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								Updated: January 8, 2023
							


Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis has demanded that state educational authorities report how much they spend on critical race theory (CRT) and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in the state’s higher education system.

In a Dec. 28 memo, the governor’s office gave state Education Commissioner Manny Diaz and Ray Rodrigues, chancellor of the state university system, until Jan. 13 to produce the information.

The requested documents should “provide a comprehensive list of all staff, programs, and campus activities related to diversity, equity and inclusion, and critical race theory,” Chris Spencer, the governor’s director of policy and budget, wrote in the directive.

Officials need to describe each program, list all the full- and part-time positions associated with them, and report each program’s total funding and the amount provided by the state.

Spencer referenced the upcoming legislative session in Florida and DeSantis’ priority to provide “a cost-effective higher education system that delivers high-quality service to Floridians to best prepare them for employment.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The iconic Century Tower on the University of Florida campus in Gainesville, Fla. on July 30, 2022. (Nanette Holt/The Epoch Times)


“I can’t offer more on this topic at the moment,” Bryan Griffin, DeSantis’s press secretary, wrote in an email, responding to a query whether the move was prompted by an Epoch Times story published Dec. 24, 2022.

In it, Florida students claimed conservative viewpoints, and those expressing them, were often targeted in the state’s public university classrooms.

“All I can say for now is that we are currently fact-finding; stay tuned,” Griffin wrote.

‘Where Woke Goes to Die’

In April 2022, DeSantis signed the “Stop Wrongs to Our Kids and Employees” Act, also known as the Stop WOKE Act. The law prohibits discriminatory classroom instruction, such as CRT. And it prohibits employers from forcing workers to attend antiracism and CRT training.

The law bans instruction that implies someone is responsible for actions committed in the past by other members of the same race, color, sex, or national origin. The measure also allows Floridians to sue if they believe their school or workplace has violated the law.

Chief U.S. District Judge Mark Walker, an appointee of former President Barack Obama, issued a preliminary injunction against the law in November after several Florida students and professors sued. The DeSantis administration is appealing the decision.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Students at Florida State University protest an appearance on campus of the communist political activist and academic Angela Davis, in Tallahassee, Fla., on Jan. 16, 2018. (Courtesy of FSU College Republicans)


In November 2022, the governor’s office said that Florida was first for best value in tuition and fees, and first overall for higher education, citing U.S. Department of Education Statistics for the 2018-2019 school year. The state budgeted about $4 billion last year for higher education.

But DeSantis, who often says Florida is “where woke goes to die,” signaled in his inaugural address on Jan. 3 that he is not done reforming higher education in Florida.

“We must ensure schools systems are responsive to parents and to students, not partisan interest groups, and we must ensure that our institutions of higher learning are focused on academic excellence and the pursuit of truth, not the imposition of trendy ideology,” he said, after being sworn in to a second four-year term as Florida’s governor.

In another move showing he’s serious on the subject, DeSantis named CRT-proponent Chris Rufo to the board of trustees of the state’s New College on Jan. 6. Rufo, a documentary filmmaker and Manhattan Institute fellow, spoke at the Florida press conference where DeSantis signed the Stop WOKE Act into law.

Florida’s Stop WOKE Act originated as a response to the spread of CRT and other social justice concepts widely promoted by works such as The New York Times 1619 Project, which paints America as a country founded on slavery and characterizes the nation’s Founding Fathers as racists.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis signs the Stop WOKE Act in Hialeah Gardens, Fla., on April 22, 2022. (The Florida Channel/Screenshot via The Epoch Times)


While the 1619 Project has been rejected by many academics, historians, and politicians, its teachings have been embraced just as vigorously by many liberals and progressives. Many have held it up as a model of how history should be taught to children and college students.

Florida universities actively promote CRT, according to the Critical Race Training in Education database maintained by the Legal Insurrection Foundation. The database lists CRT programs at universities and schools nationwide.

‘A Positive Development’

In its Dec 24, 2022, report, The Epoch Times documented experiences of six conservative students attending a major Florida university. In the article “Students Speak Out on Anti-White, Anti-Christian, Anti-American Culture at Florida University,” the young people, who spoke anonymously, described their frustration with a hostile environment for conservatives on campus. They described feeling uncomfortable, at best, and threatened, at worst.

Their accounts describe a campus culture focused on race and social justice, and hostile to conservative or Christian views. They asked to use pseudonyms to protect their identity, fearing retaliation for speaking publicly.

One of those students, identified as Robert, was encouraged to learn that DeSantis was taking action by requesting information about the funding of university programs steeped in racial bias.

In the Dec. 24 article, Robert, a Christian law student, told The Epoch Times he’d been reported to the FBI as “an extremist” for expressing conservative views. FBI agents visited his home and questioned him for more than an hour about the claims. He never learned the name of his accuser.

“I was excited by that,” Robert said, referring to the Dec. 28 demand from DeSantis for information about programs involving DEI and CRT at Florida universities. “It’s definitely a positive development, and I think The Epoch Times brought it to light.”

A journalism student, who asked to be identified only as Mia, said she was happy to see DeSantis take CRT seriously.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A Florida university student, who asked to be identified only as Mia, sits with her study Bible at home on Christmas break on Dec. 22, 2022. Expressing Christian views on campus draws scorn from professors, who openly talk about their “hate for Christians,” she told The Epoch Times. (Courtesy of Mia)


“I’m glad to see they are looking into it,” she said, wondering aloud if it was in response to the news coverage.

The Stop WOKE Act, which prohibits discrimination based on “antiracism” in the classroom and at the workplace, is a start, she said. But she doesn’t think it’s being enforced.

“I think somebody described it as toothless, which I would agree with,” Mia said.

The culture on campus remains hostile to conservative students. And if anything, CRT has only worsened during her time in school, she said.

“You see it every day on campus. That kind of thing is alive and well.”

Rodrigues, the state university system chancellor, was contacted in December by The Epoch Times and asked to comment on the students’ concerns. Through a representative, he declined comment, citing the litigation, while noting that the university system has regulations ready for implementing the legislation.

Sunshine Needed

William Jacobson, a conservative Cornell law professor and founder of the Legal Insurrection Foundation, said the Florida universities shouldn’t have a problem providing the financial information the governor’s office wants.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] William Jacobson, a Cornell law professor, started a database of universities engaged in Critical Race Theory. (Photo courtesy of Jacobson)


“I would simply say it’s the Sunshine State, and there should be sunshine on what these expenses are,” he told The Epoch Times.

It’s essential to understand and quantify the administrative costs of various DEI programming, he said.

“Only once you understand the scope of the issue can you start to understand whether anything needs to be done.”

University of Central Florida political science professor Aubrey Jewett laughed on Jan. 5 as he told The Epoch Times he’d coincidentally just been working on his department’s required report on the matter. He’s the assistant director of the UCF School of Politics, Security, and International Affairs. With the department head on leave, the reporting job fell to him.

He said he had not found much CRT or DEI spending in the school. But he acknowledged that more spending might be found at the university’s administrative level, where employees work full-time or part-time on CRT or DEI.

“They have certainly pushed being more inclusive and diverse because American society has become more diverse over the last 30 years. We want to make sure all students feel welcome at UCF,” Jewett said.

DeSantis, widely seen as a presidential aspirant in 2024, is showing national leadership on the issue, Jewett said.

“My take is that frequently Gov. DeSantis has been a leader in this area. What he does finds itself repeated in other states. He’s not always the first to do something. But he’s gotten a national reputation. And even if he’s not the first, he gets a lot of attention. He has a knack for getting that media attention, and he’s sometimes clever framing an issue.”

On how it might affect a presidential race if DeSantis runs, Jewett said, “He’s reinforcing his image as a conservative fighter. He’s somebody who’s not just talking about things they don’t like, but actually trying to do something about them. That has endeared him to many conservatives; not only in Florida, but across the country.”

DeSantis raised over $200 million in the last election cycle.

Whether DeSantis will seek the Republican nomination is one of the biggest political questions of the next presidential election cycle. Former President Donald Trump has already declared his candidacy. But polls show DeSantis to be a clear favorite after Trump, Jewett said, and in some polls even leading Trump.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] University of Central Florida political science professor Aubrey Jewett. (Courtesy of Aubrey Jewett.)


Addressing the issue of CRT and DEI in the budget can be effective, Jewett said.

One of his academic mentors used to say that “the budget of any organization is the most important public policy document you can have,” Jewett recalled. “It’s where you put dollar amounts to your goals and your values.”

Financial reports may not uncover all CRT and DEI efforts on Florida campuses, such as how much time professors devote to promoting those viewpoints in the classroom, how aggressively they do it, or how much they grade students on it, Jewett said.

But the budgetary inquiry surely will have an impact, he said. Universities know they’re being examined and that their funding might be impacted.

“If University X is spending $10 million on this kind of initiative, [the state can decide] they need $10 million less. The underlying potential for pushback is there.”

Jewett observed that DeSantis is opening another front, a financial one, in a battle already being waged in court, with an injunction in effect. DeSantis may not win the latter battle, Jewett said.

Some may have called the Stop WOKE Act toothless, but that’s only because the injunction has stopped it from being applied, Jewett said.

The law might face an uphill court battle on the point of impinging on professors’ free speech, he said. The DeSantis Administration has argued that professors don’t necessarily have “free speech,” because while teaching, the Florida government “owns” their speech. That’s because the government is paying for that speech.

“Anything that provides governmental oversight of university spending on DEI and CRT programs and personnel is a welcome change from the status quo,” retired Vanderbilt professor Carol Swain, now a fellow at the Texas Public Policy Foundation, wrote in an email to The Epoch Times.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Carol Swain, conservative author and commentator. (Photo courtesy of Carol Swain)


“Greater scrutiny of the programs could result in some curtailment of the most egregious ones. It is unlikely, however, to prevent individual faculty members from pursuing ideological agendas that work to the disadvantage of conservative students and faculty.

“Filing civil rights complaints might be the best avenue for students to pursue when they find their rights infringed by DEI advocates who engage in racial or gender discrimination. Enforcement of state and federal anti-discrimination and non-bias laws should protect conservative students who are victimized because of their race, religion, or gender.”

Not a New Problem for Conservatives

“Conservative students have long complained about ideological bias against conservative viewpoints in the classroom,” said political scientist Susan MacManus, professor emerita at the University of South Florida. “It’s a continuation of the CRT debate in [grades] K through 12, now extended to higher education. They will show how they’re spending the money.”

It’s worse in some disciplines—such as the humanities and liberal arts—than in is in others, such as the hard sciences, she said.

“One thing that is likely to be targeted [in this year’s budget cycle in Florida] is the ideological diversity of speakers brought to college campuses [with tax dollars]. It’s hard for conservative students to get speakers without a lot of trouble.”

One thing that did apparently get done before the injunction went into effect was a survey of students on whether they perceived bias in the classrooms, MacManus said. She has yet to see formal results but heard that, at the outset, the response rate to the survey was low, and the researchers hadn’t found much, she said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Author and political scientist Susan A. MacManus is professor emerita at the University of South Florida’s Department of Government and International Affairs and the School of Interdisciplinary Global Studies. (Courtesy of USF)


While defunding CRT is a positive step, Robert, the law student, said the governor needs to go further. He should start by replacing professors who follow Marxist-based doctrine with those who don’t, he said.

To truly make the college culture less hostile to Christian students or to those who speak in favor of preserving gun rights under the Second Amendment, he thinks universities need to hire conservative professors—if they can find them.

“From what I can tell in the culture is that the conservatives just accept that academics [and] colleges are owned by the leftists,” he said. “So they don’t really try to change that.”

Because of that belief, a lot of conservatives who might want to become professors don’t even try, he said.

“But then, another part is, it’s very obvious that whether it be through student admissions, or hirings, or grades, even, that the leftists in the schools prefer their fellow leftists and that they definitely have favoritism towards the people who share their political beliefs,” he said.

The hiring process for professors needs to become a level playing field, he said.

Right now, if a conservative professor interviewing for a teaching position discloses he was against wearing masks or doesn’t believe the Constitution is a living document, he wouldn’t be hired, Robert said.

Mia, the journalism student, questioned if restructuring money for DEI programs or anything labeled CRT would get to the root of the problem.

She pointed to a required journalism class in which her professor lauded the teachings of Karl Marx and emphatically spoke about “white privilege” and “systemic racism” as fact. She said students’ grades suffered if they wrote about views contrary to the professor’s anti-white, anti-establishment positions.

“I’m not sure she ever said the words Critical Race Theory, but she was teaching the ideas of Critical Race Theory,” Mia said. “So that won’t be uncovered by this” inquiry by DeSantis.

But she hopes the inquiry might cut back on programs and events that teach CRT and gender theory on Florida campuses.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/desantis-demands-universities-report-on-crt-and-diversity-equity-inclusion-spending_4967003.html
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HOUSTON—The man charged with murder in the fatal shooting of Migos rapper Takeoff in Houston has been released on $1 million bond.

Patrick Xavier Clark, 33, was released from the Harris County jail Tuesday, according to court records.

Clark was arrested Dec. 1 on a murder charge. His attorney, Letitia Quinones, has said Clark has a “valid and meritorious claim for self-defense.”

Clark’s family had unsuccessfully tried to get his bond lowered to $300,000, saying in court last month they couldn’t afford to pay anything higher.

In a statement issued Thursday afternoon, Quinones said that a “concerned citizen and family friend who believes in Patrick’s innocence posted the bond on his behalf.”

“We believe Patrick is innocent and at the appropriate time, the evidence will reveal that to be the case,” Quinones said.

Takeoff, 28, was shot in the head and back on Nov. 1 as more than 30 people were leaving a private party at a bowling center. Houston police have said the gunfire followed a disagreement over a lucrative game of dice, but that Takeoff was not involved and was an innocent bystander.

Born Kirsnick Khari Ball, Takeoff was the youngest member of Migos, the Grammy-nominated rap trio from suburban Atlanta that also featured his uncle Quavo and cousin Offset.

Clark, under conditions of his release, is under house arrest, must wear a GPS tracking device, and avoid contact with anyone involved in the shooting investigation. Quinones said Clark will comply fully with the conditions of his release.

Clark is scheduled to appear in court again on March 9.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/man-charged-in-takeoffs-death-released-on-1-million-bond_4966369.html
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Illinois House Sends Gun Bill to Senate
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The Illinois General Assembly moved closer to a so-called “assault weapon” ban when the state House of Representatives passed the Protecting Illinois Communities Act on a vote of 64-43.

HB 5855 is now headed to the State Senate as SB 2226, where it is expected to pass before going to Gov. J.B. Pritzker, who has supported the legislation and is expected to sign it into law. Gun rights advocates vowed to continue their fight against the proposed law that the president of the Illinois State Rifle Association (ISRA) calls “blatantly illegal.”

According to an alert on the ISRA website, the Senate version of the bill SB 2226 could pass before Jan. 9.

“Call your State Senator immediately, at their Springfield office, and tell them you oppose SB2226,” the alert reads.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Illinois Gov. J.B. Prtizker is expected to sign the Protecting Illinois Communities Act into law if it passes the Illinois State Senate. Gun rights advocates say that could happen within days. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)


ISRA President Doug Mayhall, said his organization would sue if the bill is signed into law.

“We are definitely doing that,” Mayhall told The Epoch Times.

In the State House, the bill was sponsored by State Rep. Bob Morgan (D-58th District). The version that passed would ban so-called assault weapons along with magazines that hold more than 12 rounds of ammunition. The law was changed slightly before the vote. A provision to raise the age for receiving a Firearms Owner Identification Card from 18 to 21 was removed.

It would “tighten regulations to prohibit rapid-fire devices turning weapons into fully automatic guns.” These devices, sometimes called “switches,” are already illegal under federal law.

The bill calls for an anti-gun trafficking strike force in the Illinois State Police. Currently legal weapons would have to be surrendered or registered with the state and pay a fee. Mayhall said law-abiding citizens should not have to register legally-owned firearms because the Second Amendment protects firearms ownership.

Mayhall said registration only serves one purpose.

“Registration always turns into confiscation,” Mayhall said.

Law Has ‘Red Flag’ Provision

The new law would also expand Illinois’s Firearms Restraining Order (FRO) law. It would extend the life of a FRO from six months to one year and expands the pool of persons who could ask the court for a FRO.

“It would change from a family member (to request a FRO) and opens it up to anyone,” Mayhall said. “If you don’t like my political views, you could unfairly give me a lot of grief.”

Information about the bill can be found on Morgan’s webpage. On the webpage, Morgan wrote that the legislation aligns with his promise to reduce gun violence in the state.

“After the July 4th mass shooting, I made our community, and our state, a promise that I would do everything in my power to prevent this tragedy from happening again,” Morgan’s website reads.

In that shooting, a 22-year-old man opened fire during a July 4 parade in Highland Park, Ill. He reportedly killed seven people and wounded dozens more. He is currently facing more than 117 charges, including 21 counts of murder. Morgan did not explain how his law would have prevented that shooting.

GOA Calls For Action

Virginia-based Gun Owners of America (GOA) previously posted an alert on its website calling on Illinois gun owners to take action. GOA’s statement warns that the restrictions could harm lawful gun owners and their families.

“Banning (guns) will only prevent law-abiding citizens from purchasing the best firearm to defend themselves. Not to mention, the requirement to register currently owned firearms is vehemently unconstitutional,” the GOA statement reads.

Mayhall agreed. He said the description of weapons to be banned is vague and could cover commonly used hunting rifles and shotguns. In addition, he took issue with the claim that so-called assault weapons are uncommon.

Six states and Washington, DC, currently have assault weapons bans. States with bans are California, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Washington, and Maryland.

“They want to ban the AR-15; it’s the most common sporting rifle in the U.S.,” Mayhall said.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/illinois-house-approves-ban-on-commonly-owned-firearms-bill-heads-to-senate_4969292.html



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


American Airlines to Drop Services in 3 Cities Due to Pilot Shortage and Soft Demand


						[image: American Airlines passenger jets prepare for departure, near a terminal at Boston Logan International Airport in Boston on July 21, 2021. (Steven Senne/AP Photo)]
American Airlines passenger jets prepare for departure, near a terminal at Boston Logan International Airport in Boston on July 21, 2021. (Steven Senne/AP Photo)
						

							
							Companies							
						
By Allen Zhong
				[image: Allen Zhong]
				Allen Zhong
senior writer



				Allen Zhong is a long-time writer and reporter for The Epoch Times. He joined the Epoch Media Group in 2012. His main focus is on U.S. politics. Send him your story ideas: allen.zhong@epochtimes.nyc

				


								January 8, 2023
								Updated: January 8, 2023
							


American Airlines will drop service in three cities starting this Spring because of pilot shortages and sluggish demand.

“In response to the regional pilot shortage affecting the airline industry and soft demand, American Airlines has made the difficult decision to end service in Columbus, Georgia (CSG), Del Rio, Texas (DRT), and Long Beach, California (LGB) this spring,” the company told The Epoch Times in a statement.

The airline will reach out to customers scheduled to travel to offer alternate arrangements.

According to various reports, the last day for the airline’s operations in LGB airport will be Feb. 28. The company plans to fly its last routes from CSG airport to Charlotte and Dallas on April 3.

The service at DRT airport will be suspended on the same day as the CSG airport.

“We appreciate the great relationship we’ve enjoyed with American Airlines and understand their tough business decision during these challenging times. We look forward to welcoming them back to Long Beach in the future,” Cynthia Guidry, the Long Beach Airport director, said in a statement obtained by City News Service.

For some routes, the airline will resume services as circumstances change.

American airlines resumed service in 2021 in CSG airport after it left the airport in 2013.

American-JetBlue Alliance

American Airlines and JetBlue Airways are pushing ahead with an expansion of their partnership in the Northeast.

The airlines said in December 2022 that American Airlines will add six new routes from New York City while dropping one. JetBlue will start several new routes from New York and Boston including service to the Bahamas and Bermuda. Some routes will operate only during summer, and most will be limited to one or two flights a day.

The new destinations would expand the alliance to about 700 flights per day.

However, the alliance is being challenged by the Department of Justice (DOJ) and another customer class action lawsuit.

The DOJ, six states, and the District of Columbia sued to kill the partnership, which lets American and JetBlue work together on setting schedules and sharing revenue on flights in New York and Boston.

The government said the deal will reduce competition and lead to higher fares, costing consumers $700 million a year. American and JetBlue argued that their combination will help consumers by making them a stronger competitor in the Northeast against Delta and United Airlines.

A judge in Boston is expected to issue a verdict this year.

Separately, a class action lawsuit was filed in December 2022 and claimed that the two airlines overcharged passengers by $700 million a year since they formed the Northeast alliance in the middle of 2020.

However, JetBlue defended the alliance and said that it is benefiting customers by adding new routes.

“So far, the NEA (Northeast Alliance) has resulted in approximately 50 new routes out of JFK, LaGuardia, Boston, and Newark; increased frequencies on more than 130 routes since February 2021; 90 nonstop routes with increased capacity; and 17 new international routes launched by 2022,” the airline told Bloomberg Law.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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6 Arrested After Funeral for Mall of America Shooting Victim


						[image: Two officers walk out of Nordstrom in Mall of America in Bloomington, Minn., on Dec. 23, 2022. (Kerem Yücel/Minnesota Public Radio via AP)]
Two officers walk out of Nordstrom in Mall of America in Bloomington, Minn., on Dec. 23, 2022. (Kerem Yücel/Minnesota Public Radio via AP)
						

							
							US News							
						
By The Associated Press
				[image: The Associated Press]
				The Associated Press




				

				


								January 7, 2023
								Updated: January 8, 2023
							


ST. PAUL, Minn.—Police have arrested six men following the funeral for a 19-year-old man who was shot at the Mall of America last month.

Johntae Hudson’s funeral was held Friday, the Minneapolis Star Tribune reported. Officers at the service noticed a man with a handgun and another man wanted for a nonfatal Dec. 14 shooting were in attendance.

The two men left the funeral in an SUV with five other men. According to police, the vehicle pulled into a gas station, where officers tried to stop it. One of the men jumped out of the SUV and tried to run away before officers captured him.

The SUV took off with the two men from the funeral still inside. Police gave chase but lost sight of the vehicle. They later found it abandoned. Four 19-year-old men and one 18-year-old man were found in the nearby area and arrested.

The 18-year-old was the man with the handgun at the funeral. Officers searched the area and found a bag containing a 9 mm handgun and clothes the man was wearing at the funeral, St. Paul Police Sgt. Mike Ernster said.

The Dec. 14 shooting suspect who was at the funeral wasn’t found and is still wanted, Ernster said.

Four other teenagers have been charged in Hudson’s death. He was shot on Dec. 23 in the Mall of America’s Nordstrom store.
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Rapper Young Thug to Go to Trial in Gang, Racketeering Case
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ATLANTA—Rapper Young Thug, accused by prosecutors of co-founding a criminal street gang responsible for violent crimes and using his songs and social media to promote it, is set to go to trial starting Monday.

The Atlanta-based artist, whose given name is Jeffery Lamar Williams, was charged along with more than two dozen other people in a sprawling indictment last May, with more charges added in a second indictment in August. Fellow rapper Gunna, whose real name is Sergio Kitchens, was also charged.

Young Thug, 31, began rapping as a teenager and has become tremendously successful—performing around the world and starting his own record label, Young Stoner Life or YSL, where he serves as CEO.

But prosecutors say YSL also has a darker connotation—a violent street gang called Young Slime Life founded by Young Thug and two others in 2012 and affiliated with the national Bloods gang. The alleged gang members named in the indictment are accused of committing violent crimes—including murders, shootings and carjackings—to collect money for the gang, burnish its reputation and expand its power and territory.

The indictment includes rap lyrics that prosecutors allege are overt acts “in furtherance of the conspiracy,” including a line from a song they say Young Thug released on YouTube: “I’m in the VIP and I got that pistol on my hip, you prayin that you live I’m prayin that I hit.” Another of his lyrics quoted in the indictment says, “I never killed anybody but I got something to do with that body.”

The original indictment charged 28 people with conspiracy to violate Georgia’s Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations, or RICO, law and also included other charges against many of them. Fourteen of them are set to proceed to trial, which starts Monday and is expected to last months.

Eight others, including Gunna, have already taken plea deals in the case, and six—four of whom don’t have lawyers and two who haven’t been arrested—will be tried later, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution reported.

The August indictment accuses Young Thug of racketeering conspiracy and participation in criminal street gang activity, as well as drug and gun charges.

One of 11 siblings with six children of his own, Young Thug has deep roots in his native Atlanta and works tirelessly at his art and other legitimate, lawful business ventures, his lawyers said in a May court filing that unsuccessfully sought his release on bond.

Attached to that filing were letters from more than a dozen music industry executives who have worked with Young Thug. They describe him as one of the most successful hip-hop artists in the world, a dedicated father and friend, a generous contributor to his community and a nurturing mentor to other artists.

In addition to specific charges, the August indictment includes a wide-ranging list of 191 acts that prosecutors say were committed between 2013 and 2022 as part of the alleged RICO conspiracy to further the gang’s interests.

Included in that list is an allegation that Young Thug threatened in July 2015 to shoot a security guard who was trying to get him to leave an Atlanta-area mall. On numerous occasions, he and others are alleged to have possessed various illegal drugs that they intended to distribute.

The indictment also accuses alleged gang associates of trying to kill rapper YFN Lucci in the Fulton County Jail last February and says that an alleged gang associate shot at a bus in 2015 that was carrying rapper Lil Wayne.

Gunna pleaded guilty last month to one count of conspiracy to violate the RICO Act, entering an Alford plea, which means he maintains his innocence but recognizes that it’s in his best interest to plead guilty.

He said in a statement released by his lawyers that when he became affiliated with YSL in 2016, he did not consider it a “gang,” but rather “a group of people from metro Atlanta who had common interests and artistic aspirations.” Gunna also stressed that he has not cooperated or agreed to testify for or against any party in the case.

In court, before the judge accepted the plea, when a prosecutor said that YSL is a music label and a gang and that Gunna had knowledge that its members or associates had committed crimes in furtherance of the gang, Gunna responded, “Yes, ma’am.”

He was sentenced to five years with one year commuted to time served and the balance suspended. He also must testify truthfully if called by any party in the case and must do 500 hours of community service, including talking to young people about the “hazards and immorality of gangs and gang violence.”

The other two alleged co-founders of the YSL gang—Walter Murphy and Trontavious Stephens—also each pleaded guilty last month to one count of conspiracy to violate the RICO Act. Murphy was sentenced to 10 years, with one year commuted to time served and nine years of probation. Stephens also got 10 years, with two years commuted to time served and eight years of probation.
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Is the Fed Trying to Wean Markets Off Monetary Policy?
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Commentary

Is the Fed trying to wean the markets off monetary policy? Such was an interesting premise from former British diplomat Alastair Crooke via the Strategic Culture Foundation, to wit:

“The Fed however, may be attempting to implement a contrarian, controlled demolition of the U.S. bubble-economy through interest rate increases. The rate rises will not slay the inflation ‘dragon’ (they would need to be much higher to do that). The purpose is to break a generalised ‘dependency habit’ on free money.”

That is a powerful assessment that, if true, has an overarching impact on the economic and financial markets over the next decade. Such is especially important when considering the effect these repeated monetary and fiscal interventions have had on financial market returns of the previous decade.

The chart below shows the average annual inflation-adjusted total returns (dividends included) since 1928. I used the total return data from Aswath Damodaran, a Stern School of Business professor at New York University. The chart shows that from 1928 to 2021, the market returned 8.48 percent after inflation. However, notice that after the financial crisis in 2008, returns jumped by an average of four percentage points for the various periods.

[image: image1] Source: RealInvestmentAdvice.com


We can directly trace those outsized returns back to the Fed’s repeated monetary and the government’s fiscal policy interventions during that period. Following the financial crisis, the Federal Reserve intervened with monetary support each time the market stumbled or threatened the “wealth effect.”

[image: image-2] Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve, Refinitiv RealInvestmentAdvice.com


While many want to suggest the Federal Reserve’s monetary interventions do not affect financial markets, the correlation between the two is extremely high.
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However, the result of more than a decade of unbridled monetary experiments led to a massive wealth gap in the U.S. economy which has become front and center of the political landscape.

[image: image-4] Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve, Refinitiv RealInvestmentAdvice.com


It isn’t just the massive expansion in household net worth since the financial crisis that is troublesome. The problem is that nearly 70 percent of that total household net worth is concentrated in the top 10 percent of income earners.

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

While it was likely not the Fed’s intention to cause such a massive redistribution of wealth, it was the goal of its grand monetary experiment.

Pavlov’s Great Experiment

Classical conditioning (also known as Pavlovian or respondent conditioning) refers to a learning procedure in which a potent stimulus (e.g., food) is paired with a previously neutral stimulus (e.g., a bell). Pavlov discovered that when he introduced the neutral stimulus, the dogs would begin to salivate in anticipation of the potent stimulus, even though it was not currently present. This learning process results from the psychological “pairing” of the stimuli.

This conditioning is what has happened to investors over the last decade.

In 2010, then-Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke introduced the “neutral stimulus” to the financial markets by adding a “third mandate” to the Fed’s responsibilities—the creation of the “wealth effect.”

Bernanke wrote of the “wealth effect” in a Washington Post Op-Ed in November, 2010:

“This approach eased financial conditions in the past and, so far, looks to be effective again. Stock prices rose, and long-term interest rates fell when investors began to anticipate this additional action. Easier financial conditions will promote economic growth. For example, lower mortgage rates will make housing more affordable and allow more homeowners to refinance. Lower corporate bond rates will encourage investment. And higher stock prices will boost consumer wealth and help increase confidence, which can also spur spending. Increased spending will lead to higher incomes and profits that, in a virtuous circle, will further support economic expansion.”

Importantly, for conditioning to work, the “neutral stimulus,” when introduced, must be followed by the “potent stimulus” for the “pairing” to be completed. For investors, as the Fed introduced each round of “Quantitative Easing,” the “neutral stimulus,” the stock market as the “potent stimulus” rose.

Twelve years and 400 percent gains later, the “pairing” was complete. Such is why investors now move from one economic report and Fed meeting to the next in anticipation of the “ringing of the bell.”

The problem, as noted above, is that despite the massive expansion of the Fed’s balance sheet and the surge in asset prices, there was relatively little translation into broader economic prosperity.

The problem is the “transmission system” of monetary policy collapsed following the financial crisis.

Instead of the liquidity flowing through the system, it remained bottled up within institutions and the ultra-wealthy, who had “investible wealth.” However, those programs failed to boost the bottom 90 percent of Americans living paycheck-to-paycheck.

The failure of the flush of liquidity to translate into economic growth can be seen in the chart below. While the stock market has returned more than 180 percent since the 2007 peak, that increase in asset prices was more than 6x the growth in real GDP and 2.3x the growth in corporate revenue. (I have used SALES growth in the chart below as it is not as subject to manipulation.)

[image: image-6] Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve, Refinitiv  RealInvestmentAdvice.com


Since asset prices should reflect economic and revenue growth, the deviation is evidence of a more systemic problem. Of course, the problem comes when they try to reverse the process.

The Great Unwinding

The chart below sums up the magnitude of the Fed’s current problem.

[image: image-7] Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve, Refinitiv  RealInvestmentAdvice.com


From bailing out Bear Stearns to HAMP, HARP, TARP, and a myriad of other Governmental bailouts, along with zero interest rates and a massive expansion of the Fed’s balance sheet, there was roughly $10 of monetary interventions for each $1 of economic growth.

Now, the Federal Reserve must figure out how to wean markets off of “life support” and return to organic growth. The consequence of the retraction of support should be obvious, as noted by Crooke:

“Perhaps the Fed can break the psychological dependency over time, but the task should not be underestimated. As one market strategist put it: ‘The new operating environment is entirely foreign to any investor alive today. So, we must un-anchor ourselves from a past that is ‘no longer’—and proceed with open minds.’

“This period of zero rates, zero inflation, and QE was a historical anomaly—utterly extraordinary. And it is ending (for better or worse).”

Logically, the end of Pavlov’s great “monetary experiment” cannot end for the better. Once the paired stimulus gets removed from the market, forward returns must return to the basic math of economic growth, plus inflation and dividends. Such was the basic math of returns from 1900 to 2008.

In a world where the Fed wants 2 percent inflation, economic growth should equate to 2 percent, and we can assume dividends remain at 2 percent. That math is simple: 2% GDP + 2% dividend – 2% inflation = 4% annualized returns.

Such is a far cry below the 12 percent returns generated over the last 12 years. But such will be the consequence of weaning the markets off years of monetary madness.

Of course, there is a positive outcome to this as well.

“If Jay Powell breaks the Fed put and takes away the unfair ability of private capital to rape and pillage the system, he will have finally addressed income inequality in America,” Danielle DiMartino Booth, CEO and chief strategist of research firm Quill Intelligence, said on Twitter Dec. 8.

The bottom line is that fixing the problem won’t be pain-free. Of course, breaking an addiction to any substance never is. The hope is that the withdrawal doesn’t kill the patient.

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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Chicago-Area Players Sent to Hospital After Grueling Workout
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RIVER FOREST, Ill.—A suburban Chicago college postponed two men’s basketball games after five players went to a hospital following a rigorous workout.

Concordia University Chicago in River Forest also has temporarily removed coach Steve Kollar, school spokesman Eric Matanyi said.

The last player was released from a hospital Saturday, he said.

“The length of the stays varied from several hours to several days,” Matanyi told The Associated Press.

Athletic director Pete Gnan sent a letter to parents Thursday, explaining what happened after a late December trip to California, where the team played two games. He said the team was put through a “particularly high-intensity, collegiate-level circuit training” on Dec. 31.

Circuit training generally refers to moving through exercise stations with little time for breaks.

Five players were admitted to a hospital between Monday and Wednesday, Gnan said.

He told parents that he learned that several players missed a night curfew during the California trip.

“It has been alleged by some that the intensity and difficulty of Saturday’s practice was a direct consequence of the broken curfew earlier in the week … The university continues to look into the matter and is also working to determine all factors that contributed to the student hospitalizations,” Gnan said.

He said Concordia has “zero tolerance for harassment or retaliatory actions of any kind.”

The Division III Cougars, who are 8–2, postponed games that were scheduled for Saturday and last Tuesday.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/chicago-area-players-sent-to-hospital-after-grueling-workout_4969049.html



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


Man Killed During Unauthorized Shooting of Music Video at Downtown LA Bridge
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LOS ANGELES—A man was shot and killed below the Sixth Street Bridge in downtown Los Angeles during an unauthorized music video shoot, police said Saturday.

The shooting was reported at 10:03 p.m. Friday in the 500 block of South Mission Road, where an argument between the victim and the suspect escalated into a shooting, the Los Angeles Police Department reported.

Officers from the LAPD’s Newton Division found a man approximately 25 years old lying on the ground with gunshot wounds, Officer Drake Madison told City News Service.

Police said the attack occurred during the unauthorized shooting of a music video at the bridge. Witnesses said the suspect, who is between 18 and 20 years old, fired several shots at the victim drove from the scene in a blue Dodge Charger with a white racing stripe, according to Madison.

Police believe the shooting was gang-related.
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Western Australia’s Major Gas Plant Experiences Sudden Failure [Sun, 08 Jan 03:58]An undated handout photo shows Australian resources giant Woodside's Cossack Pioneer oil production facility in the North West Shelf gas project in Western Australia. (-/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Australian Tennis Star Ash Barty Announces Pregnancy [Sun, 08 Jan 03:35]Ash Barty of Australia celebrates after defeating Jessica Pegula of the United States in their quarterfinal match at the Australian Open tennis championships in Melbourne, Australia, on Jan. 25, 2022. (Hamish Blair/AP Photo)



	
Brazilian ‘Mad Dog’ Freire Killed in Nazare [Sun, 08 Jan 02:32]A surfer rides a wave in Praia do Norte, Nazare, Portugal, on Feb. 25, 2022. (Pedro Nunes/Reuters)



	
Pakistan Frees 524 Afghan Illegal Immigrants From Karachi Jail [Sat, 07 Jan 23:42]The locator map for Pakistan with its capital, Islamabad, and the Kashmir region. (AP Photo)



	
Putin Praises Russian Orthodox Church for Backing Troops in Ukraine [Sat, 07 Jan 23:19]Russian President Vladimir Putin attends the Orthodox Christmas service at the Kremlin in Moscow on Jan. 7, 2023. (Sputnik/Mikhail Klimentyev/Kremlin via Reuters)



	
Germany, Norway Reach Agreement on Blue Hydrogen Supplies [Sat, 07 Jan 23:13]FILE PHOTO: Norwegian energy company Equinor's flag is seen at its headquarters in Stavanger, Norway,  December 5, 2019. REUTERS/Ints Kalnins/File Photo



	
Flood in Australia’s North Concerns Ease, Ex-cyclone Weakens [Sat, 07 Jan 21:45]AUSTRALIA - JULY 26:  The Northern Territory town of Tennant Creek, population 3,000. (Ross Land/Getty Images)



	
US, Japan Sign Agreement for Operational Collaboration on Cybersecurity [Sat, 07 Jan 18:27]A person delivers a computer payload while working on a laptop in Lille, France, during the 11th International Cybersecurity Forum on Jan. 22, 2019. (PHILIPPE HUGUEN/AFP/Getty Images)



	
Subway Train Collision in Mexico City Kills 1, Injures 57 [Sat, 07 Jan 18:05]A subway passenger, injured when two subway trains collided, is taken on a stretcher to a waiting ambulance in Mexico City on Jan. 7, 2023. (Fernando Llano/AP Photo)



	
Some Canadians Set to Return From Mexico’s Mazatlan Area as Airports Reopen [Sat, 07 Jan 17:58]A passenger waits in an empty terminal at the airport while flights are suspended due to drug cartel-related violence in Culiacan, Sinaloa state, Mexico on Jan. 6, 2023. (The Canadian Press/AP, Martin Urista)







| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |





| Next | Section menu | Main menu | 


Western Australia’s Major Gas Plant Experiences Sudden Failure
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Western Australia’s gas supply system is under strain following an unexpected outage at Chevron’s Wheatstone domestic gas plant, one of the state’s largest gas plants.

The plant suffered a technical failure on the evening of Jan. 5, which resulted in gas production ceasing.

“Chevron is continuing restart activities at the Wheatstone Domestic Gas Plant, which is expected to resume production in the coming days,” a Wheatstone spokesperson told The Epoch Times.

“An unplanned outage occurred at the plant during the evening of 5 January, caused by equipment failure.”

“We are continuing to work with our customers, the regulator, and the broader market, to meet demand, including Gorgon’s 300 terajoule domestic gas plant running at full capacity.”

Kate Ryan, the WA executive general manager at Australian Energy Market Operator, said the outage at the Wheatstone facility is “expected to be short-term in nature.”

“At this stage, there is no impact to electricity supplies in the South West Interconnected System, with sufficient supply available to meet demand.”

“AEMO will continue supporting the government and gas industry by sharing information through the WA Gas Bulletin Board’s Emergency Management Facility, as required.”

Earlier Leak

The incident comes after Santos, the state’s biggest domestic producer of gas, reported a gas leak in a subsea flange on the main gas trunkline from the John Brookes platform at Varanus Island and Devil Creek facility.

Energy minister Bill Johnstone said Western Australia’s energy network is complex and challenges like these “will occur.” 

“Increased production and the use of stored gas, as well as reduced consumption by industry, means gas supplies have continued to meet demand.”

The state government is working with industry to ensure that Western Australia continues to be well supplied with gas. 

As of Sunday, Wheatstone Ashburton West Pipeline is not producing any gas. The pipeline capacity is 337 terajoules per day—about 30 percent of the state’s demand, according to the Australian Energy Market Operator’s (AEMO) WA gas bulletin board. 

Meanwhile, Santos’ Devil Creek plant, which accounts for about 16 percent of the state’s demand production capacity, dropped from 180 terajoules of gas per day a week ago to 40 terajoules per day.

It comes as the WA domestic gas market faces a “tight” supply-demand balance between 2023 and 2029, with demand up to 5 percent higher than potential supply, according to the industry’s 10-year outlook.

The AEMO has warned that renewables are projected to only partly replace shuttered coal plants, while gas generation is forecast to be required for baseload power and security and integrity of the power grid.

Demand is expected to exceed potential supply from 2023 to 2026, but supply gets back into the black from 2027 to 2029 if Woodside Energy’s Scarborough project comes online as scheduled. 

The domestic gas market then moves into a larger deficit from 2030 onwards as coal generation is shut down, and from a decline in production from existing gas fields.

“The strong linkages between WA’s gas and electricity sectors mean that changes occurring in one sector will have an impact on the other,” AEMO executive Kate Ryan said.

AAP contributed to this article. 
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Australian Tennis Star Ash Barty Announces Pregnancy


						[image: Ash Barty of Australia celebrates after defeating Jessica Pegula of the United States in their quarterfinal match at the Australian Open tennis championships in Melbourne, Australia, on Jan. 25, 2022. (Hamish Blair/AP Photo)]
Ash Barty of Australia celebrates after defeating Jessica Pegula of the United States in their quarterfinal match at the Australian Open tennis championships in Melbourne, Australia, on Jan. 25, 2022. (Hamish Blair/AP Photo)
						

							
							Australia							
						
By Lis Wang
				[image: Lis Wang]
				Lis Wang




				

				


								January 8, 2023
								Updated: January 8, 2023
							
Former world number one Tennis star Ash Barty announced she is expecting her first child with husband Garry Kissick.

The 26-year-old revealed the news on social media the night of Jan. 6.

Barty posted a photo on Instagram of a pair of baby shoes and her dog Origi.

“2023 set to be the best year yet. We are so excited for our new adventure. Origi already the protective big sister,” Barty wrote in the caption.

Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese joined those sending wishes to Barty, along with Australian tennis players Maddison Inglis and Priscilla Hon.

“Ash Barty is someone who is a great credit to Australia. I had the privilege of being there to watch her win the Australian Open in January of last year,” Albanaese said on Jan. 7.

“Ash Barty carries herself so well and is just a great Australian and I think that all Australians will wish Ash Barty all the very very best.

“I look forward to seeing Ash Barty in whatever she does. She’s going to be a winner on the court and off the court and congratulations.”

Barty announced her retirement in March 2022, which shocked the tennis world.

This decision came two months after winning the Australian Open singles title, just seven weeks after becoming the first Australian player to win the title since 1978.

Barty has won 15 career singles and became the world No. 1 title in 2019.

Since her retirement from the tennis world, Barty has been publishing a series of children’s books, starting a foundation with the Australian Tennis Foundation (ATF), releasing her autobiography “My Dream Time,” and coaching 20-year-old tennis star Olivia Gadecki.

Although Barty won’t be participating in the 2023 Australian Open, she’ll be present at Melbourne Park later this month to show her support for Gadecki who will make her Australian Open debut when the major starts on Jan. 16.

Tennis Star’s Private Wedding Ceremony

Ash Barty officially tied the knot with her long-time partner Garry Kissick in July 2022.

Barty and golf pro Kissick have been together since 2016 and are famous for being private about their personal life.

Barty shared a single photo on Instagram from her wedding ceremony, and wrote “Husband & wife” in the caption. The wedding took place at a secret venue in Queensland, Australia.

The 26 year old wore a simple wedding dress by Australian bridal couture designer Suzanne Harward.
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Brazilian ‘Mad Dog’ Freire Killed in Nazare
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LISBON—Veteran Brazilian surfer Marcio Freire died on Thursday while practicing tow-in surfing on the giant waves in Nazare on the central coast of Portugal, the local maritime authority said.

Support staff on jet-skis managed to get the 47-year-old to the beach, but all attempts to revive him failed.

Freire was one of the three Brazilian surfers who became known as the “Mad Dogs” after conquering the giant wave “Jaws” in Hawaii. They featured in the 2016 documentary Mad Dogs.

Tributes from other surfers poured in on Instagram.

“He surfed all day with a big smile on his face. That’s how I’ll keep him in my memory. Legend,” posted fellow big wave surfer Nic von Rupp.

“Today we lost a great man, a very good friend and a legendary surfer, Marcio Freire. He was such a happy spirit, always with a smile on his face…Rest in peace my friend,” wrote sports photographer Fred Pompermayer.

Nazare boasts some of the biggest waves in the world. They are magnified by an underwater canyon 5 kilometers (three miles) deep which ends where the North Atlantic meets the shoreline near the former fishing village.

American Garrett McNamara put Nazare on the map in 2011 when he set a world record for the biggest wave ever surfed at 78 feet (23.77 meters).

Brazilian Rodrigo Koxa bettered McNamara’s mark in 2017, also at Nazare, and German Sebastian Steudtner broke the record again there in 2020, surfing an 86-feet (26.21-meter) wave.
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Pakistan Frees 524 Afghan Illegal Immigrants From Karachi Jail


						[image: The locator map for Pakistan with its capital, Islamabad, and the Kashmir region. (AP Photo)]
The locator map for Pakistan with its capital, Islamabad, and the Kashmir region. (AP Photo)
						

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




				

				


								January 7, 2023
								Updated: January 7, 2023
							
KARACHI, Pakistan—Afghan authorities said on Saturday that 524 Afghan illegal immigrants have been released from a jail in the southern Pakistani port city of Karachi.

Pakistani police in multiple raids last month detained at least 1,200 Afghan nationals who entered Karachi without valid travel documents.

A video shared by the embassy on Twitter showed women and children behind the main gate of the prison, waiting to be released under supervision of Pakistani and Afghan authorities. Another video showed men seated in a bus ready to depart for Afghanistan.

Millions of Afghans fled to Pakistan during the 1979–1989 Soviet occupation of their country, creating one of the world’s largest refugee populations. Since then, Pakistan has been hosting Afghans, urging them to register themselves with the United Nations and local authorities to avoid any risk of deportation.

According to a recently conducted U.N.-backed survey, 1.3 million registered Afghan refugees are residing in Pakistan.

A report from Pakistan’s National Commission on Human Rights said there has been a drastic rise in Afghans seeking to enter the country for reasons ranging from fleeing persecution to seeking medical aid and looking for job opportunities, since the Taliban terrorist group seized power in August 2021.
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Putin Praises Russian Orthodox Church for Backing Troops in Ukraine
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President Vladimir Putin on Saturday praised the Russian Orthodox Church for supporting Moscow’s forces fighting in Ukraine in an Orthodox Christmas message designed to rally people behind his vision of modern Russia.

The Kremlin issued Putin’s message after the Russian leader attended an Orthodox Christmas Eve service on his own inside a Kremlin cathedral rather than joining other worshippers in a public celebration.

In his message, accompanied on the Kremlin website by an image of him standing before religious icons, Putin made it clear he saw the Russian Orthodox Church as an important stabilizing force for society at a time he has cast as a historical clash between Russia and the West over Ukraine and other issues.

“It is deeply gratifying to note the enormous constructive contribution of the Russian Orthodox Church and other Christian denominations in unifying society, preserving our historical memory, educating youth and strengthening the institution of family,” said Putin.

“Church organizations prioritize … supporting our warriors taking part in the special military operation [in Ukraine.] Such massive, complex, and truly selfless work deserves sincere respect.”

On Friday, Putin ordered a 36-hour ceasefire for the celebrations, but Kyiv rejected it as Moscow’s ploy to buy time and regroup and Russian and Ukrainian forces exchanged artillery fire after the announcement.

Many Orthodox Christians celebrate Christmas on Jan. 7.

The Russian Orthodox Church’s backing for Moscow’s war in Ukraine has angered many Ukrainian Orthodox believers and splintered the worldwide Orthodox Church.

Of 260 million Orthodox Christians in the world, about 100 million are in Russia itself and some of those abroad are in unity with Moscow.

Others are strongly opposed, however, and reject Moscow’s assertion that its Feb. 24 invasion last year was an essential preemptive strike to defend its own security and that of Russian speakers in Ukraine.

Ukraine has about 30 million Orthodox believers, divided between the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate and two other Orthodox Churches, one of which is the autocephalous, or independent, Ukrainian Orthodox Church.

In a service on Friday, Patriarch Kirill of Moscow criticized Ukraine for cracking down on the branch of the Orthodox church with longstanding ties to Moscow.

By Andrew Osborn
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Germany, Norway Reach Agreement on Blue Hydrogen Supplies
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A major Norwegian energy company has reached an agreement to supply Europe’s largest economy with “blue” hydrogen.

Norway’s Equinor announced an agreement on Jan. 5 to supply the German power utility, RWE, with low-carbon hydrogen, in the first step towards replacing natural gas and coal, reported Deutsche Welle.

The Norwegian supplier agreed to build hydrogen fueled power plants in Germany over the next few years, along with a major pipeline to deliver gas supplies to its southern neighbor.

There was no statement on how many power plants would be built, or how much the cost of investment would be for each side.

Germans Seek New Energy Alternative to Russian Gas

The war in Ukraine has forced Germany to end its long standing dependence on Russia gas, while its economy suffers from high energy prices.

Since the start of the war in Ukraine and the loss of Russian gas due to sanctions and pipeline disruptions, Norway has become one of Germany’s biggest suppliers of gas, by fulfilling 40 percent of its needs.

The German government intends on reaching climate neutrality by 2045, while it plans on phasing out coal use by 2038.

Germany has also been gradually shutting down its nuclear power network since the Fukushima disaster over a decade ago.

The Norwegian government has similar climate plans, including the construction and development of offshore wind power, carbon capture and storage facilities, and the electrification of oil and gas platforms.

Germany, Norway Tighten Their Energy Alliance

German Economics Minister Robert Habeck, who visited Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Støre last year to discuss the joint project, spoke in Oslo at a Jan. 6 joint press conference.

The two leaders have been discussing an agreement since March 2022, after they met to weigh the feasibility of building a pipeline to ship hydrogen gas from Norway, according to a joint statement.

Habeck said that Germany sorely needed plants that could produce hydrogen power and that it needed decarbonized hydrogen from Norway to fulfil that plan.

“In the midst of the energy crisis, we see how important Norway is as a reliable supplier of gas to Europe, but we also see how crucial it is that we switch more quickly to more renewable energy.” Stoere told reporters.

The new power plants would initially use imported Norwegian natural gas, before transitioning to low-carbon “blue” hydrogen production, and then finally to “green” hydrogen.


The joint proposal to build the hydrogen pipeline was backed by Gassco, the Norwegian pipeline operator, which is currently conducting a study to assess its feasibility and is expected to release the results in the spring.

“Through this collaboration we will strengthen the long-term energy security for Europe’s leading industrial country,” Anders Opedal, Equinor’s CEO and President, said in a joint press statement with RWE executives.

Proponents of View Hydrogen Power as Future

Berlin wants to gradually expand “green” hydrogen production as part of its long-term energy goals, as the clean source of energy could reduce carbon emissions by 65 percent to 1990 levels by 2030, Bloomberg reported.




The Green movement has been promoting hydrogen-based energy for years, since it mostly emits water vapor when burned.

The large scale production of “green” hydrogen, which is created by separating hydrogen from water molecules via solar and wind power, is years away from viability.




“Blue” hydrogen, which is the cheaper and most direct alternative, is produced by burning natural gas and can, in theory, capture and store more than 95 percent of carbon emissions.



“There is an urgent need for a rapid ramp up of the hydrogen economy,” said RWE Chief Executive Markus Krebber in a press statement.

“Blue hydrogen in large quantities can make a start, with subsequent conversion into green hydrogen supply,” he added.

In order to complete the project, underground storage for the carbon emissions created in the making of hydrogen fuel, which is currently prohibited in Germany, still need to be constructed.

Habeck said that Berlin is planning legislation in 2024 that would facilitate the process by lifting the ban.

‘A Further Step Backwards’

However, many environmental groups oppose the development of “blue” hydrogen facilities, due to their reliance on natural gas.


“If we want to put the energy crisis behind us for good, then we need a progressive green energy supply,” protested Sascha Müller-Kraenner, CEO of Environmental Action Germany (DUH).

“Importing blue hydrogen would, however, be a further step backwards to a fossil-fueled past,” she added.

Her organization protested the arrival of the first standard shipment of U.S. liquified natural gas to Germany at the port of Wilhelmshaven this week.

The leadership of the Green party, which includes Habeck, is facing heavy criticism from some of its own supporters for promoting shipments of gas from America as an alternative to Russian gas supplies.

The Greens are one of the three parties in the ruling coalition governing Germany.

German climate activists feel a sense of betrayal by the pro-environmentalist party, for permitting the use of coal as a temporary energy measure to keep citizens from freezing this winter.

Some have gone as far as to occupy the abandoned village of Lützerath in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia, which is being removed in order to expand a nearby open pit coal mine, leading to clashes with police.

Reuters contributed to this report.
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Flood in Australia’s North Concerns Ease, Ex-cyclone Weakens
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Concerns over flooding have eased in the Top End with the intensity of former tropical cyclone Ellie at last subsiding over the southwestern Northern Territory.

A series of earlier severe weather warnings for remote communities in the Simpson, Lasseter and Tanami districts were cancelled by authorities on Sunday morning.

The region had been bracing for impact as Ellie moved back into the Northern Territory (NT) after wreaking havoc in Western Australia.

“Ex-tropical cyclone Ellie has finally weakened over southwestern parts of the NT,” the Bureau of Meteorology said.

“Severe weather is no longer occurring in Northern Territory. Thunderstorm activity in the Simpson district later today may bring isolated heavy rainfall and a severe thunderstorm warning will be issued if this occurs.”

While the immediate threat has passed, the situation will continue to be monitored.

West Australian authorities and the Australian Defence Force are meanwhile supporting towns in the Kimberley region after rain generated by Ellie caused Fitzroy River to break its banks.

Record-breaking flooding continues in the catchment.

The remote town of Fitzroy Crossing and tiny Indigenous community of Noonkanbah were devastated after the river last week reached a record peak of 15.81 metres.

The rain cleared on Saturday, making it once again safe to open the Fitzroy Crossing airport.

That allowed authorities to deliver 3000 kilograms of food, medicine and other supplies to the cut-off region.

More than 100 residents have already been evacuated from the Kimberley but more may be relocated in the coming days as flooding continues in the towns of Looma and Willare.

WA Emergency Services Minister Stephen Dawson spoke to locals at Fitzroy Crossing on Saturday afternoon and thanked the community for their resilience.

“Nothing like this has ever been experienced in Western Australia before,” he told reporters.

“To their great credit, they’ve been patient and they’ve persevered.”

Authorities in Queensland say severe thunderstorms and heavy rain are possible on Sunday for the state’s north and west.

The communities of Palmerville, Georgetown, Mount Isa, Cloncurry, Urandangi and Boulia are all in the firing line.

Residents in NSW’s far west are also being warned that the Darling River is yet to peak.

The town of Menindee has already been inundated but the river could rise to more than 10.7 metres in the coming days, which is higher than the 1976 record.
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US, Japan Sign Agreement for Operational Collaboration on Cybersecurity
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The United States and Japan have signed a memorandum of understanding to strengthen their operational collaboration on cybersecurity, according to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

The memorandum was signed by Japan’s Trade Minister Yasutoshi Nishimura and U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security Alejandro Mayorkas during their meeting in Washington on Friday, DHS said in a statement.

According to the DHS, the agreement will allow their agencies to enhance the security of critical infrastructure, foster more partnership opportunities, and continue sharing best practices with Indo-Pacific partners on cybersecurity.

“We will work closely to harmonize security systems between Japan and the United States for software and IoT devices, including cooperation in human resource development in the Indo-Pacific region,” Nishimura said on Twitter.




マヨルカス国土安全保障長官とサイバーセキュリティに関する協力覚書を締結。ソフトウェアやI oT機器においてセキュリティ制度の日米間の調和に向け緊密に連携していく。インド太平洋地域における人材育成も協力。又サプラチェーンにおける人権配慮対応で、日本の産業界を交えたラウンドテーブル開催。 pic.twitter.com/OQcgAAg4Rv

— 西村やすとし NISHIMURA Yasutoshi (@nishy03) January 6, 2023






“There is an urgent need for us to establish security systems for software, internet of things, or IoT, and other new fields,” he told reporters after the meeting, Jiji Press reported.

Japan’s Ministry of Trade and Industry said the memorandum signifies the beginning of the U.S.-Japan cooperation in cybersecurity following Japan’s national security strategy approved in December last year.

Japan-Australia Cybersecurity Pact

Japan also signed a bilateral security agreement with Australia in October last year, covering military, intelligence and cybersecurity cooperation to counter the deteriorating security outlook driven by China’s increasing assertiveness.

The upgrade of the Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation, a pact first signed in 2007 when governments weren’t as concerned with the Chinese Communist Party’s rising power, was the major outcome of Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida’s meeting with his Australian counterpart Anthony Albanese in Australia’s west coast city of Perth.

The declaration covers military interoperability, intelligence, cybersecurity, operations in space, law enforcement, logistics, and protecting telecommunications.

The declaration also refers to cooperation in “resisting economic coercion and disinformation”—threats that China is widely accused of.

Kishida said the new framework of cooperation had been developed under an “increasingly harsh strategic environment.”

“This renewed declaration … will chart the direction of our security and defense cooperation in the next 10 years,” Kishida said through an interpreter.

Growing Cyberattacks

Japan has scrambled to improve its cybersecurity in response to the growing number of cyberattacks. In the first half of 2022, the country recorded 114 ransomware attacks on local companies, an increase of 87 percent from the previous year, Japan Times reported.

Japan’s e-Gov website, which provides administrative information, and several other ministry websites were targeted by hackers in September last year, for which a pro-Russian hacker group named “Killnet” reportedly claimed responsibility, saying that it was “revolting against Japan’s militarism.”

Japanese authorities suspect that hackers used a distributed denial-of-service (DDoS) attack to overload websites with a large amount of data and blocked users from accessing the websites.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Subway Train Collision in Mexico City Kills 1, Injures 57
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MEXICO CITY—Two subway trains collided between two stations Saturday in Mexico City, killing at least one person and injuring 41, authorities said.

Mayor Claudia Sheinbaum said on her Twitter account that the accident happened on Line 3 of the capital’s Metro system, without specifying the cause of the crash between the Potrero and La Raza stations.

Sheinbaum said one woman was killed and 57 people injured, who were taken to seven hospitals. Four people were trapped in the wreckage for a time, including the driver of one of the trains, who was reported in serious condition.

Dozens of police and soldiers swarmed into the nearby subway stations, while ambulances and rescue teams arrived to treat the injured.

Edgar Montiel, an electrician who was on one on the trains, said he felt lucky because he had decided at the last minute to enter the next-to-last car rather than the rearmost car, which was smashed up in the crash.

“It sounded very strong. I just closed my eyes when I felt the sheets of the car bend and throw me,” Montiel told The Associated Press.

He said he remained on the floor of the car with several passengers amid screams and cries asked for help.

“The power went out to the subway and a lot of smoke began to come out that was suffocating us. We could not breathe well,” he said.

Montiel, who had injuries to his left arm and leg, said the occupants of his car had to wait about 30 minutes until paramedics arrived to tend to the injured and help everyone exit the car.

In lamenting the accident, President Andrés Manuel López Obrador said on his Twitter account that the federal government was supporting the city officials dealing with accident.

In May 2021, an elevated section of the subway system collapsed, causing 26 deaths and injuring nearly 100 people. An investigation blamed the structural failure on deficiencies in the construction process, and 10 former officials have been charged with homicide, injury and damage to property.

The Mexico City subway system has 226.5 kilometers (141 miles) of track and 195 stations. It serves an average of 4.6 million passengers every day.
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Some Canadians Set to Return From Mexico’s Mazatlan Area as Airports Reopen
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Some Canadian tourists in Mexico’s Sinaloa state finally began their delayed journey home on Saturday after a wave of violence erupted in the region, shuttering airports and prompting an advisory to shelter in place.

Two airports in the northwestern area of Mexico have reopened, with international flights scheduled on Saturday from Mazatlan to cities in Western Canada including Calgary, Edmonton, Winnipeg and Vancouver.

Travellers checking out of beachfront hotels in the area described a chaotic scene of packed elevators and busy lobbies as guests awaited airport shuttles and flights home.

Some Canadian tourists in the area were barricaded in their hotels for several days after the arrest of a major alleged drug cartel leader led to violence in the region.

The Canadian government issued a shelter-in-place advisory on Thursday, saying the widespread violence included burning cars, exchanges of fire and threats to essential infrastructure, including airports.

The Canadian government continues to recommend avoiding non-essential travel across the Sinaloa state, except within the city of Mazatlan.

Mixed messages emerged from people on the ground in the region on Saturday, creating some uncertainty about the current state of affairs.

Some described the area as “back to normal,” while others suggested an atmosphere of uneasiness persisted.

Dominique Carole Maraj, a Canadian from Vancouver who lives in Mazatlan about six months a year, said all commercial and government services were back up and running with roadways reopened and transit restored.

Others suggested on social media that while conditions were largely back to normal in the city, a significant armed presence continued in other parts of the state.

And while Canadian airlines resumed flights out of the Mazatlan airport on Saturday, U.S. airlines once again canceled flights for the day.

Canadian air carriers WestJet, Swoop and Sunwing all had flights scheduled to depart on Saturday, but American Airlines and United flights appeared to remain cancelled.

Swoop said the Mazatlan airport has reopened without disruption.

“An elevated police/military presence remains in the region to further ensure the safety and security of the public,” the airline said in an emailed statement on Saturday.

“Service to other Swoop destinations across Mexico remains unaffected by this situation, though crew and travellers may see additional law enforcement present in various other areas out of caution.”

Swoop added that it continues to advise everyone in the region to follow all instructions provided by local authorities.

WestJet said its operations to Mazatlan resumed Saturday, while service to the rest of its destinations across Mexico remain unaffected.

“We will continue to monitor the situation closely and will make operational changes in the name of safety as necessary,” the airline said in an email.

WestJet noted that flexible change and cancellation policies remain in effect for customers with reservations affected by the latest travel advisory.

Air Canada said none of its destinations in Mexico were affected by the unrest but the airline is “watching the situation closely.”

Sunwing did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
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Western Australia’s gas supply system is under strain following an unexpected outage at Chevron’s Wheatstone domestic gas plant, one of the state’s largest gas plants.

The plant suffered a technical failure on the evening of Jan. 5, which resulted in gas production ceasing.

“Chevron is continuing restart activities at the Wheatstone Domestic Gas Plant, which is expected to resume production in the coming days,” a Wheatstone spokesperson told The Epoch Times.

“An unplanned outage occurred at the plant during the evening of 5 January, caused by equipment failure.”

“We are continuing to work with our customers, the regulator, and the broader market, to meet demand, including Gorgon’s 300 terajoule domestic gas plant running at full capacity.”

Kate Ryan, the WA executive general manager at Australian Energy Market Operator, said the outage at the Wheatstone facility is “expected to be short-term in nature.”

“At this stage, there is no impact to electricity supplies in the South West Interconnected System, with sufficient supply available to meet demand.”

“AEMO will continue supporting the government and gas industry by sharing information through the WA Gas Bulletin Board’s Emergency Management Facility, as required.”

Earlier Leak

The incident comes after Santos, the state’s biggest domestic producer of gas, reported a gas leak in a subsea flange on the main gas trunkline from the John Brookes platform at Varanus Island and Devil Creek facility.

Energy minister Bill Johnstone said Western Australia’s energy network is complex and challenges like these “will occur.” 

“Increased production and the use of stored gas, as well as reduced consumption by industry, means gas supplies have continued to meet demand.”

The state government is working with industry to ensure that Western Australia continues to be well supplied with gas. 

As of Sunday, Wheatstone Ashburton West Pipeline is not producing any gas. The pipeline capacity is 337 terajoules per day—about 30 percent of the state’s demand, according to the Australian Energy Market Operator’s (AEMO) WA gas bulletin board. 

Meanwhile, Santos’ Devil Creek plant, which accounts for about 16 percent of the state’s demand production capacity, dropped from 180 terajoules of gas per day a week ago to 40 terajoules per day.

It comes as the WA domestic gas market faces a “tight” supply-demand balance between 2023 and 2029, with demand up to 5 percent higher than potential supply, according to the industry’s 10-year outlook.

The AEMO has warned that renewables are projected to only partly replace shuttered coal plants, while gas generation is forecast to be required for baseload power and security and integrity of the power grid.

Demand is expected to exceed potential supply from 2023 to 2026, but supply gets back into the black from 2027 to 2029 if Woodside Energy’s Scarborough project comes online as scheduled. 

The domestic gas market then moves into a larger deficit from 2030 onwards as coal generation is shut down, and from a decline in production from existing gas fields.

“The strong linkages between WA’s gas and electricity sectors mean that changes occurring in one sector will have an impact on the other,” AEMO executive Kate Ryan said.

AAP contributed to this article. 
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Big Tech firms are leading a string of layoffs across corporate America as companies look to rein in costs to ride out the economic downturn.

Persisting inflation leading to interest rate hikes, weak consumer demand, and an economic slowdown in China have forced firms from Amazon to Walt Disney and banks to trim their workforce.

Here are some of the major job cuts announced in recent weeks:

Amazon.com Inc.

The e-commerce giant said company-wide layoffs would impact over 18,000 employees, raising the figure from 10,000 layoffs it announced months ago.

Meta Platforms Inc.

The Facebook-parent said it would cut 13 percent of its workforce, or more than 11,000 employees, in one of the biggest tech layoffs this year as it grapples with a weak advertising market and mounting costs.

DoorDash Inc.

The food delivery firm, which enjoyed a growth surge during the pandemic, said it was reducing its corporate headcount by about 1,250 employees.

AMC Networks Inc.

The cable TV network said it would cut about 20 percent of its U.S. workforce, as it announced Chief Executive Officer Christina Spade had stepped down, less than three months into the role.

Kraken

The cryptocurrency exchange said it would cut its global workforce by 30 percent, or about 1,100 employees, citing tough market conditions that have crippled demand for digital assets this year.

Citigroup Inc.

The bank eliminated dozens of jobs across its investment banking division, as a dealmaking slump continues to weigh on Wall Street’s biggest banks, Bloomberg News reported.

Morgan Stanley

The Wall Street powerhouse is expected to start a fresh round of layoffs globally in the coming weeks, Reuters reported on Nov. 3, as dealmaking business takes a hit.

Intel Corp.

CEO Pat Gelsinger told Reuters “people actions” would be part of a cost-reduction plan. The chipmaker said it would reduce costs by $3 billion in 2023.

The adjustments would start in the fourth quarter, Gelsinger said, but did not specify how many employees would be affected.

Johnson & Johnson

The pharmaceutical giant has said it might cut some jobs amid inflationary pressure and a strong dollar, with CFO Joseph Wolk saying the healthcare conglomerate is looking at “right sizing” itself.

Twitter Inc.

The social media company laid off half its workforce across teams ranging from communications and content curation to product and engineering following Elon Musk’s $44 billion takeover.

Lyft Inc.

The ride-hailing firm said it would lay off 13 percent of its workforce, or about 683 employees, after it already cut 60 jobs earlier this year and froze hiring in September.

Beyond Meat Inc.

The vegan meat maker said it plans to cut 200 jobs this year, with the layoffs expected to save about $39 million.

Stripe Inc.

The digital payments firm is cutting its headcount by about 14 percent and will have about 7,000 employees after the layoffs, according to an email to employees from the company’s founders.

Chime Financial Inc.

The online banking firm has laid off 12 percent of its employees, or about 160 jobs, a spokesperson said.

Opendoor Technologies Inc.

The property-selling platform is laying off about 550 employees, Chief Executive Officer Eric Wu said, adding that the company had already reduced its workforce by more than 830 positions.

Phillips 66

The refiner reduced employee headcount by over 1,100 as it seeks to meet its 2022 cost savings target of $500 million. The reductions were communicated to employees in late October.

Seagate Technology Holdings Plc.

The memory chip firm announced a restructuring plan including reducing worldwide headcount by about 8 percent, or 3,000 employees.

Arrival SA

The EV startup said it plans to further “right-size” the organization, which could have a “sizable impact” on its global workforce, mostly in the UK.

The company in July said it may cut up to 30 percent of workforce in restructuring.

Coinbase Global

The cryptocurrency exchange said it planned to cut over 60 jobs, in its recruiting and institutional onboarding teams.

The move marks a second round of jobs cuts at the company this year, and comes at a time when cryptocurrencies have been roiled by extreme volatility as investors dump risky assets.

Walt Disney Co.

The media giant is planning to freeze hiring and cut some jobs, according to a company memo seen by Reuters.

Roku Inc.

The video-streaming device maker said it would reduce its headcount by 5 percent, or about 200 employees, due to “current economic conditions”.

Cisco Systems Inc.

The networking and collaboration solutions company said it will undertake restructuring which could impact roughly 5 percent of its workforce. The effort will begin in the second quarter of the fiscal year 2023 and cost the company $600 million.

HP Inc.

The computing devices maker said it expected to cut up to 6,000 jobs by the end of fiscal 2025.

CNN

Warner Bros Discovery-owned CNN’s top boss Chris Licht informed employees in an all-staff memo that job cuts were underway.

Buzzfeed Inc.

The online media company said it will cut about 12 percent of its workforce. As of Dec. 31 last year, the company had 1,522 employees in six countries.

Blue Apron Holdings Inc.

The online meal-kit company said it will cut about 10 percent of its corporate workforce, as it looks to reduce costs and streamline operations. The company had about 1,657 full-time employees, as of Sept. 30.

Wolverine World Wide Inc.

The casual footwear and apparel retailer said it had initiated a workforce reduction earlier this week and expects this initiative to result in about $30 million in savings in 2023.

TuSimple Holdings Inc.

The autonomous driving technology company will lay off 25 percent of its workforce, or nearly 350 employees, as part of a restructuring plan to rein in costs.

Micron Technology Inc.

The memory chipmaker will cut 10 percent of its workforce in 2023 and would reduce its CapEx plans for fiscal 2024, citing a nagging glut in the semiconductor market.

Salesforce Inc.

The software company said it would lay off about 10 percent of its employees and close some offices as a part of its restructuring plan, citing a challenging economy.
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Australian Tennis Star Ash Barty Announces Pregnancy
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Former world number one Tennis star Ash Barty announced she is expecting her first child with husband Garry Kissick.

The 26-year-old revealed the news on social media the night of Jan. 6.

Barty posted a photo on Instagram of a pair of baby shoes and her dog Origi.

“2023 set to be the best year yet. We are so excited for our new adventure. Origi already the protective big sister,” Barty wrote in the caption.

Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese joined those sending wishes to Barty, along with Australian tennis players Maddison Inglis and Priscilla Hon.

“Ash Barty is someone who is a great credit to Australia. I had the privilege of being there to watch her win the Australian Open in January of last year,” Albanaese said on Jan. 7.

“Ash Barty carries herself so well and is just a great Australian and I think that all Australians will wish Ash Barty all the very very best.

“I look forward to seeing Ash Barty in whatever she does. She’s going to be a winner on the court and off the court and congratulations.”

Barty announced her retirement in March 2022, which shocked the tennis world.

This decision came two months after winning the Australian Open singles title, just seven weeks after becoming the first Australian player to win the title since 1978.

Barty has won 15 career singles and became the world No. 1 title in 2019.

Since her retirement from the tennis world, Barty has been publishing a series of children’s books, starting a foundation with the Australian Tennis Foundation (ATF), releasing her autobiography “My Dream Time,” and coaching 20-year-old tennis star Olivia Gadecki.

Although Barty won’t be participating in the 2023 Australian Open, she’ll be present at Melbourne Park later this month to show her support for Gadecki who will make her Australian Open debut when the major starts on Jan. 16.

Tennis Star’s Private Wedding Ceremony

Ash Barty officially tied the knot with her long-time partner Garry Kissick in July 2022.

Barty and golf pro Kissick have been together since 2016 and are famous for being private about their personal life.

Barty shared a single photo on Instagram from her wedding ceremony, and wrote “Husband & wife” in the caption. The wedding took place at a secret venue in Queensland, Australia.

The 26 year old wore a simple wedding dress by Australian bridal couture designer Suzanne Harward.
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DeSantis Demands Universities Report on CRT and ‘Diversity, Equity, Inclusion’ Spending
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Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis has demanded that state educational authorities report how much they spend on critical race theory (CRT) and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in the state’s higher education system.

In a Dec. 28 memo, the governor’s office gave state Education Commissioner Manny Diaz and Ray Rodrigues, chancellor of the state university system, until Jan. 13 to produce the information.

The requested documents should “provide a comprehensive list of all staff, programs, and campus activities related to diversity, equity and inclusion, and critical race theory,” Chris Spencer, the governor’s director of policy and budget, wrote in the directive.

Officials need to describe each program, list all the full- and part-time positions associated with them, and report each program’s total funding and the amount provided by the state.

Spencer referenced the upcoming legislative session in Florida and DeSantis’ priority to provide “a cost-effective higher education system that delivers high-quality service to Floridians to best prepare them for employment.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The iconic Century Tower on the University of Florida campus in Gainesville, Fla. on July 30, 2022. (Nanette Holt/The Epoch Times)


“I can’t offer more on this topic at the moment,” Bryan Griffin, DeSantis’s press secretary, wrote in an email, responding to a query whether the move was prompted by an Epoch Times story published Dec. 24, 2022.

In it, Florida students claimed conservative viewpoints, and those expressing them, were often targeted in the state’s public university classrooms.

“All I can say for now is that we are currently fact-finding; stay tuned,” Griffin wrote.

‘Where Woke Goes to Die’

In April 2022, DeSantis signed the “Stop Wrongs to Our Kids and Employees” Act, also known as the Stop WOKE Act. The law prohibits discriminatory classroom instruction, such as CRT. And it prohibits employers from forcing workers to attend antiracism and CRT training.

The law bans instruction that implies someone is responsible for actions committed in the past by other members of the same race, color, sex, or national origin. The measure also allows Floridians to sue if they believe their school or workplace has violated the law.

Chief U.S. District Judge Mark Walker, an appointee of former President Barack Obama, issued a preliminary injunction against the law in November after several Florida students and professors sued. The DeSantis administration is appealing the decision.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Students at Florida State University protest an appearance on campus of the communist political activist and academic Angela Davis, in Tallahassee, Fla., on Jan. 16, 2018. (Courtesy of FSU College Republicans)


In November 2022, the governor’s office said that Florida was first for best value in tuition and fees, and first overall for higher education, citing U.S. Department of Education Statistics for the 2018-2019 school year. The state budgeted about $4 billion last year for higher education.

But DeSantis, who often says Florida is “where woke goes to die,” signaled in his inaugural address on Jan. 3 that he is not done reforming higher education in Florida.

“We must ensure schools systems are responsive to parents and to students, not partisan interest groups, and we must ensure that our institutions of higher learning are focused on academic excellence and the pursuit of truth, not the imposition of trendy ideology,” he said, after being sworn in to a second four-year term as Florida’s governor.

In another move showing he’s serious on the subject, DeSantis named CRT-proponent Chris Rufo to the board of trustees of the state’s New College on Jan. 6. Rufo, a documentary filmmaker and Manhattan Institute fellow, spoke at the Florida press conference where DeSantis signed the Stop WOKE Act into law.

Florida’s Stop WOKE Act originated as a response to the spread of CRT and other social justice concepts widely promoted by works such as The New York Times 1619 Project, which paints America as a country founded on slavery and characterizes the nation’s Founding Fathers as racists.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis signs the Stop WOKE Act in Hialeah Gardens, Fla., on April 22, 2022. (The Florida Channel/Screenshot via The Epoch Times)


While the 1619 Project has been rejected by many academics, historians, and politicians, its teachings have been embraced just as vigorously by many liberals and progressives. Many have held it up as a model of how history should be taught to children and college students.

Florida universities actively promote CRT, according to the Critical Race Training in Education database maintained by the Legal Insurrection Foundation. The database lists CRT programs at universities and schools nationwide.

‘A Positive Development’

In its Dec 24, 2022, report, The Epoch Times documented experiences of six conservative students attending a major Florida university. In the article “Students Speak Out on Anti-White, Anti-Christian, Anti-American Culture at Florida University,” the young people, who spoke anonymously, described their frustration with a hostile environment for conservatives on campus. They described feeling uncomfortable, at best, and threatened, at worst.

Their accounts describe a campus culture focused on race and social justice, and hostile to conservative or Christian views. They asked to use pseudonyms to protect their identity, fearing retaliation for speaking publicly.

One of those students, identified as Robert, was encouraged to learn that DeSantis was taking action by requesting information about the funding of university programs steeped in racial bias.

In the Dec. 24 article, Robert, a Christian law student, told The Epoch Times he’d been reported to the FBI as “an extremist” for expressing conservative views. FBI agents visited his home and questioned him for more than an hour about the claims. He never learned the name of his accuser.

“I was excited by that,” Robert said, referring to the Dec. 28 demand from DeSantis for information about programs involving DEI and CRT at Florida universities. “It’s definitely a positive development, and I think The Epoch Times brought it to light.”

A journalism student, who asked to be identified only as Mia, said she was happy to see DeSantis take CRT seriously.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A Florida university student, who asked to be identified only as Mia, sits with her study Bible at home on Christmas break on Dec. 22, 2022. Expressing Christian views on campus draws scorn from professors, who openly talk about their “hate for Christians,” she told The Epoch Times. (Courtesy of Mia)


“I’m glad to see they are looking into it,” she said, wondering aloud if it was in response to the news coverage.

The Stop WOKE Act, which prohibits discrimination based on “antiracism” in the classroom and at the workplace, is a start, she said. But she doesn’t think it’s being enforced.

“I think somebody described it as toothless, which I would agree with,” Mia said.

The culture on campus remains hostile to conservative students. And if anything, CRT has only worsened during her time in school, she said.

“You see it every day on campus. That kind of thing is alive and well.”

Rodrigues, the state university system chancellor, was contacted in December by The Epoch Times and asked to comment on the students’ concerns. Through a representative, he declined comment, citing the litigation, while noting that the university system has regulations ready for implementing the legislation.

Sunshine Needed

William Jacobson, a conservative Cornell law professor and founder of the Legal Insurrection Foundation, said the Florida universities shouldn’t have a problem providing the financial information the governor’s office wants.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] William Jacobson, a Cornell law professor, started a database of universities engaged in Critical Race Theory. (Photo courtesy of Jacobson)


“I would simply say it’s the Sunshine State, and there should be sunshine on what these expenses are,” he told The Epoch Times.

It’s essential to understand and quantify the administrative costs of various DEI programming, he said.

“Only once you understand the scope of the issue can you start to understand whether anything needs to be done.”

University of Central Florida political science professor Aubrey Jewett laughed on Jan. 5 as he told The Epoch Times he’d coincidentally just been working on his department’s required report on the matter. He’s the assistant director of the UCF School of Politics, Security, and International Affairs. With the department head on leave, the reporting job fell to him.

He said he had not found much CRT or DEI spending in the school. But he acknowledged that more spending might be found at the university’s administrative level, where employees work full-time or part-time on CRT or DEI.

“They have certainly pushed being more inclusive and diverse because American society has become more diverse over the last 30 years. We want to make sure all students feel welcome at UCF,” Jewett said.

DeSantis, widely seen as a presidential aspirant in 2024, is showing national leadership on the issue, Jewett said.

“My take is that frequently Gov. DeSantis has been a leader in this area. What he does finds itself repeated in other states. He’s not always the first to do something. But he’s gotten a national reputation. And even if he’s not the first, he gets a lot of attention. He has a knack for getting that media attention, and he’s sometimes clever framing an issue.”

On how it might affect a presidential race if DeSantis runs, Jewett said, “He’s reinforcing his image as a conservative fighter. He’s somebody who’s not just talking about things they don’t like, but actually trying to do something about them. That has endeared him to many conservatives; not only in Florida, but across the country.”

DeSantis raised over $200 million in the last election cycle.

Whether DeSantis will seek the Republican nomination is one of the biggest political questions of the next presidential election cycle. Former President Donald Trump has already declared his candidacy. But polls show DeSantis to be a clear favorite after Trump, Jewett said, and in some polls even leading Trump.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] University of Central Florida political science professor Aubrey Jewett. (Courtesy of Aubrey Jewett.)


Addressing the issue of CRT and DEI in the budget can be effective, Jewett said.

One of his academic mentors used to say that “the budget of any organization is the most important public policy document you can have,” Jewett recalled. “It’s where you put dollar amounts to your goals and your values.”

Financial reports may not uncover all CRT and DEI efforts on Florida campuses, such as how much time professors devote to promoting those viewpoints in the classroom, how aggressively they do it, or how much they grade students on it, Jewett said.

But the budgetary inquiry surely will have an impact, he said. Universities know they’re being examined and that their funding might be impacted.

“If University X is spending $10 million on this kind of initiative, [the state can decide] they need $10 million less. The underlying potential for pushback is there.”

Jewett observed that DeSantis is opening another front, a financial one, in a battle already being waged in court, with an injunction in effect. DeSantis may not win the latter battle, Jewett said.

Some may have called the Stop WOKE Act toothless, but that’s only because the injunction has stopped it from being applied, Jewett said.

The law might face an uphill court battle on the point of impinging on professors’ free speech, he said. The DeSantis Administration has argued that professors don’t necessarily have “free speech,” because while teaching, the Florida government “owns” their speech. That’s because the government is paying for that speech.

“Anything that provides governmental oversight of university spending on DEI and CRT programs and personnel is a welcome change from the status quo,” retired Vanderbilt professor Carol Swain, now a fellow at the Texas Public Policy Foundation, wrote in an email to The Epoch Times.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Carol Swain, conservative author and commentator. (Photo courtesy of Carol Swain)


“Greater scrutiny of the programs could result in some curtailment of the most egregious ones. It is unlikely, however, to prevent individual faculty members from pursuing ideological agendas that work to the disadvantage of conservative students and faculty.

“Filing civil rights complaints might be the best avenue for students to pursue when they find their rights infringed by DEI advocates who engage in racial or gender discrimination. Enforcement of state and federal anti-discrimination and non-bias laws should protect conservative students who are victimized because of their race, religion, or gender.”

Not a New Problem for Conservatives

“Conservative students have long complained about ideological bias against conservative viewpoints in the classroom,” said political scientist Susan MacManus, professor emerita at the University of South Florida. “It’s a continuation of the CRT debate in [grades] K through 12, now extended to higher education. They will show how they’re spending the money.”

It’s worse in some disciplines—such as the humanities and liberal arts—than in is in others, such as the hard sciences, she said.

“One thing that is likely to be targeted [in this year’s budget cycle in Florida] is the ideological diversity of speakers brought to college campuses [with tax dollars]. It’s hard for conservative students to get speakers without a lot of trouble.”

One thing that did apparently get done before the injunction went into effect was a survey of students on whether they perceived bias in the classrooms, MacManus said. She has yet to see formal results but heard that, at the outset, the response rate to the survey was low, and the researchers hadn’t found much, she said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Author and political scientist Susan A. MacManus is professor emerita at the University of South Florida’s Department of Government and International Affairs and the School of Interdisciplinary Global Studies. (Courtesy of USF)


While defunding CRT is a positive step, Robert, the law student, said the governor needs to go further. He should start by replacing professors who follow Marxist-based doctrine with those who don’t, he said.

To truly make the college culture less hostile to Christian students or to those who speak in favor of preserving gun rights under the Second Amendment, he thinks universities need to hire conservative professors—if they can find them.

“From what I can tell in the culture is that the conservatives just accept that academics [and] colleges are owned by the leftists,” he said. “So they don’t really try to change that.”

Because of that belief, a lot of conservatives who might want to become professors don’t even try, he said.

“But then, another part is, it’s very obvious that whether it be through student admissions, or hirings, or grades, even, that the leftists in the schools prefer their fellow leftists and that they definitely have favoritism towards the people who share their political beliefs,” he said.

The hiring process for professors needs to become a level playing field, he said.

Right now, if a conservative professor interviewing for a teaching position discloses he was against wearing masks or doesn’t believe the Constitution is a living document, he wouldn’t be hired, Robert said.

Mia, the journalism student, questioned if restructuring money for DEI programs or anything labeled CRT would get to the root of the problem.

She pointed to a required journalism class in which her professor lauded the teachings of Karl Marx and emphatically spoke about “white privilege” and “systemic racism” as fact. She said students’ grades suffered if they wrote about views contrary to the professor’s anti-white, anti-establishment positions.

“I’m not sure she ever said the words Critical Race Theory, but she was teaching the ideas of Critical Race Theory,” Mia said. “So that won’t be uncovered by this” inquiry by DeSantis.

But she hopes the inquiry might cut back on programs and events that teach CRT and gender theory on Florida campuses.
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Brazilian ‘Mad Dog’ Freire Killed in Nazare
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LISBON—Veteran Brazilian surfer Marcio Freire died on Thursday while practicing tow-in surfing on the giant waves in Nazare on the central coast of Portugal, the local maritime authority said.

Support staff on jet-skis managed to get the 47-year-old to the beach, but all attempts to revive him failed.

Freire was one of the three Brazilian surfers who became known as the “Mad Dogs” after conquering the giant wave “Jaws” in Hawaii. They featured in the 2016 documentary Mad Dogs.

Tributes from other surfers poured in on Instagram.

“He surfed all day with a big smile on his face. That’s how I’ll keep him in my memory. Legend,” posted fellow big wave surfer Nic von Rupp.

“Today we lost a great man, a very good friend and a legendary surfer, Marcio Freire. He was such a happy spirit, always with a smile on his face…Rest in peace my friend,” wrote sports photographer Fred Pompermayer.

Nazare boasts some of the biggest waves in the world. They are magnified by an underwater canyon 5 kilometers (three miles) deep which ends where the North Atlantic meets the shoreline near the former fishing village.

American Garrett McNamara put Nazare on the map in 2011 when he set a world record for the biggest wave ever surfed at 78 feet (23.77 meters).

Brazilian Rodrigo Koxa bettered McNamara’s mark in 2017, also at Nazare, and German Sebastian Steudtner broke the record again there in 2020, surfing an 86-feet (26.21-meter) wave.
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‘60 Minutes’ Exhumes Enviro Cult Leader for a New Round of Scaremongering [Fri, 06 Jan 14:06]Dwight Bowers, Curator of Division of Culture and the Arts, holds the stopwatch used on the TV news magazine show "60 Minutes" in the vaults at the Smithsonian's American History Museum, in Washington, D.C., on July 27, 2012. (Brendan Smialowski/AFP/GettyImages)
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Is the Fed Trying to Wean Markets Off Monetary Policy?
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Commentary

Is the Fed trying to wean the markets off monetary policy? Such was an interesting premise from former British diplomat Alastair Crooke via the Strategic Culture Foundation, to wit:

“The Fed however, may be attempting to implement a contrarian, controlled demolition of the U.S. bubble-economy through interest rate increases. The rate rises will not slay the inflation ‘dragon’ (they would need to be much higher to do that). The purpose is to break a generalised ‘dependency habit’ on free money.”

That is a powerful assessment that, if true, has an overarching impact on the economic and financial markets over the next decade. Such is especially important when considering the effect these repeated monetary and fiscal interventions have had on financial market returns of the previous decade.

The chart below shows the average annual inflation-adjusted total returns (dividends included) since 1928. I used the total return data from Aswath Damodaran, a Stern School of Business professor at New York University. The chart shows that from 1928 to 2021, the market returned 8.48 percent after inflation. However, notice that after the financial crisis in 2008, returns jumped by an average of four percentage points for the various periods.

[image: image1] Source: RealInvestmentAdvice.com


We can directly trace those outsized returns back to the Fed’s repeated monetary and the government’s fiscal policy interventions during that period. Following the financial crisis, the Federal Reserve intervened with monetary support each time the market stumbled or threatened the “wealth effect.”
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While many want to suggest the Federal Reserve’s monetary interventions do not affect financial markets, the correlation between the two is extremely high.
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However, the result of more than a decade of unbridled monetary experiments led to a massive wealth gap in the U.S. economy which has become front and center of the political landscape.
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It isn’t just the massive expansion in household net worth since the financial crisis that is troublesome. The problem is that nearly 70 percent of that total household net worth is concentrated in the top 10 percent of income earners.

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

While it was likely not the Fed’s intention to cause such a massive redistribution of wealth, it was the goal of its grand monetary experiment.

Pavlov’s Great Experiment

Classical conditioning (also known as Pavlovian or respondent conditioning) refers to a learning procedure in which a potent stimulus (e.g., food) is paired with a previously neutral stimulus (e.g., a bell). Pavlov discovered that when he introduced the neutral stimulus, the dogs would begin to salivate in anticipation of the potent stimulus, even though it was not currently present. This learning process results from the psychological “pairing” of the stimuli.

This conditioning is what has happened to investors over the last decade.

In 2010, then-Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke introduced the “neutral stimulus” to the financial markets by adding a “third mandate” to the Fed’s responsibilities—the creation of the “wealth effect.”

Bernanke wrote of the “wealth effect” in a Washington Post Op-Ed in November, 2010:

“This approach eased financial conditions in the past and, so far, looks to be effective again. Stock prices rose, and long-term interest rates fell when investors began to anticipate this additional action. Easier financial conditions will promote economic growth. For example, lower mortgage rates will make housing more affordable and allow more homeowners to refinance. Lower corporate bond rates will encourage investment. And higher stock prices will boost consumer wealth and help increase confidence, which can also spur spending. Increased spending will lead to higher incomes and profits that, in a virtuous circle, will further support economic expansion.”

Importantly, for conditioning to work, the “neutral stimulus,” when introduced, must be followed by the “potent stimulus” for the “pairing” to be completed. For investors, as the Fed introduced each round of “Quantitative Easing,” the “neutral stimulus,” the stock market as the “potent stimulus” rose.

Twelve years and 400 percent gains later, the “pairing” was complete. Such is why investors now move from one economic report and Fed meeting to the next in anticipation of the “ringing of the bell.”

The problem, as noted above, is that despite the massive expansion of the Fed’s balance sheet and the surge in asset prices, there was relatively little translation into broader economic prosperity.

The problem is the “transmission system” of monetary policy collapsed following the financial crisis.

Instead of the liquidity flowing through the system, it remained bottled up within institutions and the ultra-wealthy, who had “investible wealth.” However, those programs failed to boost the bottom 90 percent of Americans living paycheck-to-paycheck.

The failure of the flush of liquidity to translate into economic growth can be seen in the chart below. While the stock market has returned more than 180 percent since the 2007 peak, that increase in asset prices was more than 6x the growth in real GDP and 2.3x the growth in corporate revenue. (I have used SALES growth in the chart below as it is not as subject to manipulation.)

[image: image-6] Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve, Refinitiv  RealInvestmentAdvice.com


Since asset prices should reflect economic and revenue growth, the deviation is evidence of a more systemic problem. Of course, the problem comes when they try to reverse the process.

The Great Unwinding

The chart below sums up the magnitude of the Fed’s current problem.
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From bailing out Bear Stearns to HAMP, HARP, TARP, and a myriad of other Governmental bailouts, along with zero interest rates and a massive expansion of the Fed’s balance sheet, there was roughly $10 of monetary interventions for each $1 of economic growth.

Now, the Federal Reserve must figure out how to wean markets off of “life support” and return to organic growth. The consequence of the retraction of support should be obvious, as noted by Crooke:

“Perhaps the Fed can break the psychological dependency over time, but the task should not be underestimated. As one market strategist put it: ‘The new operating environment is entirely foreign to any investor alive today. So, we must un-anchor ourselves from a past that is ‘no longer’—and proceed with open minds.’

“This period of zero rates, zero inflation, and QE was a historical anomaly—utterly extraordinary. And it is ending (for better or worse).”

Logically, the end of Pavlov’s great “monetary experiment” cannot end for the better. Once the paired stimulus gets removed from the market, forward returns must return to the basic math of economic growth, plus inflation and dividends. Such was the basic math of returns from 1900 to 2008.

In a world where the Fed wants 2 percent inflation, economic growth should equate to 2 percent, and we can assume dividends remain at 2 percent. That math is simple: 2% GDP + 2% dividend – 2% inflation = 4% annualized returns.

Such is a far cry below the 12 percent returns generated over the last 12 years. But such will be the consequence of weaning the markets off years of monetary madness.

Of course, there is a positive outcome to this as well.

“If Jay Powell breaks the Fed put and takes away the unfair ability of private capital to rape and pillage the system, he will have finally addressed income inequality in America,” Danielle DiMartino Booth, CEO and chief strategist of research firm Quill Intelligence, said on Twitter Dec. 8.

The bottom line is that fixing the problem won’t be pain-free. Of course, breaking an addiction to any substance never is. The hope is that the withdrawal doesn’t kill the patient.

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

When Xi Jinping secured an unprecedented third term as the leader of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) at the 20th National Congress in October last year, people were surprised to find that the Politburo’s Standing Committee comprised of Xi’s yes-men.

It seems that Xi has a firm grip on power and that no one can challenge it, and that he can remove or promote whoever he wants with total disregard for the CCP’s conventions. Xi has turned into a dictator as powerful as Mao Zedong.

However, Xi has already made major compromises on three issues. He abruptly ended the zero-COVID policy, abandoned nearly all his signature economic measures, and reversed his science and technology policy.

In the CCP’s history, compromise has always meant weakened power. Even someone as tough as Mao, who compromised by acknowledging his failed economic policies after the Great Famine of 1959–1961, had to hand over the management of the regime to Liu Shaoqi. in 1980, Mao’s successor, Hua Guofeng, lost his post as the CCP chairman after admitting he had made a political mistake. in 1986, Hu Yaobang lost his post as the Party chairman after acknowledging that he had been ineffective in opposing “bourgeois liberalization.”

Why did Xi make such compromises, and what are the consequences?

On Jan. 4, The Wall Street Journal published a report by Lingling Wei and Jonathan Cheng, citing insiders who shared why Xi ended the so-called dynamic zero-COVID policy. They gave two reasons: one is that the economy is on the verge of collapse, and the other is the White Paper movement.

According to the South China Morning Post, Xi told European Council President Charles Michel that most protesters were students who grew frustrated over COVID measures implemented three years ago.

The rare mass protests were sparked by a high-rise fire that killed at least 10 residents in Urumqi, in China’s Xinjiang region, in November last year. First responders could not reach the apartment fire that was left to burn for hours due to COVID blockades throughout the residential compound.

During the protests, the people called for Xi and the CCP to “step down.”

Xi’s decision to lift the COVID restrictions indicates that he is not as powerful as he seems. In contrast, Deng Xiaoping used force to suppress the student protesters in Tiananmen Square in 1989.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Protesters hold up white pieces of paper to protest against censorship and China’s strict zero-COVID measures, in Beijing, on Nov. 27, 2022. (Kevin Frayer/Getty Images)


The consequence is that when the CCP compromises, the people will realize that public pressure is effective and will be more willing to fight for their rights on more issues.

One person in Xi’s circle knows that. Shortly after Xi came to power, his close ally, Wang Qishan, recommended a book, titled “The Old Regime and the Revolution,” to CCP cadres. Authored by Alexis de Tocqueville, the book contains a thought-provoking sentence: “The Revolution was designed to abolish the remains of the institutions of the Middle Ages: yet it did not break out in countries where those institutions were in full vitality and practically oppressive, but, on the contrary, in a country where they were hardly felt at all; whence it would follow that their yoke was the most intolerable where it was in fact lightest.”

In other words, the CCP has been responding to the people’s demands with brutality in the past, even when the CCP could solve the problem by punishing some low-level officials or giving the people a little compensation. The CCP would instead use hundreds of armed police and spend lots of money to suppress the population, which many people can’t understand.

The logic behind this is simple. The CCP believes that if its population is constantly suppressed, the people will never think justice can prevail. Despair will numb them, and they will eventually give up the struggle. This is the real goal of the CCP.

However, even the slightest compromise is tantamount to encouraging the people to resist the CCP’s rule. Because of the White Paper movement, I believe protests will become more frequent. When such protests reach a point where they are everywhere, Xi cannot suppress them. Because the CCP is a totalitarian system and its power is centralized, it is best at dealing with a single incident at a time. For example, the CCP quickly crushed the 1989 student-led pro-democracy protests because they mostly took place in one location, mainly at Tiananmen Square.

The most important outcome of future protests is that the people will no longer fear the CCP—this is what the Party fears most! This is Xi’s Achilles’ heel.

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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Phares Book Exposes the Deal Behind the Iran Nuclear Deal
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Commentary

Middle East strategist, expert, and author Walid Phares explains why the United States went from slamming Iran as part of the “Axis of Evil” in former President George W. Bush’s 2002 State of the Union Address to a nuclear deal that Iran had no intention of honoring in 2015 with the signing of the the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).

His new book “Iran: An Imperialist Republic and U.S. Policy” provides an incisive look at what the late radio personality Paul Harvey used to call “the rest of the story.”

The rest of the story is how and why the Obama administration threw an olive branch at Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei in June 2009. Iran’s opposition, which received modest support from George W. Bush’s administration, was abandoned in favor of the rhetoric fueled by American pro-regime academics, think tanks, corporations, and lobbyists. Phares calls this coalition of American apologists for the Iranian regime the “Iran Lobby,” which proved extremely effective during the Obama years and with Joe Biden’s accession to the presidency in 2021.

“Companies that are fishing for sizeable multi-million or multi-billion sub deals would become the natural lobbies for passing the agreement in the United States and worldwide. Many interested entities in the deal, such as media consultancies, outreaches, lobbying firms, academic institutions, and online resource groups would seek to receive funding in return for promoting and legitimizing the accord,” Phares writes.

Academics also had a strong influence promoting regime disinformation in Washington.

Until Barack Obama became president in 2009, Republicans and Democrats held a general consensus that the Islamic Republic of Iran was a nefarious force in the Middle East since the 1979 revolution.

The Iranian regime adopted a propaganda campaign. It created a false front of “moderation” beginning with former President Mohammad Khatami, who Phares notes was described as the “Mikhail Gorbachev of Iran.” Iran played the “Good Cop”/”Bad Cop” game with Khatami as the “Good Cop.” This distracted attention from what Iran’s regime did in the face of the 1999 protests against its rule and continued support for terrorism.

The Clinton administration listed the Mohajdeen al-Khalq (MEK) as a State Department-designated terrorist organization due to this propaganda campaign. However, the official stance against Iran remained unchanged overall.

The Iranian regime created a strategy prior to the Iraq invasion of building a Shiite empire stretching westward from its borders through Iraq, Syria, and into Lebanon under the control of its proxies. The U.S. decision to invade Iraq proved fateful because it gave Iran the upper hand in achieving this long-term goal. Iranian allies replaced Saddam in Baghdad, and the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) Quds Force achieved a foothold in Iraq where it trained Shiite militias controlled by Iran. The Assad regime, belonging to the Alawite Shiite sect, remained closely aligned to Tehran. And both provided support to Iran’s Lebanese proxy Hizballah.

The seizure of the U.S. embassy in Tehran in 1979 along with the ensuing 444-day hostage crisis as well as the 1983 Beirut Marine barracks bombing by the Iranian-backed Hizballah militia left policymakers wary. Americans in Iraq came under attack by Iranian improvised-explosive devices following the 2003 invasion.

After Obama’s election the bipartisan consensus that Iran was a menace that had to be confronted dissolved. The 2009 Green Revolution went ignored in Washington by an administration desirous of obtaining a nuclear deal at all costs. These costs included steps like alienating Israel, letting Hizballah’s terrorist and drug enterprise off the hook, and demonizing anyone who dared to oppose the deal as enemies of peace.

Phares contrasts the Obama administration’s support of the brutal theocratic regime during the 2009 Green Revolution with the support it gave the Muslim Brotherhood during and after the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings. In contrast, the Obama administration condemned the human-rights abuses of the largely secular regimes of Hosni Mubarak in Egypt; Muammar Gaddafi in Libya; Ali Abdullah Saleh in Yemen; and Bashar al-Assad in Syria.

Phares notes that the “Iran Lobby” began during the Bush years with a push to pressure that administration to disarm armed resistance against the Tehran regime. The Iran Lobby poisoned the well for the anti-regime resistance by spreading the trope in Washington that they were too divided among themselves to offer a credible alternative. They were divided among monarchists, the MEK, nationalists, liberals, and other exiled factions, Phares writes.

U.S. government media Al-Hurra-TV, Radio Sawa, and Radio Free Iraq had to refrain from criticism of the Iranian regime. Obama’s CIA Director John Brennan spoke of “moderates” in Hizballah that were distinct from what he called its “terrorist core.”

Deputy National Security Adviser Ben Rhodes helped create an “echo chamber” to sell the deal to inexperienced reporters at mainstream media outlets. Rhodes and his assistant Ned Price, now Joe Biden’s State Department spokesman, spoon-fed propagandistic talking points. Consequently, the Obama administration brought the mullahs in from the cold and ended their isolation.

Phares writes the “Iran Lobby” and its connections with the Iranian regime became clear during the P5+1 nuclear talks in Geneva, Switzerland, in June 2015.

The mullahs won a major propaganda victory following the rise of ISIS as it positioned itself and its terrorist armies as antidotes to ISIS, which occupied an area the size of the United Kingdom at its height in 2015.

Iran’s regime won control over Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon along with commitments that it would receive all or part of the Iranian asset frozen worldwide; a commitment that Hizballah would be delisted from the American terror list; and a commitment that it could keep its nuclear technology.

The Obama administration let Tehran get away with allowing 6,000 nuclear centrifuges to keep spinning for 10 years.

The Iran nuclear deal also paved the way for the abandonment of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in their war against Iranian-backed Houthi Shiite militias, a policy shift endorsed by the Muslim Brotherhood and its Western supporters. Iran used the $150 billion it received to fund its terror activities in the Middle East and subversion elsewhere.

Former President Donald Trump killed the Iran deal after becoming president, but the deal’s supporters were out for blood. Trump particularly outraged the “Iran Lobby’ with the strike that killed Quds Force commander Gen. Qassem Soleimani, which it condemned because he was a “prominent military commander and a hero in Iran.”

He argues the latest uprising is unique because it’s led by Iran’s women. He calls on the Biden administration to stand on the side of the people of Iran against their oppressors.

Phares concludes by saying that fantasies about being able to work with the Iranian regime should be abandoned and that the world should get behind the oppressed and suffering people of Iran.

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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News Analysis

Although not yet sworn in, first-year Congressman Andrew Ogles from the Tennessee Fifth District found himself in the middle of a historic maelstrom when he arrived in Washington on Dec. 31, 2022, in the company of his family.

But Ogles knew a bit of what he was getting into because he had already become a member of the Freedom Caucus and was already involved in the ongoing negotiations that, as of this writing, seem to have vastly reformed the way the U.S. Congress will do business in exchange for allowing Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.) to become Speaker.

Ogles should be known to many Epoch Times readers for his participation in the unique primary debate—using domain experts instead of journalists to ask the questions—sponsored by this company in concert with the Nashville Republican Women.

Little did we know, nor probably did he, that Ogles would end up being one of the 20 to instigate this monumental change they say will return the Congress to the original intention of the Founders as The People’s House.

I spoke with Ogles by phone the night of Jan. 6, 2023, before the roll call vote during which, it was said, two of the remaining rejectionists who couldn’t accept McCarthy personally would absent themselves so that the magic number would be lowered and the new Speaker could go over the top.

Apropos, Ogles informed me that what many had guessed was true. His absence from voting in a previous round was also planned. He waited to see that all was going according to plan before stepping forward to flip his vote to McCarthy after the initial round.

For Ogles, the basis of all the negotiations was to establish the rules of the game in Congress that had been altered over the years beyond recognition. As he pointed out, the rules of a game almost always determine the winner.

He shared with me a list of some of what has been roughly negotiated to date. The devil, as always, is in the details.


	 As has been reported, it will only take a single congressperson, acting in what is known as a Jeffersonian Motion, to move to remove the Speaker if he or she goes back on their word or policy agenda.

	 A “Church” style committee will be convened to look into the weaponization of the FBI and other government organizations (presumably the CIA, the subject of the original Church Committee) against the American people.

	 Term limits will be put up for a vote.

	 Bills presented to Congress will be single subject, not omnibus with all the attendant earmarks, and there will be a 72-hour minimum period to read them.

	 The Texas Border Plan will be put before Congress. From The Hill: “The four-pronged plan aims to ‘Complete Physical Border Infrastructure,’ ‘Fix Border Enforcement Policies,’ ‘Enforce our Laws in the Interior’ and ‘Target Cartels & Criminal Organizations.’”

	 COVID mandates will be ended as will all funding for them, including so-called “emergency funding.”

	 Budget bills would stop the endless increases in the debt ceiling and hold the Senate accountable for the same.



That’s all Ogles would tell me for now, but there is undoubtedly more in ongoing negotiations that could continue even after the final Speaker vote. No word, from him anyway, on committee assignments or agreements, although there are discussions on positions for Freedom Caucus members. Ogles did acknowledge his own interest in the Financial Services Committee, due to his economic background, or the Judiciary Committee.

No word either, so far, of a different kind of Jan. 6 investigation, unless that is intended to be wrapped into the new “Church” Committee.

I asked Ogles if there would be bad blood, as many are warning, after these days of heated negotiation. He denied it. The Republican majority, he said, was too small to afford that, and they all knew it.

Knowing human nature, I wouldn’t have completely believed him on that one had I not heard the resounding and welcoming applause given for every flipped vote. Many of those who voted for McCarthy were one hundred percent in favor of the changes negotiated by the 20, who may well be rewarded in the history books for their initiative.

What has been going on is being referred to as “chaos” by Democrats and the media, including, regrettably, many at Fox News and other supposedly right-leaning outlets. Still, others claim this has been a victory for the “extreme right, imposing their views.” 

It is anything but. It is and has been for the last few days democracy as it should be practiced, and as it is practiced in many democratic assemblies across the world, just not, lately, in the USA.

CORRECTION: A previous version of this article misspelt the word world. The Epoch Times regrets the error.
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Is There a Correlation Between mRNA Technology and Expansive Genetic Identities?
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Commentary

As a former English teacher, I think definitions are important. For the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to say infinite made-up gender identities are based on science raises my suspicion on the kind of science they practice.

Besides changing the definition of “gender” to seemingly unlimited possibilities, the CDC also altered the definition of the word “vaccine.” Rather than saying vaccines “prevent … disease” (pre 2015) or “produce immunity” (2015-2021), in September 2021, the CDC changed it to say vaccines merely “produce protection from a specific disease.” In my opinion, this is a significant change of what we have expected in the past from a “vaccine.”

Coincidentally, in April 2021, Merriam Webster also changed the definition of “vaccine.” The old definition is “weakened or killed bacteria or viruses introduced into the body to prevent a disease.” The new definition is “a preparation that is administered (as by injection) to stimulate the body’s immune response,” including “genetic material (such as a strand of synthesized messenger RNA) that is used by the cells of the body to produce an antigenic substance (such as a fragment of virus spike protein).”

The bottom line is this new “vaccine” is not like the kind we’ve always known in the past. And it’s understandable why many people do not feel comfortable with a new type of vaccine that has not undergone longitudinal studies.

Question: Is there a correlation between the CDC saying gender identity is now based on a child’s imagination rather than on biological reality and the changed definition of the word vaccine? Based on the work of Oxford University nanotechnology pioneer and professor Sonia Contera, there does appear to be a correlation. In her book, “Nano Comes To Life,” she states “the future of biology can be changed through nanoparticles.”

Nanotechnology

On pages 28 to 30 of her book, Contera writes, “Life is assembled from nanoscale building blocks (proteins) following the instructions of DNA.  The ability to alter nature through technology produces a delusional sense of superiority.”

On pages 126 and 127, Contera states: “Viruses are able to insert their DNA into the host’s cell nucleus and edit its genome, and so hacking the machinery of viruses has been pursued as a possible strategy to achieve beneficial gene editing.”

She states, “Nanoparticles can also be delivered through the nose” (p. 128). On page 177 of her book, she states, “Technology causes changes to our identity, our health, our biology … and our perceptions of reality.”

Contera is a professor of biological physics at Oxford and is also associate head of the Physics Department for equality, diversity, and inclusion. She advocates for nanotechnology and says ever-evolving identities will produce a more diverse future called the Fourth Industrial Revolution, where physics—or artificial intelligence—and biology mesh together to create a new human species, also known as transhumanism.

However, is there proof of nanotechnology being used in new mRNA “vaccines”?

Yes, there is proof. In the National Institutes of Health’s National Library of Medicine Journal Listings, a research paper titled “Role of nanotechnology behind the success of mRNA vaccines for COVID-19,” published in June 2021, states, “It is the first time in history that two mRNA-based vaccines developed using lipid nanoparticles (LNPs) have been given emergency use authorization (EUA) by the US FDA for clinical therapeutics against the COVID-19.”

Could there be a correlation between mRNA technology and the introduction of ever-evolving gender identities, promoted through the California Department of Education? Since gender is at least partially controlled by DNA genes, and nanotechnology can edit genes, then it is logical to contemplate a correlation.

Does this mean mRNA products or nanotechnology available today could cause new genetic or evolving gender identities? I do not know. What I do know is that the Public Health Alliance, an organization funded through the CDC to help our county become more “equitable,” states the definition of gender non-binary can include “an intentional creation of one’s own gender identity.” And if that’s not bizarre enough, we also have books in our elementary schools teaching kindergartners that their gender and pronouns can change like the weather based on their feelings, such as “Who Are You?” and “It Feels Good to Be Yourself.”

The development of these new identities, language, and definitions alongside new technologies that could cause “changes to our identity, our health, our biology … and our perception of reality,” as Contera wrote, makes one wonder if these identities will be solely psychological or also physical through mRNA gene editing and nanotechnology.

Transhumanism

As a former school board member, I attended the December 2019 California School Board Association (CSBA) Conference in San Diego, only three months before the COVID-19 lockdown in March 2020, and CSBA’s key note speaker was Michio Kaku.

Michio Kaku is a theoretical physicist, futurologist, and professor at New York City College. Kaku spoke to 5,000 California school board members about his 2018 published book titled “The Future of Humanity.” One of the chapters of his book is “Transhumanism and Technology.” In this chapter, Kaku states: “One day we may have to … change our genetic makeup … to survive hostile exoplanetary environments. Instead of ‘transhumanism’ being considered science fiction, it may become an essential part of our existence. As robots become increasingly powerful and even surpass us in intelligence, we may have to merge with them, or face being replaced by our creation” (p. 206 to 207).

My question is, of all the speakers CSBA could have invited to the 2019 conference, why did they invite a speaker to prepare California school board members for the future of transhumanism?

Besides gender being based on perception rather than on biological reality, race is also often said to be based on perception rather than on biological reality, according to the CSBA’s explanation of critical race theory. So if race is only a social construct, then why the huge emphasis on different racial groups? Does anyone find this strange? Additionally, in December 2021, the Supreme Court of Mexico ruled that age is now based on perception rather than on biological reality. Are these drastic changes coincidental, or are they connected?

I have more questions than answers. I am not a scientist or doctor—I am an educator and minister. As the founder of the Statewide Interfaith Coalition, where leaders of many faiths and races are coming together to oppose extremist gender teachings in public education, I can understand how religion could be seen as an obstacle to artificially contrived human evolution, cleverly packaged as progress for diversity and inclusion.

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

I remember a news story from three decades ago about a rural parochial school in Mexico. It had a dirt floor and the priest taught three subjects: the Spanish language, mathematics, and religion. All his students went to a university.

In America, public schools can’t have religion, but they can have ethical training, which varies in content. But there’s no reason why every school, regardless of funding level, can’t teach excellence in English and math.

Certainly, there are other subjects to learn. But most science uses math—and learning English can be accomplished by reading about history, politics, etc.

I bring this up because there’s a new study out pushing for even more funding for children’s education in California: “Making the Grade 2022: How Fair Is School Funding in Your State?” It’s produced by the Education Law Center, which says of itself, “ELC is at the forefront of state-based efforts to improve school funding equity and secure essential resources for all students. Our strategies include litigation, policy development, capacity building, communications, data analysis and research. Our work is based on the belief that all children deserve the opportunity to learn.”

There’s that socialist word “equity” again, which I keep decrying. The report itself uses “equity” four times.

Adjusted for inflation, it says California’s funding level was $12,132 per pupil in 2008, rising to $13,686 in 2020. But it doesn’t account for the fiscal year 2022-23 enacted budget, which began last July 1, boasting the spending of $22,983 per student for TK-12 students. What more could they possibly want?

And although the Legislative Analyst is warning of a $24 billion deficit for the fiscal year beginning July 1, down from last year’s $100 billion surplus, education funding likely will remain at that high level. Past budget battles show education comes out on top. Proposition 98 guarantees 40 percent of state general-fund revenues must go to K-12 education.

That $13,686 number from 2020 earned California only a “D” grade on the ELC grading scale for “adequacy of funding.” The state also garnered an “F” for “Funding Effort – funding allocated to support PK-12 public education as a percentage of the state’s economic activity (GDP).” That’s because it supposedly spent only 3 percent of state GDP on school funding, well below the national average of 3.6 percent.

Let’s look again at the enacted budget for fiscal 2022-23. The total overall funding for TK-12 education programs is $128.6 billion. California’s current GDP is: $3.6 trillion. That comes to 3.6 percent.

But there’s one area where California excelled on the ELC grading: You guessed it, “equity,” on which it earned a “B” grade. ELC defines this as “Difference (%) in Per-Pupil Funding in High-Poverty Districts Relative to Low-Poverty Districts, by State (2020).”

The highest is Utah, ironically one of the most conservative states politically, with 92 percent more spent per pupil in “high-poverty districts” than in “low-poverty districts.” California ranks ninth, with 20 percent more spent.

This is amusing: The four most “regressive” states, according to ELC, all are “Blue” states that voted Democratic in the 2020 presidential election: Pennsylvania, 21 percent “regressive,” meaning spending in high-poverty schools was that much less than in low-poverty schools. Connecticut: 24 percent less. New Hampshire and Nevada: 27 percent less.

Let’s get back to that poor Mexican school I mentioned at the top. I’ve been writing about California education now for 36 years. The teachers unions resist meaningful reforms. Sometimes reforms get through anyway, as when in 1992 the late state Sen. Gary Hart, a liberal Democrat, pushed through a law establishing charter schools, over the loud objections of the unions.

But other major reforms, such as merit pay for the best teachers and comprehensive school choice, such as the reform that went into effect in Arizona last year, have been stymied.

Meanwhile, California’s school test scores dropped sharply during the pandemic, due largely to the state’s excessive lockdowns that kept kids out of the classroom. Reported EdSource:

While California’s literacy crisis certainly predates the pandemic, with less than half of California children reading at grade level back in 2019, the fallout of the pandemic, the devastating impact of school closures and remote learning, has sent test scores plummeting further.

Only 42.1 percent of third-graders can read at grade level on the state’s latest Smarter Balanced test, down from 48.5 percent in 2019, a more than 6 percent percentage point decline. Disadvantaged third-graders fared even worse. The number who met the standard fell 7 percent percentage points from almost 37 percent in 2019 to 30 percent in 2022. Also troubling is the fact that the children who were in third grade in 2019 are now in sixth grade, and only 45.1 percent of them can read at grade level, suggesting that they’re not catching up.


It’s obvious the problem isn’t the lack of funding, let alone a lack of “equity,” but terrible pedagogy. California’s K-12 education system, once considered a jewel among the nation’s public-schools, has dropped sharply since Gov. Jerry Brown allowed collective bargaining for teachers unions in 1975 with the Rodda Act. As the California Federation of Teachers (CFT) recently gloated, “When the Rodda Act went into effect on January 1, 1976, an explosion of representational elections followed. Teachers and classified employees across the state could finally choose their union.”

And what they effectively did was dominate both sides of the bargaining table. On one side the union sat as the “employee”; on the other side sat the “employer”—the politicians elected by the union using funds from their dues derived tax-paid salaries. Ever since, the CFT and its more powerful sister union, the California Teachers Association, have run state politics—and run education into the ground.

That’s why school-funding “equity” is a red herring. The real problem is and remains the unions’ power to prevent innovation that would raise the kids’s math and English up to the level of a dirt-floored Mexican schoolroom. Pick one: Equity or excellence.

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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Peter Menzies: Government’s Torquing of Survey to Show Public Support for ‘Anti-Hate’ Legislation Deeply Troubling
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Commentary

The next step in narrowing Canadians’ rights may be justified by a government survey that eliminated the views of anyone opposed to the government’s attempts to squelch freedom of expression.

In a hair-raising precursor of what’s likely to come in this year’s online harms legislation, it was revealed this week by Jamie Sarkonak of the National Post that Heritage Canada officials intentionally torqued a public survey measuring support for its “National Action Plan on Combatting Hate.”

They did so by inserting a screening question that disqualified anyone who didn’t agree that the government should crack down on speech of which it disapproves—including via legislation patrolling and scrubbing the pages of newspapers.

Sarkonak obtained emails showing public servants noted that early survey responses were heavily opposed to proposals to create new laws or change existing laws to “add people or groups who fund, help, or take part in white supremacist activities to a formal list of white supremacist groups.” Also on the survey’s checklist was a proposal to create an “Anti-Racism law” to ensure that social media and traditional media (examples: television or newspapers) “follow standards that reject hate.”

Seventy-five to 80 percent of initial responses were from what public servants described as “non-allies.” In other words, regular Canadians, some of whom may have become aware of the survey after Quillette’s Jonathan Kay, who has a large social media following, tweeted about it. The remaining 20–25 percent—the allies—came overwhelmingly from Government of Canada IP addresses.

In other words, public servants dutifully supported the public servants trying to massage the views of the public they are supposed to serve.

And so, while the survey homepage continued to state that all Canadians were being asked for their opinions, the boffins inserted the question that “saved us (staff) well over 500 cases that should not have been included. … So it is helping us a lot,” according to Sarkonak’s report.

That comment came from an email sent in the second week of April following the move to “correct” the survey’s outcome by muting people who see things differently. By the time the survey closed May 8, more than 20,000 Canadians had participated in what appears to have been a process designed to produce a predetermined outcome. In other words, along the lines of how they handle these things in North Korea and not at all consistent with the principles underpinning a modern, liberal democracy. Hyperbole? I wish it were so.

This Liberal government is obsessed with creating menacing solutions to problems that are at best overstated and at worst pure figments of radical imaginations.

It introduced the Online Streaming Act to rein in companies such as Netflix despite the fact that in the decade following the debut of it and other online video stores, Canada experienced 80 percent growth in its film and television industry as demand for product erupted. For instance, the post-apocalyptic series “The Last of Us” will debut this week on Crave. Filmed in Alberta, it is the largest production in Canadian history and poured more than $200 million into the creative economy there. But the government felt it had to intervene on this and similar investments because it didn’t control it.

Facebook and Google have made commercial deals with most major media concerning the sharing of content, but the Liberals nevertheless introduced the Online News Act to force “web giants” to do what they have already done, except now they control it.

And now, using newly expanded definitions of hate and white supremacy—terms so loosely applied these days they were famously misused by notorious anti-Semite Laith Marouf in his government-funded media training contract to attack “Zionists”—they are preparing to control the radical re-education of Canadians.

There is something deeply troubling about governments that manufacture evidence to suppress basic rights. And as has become smack-in-the-face obvious, Trudeau’s government is not going to use your parents’ definition of vile Nazi racist hate or hideous KKK-style supremacy to do so.

Nope, if you listen to the voices on the far left—as Trudeau does—hate and white supremacy are everywhere. These days there’s a supremacist under every bed, a hater in every closet. Your neighbour might even be one. Maybe there should be a snitch line.

As members of the military recently heard during an indoctrination, er, education session:

“White supremacy is a global problem that has completely infected our nation,” Dr. Rachel Zellars told them. “It comes in all shapes and sizes, and cleans up real good,” she said, specifically referring to the Freedom Convoy protests, according to a National Defence recap.

It remains to be seen whether Heritage Minister Pablo Rodriguez will use his so-called survey to support his upcoming disinfection of Canadian minds.

But what you can take to the bank is that any new laws won’t apply to the disinformation emanating from either the Prime Minister’s Office or its “allies.”

And as for the bureaucrats who fudged the facts about how Canadians really feel, let’s just say they’ve put a whole new spin on the public service’s once noble promise to speak truth to power.

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

After Republicans clinched their narrower-than-expected new House majority in November’s midterm elections, the only relevant questions for Congress-watchers seemed to pertain to what Rep. Kevin McCarthy’s (R-Calif.) impending House speakership would look like.

To what extent, if any, would he return House rules to “regular order,” whereby bills are drafted and marked up in decentralized committees, rather than unilaterally imposed by the speaker’s office? To what extent would he stack committee chairmanships with like-minded allies, and to what extent would he be forced to offer some chairman gavels to skeptical conservatives? To what extent would he direct the new Republican majority to focus on passing substantive legislation, and to what extent would he focus on subpoenaing and investigating the Biden administration? Would the so-called “motion to vacate” the speaker’s chair be restored to the prerogative of a single House member, as was the case for two centuries?

As of this writing, none of these questions can be answered, because McCarthy is not the speaker of the House. Nor is anyone else, for that matter. Ten ballots in, there is no winner. The race for speaker of the House has not taken this many ballots since 1859—before the Civil War. A set of roughly 20 House conservatives, led by Reps. Andy Biggs (R-Ariz.), Chip Roy (R-Texas), Matt Gaetz (R-Fla.), and Scott Perry (R-Pa.), has repeatedly defied McCarthy on ballot after ballot. The California Republican has yielded numerous concessions to the holdouts, but there is still no resolution. It is unclear how the stalemate will end.

But the mere fact that, even if McCarthy does prevail, he will necessarily have had to work harder for it than any new House speaker in over 160 years, comes replete with lessons. There are myriad cautionary lessons to be found here in the malodorous wreckage: for McCarthy himself, for McCarthy-endorsing former President Donald Trump and for the legacy conservative pundits who have emerged as some of McCarthy’s most impassioned supporters.

Kevin McCarthy, first elected to Congress in 2006, has been an establishment figure since the day he arrived in Washington, D.C. His political philosophy and guiding principles are to this day largely unknown, to the perhaps-dubious extent they exist at all. True, he is a well-known prolific fundraiser who knows how to work a room full of donors—but what exactly has that accomplished for either the GOP or the conservative cause, of late? McCarthy is best understood as an empty suit and a quintessential Swamp creature—someone who lives and breathes the D.C. game, who is cozy with K Street and whose main lodestar is cutting deals and expending political capital in order to boost his own political fortunes.

It should be unsurprising, then, that his being proffered as such an inevitable choice for House speaker—“I’ve earned this job,” he hectored reluctant conservative congressmen on the precipice of the first failed ballot—would trigger a backlash. In virtually all facets of American institutional life right now, the Left is winning: from the universities to the media to the corporate boardroom, and everywhere in between. The last remaining redoubts of conservative power are less cultural than they are nakedly political: various state legislatures and governor’s mansions, the U.S. Supreme Court, and the U.S. House. Given that yawning power imbalance, the clear onus for scarce conservative-held political institutions is to efficiently and ruthlessly wield their power to resist the Left’s onslaught and advance a positive alternative agenda. Most conservatives from outside the Acela corridor are (properly) skeptical that, when it comes to the U.S. House, K Street’s favorite Republican is the best person to envision and execute that agenda.

Those figures on the Right who have aggressively pushed McCarthy, including those who have gone to the mattresses to impugn the integrity of his righteous skeptics, also look silly. Trump, the ultimate transactional politician, endorsed McCarthy’s speaker bid as seeming reciprocity for McCarthy’s previous acts of pro-Trump sycophancy. Remarkably, Trump then doubled down on his support for McCarthy in the aftermath of Tuesday’s first three failed ballots.

In theory, the former president’s endorsement and subsequent doubling down should have moved the needle; some of the anti-McCarthy conservative holdouts, such as Gaetz and Rep. Lauren Boebert (R-Colo.), are Trump’s staunchest supporters in Congress. But Trump’s words have had no effect whatsoever—Gaetz, Boebert, and others have seen fit to brush him off, with Boebert even telling Trump to instruct McCarthy to step down. For those TrumpWorld hands at Mar-a-Lago already concerned with Trump’s dwindling influence within the national Republican fold, L’Affaire McCarthy should be a flashing red warning sign.

Those veteran conservative commentators who have aggressively promoted McCarthy and condemned his detractors, such as Fox News’ Sean Hannity and syndicated radio host Mark Levin, should also be sobered from this week’s roiling drama on the House floor. Even if McCarthy prevails—and that is highly questionable, as of this writing—he will only have done so by making unprecedented concessions to his foes within his own partisan caucus. To wit, if the 118th Congress does end up with Speaker Kevin McCarthy, conservatives can take solace in the fact he will be one of the weakest House speakers in U.S. history. It will be a House with more decentralized power, more “regular order,” and more well-placed conservatives in control of key committees.

That alone reveals the error for those GOP establishment-friendly pundits, talkers, and blue checks who have condemned the holdouts, often in scathing or blatantly dehumanizing terms. The establishment commentators’ preening about the detractors’ purported lack of a “plan” is also futile. There is a plan: defeat McCarthy’s speaker bid, and then await the panoply of speaker options who will only put their names forward for consideration once McCarthy withdraws. The conservative commentators who have besmirched and excoriated the conservative congressmen who have the temerity to force the GOP to represent its actual voters should take a long, hard look in the mirror. As the character Harvey Dent said in an apposite line from the 2008 film “The Dark Knight”: “You either die a hero, or you live long enough to see yourself become the villain.”

House Republicans have plenty of time to elect a speaker; with a Democrat-controlled Senate, the odds of passing meaningful legislation are vanishingly low anyway. Here’s hoping the holdouts stay strong, and that the next House speaker who emerges from this mess is someone more conservative than Kevin McCarthy.

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

Earth is headed for a sixth extinction, warned biologist Paul Ehrlich on “60 Minutes” this Sunday. And since Ehrlich has predicted about 20 extinctions over the past 60 years, he’s a leading expert on the issue.

Couldn’t “60 Minutes” find a fresh-faced, yet-to-be-discredited neo-Malthusian to hyperventilate about the end of the world? Why didn’t producers invite a single guest to push back against theories that have been reliably debunked by reality? Because the media is staffed by environmental pessimists and doomsayers who need to believe the world is in constant peril due to the excesses of capitalism. And Ehrlich is perhaps our greatest alarmist.

His 1968 book, “The Population Bomb,” is among the most destructive of the 20th century. The long screed not only made Ehrlich a celebrity but gave end-of-day alarmists a patina of scientific legitimacy, popularized alarmism as a political tool, and normalized authoritarian and anti-humanist policies as a cure. Ehrlich’s progeny are other media-favored hysterics by other antihumanists, such as Al Gore or Eric Holthaus or Greta Thunberg, who skipped learning history and science because she also believes we are on the precipice of “mass extinction.” And none of this is to mention the thousands of other Little Ehrlichs nudging you to eat insects, gluing themselves to roads, and demanding you surrender the most basic conveniences and necessities of modernity.

“The battle to feed all of humanity is over,” the opening line of “The Population Bomb” reads. “In the 1970s hundreds of millions of people will starve to death in spite of any crash programs embarked upon now,” Ehrlich wrote. It was likely, he went on, that the oceans would be without life by 1979 and the United States would see its population plummet to 23 million by 1999 due to pesticides. “The death rate will increase until at least 100–200 million people per year will be starving to death during the next ten years,” he famously told Mademoiselle in 1970.

When Julian Simon offered the biologist his famous wager, Ehrlich responded by saying, “If I were a gambler, I would take even money that England will not exist in the year 2000.” Instead, Ehrlich picked five natural resources he believed would experience shortages due to human consumption. He lost the bet on all counts, as the composite price index for those commodities, copper and chromium and so on, fell by more than 40 percent, despite there being 800 million new people during that time.

It’s not merely that Ehrlich is always spectacularly wrong about the future but that he remains unrepentant. In 2009, Ehrlich argued that “perhaps the most serious flaw” in “The Population Bomb” was that it was “much too optimistic” about the future. “We will soon be asking: is it perfectly OK to eat the bodies of your dead because we’re all so hungry?” Ehrlich warned in 2014. One year later, there were 200 million fewer people suffering from hunger than in 1990, despite there being 2 billion more people inhabiting the Earth.

And much like today’s environmentalists, Ehrlich offered a slew of authoritarian economic prescriptions to salvage the Earth. Though in 1977’s “Ecoscience,” a book he co-authored by Barack Obama’s future “science czar” John Holdren, Ehrlich toyed with the idea of adding “sterilant to drinking water or staple foods” and compelling abortions to save the world from human beings.

How could “60 Minutes” frame this ridiculous man as a foremost expert on the future?

It would take a lot of work to point to any tangible factor that’s worsened for humans since the 1970s. There is less war, terrorism, poverty, hunger, child mortality, genocide, death due to weather, illiteracy, etc. By nearly every quantifiable measure the environment is also better now than it was 55 years ago—which is why contemporary alarmists have learned to prophesy “climate” catastrophes 30 or 40 years out. Perhaps Ehrlich’s biggest mistake was living long enough to be proven wrong dozens of times. (Then again, in 1932, the year he was born, a man could expect to live to 61. Today they will likely live to be 77. Dr. Doom is 90.)

Fears about “overpopulation” are regularly cited by journalists—who often live in the densest, yet also the wealthiest places—as if it’s one of the world’s most pressing problems, like the threat of war or the election of Republicans. Every hurricane, tornado, and flood is treated as the opening of the Seventh Seal. The media will seek out the struggling commercial fisherman but fail to speak to any of the billions of humans in developing nations whose lives have dramatically improved in virtually every aspect over the past decades. While we hyperventilate over Elon Musk or Kanye or elections, and scary climate disasters, scientists have made one of the most exciting energy breakthroughs in our lifetimes, perhaps in history.

They always do. We may have many problems in our spiritual lives or our political lives, but human ingenuity has dependably overcome demand.

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

The December jobs report showed that the economy added 223,000 new jobs, somewhat better than the consensus estimate of 203,000 jobs. This morning’s print is 33,000 fewer jobs than were created in November 2022 and 384,000 fewer jobs than were created in the COVID recovery period of December 2021. Net revisions for October and November resulted in  28,000 fewer jobs in the last three months. (It is generally believed that 200,000–250,000 jobs are required to accommodate population growth.)

The jobs print, 9.8 percent-plus more than was expected and puts Fed rate hikes in question.  Many are expecting a possible pause, but others are expecting ongoing rate hikes.  Much will depend on how next week’s inflation figures print.  We are of the view that we are likely to see continued rate hikes from the Federal Open Market Committee, the policy-making arm of the Federal Reserve, until there is a tipping point that indicates inflation is on a clear glide path toward the Fed’s preferred target of 2 percent.  As we wrote back in October, we think the terminal rate is around 5.5 percent, give or take a quarter point.

The unemployment rate was 3.5 percent, the lowest since September. The labor force participation rate was 62.3 percent, up from 62.2 percent, which printed in November.

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

The principal jobs creation sectors were in education and health services that are heavily subsidized by the government and lower-wage leisure and hospitality (waitstaff, bar tenders, and hotel maids, e.g.).

Quarterly Wage Data

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

Our quarterly review of nominal and real wages shows that nominal wage increases are mostly offset by the ongoing inflation.  Employees are working for less, in real terms, notwithstanding a low unemployment rate.

Other Data

Federal Reserve Policy

The Fed minutes indicate a possibility the Fed will hold rates steady at some point: “Participants generally observed that maintaining a restrictive policy stance for a sustained period until inflation is clearly on a path toward 2 percent is appropriate from a risk-management perspective.”

Nevertheless, the Fed did not tip its hand as to what it views as the terminal rate.

Markets

“Lunch Bucket Joe Biden,” the purportedly pro-union president, signed legislation barring union railway workers from carrying out a strike.  As one left-of-center publication put it, the president and Democrats in Congress “‘averted’ a national rail shutdown by overriding the democratic will of rail workers (to strike) and forcing a contract down their throats.” There are no reports of slowdowns or wildcat strikes that we had anticipated in our November jobs report, but we are only a month into the “agreement.”

The jobs market is still exceedingly tight, and worse than we have seen in more than 20 years. The Beveridge Curve—which charts the job openings rate along the vertical axis versus the unemployment rate along the horizontal axis, and in which the unemployment rate traditionally exceeds job openings—is printing at an extremely high rate because the job opening rate is virtually double the unemployment rate. That is unlikely to change anytime soon, absent the Fed creating a significant slowdown. Consequently, wages—and inflation—will continue due to cost-push inflation.

Privately owned housing units authorized by building permits in November were at a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 1,342,000.

This is 11.2 percent below the revised October rate of 1,512,000 and is 22.4 percent below the November 2021 rate

of 1,729,000.

The IBD/TIPP Economic Optimism Index continues at a negative to middling 42.9 in December.

Both the ISM Purchasers Manufacturing Index and the Purchasers Services Index are pointing to a contracting economy, with the latter turning to contraction from expansion at this month’s report.  Moreover, the yield curve inverted by 75 basis points this morning.  Inverted yield cures are always a prominent indicator of recession, but 75 bps is particularly troubling.

Commentary

The jobs print and increase in nominal wages will likely cause the Fed to continue to hike rates at a pace of between 25 and 50 basis points. However, as I wrote recently, there are some in the Fed who may be willing to accept a higher target rate of inflation.  We see the terminal rate at 5.5 percent and believe the Fed will hold it there for at least two quarters, even if there is a mild recession.

_______________________________________________________________

DISCLOSURE: The views expressed, including the outcome of future events, are the opinions of The Stuyvesant Square Consultancy and its management only as of November 4, 2022, and will not be revised for events after this document is submitted to The Epoch Times editors for publication. Statements herein do not represent, and should not be considered to be, investment advice. You should not use this article for that purpose. This article includes forward looking statements as to future events that may or may not develop as the writer opines. Before making any investment decision you should consult your own investment, business, legal, tax, and financial advisers. We associate with principals of TechnoMetrica on survey work in some elements of our business.

Note: Our economic and business commentaries most often tend to be event-driven. They are mostly written from a public policy, economic, or political/geopolitical perspective. Some are written from a management consulting perspective for companies that we believe to be under-performing and include strategies that we would recommend were the companies our clients.

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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Tech Firms Leading Job Cuts in Corporate America [Sun, 08 Jan 03:41]Job seekers wait before a job fair for airport related employment at Logan International Airport in Boston on Dec. 7, 2021. (Brian Snyder/Reuters)



	
WhatsApp Announces New Proxy Support Feature to Bypass Internet Shutdowns [Sun, 08 Jan 02:23]A Whatsapp logo in an illustration on Aug. 22, 2022. (Dado Ruvic/Illustration/Reuters)



	
American Airlines to Drop Services in 3 Cities Due to Pilot Shortage and Soft Demand [Sun, 08 Jan 00:39]American Airlines passenger jets prepare for departure, near a terminal at Boston Logan International Airport in Boston on July 21, 2021. (Steven Senne/AP Photo)



	
Is the Fed Trying to Wean Markets Off Monetary Policy? [Sat, 07 Jan 23:45]The Federal Reserve building in Washington on Oct. 22, 2021. (Daniel Slim/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Germany, Norway Reach Agreement on Blue Hydrogen Supplies [Sat, 07 Jan 23:13]FILE PHOTO: Norwegian energy company Equinor's flag is seen at its headquarters in Stavanger, Norway,  December 5, 2019. REUTERS/Ints Kalnins/File Photo
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Tech Firms Leading Job Cuts in Corporate America
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Big Tech firms are leading a string of layoffs across corporate America as companies look to rein in costs to ride out the economic downturn.

Persisting inflation leading to interest rate hikes, weak consumer demand, and an economic slowdown in China have forced firms from Amazon to Walt Disney and banks to trim their workforce.

Here are some of the major job cuts announced in recent weeks:

Amazon.com Inc.

The e-commerce giant said company-wide layoffs would impact over 18,000 employees, raising the figure from 10,000 layoffs it announced months ago.

Meta Platforms Inc.

The Facebook-parent said it would cut 13 percent of its workforce, or more than 11,000 employees, in one of the biggest tech layoffs this year as it grapples with a weak advertising market and mounting costs.

DoorDash Inc.

The food delivery firm, which enjoyed a growth surge during the pandemic, said it was reducing its corporate headcount by about 1,250 employees.

AMC Networks Inc.

The cable TV network said it would cut about 20 percent of its U.S. workforce, as it announced Chief Executive Officer Christina Spade had stepped down, less than three months into the role.

Kraken

The cryptocurrency exchange said it would cut its global workforce by 30 percent, or about 1,100 employees, citing tough market conditions that have crippled demand for digital assets this year.

Citigroup Inc.

The bank eliminated dozens of jobs across its investment banking division, as a dealmaking slump continues to weigh on Wall Street’s biggest banks, Bloomberg News reported.

Morgan Stanley

The Wall Street powerhouse is expected to start a fresh round of layoffs globally in the coming weeks, Reuters reported on Nov. 3, as dealmaking business takes a hit.

Intel Corp.

CEO Pat Gelsinger told Reuters “people actions” would be part of a cost-reduction plan. The chipmaker said it would reduce costs by $3 billion in 2023.

The adjustments would start in the fourth quarter, Gelsinger said, but did not specify how many employees would be affected.

Johnson & Johnson

The pharmaceutical giant has said it might cut some jobs amid inflationary pressure and a strong dollar, with CFO Joseph Wolk saying the healthcare conglomerate is looking at “right sizing” itself.

Twitter Inc.

The social media company laid off half its workforce across teams ranging from communications and content curation to product and engineering following Elon Musk’s $44 billion takeover.

Lyft Inc.

The ride-hailing firm said it would lay off 13 percent of its workforce, or about 683 employees, after it already cut 60 jobs earlier this year and froze hiring in September.

Beyond Meat Inc.

The vegan meat maker said it plans to cut 200 jobs this year, with the layoffs expected to save about $39 million.

Stripe Inc.

The digital payments firm is cutting its headcount by about 14 percent and will have about 7,000 employees after the layoffs, according to an email to employees from the company’s founders.

Chime Financial Inc.

The online banking firm has laid off 12 percent of its employees, or about 160 jobs, a spokesperson said.

Opendoor Technologies Inc.

The property-selling platform is laying off about 550 employees, Chief Executive Officer Eric Wu said, adding that the company had already reduced its workforce by more than 830 positions.

Phillips 66

The refiner reduced employee headcount by over 1,100 as it seeks to meet its 2022 cost savings target of $500 million. The reductions were communicated to employees in late October.

Seagate Technology Holdings Plc.

The memory chip firm announced a restructuring plan including reducing worldwide headcount by about 8 percent, or 3,000 employees.

Arrival SA

The EV startup said it plans to further “right-size” the organization, which could have a “sizable impact” on its global workforce, mostly in the UK.

The company in July said it may cut up to 30 percent of workforce in restructuring.

Coinbase Global

The cryptocurrency exchange said it planned to cut over 60 jobs, in its recruiting and institutional onboarding teams.

The move marks a second round of jobs cuts at the company this year, and comes at a time when cryptocurrencies have been roiled by extreme volatility as investors dump risky assets.

Walt Disney Co.

The media giant is planning to freeze hiring and cut some jobs, according to a company memo seen by Reuters.

Roku Inc.

The video-streaming device maker said it would reduce its headcount by 5 percent, or about 200 employees, due to “current economic conditions”.

Cisco Systems Inc.

The networking and collaboration solutions company said it will undertake restructuring which could impact roughly 5 percent of its workforce. The effort will begin in the second quarter of the fiscal year 2023 and cost the company $600 million.

HP Inc.

The computing devices maker said it expected to cut up to 6,000 jobs by the end of fiscal 2025.

CNN

Warner Bros Discovery-owned CNN’s top boss Chris Licht informed employees in an all-staff memo that job cuts were underway.

Buzzfeed Inc.

The online media company said it will cut about 12 percent of its workforce. As of Dec. 31 last year, the company had 1,522 employees in six countries.

Blue Apron Holdings Inc.

The online meal-kit company said it will cut about 10 percent of its corporate workforce, as it looks to reduce costs and streamline operations. The company had about 1,657 full-time employees, as of Sept. 30.

Wolverine World Wide Inc.

The casual footwear and apparel retailer said it had initiated a workforce reduction earlier this week and expects this initiative to result in about $30 million in savings in 2023.

TuSimple Holdings Inc.

The autonomous driving technology company will lay off 25 percent of its workforce, or nearly 350 employees, as part of a restructuring plan to rein in costs.

Micron Technology Inc.

The memory chipmaker will cut 10 percent of its workforce in 2023 and would reduce its CapEx plans for fiscal 2024, citing a nagging glut in the semiconductor market.

Salesforce Inc.

The software company said it would lay off about 10 percent of its employees and close some offices as a part of its restructuring plan, citing a challenging economy.
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WhatsApp Announces New Proxy Support Feature to Bypass Internet Shutdowns
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Meta Platforms Inc.’s WhatsApp said on Thursday users of the messaging app will now be able to use proxy servers to access the service in countries where the app is blocked.

A proxy server is an intermediary between users and web services and acts as a web filter that allow netizens to circumvent restrictions and censorship.

WhatsApp said proxy support on the app is now officially available for users with the latest version.

Users in countries such as Iran and Syria have used virtual private network (VPN) services to navigate around internet censorship.

The messaging service said, “in case these shutdowns continue, we hope this solution helps people wherever there is a need for secure and reliable communication.”

WhatsApp “will do anything” within its technical capacity to keep the service accessible and that it was not blocking Iranian phone numbers, the messaging service had said in September.

Iran restricted access to Meta’s Instagram and WhatsApp after protests broke out in response to the death of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini, who was arrested by morality police in Tehran for “unsuitable attire.”
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American Airlines to Drop Services in 3 Cities Due to Pilot Shortage and Soft Demand
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American Airlines will drop service in three cities starting this Spring because of pilot shortages and sluggish demand.

“In response to the regional pilot shortage affecting the airline industry and soft demand, American Airlines has made the difficult decision to end service in Columbus, Georgia (CSG), Del Rio, Texas (DRT), and Long Beach, California (LGB) this spring,” the company told The Epoch Times in a statement.

The airline will reach out to customers scheduled to travel to offer alternate arrangements.

According to various reports, the last day for the airline’s operations in LGB airport will be Feb. 28. The company plans to fly its last routes from CSG airport to Charlotte and Dallas on April 3.

The service at DRT airport will be suspended on the same day as the CSG airport.

“We appreciate the great relationship we’ve enjoyed with American Airlines and understand their tough business decision during these challenging times. We look forward to welcoming them back to Long Beach in the future,” Cynthia Guidry, the Long Beach Airport director, said in a statement obtained by City News Service.

For some routes, the airline will resume services as circumstances change.

American airlines resumed service in 2021 in CSG airport after it left the airport in 2013.

American-JetBlue Alliance

American Airlines and JetBlue Airways are pushing ahead with an expansion of their partnership in the Northeast.

The airlines said in December 2022 that American Airlines will add six new routes from New York City while dropping one. JetBlue will start several new routes from New York and Boston including service to the Bahamas and Bermuda. Some routes will operate only during summer, and most will be limited to one or two flights a day.

The new destinations would expand the alliance to about 700 flights per day.

However, the alliance is being challenged by the Department of Justice (DOJ) and another customer class action lawsuit.

The DOJ, six states, and the District of Columbia sued to kill the partnership, which lets American and JetBlue work together on setting schedules and sharing revenue on flights in New York and Boston.

The government said the deal will reduce competition and lead to higher fares, costing consumers $700 million a year. American and JetBlue argued that their combination will help consumers by making them a stronger competitor in the Northeast against Delta and United Airlines.

A judge in Boston is expected to issue a verdict this year.

Separately, a class action lawsuit was filed in December 2022 and claimed that the two airlines overcharged passengers by $700 million a year since they formed the Northeast alliance in the middle of 2020.

However, JetBlue defended the alliance and said that it is benefiting customers by adding new routes.

“So far, the NEA (Northeast Alliance) has resulted in approximately 50 new routes out of JFK, LaGuardia, Boston, and Newark; increased frequencies on more than 130 routes since February 2021; 90 nonstop routes with increased capacity; and 17 new international routes launched by 2022,” the airline told Bloomberg Law.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Is the Fed Trying to Wean Markets Off Monetary Policy?
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Commentary

Is the Fed trying to wean the markets off monetary policy? Such was an interesting premise from former British diplomat Alastair Crooke via the Strategic Culture Foundation, to wit:

“The Fed however, may be attempting to implement a contrarian, controlled demolition of the U.S. bubble-economy through interest rate increases. The rate rises will not slay the inflation ‘dragon’ (they would need to be much higher to do that). The purpose is to break a generalised ‘dependency habit’ on free money.”

That is a powerful assessment that, if true, has an overarching impact on the economic and financial markets over the next decade. Such is especially important when considering the effect these repeated monetary and fiscal interventions have had on financial market returns of the previous decade.

The chart below shows the average annual inflation-adjusted total returns (dividends included) since 1928. I used the total return data from Aswath Damodaran, a Stern School of Business professor at New York University. The chart shows that from 1928 to 2021, the market returned 8.48 percent after inflation. However, notice that after the financial crisis in 2008, returns jumped by an average of four percentage points for the various periods.
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We can directly trace those outsized returns back to the Fed’s repeated monetary and the government’s fiscal policy interventions during that period. Following the financial crisis, the Federal Reserve intervened with monetary support each time the market stumbled or threatened the “wealth effect.”
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While many want to suggest the Federal Reserve’s monetary interventions do not affect financial markets, the correlation between the two is extremely high.
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However, the result of more than a decade of unbridled monetary experiments led to a massive wealth gap in the U.S. economy which has become front and center of the political landscape.
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It isn’t just the massive expansion in household net worth since the financial crisis that is troublesome. The problem is that nearly 70 percent of that total household net worth is concentrated in the top 10 percent of income earners.
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While it was likely not the Fed’s intention to cause such a massive redistribution of wealth, it was the goal of its grand monetary experiment.

Pavlov’s Great Experiment

Classical conditioning (also known as Pavlovian or respondent conditioning) refers to a learning procedure in which a potent stimulus (e.g., food) is paired with a previously neutral stimulus (e.g., a bell). Pavlov discovered that when he introduced the neutral stimulus, the dogs would begin to salivate in anticipation of the potent stimulus, even though it was not currently present. This learning process results from the psychological “pairing” of the stimuli.

This conditioning is what has happened to investors over the last decade.

In 2010, then-Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke introduced the “neutral stimulus” to the financial markets by adding a “third mandate” to the Fed’s responsibilities—the creation of the “wealth effect.”

Bernanke wrote of the “wealth effect” in a Washington Post Op-Ed in November, 2010:

“This approach eased financial conditions in the past and, so far, looks to be effective again. Stock prices rose, and long-term interest rates fell when investors began to anticipate this additional action. Easier financial conditions will promote economic growth. For example, lower mortgage rates will make housing more affordable and allow more homeowners to refinance. Lower corporate bond rates will encourage investment. And higher stock prices will boost consumer wealth and help increase confidence, which can also spur spending. Increased spending will lead to higher incomes and profits that, in a virtuous circle, will further support economic expansion.”

Importantly, for conditioning to work, the “neutral stimulus,” when introduced, must be followed by the “potent stimulus” for the “pairing” to be completed. For investors, as the Fed introduced each round of “Quantitative Easing,” the “neutral stimulus,” the stock market as the “potent stimulus” rose.

Twelve years and 400 percent gains later, the “pairing” was complete. Such is why investors now move from one economic report and Fed meeting to the next in anticipation of the “ringing of the bell.”

The problem, as noted above, is that despite the massive expansion of the Fed’s balance sheet and the surge in asset prices, there was relatively little translation into broader economic prosperity.

The problem is the “transmission system” of monetary policy collapsed following the financial crisis.

Instead of the liquidity flowing through the system, it remained bottled up within institutions and the ultra-wealthy, who had “investible wealth.” However, those programs failed to boost the bottom 90 percent of Americans living paycheck-to-paycheck.

The failure of the flush of liquidity to translate into economic growth can be seen in the chart below. While the stock market has returned more than 180 percent since the 2007 peak, that increase in asset prices was more than 6x the growth in real GDP and 2.3x the growth in corporate revenue. (I have used SALES growth in the chart below as it is not as subject to manipulation.)

[image: image-6] Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve, Refinitiv  RealInvestmentAdvice.com


Since asset prices should reflect economic and revenue growth, the deviation is evidence of a more systemic problem. Of course, the problem comes when they try to reverse the process.

The Great Unwinding

The chart below sums up the magnitude of the Fed’s current problem.
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From bailing out Bear Stearns to HAMP, HARP, TARP, and a myriad of other Governmental bailouts, along with zero interest rates and a massive expansion of the Fed’s balance sheet, there was roughly $10 of monetary interventions for each $1 of economic growth.

Now, the Federal Reserve must figure out how to wean markets off of “life support” and return to organic growth. The consequence of the retraction of support should be obvious, as noted by Crooke:

“Perhaps the Fed can break the psychological dependency over time, but the task should not be underestimated. As one market strategist put it: ‘The new operating environment is entirely foreign to any investor alive today. So, we must un-anchor ourselves from a past that is ‘no longer’—and proceed with open minds.’

“This period of zero rates, zero inflation, and QE was a historical anomaly—utterly extraordinary. And it is ending (for better or worse).”

Logically, the end of Pavlov’s great “monetary experiment” cannot end for the better. Once the paired stimulus gets removed from the market, forward returns must return to the basic math of economic growth, plus inflation and dividends. Such was the basic math of returns from 1900 to 2008.

In a world where the Fed wants 2 percent inflation, economic growth should equate to 2 percent, and we can assume dividends remain at 2 percent. That math is simple: 2% GDP + 2% dividend – 2% inflation = 4% annualized returns.

Such is a far cry below the 12 percent returns generated over the last 12 years. But such will be the consequence of weaning the markets off years of monetary madness.

Of course, there is a positive outcome to this as well.

“If Jay Powell breaks the Fed put and takes away the unfair ability of private capital to rape and pillage the system, he will have finally addressed income inequality in America,” Danielle DiMartino Booth, CEO and chief strategist of research firm Quill Intelligence, said on Twitter Dec. 8.

The bottom line is that fixing the problem won’t be pain-free. Of course, breaking an addiction to any substance never is. The hope is that the withdrawal doesn’t kill the patient.

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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Germany, Norway Reach Agreement on Blue Hydrogen Supplies
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A major Norwegian energy company has reached an agreement to supply Europe’s largest economy with “blue” hydrogen.

Norway’s Equinor announced an agreement on Jan. 5 to supply the German power utility, RWE, with low-carbon hydrogen, in the first step towards replacing natural gas and coal, reported Deutsche Welle.

The Norwegian supplier agreed to build hydrogen fueled power plants in Germany over the next few years, along with a major pipeline to deliver gas supplies to its southern neighbor.

There was no statement on how many power plants would be built, or how much the cost of investment would be for each side.

Germans Seek New Energy Alternative to Russian Gas

The war in Ukraine has forced Germany to end its long standing dependence on Russia gas, while its economy suffers from high energy prices.

Since the start of the war in Ukraine and the loss of Russian gas due to sanctions and pipeline disruptions, Norway has become one of Germany’s biggest suppliers of gas, by fulfilling 40 percent of its needs.

The German government intends on reaching climate neutrality by 2045, while it plans on phasing out coal use by 2038.

Germany has also been gradually shutting down its nuclear power network since the Fukushima disaster over a decade ago.

The Norwegian government has similar climate plans, including the construction and development of offshore wind power, carbon capture and storage facilities, and the electrification of oil and gas platforms.

Germany, Norway Tighten Their Energy Alliance

German Economics Minister Robert Habeck, who visited Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Støre last year to discuss the joint project, spoke in Oslo at a Jan. 6 joint press conference.

The two leaders have been discussing an agreement since March 2022, after they met to weigh the feasibility of building a pipeline to ship hydrogen gas from Norway, according to a joint statement.

Habeck said that Germany sorely needed plants that could produce hydrogen power and that it needed decarbonized hydrogen from Norway to fulfil that plan.

“In the midst of the energy crisis, we see how important Norway is as a reliable supplier of gas to Europe, but we also see how crucial it is that we switch more quickly to more renewable energy.” Stoere told reporters.

The new power plants would initially use imported Norwegian natural gas, before transitioning to low-carbon “blue” hydrogen production, and then finally to “green” hydrogen.


The joint proposal to build the hydrogen pipeline was backed by Gassco, the Norwegian pipeline operator, which is currently conducting a study to assess its feasibility and is expected to release the results in the spring.

“Through this collaboration we will strengthen the long-term energy security for Europe’s leading industrial country,” Anders Opedal, Equinor’s CEO and President, said in a joint press statement with RWE executives.

Proponents of View Hydrogen Power as Future

Berlin wants to gradually expand “green” hydrogen production as part of its long-term energy goals, as the clean source of energy could reduce carbon emissions by 65 percent to 1990 levels by 2030, Bloomberg reported.




The Green movement has been promoting hydrogen-based energy for years, since it mostly emits water vapor when burned.

The large scale production of “green” hydrogen, which is created by separating hydrogen from water molecules via solar and wind power, is years away from viability.




“Blue” hydrogen, which is the cheaper and most direct alternative, is produced by burning natural gas and can, in theory, capture and store more than 95 percent of carbon emissions.



“There is an urgent need for a rapid ramp up of the hydrogen economy,” said RWE Chief Executive Markus Krebber in a press statement.

“Blue hydrogen in large quantities can make a start, with subsequent conversion into green hydrogen supply,” he added.

In order to complete the project, underground storage for the carbon emissions created in the making of hydrogen fuel, which is currently prohibited in Germany, still need to be constructed.

Habeck said that Berlin is planning legislation in 2024 that would facilitate the process by lifting the ban.

‘A Further Step Backwards’

However, many environmental groups oppose the development of “blue” hydrogen facilities, due to their reliance on natural gas.


“If we want to put the energy crisis behind us for good, then we need a progressive green energy supply,” protested Sascha Müller-Kraenner, CEO of Environmental Action Germany (DUH).

“Importing blue hydrogen would, however, be a further step backwards to a fossil-fueled past,” she added.

Her organization protested the arrival of the first standard shipment of U.S. liquified natural gas to Germany at the port of Wilhelmshaven this week.

The leadership of the Green party, which includes Habeck, is facing heavy criticism from some of its own supporters for promoting shipments of gas from America as an alternative to Russian gas supplies.

The Greens are one of the three parties in the ruling coalition governing Germany.

German climate activists feel a sense of betrayal by the pro-environmentalist party, for permitting the use of coal as a temporary energy measure to keep citizens from freezing this winter.

Some have gone as far as to occupy the abandoned village of Lützerath in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia, which is being removed in order to expand a nearby open pit coal mine, leading to clashes with police.

Reuters contributed to this report.
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US, Japan Sign Agreement for Operational Collaboration on Cybersecurity
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The United States and Japan have signed a memorandum of understanding to strengthen their operational collaboration on cybersecurity, according to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

The memorandum was signed by Japan’s Trade Minister Yasutoshi Nishimura and U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security Alejandro Mayorkas during their meeting in Washington on Friday, DHS said in a statement.

According to the DHS, the agreement will allow their agencies to enhance the security of critical infrastructure, foster more partnership opportunities, and continue sharing best practices with Indo-Pacific partners on cybersecurity.

“We will work closely to harmonize security systems between Japan and the United States for software and IoT devices, including cooperation in human resource development in the Indo-Pacific region,” Nishimura said on Twitter.




マヨルカス国土安全保障長官とサイバーセキュリティに関する協力覚書を締結。ソフトウェアやI oT機器においてセキュリティ制度の日米間の調和に向け緊密に連携していく。インド太平洋地域における人材育成も協力。又サプラチェーンにおける人権配慮対応で、日本の産業界を交えたラウンドテーブル開催。 pic.twitter.com/OQcgAAg4Rv

— 西村やすとし NISHIMURA Yasutoshi (@nishy03) January 6, 2023






“There is an urgent need for us to establish security systems for software, internet of things, or IoT, and other new fields,” he told reporters after the meeting, Jiji Press reported.

Japan’s Ministry of Trade and Industry said the memorandum signifies the beginning of the U.S.-Japan cooperation in cybersecurity following Japan’s national security strategy approved in December last year.

Japan-Australia Cybersecurity Pact

Japan also signed a bilateral security agreement with Australia in October last year, covering military, intelligence and cybersecurity cooperation to counter the deteriorating security outlook driven by China’s increasing assertiveness.

The upgrade of the Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation, a pact first signed in 2007 when governments weren’t as concerned with the Chinese Communist Party’s rising power, was the major outcome of Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida’s meeting with his Australian counterpart Anthony Albanese in Australia’s west coast city of Perth.

The declaration covers military interoperability, intelligence, cybersecurity, operations in space, law enforcement, logistics, and protecting telecommunications.

The declaration also refers to cooperation in “resisting economic coercion and disinformation”—threats that China is widely accused of.

Kishida said the new framework of cooperation had been developed under an “increasingly harsh strategic environment.”

“This renewed declaration … will chart the direction of our security and defense cooperation in the next 10 years,” Kishida said through an interpreter.

Growing Cyberattacks

Japan has scrambled to improve its cybersecurity in response to the growing number of cyberattacks. In the first half of 2022, the country recorded 114 ransomware attacks on local companies, an increase of 87 percent from the previous year, Japan Times reported.

Japan’s e-Gov website, which provides administrative information, and several other ministry websites were targeted by hackers in September last year, for which a pro-Russian hacker group named “Killnet” reportedly claimed responsibility, saying that it was “revolting against Japan’s militarism.”

Japanese authorities suspect that hackers used a distributed denial-of-service (DDoS) attack to overload websites with a large amount of data and blocked users from accessing the websites.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Coinbase Agrees to $100 Million Settlement With New York Regulators
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Coinbase has agreed to pay a $100 million settlement with New York state’s financial regulators.

The crypto industry was hit with a wave of bad news in 2022, with the collapse of crypto exchange giant FTX, hedge fund Three Arrows Capital, along with the failure of several key lenders.

The DFS accused Coinbase on Jan. 4 of making itself vulnerable to serious criminal conduct, such as failing to comply with anti-money laundering standards.

The popular cryptocurrency exchange agreed to pay a $50 million fine to New York’s Department of Financial Services (DFS) for allowing customers to open accounts without conducting sufficient background checks.

The settlement deal will also require the cryptocurrency firm to invest another $50 million into its internal compliance program over the next two years.

“It is critical that all financial institutions safeguard their systems from bad actors,” said DFS Superintendent Adrienne Harris in a statement.

Coinbase’s regulatory lapses led to “suspicious or unlawful conduct being facilitated through Coinbase’s platform,” according to DFS filings.

The firm was founded in 2012 in San Francisco, with a market capitalization of more than $7.6 billion, making it the largest crypto trading platform based in the United States, with 100 million users worldwide.

Like most in the crypto industry, Coinbase holds licenses outside the United States to store electronic currency worldwide.

Many of its peers are typically based in jurisdictions with less financial regulations.

New York was one of the first states to require crypto firms to obtain so-called BitLicenses in order to seek business from state customers, issuing roughly 30 so far.

Coinbase Fails to Catch Suspicious Customer Transactions, Regulators Say

Despite its open transparency, Coinbase faced more than 100,000 suspicious customer transaction alerts by late 2021, according to the DFS.

Authorities first detected problems during a routine examination in 2020, after the exchange secured a license to operate in New York in 2017, according to the state regulator.

The DFS apparently found problems with the exchange’s anti-money-laundering system, as early as 2018, The New York Times reported.

One example involved a client who had been charged with “crimes related to child sexual abuse,” but was not flagged by Coinbase’s security team after he joined the exchange, regulators said.

For over two years, the individual in question engaged in “suspicious transactions potentially associated with illicit activity without detection.”

In the end, Coinbase identified the user, shut down the account, and reported his activity to law enforcement.

Coinbase Says Will Be More Vigilant With Compliance From Now

Coinbase said it will be committed to rectifying the issues identified by the DFS and that its leadership has long been in favor of strengthening regulations for the crypto industry.

Meanwhile, Coinbase chief legal officer Paul Grewal told The Wall Street Journal in a statement that the crypto firm has “taken substantial measures to address these historical shortcomings.”

The company “remains committed to being a leader and role model in the crypto space, including partnering with regulators when it comes to compliance,” he added.

The crypto exchange, which was founded by its CEO Brian Armstrong, is the only publicly traded cryptocurrency exchange in the United States, appearing on the Nasdaq.

Company officers disclosed the regulatory probe in its 2021 10-K filing with the Security and Exchange Commission (SEC).

“We have been very outspoken about illicit financing concerns in the space,” Harris told The New York Times.

“It is why our framework holds crypto companies to the same standard as for banks.”

Many firms rely on Coinbase to store their cryptocurrency assets, due to its reputation of its regular compliance with the SEC and its reputation for tight security.

“Despite the prevailing notion that crypto companies don’t want to be regulated, many—if not most—companies have been working with policymakers for years,” wrote Armstrong in an op-ed for CNBC.

Cryptocurrency Still Viewed With Suspicion By Authorities Worldwide

The move by New York comes after both state and federal regulators began to ramp up enforcement following the massive collapse of FTX in November, formerly one of the largest crypto exchanges in the world.

Federal, state, and international authorities have long worried about cryptocurrency’s potential to weaken global anti-money-laundering protections, as industry leaders have touted their efforts to evade government regulations.

Politicians like Democrat Sen. Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts have suggested that proper oversight of crypto should be solely handled by federal authorities, like the SEC.

Some analysts and lawmakers believe that the reputation of digital currencies will eventually recover under greater oversight by the government in the wake of last year’s crimes and disasters.

Coinbase has been recently forced to cut its staff and major projects, such reducing its workforce 18 percent last summer, as it prepared for a recession like the much of the tech industry.

The crypto exchange was also hit with the loss of some of its user base and a reported a 27 percent year over year decline in revenue in mid-2022.

Coinbase shares rose over 12 percent on news of the settlement to nearly $38.
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Here Is the List of Bed Bath & Beyond Stores That Are Closing
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Bed Bath & Beyond has seen its stock price tumble after the company warned it was considering bankruptcy amid mounting debt and troubled finances.

The company issued the warning in a business update on Jan. 5, in which it revealed recurring losses and negative cash flow for the nine months ending on Nov. 26, 2022.

Bed Bath & Beyond said it was taking steps to improve its cash position and mitigate potential liquidity shortfalls but added that the cash flow problems and losses have led it to conclude “that there is substantial doubt about the Company’s ability to continue as a going concern.”

Sue Gove, CEO of Bed Bath & Beyond, said in a statement that the company has initiated a “turnaround” at the start of the third quarter, which includes efforts to operate more efficiently and focus more on digital sales.

“We are resetting foundational elements to create a stronger and more nimble infrastructure that aligns closely with customer demand and preference,” she said, adding that more details on the company’s situation would be provided during a formal earnings call next week.

Meanwhile, Bed Bath & Beyond in September released a list of 56 stores that will close, with company spokesperson Julie Strider telling Axios at the time that store closing sales would “commence and continue over the next few months.”

Here is that list (pdf), which has not been updated since its September release.

Arizona

– Phoenix: 34750 N. North Valley Parkway

– Tucson: 5225 South Calle Santa Cruz

California

– Burbank: 201 East Magnolia Blvd.

– Lakewood: 75 Lakewood Center Mall

– Larkspur: 2601 Larkspur Landing Circle

– Marina: 117 General Stilwell Drive

– Palmdale: 39421 10th Street West

– Redding: 1140 Hilltop Drive

– San Leandro: 15555 East 14th Street, Suite 240

– Santee: 9918 Mission Gorge Road

Connecticut

– Stamford: Ridgeway Shopping Center, 2275 Summer Street

– Waterford: 850 Hartford Turnpike

Florida

– Sanford: 111 Towne Center Blvd.

– Sunrise: 12801 W. Sunrise Blvd., Anchor C

Georgia

– Snellville: Presidential Market Center, 1905 Scenic Hwy Suite 5000

– Suwanee: 2623 Peachtree Pkwy

Illinois

– Bourbonnais: 2056 North State Route 50

– Carbondale: University Mall, 1265 E. Main Street

– Fairview Heights: Fairview Center, 6611 N. Illinois

– Gurnee: 6132 Grand Ave., Gurnee Mills Mall

– Joliet: 2850 Plainfield Road

– Schaumburg: 915 East Golf Road

Iowa

– Dubuque: 2475 N.W. Arterial

– Waterloo: 1522 Flammang Drive

Louisiana

– Bossier City: 2900 Meadow Creek Drive

Massachusetts

– Dorchester: 8B Allstate Road, Suite 1

– Milford: 230 Fortune Boulevard

– Seekonk: 35 Highland Avenue

Michigan

– Chesterfield: 50551 Waterside Drive

– Farmington Hills: 31075 Orchard Lake Road

– Northville: Northville Retail Center, 17223 Haggerty Road

– Walker: Green Ridge Square, 3410 Alpine Avenue NW

– White Lake Twp.: 9050 Highland Road

Minnesota

– St. Cloud: 3959 Second Street South

New Jersey

– Flanders: 30 International Drive, Suite 1

– Manalapan: 13 Route 9 South

– Paramus: 34 E Ridgewood Ave

New York

– Farmingdale: 251 Airport Plaza Blvd.

– Middletown: 470 Route 211 East, Suite 3

– Mt. Vernon: 500 East Sandford Blvd.

– New Hartford: 4805 Commercial Drive

– Plattsburgh: 73 Centre Drive, Suite 100

Nevada

– Sparks: 195 Los Altos Pkwy

North Carolina

– Charlotte: The Arboretum, 3413 Pineville-Matthews Road

Ohio

– Cincinnati: 3681 Stone Creek Blvd.

– Hamilton: Bridgewater Falls, 3451 Princeton Road

– Perrysburg: 10027 Fremont Pike

– Sandusky: 4020 Milan Road Unit# 910

Oregon

– Beaverton: 2780 SW Cedar Hills Blvd.

Pennsylvania

– Wynnewood: 70 E. Wynnewood Boulevard

Puerto Rico:

– Bayamon Plaza Del Sol, 725 West Main Avenue

Texas

– Port Arthur: Central Mall 3100 Highway 365 Suite 114

– Wichita Falls: 3201 Lawrence Road Suite A

Virginia

– Christiansburg: 135 Shoppers Way NW

– Leesburg: 532 Fort Evans Road

Washington

– Lakewood: 5830 Lakewood Towne Center Blvd., S.W.

According to Strider’s remarks to Axios, the specific closing dates and when sales will be final will vary from store to store.
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White House Pushed Facebook to Censor Tucker Carlson on COVID-19 Vaccines: AG Landry
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The White House pressured Facebook to take action against Fox News host Tucker Carlson for supposedly saying COVID-19 vaccines “don’t work,” according to a document released by Louisiana’s Republican Attorney General Jeff Landry, who characterized the move as a request to censor the journalist.

Landry shared the document—an email exchange between White House Director of Digital Strategy Rob Flaherty and an unidentified Facebook employee—in a Jan. 7 post on Twitter, with the comment: “Rob Flaherty tells facebook to censor” Tucker Carlson.

“Since we’ve been on the phone—the top post about vaccines today is [T]ucker Carlson saying they don’t work. Yesterday it was Tomi Lehren [sic] saying she won’t take one,” Flaherty reportedly said in the message to the Facebook staffer, whose name and email address have been redacted.

“This is exactly why I want to know what ‘Reduction’ actually looks like—if ‘reduction’ means ‘pumping our most vaccine hesitant audience with [T]ucker Carlson saying it doesn’t work’ then … I’m not sure it’s reduction!” Flaherty continued, per the document shared by Landry.

Signaling action regarding the request, the unidentified Facebook employee then reportedly wrote: “Running this down now.”




Rob Flaherty tells facebook to censor @tuckercarlson pic.twitter.com/mxUT2C8nna

— AG Jeff Landry (@AGJeffLandry) January 6, 2023






The Epoch Times has reached out with a request for comment to Facebook parent Meta, Fox News Channel, and the White House, but no reply was received by publication.

‘Hard Evidence’ of Government Collusion With Big Tech

Landry, together with Missouri Attorney General Eric Schmitt, sued the Biden administration in May 2022 for allegedly pressuring and colluding with social media giants to suppress free speech.

Schmitt on Jan. 5 was sworn in as a U.S. senator and has been replaced in his role as Missouri attorney general by Andrew Bailey.

Bailey took to Twitter on Jan. 7 to say that when he took the oath of office, he swore he would protect the Constitution and explained “why.”

“We now have hard evidence that President Biden’s Administration colluded with social media companies to censor differing viewpoints and silence ‘misinformation’ that was later deemed true,” Bailey wrote in a series of posts.

Bailey shared a screenshot of an email from White House COVID-19 Digital Director Clarke E. Humphrey to an unidentified Twitter employee with the subject line “Flagging Hank Aaron misinfo” and requesting the Twitter staff to “get moving on the process for having it removed ASAP.”

In her request, Humphrey provided a link to a Twitter post by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a known critic of the Biden administration’s narrative on COVID-19 vaccines.

The offending tweet links to an article on the website of the Children’s Health Defense, an activist group chaired by Kennedy Jr. that left-leaning Wikipedia labels as “one of the main sources of misinformation on vaccines.”

The article, from Jan. 22, 2021, says Aaron died 18 days after receiving a COVID-19 vaccine of an “undisclosed cause” and cites Kennedy Jr. as saying that his “tragic death is part of a wave of suspicious deaths among elderly closely following administration of COVID vaccines.”

About a week later, the Fulton County Medical Examiner released Aaron’s cause of death as “natural causes” and that he didn’t have any COVID-19 symptoms, with his medical history listing prostate issues and hypertension.

Besides requesting action on Kennedy Jr.’s tweet, Humphrey also added a request to “keep an eye out for tweets that fall in this same genre,” per the screenshot shared by Bailey.

The Epoch Times has reached out to Twitter with a request for comment.

‘The Truth No Longer Matters to the White House’

Bailey also shared screenshots of several other messages that he said show collusion between Big Tech and the government to suppress free speech, including another message from Flaherty to an unidentified Facebook employee in which the White House official demands “assurances” that the social media company is taking actions “to ensure you’re not making our country’s vaccine hesitancy problem worse.”

“The truth no longer matters to the White House,” Bailey captioned the post.

“These emails confirm what we’ve known all along,” Bailey wrote. “The Biden Admin. has been colluding with social media companies to stifle opposing voices.”

“I will continue to push back against this blatant attack on the 1st Amendment with every tool at my disposal,” he added.

With Schmitt gone as attorney general, Bailey has taken his place as a plaintiff in the lawsuit against President Joe Biden, then-White House press secretary Jen Psaki, Dr. Anthony Fauci, and other administration officials.

The lawsuit claims that Biden and other government officials worked with Big Tech companies like Meta, Twitter, and YouTube to censor conversation around matters relating to everything from COVID-19 and election integrity to the Hunter Biden laptop story, doing so under the guise of battling “misinformation.”

The two Republican-led states accuse Biden and other officials named in the lawsuit of “falsely” attacking the Hunter Biden laptop story as “disinformation.”

The story, which was first published by the New York Post in October 2020, detailed the contents of a laptop linked to Hunter Biden, President Joe Biden’s son. The laptop was abandoned in a Delaware computer repair shop and included compromising pictures and emails regarding allegedly corrupt foreign business deals.

Twitter labeled the story as “potentially harmful” and locked the New York Post’s main Twitter account while also blocking Twitter users from publishing the link to the story.

GOP to Investigate ‘Weaponization of the Federal Government’

It comes as House Republicans have pledged to investigate allegations of collusion between federal agencies and private companies, and to do so, they’re looking to establish a subcommittee on the “weaponization” of the federal government.

Republicans have put forward a House rules package, which includes a proposal to create a House Judiciary select subcommittee on the “Weaponization of the Federal Government.”

The proposal for the subcommittee comes after Republicans recently signaled that they want a top-to-bottom investigation of the FBI after the “Twitter Files” disclosed that the agency pressured Twitter to censor Americans’ free speech.

Incoming House Judiciary Committee Chairman Jim Jordan (R-Ohio) has suggested that the FBI needs to be investigated in the same way it was in the 1970s, when the Church Committee investigated abuses by the CIA, FBI, Internal Revenue Service, and the National Security Agency.

The committee, led by then-Sen. Frank Church (D-Idaho), revealed the now-infamous CIA MKULTRA program, which involved the drugging and torture of American citizens in experimentation on mind control.

“We’ve been looking at a Church-style committee to look at this,” Jordan told Just the News last week.
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Brother of Plane Crash Victim to Aid Review of Boeing Safety
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WASHINGTON — Federal officials have appointed a group of experts to examine safety practices at Boeing, including an aerospace engineer whose sister was killed in one of the crashes involving Boeing 737 Max jets.

The Federal Aviation Administration said the panel—required under a 2020 law passed by Congress—includes people from the FAA, NASA, airlines, and aviation manufacturers. The group will have nine months to issue findings and recommendations.

Among the panel members named Thursday is Javier de Luis, a lecturer in aeronautics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. His sister, Graziella de Luis Ponce, was a passenger on the Ethiopian Airlines Boeing Max that crashed in March 2019.

De Luis has been critical of Boeing for designing, and the FAA for approving, a flight-control system that could tip the plane’s nose down based on readings from a single sensor. That sensor malfunctioned on his sister’s plane and another Boeing Max that crashed in October 2018 in Indonesia. Everybody on board both planes—346 people in all—died in the crashes.

“The fact that this airplane was allowed to fly with a system, that if one sensor failed would kill everybody on board—not once but twice—is a monumental failure not on Ethiopian but on Boeing and the FAA,” de Luis told the Seattle Times. “An airplane should not fall out of the sky because one sensor fails. End of story.”

Other members of the panel include a NASA safety-culture expert, the manager of the FAA office that oversees Boeing, executives from Southwest, American and United—all of which use the Max and have orders to buy many more—and representatives from several unions, including one that represents Boeing engineers.

Boeing Co., which is based in Arlington, Virginia, said it had no comment on the formation of the safety panel.

Congress directed the FAA to create the review panel as part of changes in FAA oversight of the company after the crashes. An 18-month investigation by the House Transportation Committee was scathing in its criticism of both Boeing and the FAA, which lawmakers said was too cozy with Boeing and paid insufficient attention to the flight-control system implicated in both crashes.

All Max jets were grounded worldwide for nearly two years while Boeing overhauled the system. The FAA cleared the planes to fly again in late 2020.
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The rate of scientific breakthroughs has been falling over the years, especially in the fields of physics and chemistry according to a recent study, with researchers unsure what is causing the phenomenon.

In recent decades, there has been an “exponential growth” in the volume of new technological and scientific knowledge, which created conditions necessary for major advances in those fields, states the study, published in Nature magazine on Jan. 4. But contrary to such expectations, the study found that progress is slowing down in several fields.

“You don’t have quite the same intensity of breakthrough discoveries you once had,” said Russell Funk, co-author of the study.

The research team looked at 45 million papers and 3.9 million patents. They used a new quantitative metric called the “CD index” to identify how papers and patents “change networks of citations in science and technology.”

The team found that papers and patents are increasingly less likely to push science and technology into newer directions, a trend that is breaking away from the past.

“We link this decline in disruptiveness to a narrowing in the use of previous knowledge, allowing us to reconcile the patterns we observe with the ‘shoulders of giants’ view,” the study said.

“We find that the observed declines are unlikely to be driven by changes in the quality of published science, citation practices, or field-specific factors. Overall, our results suggest that slowing rates of disruption may reflect a fundamental shift in the nature of science and technology.”

Burden of Research

The study is the first one to “emphatically, convincingly” document that there is a decline of disruptiveness in science and technology spanning all major fields, lead author Michael Park said in an interview with AFP.

The largest decline in disruptiveness was observed in physical sciences like chemistry and physics. A popular theory that seeks to explain the falling growth in scientific breakthroughs is that the “low-hanging fruit” of science has already been plucked.

However, Park disputes that idea by pointing out that the decline in disruptiveness would have fallen at an even faster pace should this have been the case. Instead, the team found that the declines are “pretty consistent” in their speeds and timing across all major fields.

As such, the team is proposing that the “burden of research” is the reason behind the decline in disruptiveness, meaning that there is now so much knowledge that scientists need to master that they have little time to push for breakthroughs.

This makes scientists “focus on a narrow slice of the existing knowledge, leading them to just come up with something more consolidating rather than disruptive,” Park said.

Another reason might be that “there’s increasing pressure in academia to publish, publish, publish, because that’s the metric that academics are assessed on.”

Boosting Disruptiveness

To promote disruptiveness in science and technology, the study proposes encouraging scholars to read widely and that they be given enough time to keep up with the rapidly growing body of knowledge.

Instead of focusing on quantity, universities might be better off focusing on and rewarding research quality as well as fully subsidizing “year-long sabbaticals to allow academics to read and think more deeply.”

When it comes to federal agencies, they should seek to invest in “riskier and longer-term individual awards” that would give scholars the time needed to produce consequential work rather than waste it on the “publish or perish culture,” the study suggested.

“Understanding the decline in disruptive science and technology more fully permits a much-needed rethinking of strategies for organizing the production of science and technology in the future,” it said.

A slowdown in innovation was an idea explored in a 2009 study which theorized that if knowledge accumulates as technology advances, then successive generations of innovators can face a greater burden of education.

Social Justice Versus Science

At present, the pursuit of science is also under attack from “social justice” ideologies like critical race theory (CRT), queer theory, and so on. While CRT insists that white men are oppressive toward people from other races, queer theory rejects the idea that we can collect objective verifiable information about reality, and refers to the biological division of human sexuality into male and female as oppressive.

These ideologies can lead to compromise in true scientific pursuit in certain instances. For instance, diversity, inclusion, and equity (DIE), which are based on CRT and Queer Theory, can end up excluding talented people from science.

Writing for the National Post, Patanjali Kambhampati, an immigrant to the United States, reveals that he was denied science funding in North America twice by Canada’s federal science foundations because he insisted on hiring research assistants on merit rather than their gender, ethnicity, or cultural background.

“Over the past year, the encroachment of the cult of DIE into academia has only grown. There are now many positions that are simply off-limits to straight white men who are not handicapped. One must pledge allegiance to these illiberal principles in order to be a practicing scientist in 2022,” Kambhampati said.
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Meta Platforms Inc.’s WhatsApp said on Thursday users of the messaging app will now be able to use proxy servers to access the service in countries where the app is blocked.

A proxy server is an intermediary between users and web services and acts as a web filter that allow netizens to circumvent restrictions and censorship.

WhatsApp said proxy support on the app is now officially available for users with the latest version.

Users in countries such as Iran and Syria have used virtual private network (VPN) services to navigate around internet censorship.

The messaging service said, “in case these shutdowns continue, we hope this solution helps people wherever there is a need for secure and reliable communication.”

WhatsApp “will do anything” within its technical capacity to keep the service accessible and that it was not blocking Iranian phone numbers, the messaging service had said in September.

Iran restricted access to Meta’s Instagram and WhatsApp after protests broke out in response to the death of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini, who was arrested by morality police in Tehran for “unsuitable attire.”
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The United States and Japan have signed a memorandum of understanding to strengthen their operational collaboration on cybersecurity, according to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

The memorandum was signed by Japan’s Trade Minister Yasutoshi Nishimura and U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security Alejandro Mayorkas during their meeting in Washington on Friday, DHS said in a statement.

According to the DHS, the agreement will allow their agencies to enhance the security of critical infrastructure, foster more partnership opportunities, and continue sharing best practices with Indo-Pacific partners on cybersecurity.

“We will work closely to harmonize security systems between Japan and the United States for software and IoT devices, including cooperation in human resource development in the Indo-Pacific region,” Nishimura said on Twitter.




マヨルカス国土安全保障長官とサイバーセキュリティに関する協力覚書を締結。ソフトウェアやI oT機器においてセキュリティ制度の日米間の調和に向け緊密に連携していく。インド太平洋地域における人材育成も協力。又サプラチェーンにおける人権配慮対応で、日本の産業界を交えたラウンドテーブル開催。 pic.twitter.com/OQcgAAg4Rv

— 西村やすとし NISHIMURA Yasutoshi (@nishy03) January 6, 2023






“There is an urgent need for us to establish security systems for software, internet of things, or IoT, and other new fields,” he told reporters after the meeting, Jiji Press reported.

Japan’s Ministry of Trade and Industry said the memorandum signifies the beginning of the U.S.-Japan cooperation in cybersecurity following Japan’s national security strategy approved in December last year.

Japan-Australia Cybersecurity Pact

Japan also signed a bilateral security agreement with Australia in October last year, covering military, intelligence and cybersecurity cooperation to counter the deteriorating security outlook driven by China’s increasing assertiveness.

The upgrade of the Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation, a pact first signed in 2007 when governments weren’t as concerned with the Chinese Communist Party’s rising power, was the major outcome of Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida’s meeting with his Australian counterpart Anthony Albanese in Australia’s west coast city of Perth.

The declaration covers military interoperability, intelligence, cybersecurity, operations in space, law enforcement, logistics, and protecting telecommunications.

The declaration also refers to cooperation in “resisting economic coercion and disinformation”—threats that China is widely accused of.

Kishida said the new framework of cooperation had been developed under an “increasingly harsh strategic environment.”

“This renewed declaration … will chart the direction of our security and defense cooperation in the next 10 years,” Kishida said through an interpreter.

Growing Cyberattacks

Japan has scrambled to improve its cybersecurity in response to the growing number of cyberattacks. In the first half of 2022, the country recorded 114 ransomware attacks on local companies, an increase of 87 percent from the previous year, Japan Times reported.

Japan’s e-Gov website, which provides administrative information, and several other ministry websites were targeted by hackers in September last year, for which a pro-Russian hacker group named “Killnet” reportedly claimed responsibility, saying that it was “revolting against Japan’s militarism.”

Japanese authorities suspect that hackers used a distributed denial-of-service (DDoS) attack to overload websites with a large amount of data and blocked users from accessing the websites.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Twitter Leak Exposes 235 Million Email Addresses From Hack
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Personal emails linked to 235 million Twitter accounts hacked some time ago have been exposed according to Israeli security researcher Alon Gal—making millions vulnerable to having their accounts compromised or identities exposed if they have used the site anonymously to criticize oppressive governments, for instance.

Gal, who is the co-founder and chief technology officer at cybersecurity firm Hudson Rock, wrote in a LinkedIn post this week that the leak “will unfortunately lead to a lot of hacking, targeted phishing, and doxxing.”

While account passwords were not leaked, malicious hackers could use the email addresses to try to reset people’s passwords, or guess them if they are commonly used or reused with other accounts. That’s especially a risk if if the accounts are not protected by two-factor authentication, which adds a second layer of security to password-protected accounts by having users enter an auto-generated code to log in.

People who use Twitter anonymously should have a Twitter-dedicated email address that does not disclose who they are and is used solely for Twitter, experts say.

Though the hack appears to have taken place before Elon Musk took over Twitter, the news of the leaked emails adds another headache for the billionaire, whose first couple months as head of Twitter have been chaotic, to say the least.

Twitter did not immediately respond to a message for comment on the hack.

News of the breach could put the company in trouble with the Federal Trade Commission (FTC). The San Francisco company signed a consent agreement with the agency in 2011 that required it to address serious data-security lapses.

Twitter paid a $150 million penalty last May, several months before Musk’s takeover, for violating the consent order. An updated version established new procedures requiring the company to implement an enhanced privacy-protection program as well as beefing up information security.

In November, a group of Democratic lawmakers asked federal regulators to investigate any possible violations by the platform of consumer-protection laws or of its data-security commitments.

The FTC said at the time it is “tracking recent developments at Twitter with deep concern,” though no formal investigation has been announced. But experts and current and former Twitter employees have been warning of serious security risks flowing from the drastically reduced staff and deepening disorder within the company.

In August, Twitter’s former head of security filed a whistleblower complaint alleging that the company misled regulators about its poor cybersecurity defenses and its negligence in attempting to root out fake accounts that spread disinformation.

Among Peiter Zatko’s most serious accusations is that Twitter violated the terms of the 2011 FTC settlement by falsely claiming that it had put stronger measures in place to protect the security and privacy of its users.

By Barbara Ortutay
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New York City Public Schools Block AI Chatbot Over Cheating Concerns
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The New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) has blocked OpenAI’s ChatGPT service access on its networks and devices amid fears that students will use it to cheat on assignments and other school tasks.

ChatGPT is an artificial intelligence chatbot capable of producing content mimicking human speech. Accessible for free, the service can be used to generate essays, technical documents, and poetry, Chalkbeat New York reported. The program uses machine learning to pull and compile historical facts and even make logical arguments that sound convincing, all the while ensuring that the output remains grammatically correct.

“Due to concerns about negative impacts on student learning, and concerns regarding the safety and accuracy of content, access to ChatGPT is restricted on New York City Public Schools’ networks and devices,” NYCDOE spokesperson Jenna Lyle told Chalkbeat. “While the tool may be able to provide quick and easy answers to questions, it does not build critical-thinking and problem-solving skills, which are essential for academic and lifelong success.”

However, if individual schools do need access to the site in case they wish to study the technology powering ChatGPT, they only need to put in a request, Lyle said.

ChatGPT and School Tasks

In an interview with the New York Post, Darren Hick, an assistant philosophy professor at Furman University in Greenville, South Carolina, said that academia “did not see this coming,” referring to the capabilities of ChatGPT.

In early December, Hick had asked his class to write a 500-word essay on philosopher David Hume and the paradox of horror. One of the submissions caught his eye as it featured a few hallmarks of having been created by AI.

“It’s a clean style. But it’s recognizable. I would say it writes like a very smart 12th grader,” Hick told the New York Post, adding that the bot uses “peculiar” and “odd wording.”

Dangers of AI

A problem with ChatGPT is that it is not always correct. OpenAI admits that ChatGPT “sometimes writes plausible-sounding but incorrect or nonsensical answers,” and that fixing the issue is a challenge. As such, the service cannot be used to source critical information, like medical advice.

Many people have been raising alarm bells over the rising development of AI. In June of last year, Google put a senior software engineer in its Responsible AI ethics group on paid administrative leave after he raised concerns about the human-like behavior exhibted by LaMDA, an AI program he tested.

The employee tried to convince Google to take a look at the potentially serious “sentient” behavior of the AI. However, the company did not heed his words, he claimed.

Tech billionaire Elon Musk has also warned about the dangers of AI.

“I have exposure to the very cutting edge AI, and I think people should be really concerned about it,” Musk told attendees of a National Governors Association meeting in July 2017.

“I keep sounding the alarm bell, but until people see robots going down the street killing people, they don’t know how to react, because it seems so ethereal.”
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HOUSTON—The man charged with murder in the fatal shooting of Migos rapper Takeoff in Houston has been released on $1 million bond.

Patrick Xavier Clark, 33, was released from the Harris County jail Tuesday, according to court records.

Clark was arrested Dec. 1 on a murder charge. His attorney, Letitia Quinones, has said Clark has a “valid and meritorious claim for self-defense.”

Clark’s family had unsuccessfully tried to get his bond lowered to $300,000, saying in court last month they couldn’t afford to pay anything higher.

In a statement issued Thursday afternoon, Quinones said that a “concerned citizen and family friend who believes in Patrick’s innocence posted the bond on his behalf.”

“We believe Patrick is innocent and at the appropriate time, the evidence will reveal that to be the case,” Quinones said.

Takeoff, 28, was shot in the head and back on Nov. 1 as more than 30 people were leaving a private party at a bowling center. Houston police have said the gunfire followed a disagreement over a lucrative game of dice, but that Takeoff was not involved and was an innocent bystander.

Born Kirsnick Khari Ball, Takeoff was the youngest member of Migos, the Grammy-nominated rap trio from suburban Atlanta that also featured his uncle Quavo and cousin Offset.

Clark, under conditions of his release, is under house arrest, must wear a GPS tracking device, and avoid contact with anyone involved in the shooting investigation. Quinones said Clark will comply fully with the conditions of his release.

Clark is scheduled to appear in court again on March 9.
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ATLANTA—Rapper Young Thug, accused by prosecutors of co-founding a criminal street gang responsible for violent crimes and using his songs and social media to promote it, is set to go to trial starting Monday.

The Atlanta-based artist, whose given name is Jeffery Lamar Williams, was charged along with more than two dozen other people in a sprawling indictment last May, with more charges added in a second indictment in August. Fellow rapper Gunna, whose real name is Sergio Kitchens, was also charged.

Young Thug, 31, began rapping as a teenager and has become tremendously successful—performing around the world and starting his own record label, Young Stoner Life or YSL, where he serves as CEO.

But prosecutors say YSL also has a darker connotation—a violent street gang called Young Slime Life founded by Young Thug and two others in 2012 and affiliated with the national Bloods gang. The alleged gang members named in the indictment are accused of committing violent crimes—including murders, shootings and carjackings—to collect money for the gang, burnish its reputation and expand its power and territory.

The indictment includes rap lyrics that prosecutors allege are overt acts “in furtherance of the conspiracy,” including a line from a song they say Young Thug released on YouTube: “I’m in the VIP and I got that pistol on my hip, you prayin that you live I’m prayin that I hit.” Another of his lyrics quoted in the indictment says, “I never killed anybody but I got something to do with that body.”

The original indictment charged 28 people with conspiracy to violate Georgia’s Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations, or RICO, law and also included other charges against many of them. Fourteen of them are set to proceed to trial, which starts Monday and is expected to last months.

Eight others, including Gunna, have already taken plea deals in the case, and six—four of whom don’t have lawyers and two who haven’t been arrested—will be tried later, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution reported.

The August indictment accuses Young Thug of racketeering conspiracy and participation in criminal street gang activity, as well as drug and gun charges.

One of 11 siblings with six children of his own, Young Thug has deep roots in his native Atlanta and works tirelessly at his art and other legitimate, lawful business ventures, his lawyers said in a May court filing that unsuccessfully sought his release on bond.

Attached to that filing were letters from more than a dozen music industry executives who have worked with Young Thug. They describe him as one of the most successful hip-hop artists in the world, a dedicated father and friend, a generous contributor to his community and a nurturing mentor to other artists.

In addition to specific charges, the August indictment includes a wide-ranging list of 191 acts that prosecutors say were committed between 2013 and 2022 as part of the alleged RICO conspiracy to further the gang’s interests.

Included in that list is an allegation that Young Thug threatened in July 2015 to shoot a security guard who was trying to get him to leave an Atlanta-area mall. On numerous occasions, he and others are alleged to have possessed various illegal drugs that they intended to distribute.

The indictment also accuses alleged gang associates of trying to kill rapper YFN Lucci in the Fulton County Jail last February and says that an alleged gang associate shot at a bus in 2015 that was carrying rapper Lil Wayne.

Gunna pleaded guilty last month to one count of conspiracy to violate the RICO Act, entering an Alford plea, which means he maintains his innocence but recognizes that it’s in his best interest to plead guilty.

He said in a statement released by his lawyers that when he became affiliated with YSL in 2016, he did not consider it a “gang,” but rather “a group of people from metro Atlanta who had common interests and artistic aspirations.” Gunna also stressed that he has not cooperated or agreed to testify for or against any party in the case.

In court, before the judge accepted the plea, when a prosecutor said that YSL is a music label and a gang and that Gunna had knowledge that its members or associates had committed crimes in furtherance of the gang, Gunna responded, “Yes, ma’am.”

He was sentenced to five years with one year commuted to time served and the balance suspended. He also must testify truthfully if called by any party in the case and must do 500 hours of community service, including talking to young people about the “hazards and immorality of gangs and gang violence.”

The other two alleged co-founders of the YSL gang—Walter Murphy and Trontavious Stephens—also each pleaded guilty last month to one count of conspiracy to violate the RICO Act. Murphy was sentenced to 10 years, with one year commuted to time served and nine years of probation. Stephens also got 10 years, with two years commuted to time served and eight years of probation.
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Al Roker returned to the Today Show on Friday morning after being away for two months and revealed more details about his health issues.

Roker’s wife, ABC News correspondent Deborah Roberts, joined him in the broadcast to give an update on what happened during his ordeal.

“He is a living, breathing miracle,” said Roberts. “He really is, and I have to say—I’m not overstating it, I don’t think—Al was a very, very, very sick man. And I think most people did not know that.”

“He was medical mystery for a couple weeks,” Roberts added. “It was the most tumultuous, frightening journey we have ever been on.”
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A post shared by Al Roker (@alroker)







Roker, 68, revealed that he was dealing with blood clots in his lungs and legs, as well as internal bleeding.

“I lost half my blood, and they were trying to figure out where it was,” Roker said, describing what the medical team at the NewYork-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center had to do to save his life.

He was admitted to the ICU for the first time and underwent surgery. His medical team discovered he had two bleeding ulcers. They had to resection his colon, take out his gallbladder, and redo his duodenum, part of the small intestine.

“I went in for one operation, I got four free,” he joked.

Roker attributed his recovery to the medical team at New York Presbyterian, the support he received from family and viewers, and his walking regimen.

“The prayer, you could feel it,” he added.

Roberts knew that he would pull through the moment he started talking about what he wanted for Christmas dinner.

“Al and I were sitting there one day in the … hospital and through this very scratchy voice—and he was so gaunt and exhausted—he said, ‘I’m going to make a spatchcock turkey,’” Roberts said. “I didn’t know whether to burst into tears or just to beam. That was the moment. … I just knew at that point that [Al’s] will, that drive is so, so strong.”

“As a guy, I think you don’t want your family seeing you vulnerable,” Roker said. “You’re supposed to be the strength.”

Roberts was also amazed by all the kind wishes and prayers Roker received, from people they knew and total strangers.

“The amount of goodwill toward you, I will never, ever, ever forget, and never, ever, ever take for granted,” she said.
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NEW YORK—Jennifer Shah, a tearful member of “The Real Housewives of Salt Lake City” who insisted she is not the character she plays on the show, was sentenced Friday to 6.5 years in prison for defrauding thousands of people, many of them vulnerable or older, in a telemarketing scam that stretched nearly a decade.

Shah, 49, was sentenced by U.S. District Judge Sidney H. Stein as a leader of a nationwide fraud that targeted people who were often unsophisticated electronically and could least afford to lose their money.

Shah pleaded guilty in July to a conspiracy charge. Prosecutors sought a 10-year prison term, which would have been a year under the federal sentencing guidelines’ minimum recommendation but well above the three years in prison that Shah’s lawyer suggested.

At the outset of Friday’s hearing, Stein cautioned a courtroom packed with Shah’s family and friends and members of the media that he was not sentencing the person people see on television.

Stein said that person was “simply a character. It’s acting.” And he added that the housewives program “involves role playing … It’s a heavily scripted operation.”

His words were echoed by Shah, who told the judge: “Reality TV has nothing to do with reality.”

She apologized to the “innocent people” she said she’d hurt and pledged to pay $6.5 million in restitution and forfeiture when she gets out of prison.

“I struggled to accept responsibility for the longest time because I deluded myself into believing … that I did nothing wrong,” Shah said, calling it her “own fractured reality.”

“For years I blamed other people for putting me in this position,” believing she was duped and manipulated, she said.

“I alone am responsible for my terrible decisions. It was all my fault and all my wrongdoing,” Shah said. “I have no one to blame but myself … I wish I could have stood outside myself and seen the harm I was causing and changed course. I am profoundly and deeply sorry.”

During the hearing, defense lawyer Priya Chaudhry said her client has undergone a dramatic transformation in recent months.

“Remorse can be genuine even if it shows up late … Her apology is real,” she said.

After the sentencing, Shah left the courthouse without speaking to reporters. She will report to prison at a later date.

Assistant U.S. Attorney Robert Sobelman said Shah was a leader of a “clear and brazen fraud” that stretched from 2012 to March 2021 as bogus services were promoted as enabling people to make substantial amounts of money through online businesses. He called her the most culpable among more than 30 defendants.

“She always knew what she was doing wrong,” he said, noting her efforts to slow the investigation into her misdeeds by lying to investigators and taking evasive actions to obscure her true role in the fraud.

In a presentence submission, prosecutors said she used profits from the fraud to live a life of luxury that included a nearly 10,000-square-foot mansion with eight fireplaces dubbed “Shah Ski Chalet” in the resort haven of Park City, Utah. The home, they said, is now listed for sale for $7.4 million.

They said she also rented an apartment in midtown Manhattan, leased a Porsche Panamera, bought hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of luxury goods and funded various cosmetic procedures while cheating the Internal Revenue Service of hundreds of thousands of dollars.

The government said she also seemed to mock the charges against her by claiming that the “only thing I’m guilty of is being Shah-mazing” and then she profited from it by marketing “Justice for Jen” merchandise after her arrest as she directed others to lie while trying to conceal her conduct from investigators.

At sentencing, Shah said proceeds from merchandise sales, which have been shut down, will go to victims.

The judge, though, said victims may be made whole financially, but they “can’t really be made whole emotionally.”

“Their lives have been turned upside down,” Stein said.

By Larry Neumeister
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NASHVILLE, Tenn.—A Grammy-winning sound engineer accused of kidnapping and threatening his wife and stepdaughter at gunpoint in Tennessee was fatally shot by police, authorities said.

A Metro Nashville Police officer killed Mark Capps, 54, during an encounter Thursday at the man’s home in the Hermitage neighborhood, agency spokesman Don Aaron said. Officers had gone to the home to arrest Capps on warrants charging him with two counts each of aggravated assault and aggravated kidnapping, Aaron said.

His 60-year-old wife and 23-year-old stepdaughter told police he had held them in the home at gunpoint early Thursday, police said.

“The victims said that Capps awakened them at 3 a.m., gathered them in the living room at gunpoint, and refused to allow them to leave,” Aaron said. They told police he repeatedly threatened to kill them if they tried to call anyone, but they were able to escape when he fell asleep. They went to the police, and arrest warrants were issued in the afternoon, Aaron said.

When three SWAT officers went to the home to arrest Capps, he opened the front door armed with a pistol, and Officer Kendall Coon yelled at him to show his hands, Aaron said.

“Officer Coon deemed that Capps’ movements posed an immediate, imminent threat and fired,” Aaron said. Capps died at the scene.

Video of the shooting appears to show the door of the home opening and an officer can be heard yelling, “Show me your hands,” before firing seconds later.

The Tennessee Bureau of Investigation will investigate the shooting. The Nashville Police Department will conduct an administrative review of the tactics and interactions used to determine whether they meet departmental standards.

Capps’ website says he is a multi-platinum Grammy award-winning Engineer/Mixer/Producer. He won four Grammys for his work on polka albums, and his website lists several other albums on which he’s done mixing and engineering work.
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