electronic equivalent of ‘looking over the shoulder’ of each visitor to the websites for the entire duration of their website interaction.”

The information, taken without the user’s consent, is used to send more targeted advertising to the user, court papers allege.

Kowalski is the lead plaintiff on the case, which is presented as a class action lawsuit that will likely include thousands of people.

In 2021, TikTok was the most popular app in the United States. It had 1.2 billion active users globally in the fourth quarter of that year. In 2021, TikTok generated an estimated $4.6 billion in revenue, with the United States as TikTok’s largest market outside of China, court papers say.

The case alludes to the addictive nature of TikTok through the way it engages the brain.

“The content on the TikTok app is aimed at perpetuating its users’ dopamine (i.e., the neurotransmitter released in the brain to give a sense of reward or accomplishment), typically with videos less than one minute long,” the complaint says. “Just as with a slot machine at a casino, users can find themselves scrolling the TikTok app for hours without realizing it, awash in a dopamine rush.”

The suit asks the court to determine whether TikTok violated the Pennsylvania Wiretapping and Electronic Surveillance Control Act and whether the company is liable for damages.

The Pennsylvania law calls for a fine of $1,000 a day for each violation.
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Scammers Steal Huge Food Shipments Using Online Technique


						[image: An engineering student takes part in a hacking challenge near Paris, on Mar. 16, 2013. (Thomas Samson/AFP via Getty Images)]
An engineering student takes part in a hacking challenge near Paris, on Mar. 16, 2013. (Thomas Samson/AFP via Getty Images)
						

							
							Business & Markets							
						
By Naveen Athrappully
				[image: Naveen Athrappully]
				Naveen Athrappully




				Naveen Athrappully is a news reporter covering business and world events at The Epoch Times.


				


								December 20, 2022
								Updated: December 20, 2022
							


Multiple federal agencies have issued a joint cybersecurity advisory (CSA) warning the food and agriculture sector about incidents of criminal actors using business email compromise (BEC) tactics to steal food shipments.

The advisory was issued on Dec. 15 by the FBI, the Food and Drug Administration Office of Criminal Investigations (FDA OCI), and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). In a BEC attack, an employee receives an email that appears official but, in reality, was sent by an impostor attempting to trick the entity for information or money.

The advisory focuses on criminals who use BEC to impersonate employees of legitimate companies to order food products. “The victim company fulfills the order and ships the goods, but the criminals do not pay for the products,” the advisory states.

“Criminals may repackage stolen products for individual sale without regard for food safety regulations and sanitation practices, risking contamination, or omitting necessary information about ingredients, allergens, or expiration dates. Counterfeit goods of lesser quality can damage a company’s reputation.”

The advisory calls BEC one of the “most financially damaging online crimes.” Data from the FBI’s Internet Crime Complaint Center estimates BEC victims to have lost almost $2.4 billion in 2021.

The Crime

Threat actors usually create email accounts and websites that closely resemble a legitimate company. Some even gain access to a company’s email system for sending fraudulent mails.

When communicating with the victim company, criminals make use of actual employee names, thereby strengthening the validity of the scam. Company logos are copied to ensure the authenticity of emails. The criminals then falsify credit applications, and deceive victims into extending credit.

In August 2022, a food distributor supplied two full truckloads of powdered milk in response to a request that seemed to come from a multinational snack and food beverage corporation. It was later found to be fraudulent, with scammers having used an email with an extra letter in the domain name. The victim firm had to cough up $160,000 for the shipment from their supplier.

In February 2022, four fraudulent firms placed large orders for milk products from a food manufacturer valued at $600,000. Only after the orders were picked up did the manufacturer realize they were scammed.

Recommendations and Potential Rise in BEC Scams

The advisory recommended multiple mitigation options, including independently verifying contact information provided by vendors or customers, carefully checking email IDs and hyperlinks for variations, conducting web searches for your company to identify similar domain names that could be used in a scam, and educating employees about BEC scams as well as preventive strategies.

It asked victims of BEC fraud to notify such activity immediately to the FBI Internet Crime Complaint Center. In an interview with Wired, longtime digital scams researcher Crane Hassold pointed out that the number of BEC scams are likely to rise in the future.

The increasing attention on ransomware has made many governments take strict action against such activities, he noted. As such, the return on investment for ransomware attacks for scammers is going to be negatively affected, which could boost BEC attacks.

“Ransomware actors are not going to say, ‘Oh, hey, you got me’ and go away. So it’s possible that you would have this new threat where you have the more sophisticated actors behind ransomware campaigns moving over to the BEC space where all the money is being made,” Hassold said.
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Elon Musk Breaks Silence After Poll Votes in Favor of His Resignation as Twitter CEO
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Elon Musk has taken to Twitter for the first time to address a poll he conducted on the platform that found users voted overwhelmingly in favor of him stepping down as Twitter’s chief executive.

The billionaire businessman had promised to “abide by” the results of the poll, which closed at about 6:20 a.m. ET time on Dec. 19, with final results showing that 57.5 percent voted in favor of Musk departing the role.

Replying to one Twitter user who questioned whether the result of the poll may have been shaped by fake accounts or bots on the platform, Musk responded: “Interesting.”




Interesting

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 20, 2022






In another tweet by a user who suggested that “Blue subscribers should be the only ones that can vote in policy-related polls,” Musk replied: “Good point. Twitter will make that change.”

Musk stopped short of directly speaking about the results of the poll and what his next actions will be. As the majority owner of the privately held company, Musk cannot be forced out of Twitter.

The businessman launched the Twitter poll asking whether he should “step down as head of Twitter” on Dec. 18, shortly after Twitter announced another new update to its policy; the latest since Musk took over in October.

Twitter Makes U-turn on New Policy

Under the new policy, Twitter said it would no longer allow for “free promotion” of certain social media platforms on the site via URL links. The third-party social media platforms included Facebook, Instagram, Mastodon, Truth Social, Tribel, Nostr, and Post.

However, Musk later relaxed the new policy amid public outcry.

During a discussion with Box CEO Aaron Levie and news and content organization The Quartering, who had denounced the new policy, Musk said it was “reasonable” that some Twitter users might want to link to their Instagram profiles to promote their own businesses and as such, the policy would be adjusted to suspending accounts only when that account’s primary purpose is to promote social media competitors of Twitter instead.

That falls under Twitter’s no spam rule, according to Musk.

“Going forward, there will be a vote for major policy changes. My apologies. Won’t happen again,” Musk said in a later tweet following the loosening of the new policy.

Musk has conducted a number of polls on Twitter in recent months, including one that asked users whether or not former President Donald Trump should be reinstated on the platform. Musk later welcomed Trump back to the social media platform following the results of the poll, although the former president is yet to post anything on there.

Musk’s Twitter Poll Sparks Backlash

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy during a meeting with the U.S. secretary of state in Kyiv on Sept. 8, 2022. (Genya Savilov/POOL/AFP via Getty Images)


Another poll run by Musk in October sparked controversy as the billionaire proposed four ways to facilitate peace in Ukraine amid its invasion by Russian forces.

The poll offered proposals that included a “redo of elections in annexed regions under UN supervision,” under which “Russia leaves if that is the will of the people,” reaffirming Crimea as a formal part of Russia “as it has been since 1783,” assuring water supply to Crimea, and having Ukraine remain neutral.

The poll received 59.1 percent “no” votes, compared to 40.9 percent “yes” votes but sparked fierce criticism from Ukrainian officials, including Mikhail Podolyan, an adviser to Ukrainian President Vladimir Zelenskyy, who questioned if Musk was “trying to legitimize pseudo-referendums that took place at gunpoint under conditions of persecution, mass executions, and torture.”

Zelenskyy also took to Twitter to launch his own poll, asking the public, “Which Elon Musk do you like more?” “One who supports Ukraine” or “One who supports Russia.”

Musk later stated that he still “very much” supports Ukraine but is convinced that “massive escalation of the war will cause great harm to Ukraine and possibly the world.”
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Justin Bieber Slams H&M ‘Trash’ Merchandise Featuring His Image


						[image: Justin Bieber performs a medley of songs at the 2016 Billboard Awards in Las Vegas on May 22, 2016. (Mario Anzuoni/Reuters)]
Justin Bieber performs a medley of songs at the 2016 Billboard Awards in Las Vegas on May 22, 2016. (Mario Anzuoni/Reuters)
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								Updated: December 21, 2022
							
COPENHAGEN—Pop singer Justin Bieber lashed out at H&M over clothes featuring the Canadian artist’s image and lyrics, saying the Swedish fashion retailer had not obtained his approval.

“The H&M merch they made of me is trash and I didn’t approve it,” Bieber wrote in an Instagram story on Monday, encouraging his 270 million followers not to buy it.

H&M said separately that it had removed the Bieber-related products from sale and they no longer appeared available in its online stores.

[image: HM logo] The logo of H&M outside a store on the day it closes in Moscow on Nov. 30, 2022. (Evgenia Novozhenina/Reuters)


“We have followed all approval stages, but while we are still checking this with all concerned parties, items have been removed from selling,” an H&M spokesperson said in a written comment to Reuters.

The online store of the world’s second biggest fashion retailer is offering hoodies, t-shirts, and sweatshirts with pictures of Bieber or quotes from his lyrics such as “I miss you more than life” from the song “Ghost” for prices between 79.99 and 349 Danish crowns ($49.80–$114).

($1 = 7.0100 Danish crowns)
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To Breen or Not to Breen: ‘Casablanca’ From 1942


						[image: Screenshot of the title screen of the trailer for "Casablanca" (1942). (Public Domain)]
Screenshot of the title screen of the trailer for "Casablanca" (1942). (Public Domain)
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Commentary

In 1601, Shakespeare’s Hamlet asked, “To be or not to be?” In 1942, Hollywood filmmakers asked, “To breen or not to breen?” Just as the immortal bard’s hero decided to endure this “mortal coil” instead of facing the great unknown, Golden Era moviemakers knew they had no choice but “to breen.” You won’t find this verb in any dictionary, but you will find it in old editions of “Variety.” In fact, it was this trade publication which coined the verb in the 1930s. Breening, with its related variation “joebreening,” was a reference to the name of a man who wasn’t employed by any studio but who worked on more movies than probably any other individual in film history.

[image: Joseph Breen in the 1950s] Joseph I. Breen in the 1950s, working at the Production Code Administration. (Courtesy of John Benton)


Joseph I. Breen was the head of the Production Code Administration (PCA), an organization created in 1934 to enforce the Motion Picture Production Code. This is often called the Hays Code after Will Hays, the long-time president of the film industry’s goodwill organization, originally named the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America and now called the Motion Picture Association. This is inaccurate, however, since Hays did not actually write the Code. It was written by Martin J. Quigley and Father Daniel A. Lord, but Hays presented it to the studios as his own composition to hide the documents’ Catholic origins.

The PCA’s work was and is highly misunderstood. Most people who are aware of it consider the Code’s influence over movies to have been censorship. PCA members vehemently protested that neither the Code nor its enforcement through the PCA was censorship, since both were voluntarily adopted by the studios in response to the actual censorship from state and city boards all over the country and world. Nevertheless, the notion of censorship persisted.

As awareness of the PCA’s existence has increased in the last few decades, negativity toward it has grown so strong that mentioning the Code is like saying a dirty word. I disagree with the popular opinion among film historians that breening ruined movies. I think that this unique process of self-regulation transformed stories into the best movies they could possibly be. To illustrate my point, I’m going to examine the breening process used on what is often called the most beloved movie of all time, “Casablanca” from 1942.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Original theatrical release poster for the film “Casablanca” (1942). (Public Domain)


‘Everybody Comes to Rick’s’

This movie began as an un-produced play called “Everybody Comes to Rick’s,” written in 1940 by Murray Burnett and Joan Alison. In case you aren’t familiar with the story of “Casablanca,” I’ll give you a quick summary. Richard Blaine (Humphrey Bogart) is a cynical American who owns a nightclub in the French Moroccan city of Casablanca in 1941. The Nazi presence in the city, led by corrupt prefect of police Louis Renault (Claude Rains), intensifies when German official Major Heinrich Strasser (Conrad Veidt) arrives to investigate the murder of two German couriers. Meanwhile, Underground Resistance leader Victor Laszlo (Paul Henreid) arrives in Casablanca in hopes of escaping to America, but the Nazis are intent that he is one refugee who won’t escape to the free New World. With him is the beautiful Ilsa Lund, whom Rick immediately recognizes as the sweetheart who left him in Paris two years earlier. Little does he know that she is secretly married to Victor but still in love with him.

This basic plot is not very different from the original play. Some of the characters’ names and nationalities were changed. The Swedish Ilsa Lund was originally the American Lois Meredith. The French Louis Renault was originally Luis Rinaldo, who was supposedly Italian, although Luis is a Spanish name. Rick’s faithful companion and jazz pianist at his nightclub is a black American named Sam (Dooley Wilson), but he was originally called “The Rabbit.” Warner Bros. put its best writing talent, including Casey Robinson, the Epstein Brothers, and Howard Koch, on the project of turning the mediocre play into a profitable movie. They would also need help from the PCA on the project, though, since the play was too salacious for any Broadway producer.

The PCA’s main objections to the film centered around the two characters whose names and descriptions were changed the most, Lois and Luis. Before becoming Ilsa and Louis of the movie, they would need a lot of breening to make them morally suitable. Lois from the play was a very loose woman, far too loose for the sympathetic leading lady in a Code film. She was living with Victor Laszlo out of wedlock, and her immoral affair with Rick was blatantly discussed. Luis was not only a corrupt police official but a lecher who traded favors from desperate women for exit visas. His lascivious pursuit of one Bulgarian girl, Anina, was discussed blatantly in the dialogue and set important plot points later in the story in motion.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman in a romantic scene from the trailer for “Casablanca” (1942). (Public Domain)


To Breen

The first step in cleaning up the leading lady was making her Ilsa Lund, played by the sincere-looking Ingrid Bergman. In the early stages of production, “Oomph Girl” Ann Sheridan was being considered to play the brash American Lois Meredith. The character’s moral standing at the beginning of the film was immediately improved by making her Laszlo’s secret wife instead of his unwed lover. However, while this solved one problem, it only made the relationship between her and Rick more complicated by adding adultery to the situation. Before any attention could be given to Rick and Ilsa’s romance in Casablanca, their earlier relationship had to be cleaned up. The solution was that Ilsa was already married to Laszlo in Paris but that she thought he had been killed. In her lonely grief, she met Rick, and they fell madly in love. As in all Code films, the classically romantic aspects of their love were highlighted to eliminate the implication that they were having an immoral affair. Also, Rick’s suggestion that they get married when they planned to escape the Nazi invasion of Paris made it clear that he had honorable intentions.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Screenshot of Paul Henreid, Ingrid Bergman, Claude Rains and Humphrey Bogart from the trailer for the film “Casablanca” (1942). (Public Domain)


Unlike Ilsa, who became a different character from the play’s leading lady, Louis Renault is fundamentally the same as Luis Rinaldo. He is a corrupt Nazi stooge who uses his authority to take advantage of desperate refugee women. Although his system is handled delicately in the movie, there are several references to his game in the screenplay’s dialogue. The PCA asked the filmmakers to remove many of these lines, but they were allowed to remain with slight changes or sometimes unaltered because the overall situation was less blatant. The most suggestive and downright shocking situation with Captain Renault in the play is his attempted dalliance with a young bride from Bulgaria, Annina Brandel, who was played by Joy Page in the movie. In the movie, the girl, whose name is never mentioned, asks for Rick’s advice about whether she should compromise herself to secure exit visas. The dialogue brilliantly skirts around the topic of just what she’ll have to give Renault in exchange for the visas, using delicate phrasing like “she did a bad thing” and eliminating suggestive phrases like “just a couple of hours.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Humphrey Bogart in a trenchcoat and fedora in the airport scene of “Casablanca” (1942). (Public Domain)


The penultimate problem was the ending. The producer, director, and writers debated long into production whether Ilsa would end up with Rick or Victor. Ultimately, the finished film’s ending, where Rick sacrifices his personal happiness for the greater good and the sanctity of marriage by sending Ilsa away on the plane with Victor, was structurally quite similar to the original play’s. However, the spirit behind it was very different. The play had Victor lead the unwilling Lois out of Rick’s bar, since she wanted to revive her affair with the barkeep, while her old flame held a gun on Rinaldo. It ended in Rick’s place rather than at the airport. Instead of Major Strasser’s dying when Rick beats him to the draw, the Nazi official arrests Rick and leads him off to prison. This leaves the unsettling feeling that the Third Reich has conquered the Americans. The film’s ending is much more uplifting, with Rick and Louis both deciding to join the French Underground and walking off together, the “beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

The Most Beloved Film

LIFE Magazine named “Casablanca” “the most beloved film of all time” in the anniversary edition it printed to commemorate the movie’s 75th anniversary. Whether any film can be called the best or most beloved is highly debatable, but there is no denying that “Casablanca” is one of the most popular movies ever made. Even if they haven’t seen it, almost everyone is familiar with the name, iconic images, and famous lines. There are more lines from “Casablanca” on the American Film Institute’s 100 Greatest Movie Quotes of All Time list than any other film, with six making the top hundred.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Dooley Wilson (left) and Humphrey Bogart in a “Casablanca” (1942) publicity still (cropped). (Public Domain)


How was this mediocre play transformed into an Academy Award-winning film, whose reputation remains golden eighty years later? Was it the perfect combination of actors? Was it the right spirit at an emotional time in American history? Was it the cleverness of the screenplay writers? Was it the brilliance of the production team? All these things were contributors to the transformation of “Everybody Comes to Rick’s” into a cinematic masterpiece. However, a huge piece of the puzzle which is often overlooked is the contributions of Joseph I. Breen, the Production Code Administration, and the Code.

How do you think this movie would have been different if it hadn’t been breened? Would it have been just as good or even better, or did the breening process work as movie alchemy, refining baser material into gold?

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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