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




	
Arizona Appeals Court Makes Decision in Abortion Case Untangling Conflicting Laws [Sat, 31 Dec 05:29]Pro-life activists demonstrate outside the Supreme Court of the United States in Washington, U.S., June 13, 2022. (Evelyn Hockstein/Reuters)



	
COVID-19 Omicron Variant XBB.1.5 More Dominant, Makes Up 40 Percent of New Cases in US: CDC [Sat, 31 Dec 03:33]Pedestrians cross the street on Chicago's Michigan Avenue as they brave the freezing weather ahead of the Christmas holiday on Dec. 23, 2022. (Kamil Krzaczynski/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Southwest Promises Refunds as Airline Sees ‘Certain’ Financial Impact [Sat, 31 Dec 00:30]Southwest Airlines passengers wait in line at the baggage services office after U.S. airlines, led by Southwest, canceled thousands of flights due to a massive winter storm which swept over much of the country before and during the Christmas holiday weekend, at Dallas Love Field Airport in Dallas on Dec. 28, 2022. (Shelby Tauber/Reuters)



	
High Profile TV Personality and Creator of ‘The View’ Barbara Walters Dies Aged 93 [Fri, 30 Dec 23:57]Television personality Barbara Walters is honored with the 2,340th Star on the Hollywood Walk Of Fame in Hollywood, California, on June 15, 2007. (Frazer Harrison/Getty Images)



	
Bucs’ Gabbert, Brothers Rescue People in Tampa Chopper Crash [Fri, 30 Dec 23:50]Tampa Bay Buccaneers quarterback Blaine Gabbert (11) during the second half of an NFL football game against the Arizona Cardinals in Glendale, Ariz., on Dec. 25, 2022. (Rick Scuteri/AP Photo)



	
Tennessee Lawmakers on Both Sides Support Adding Exemptions to Current Abortion Laws [Fri, 30 Dec 22:57]Pro-life activists celebrate outside the Supreme Court after the top court ruled to erase a federal right to an abortion and sent abortion law to the states to decide, on June 24, 2022. (Brandon Bell/Getty Images)



	
At Southwest Airlines, a Day of Calm After a Week of Chaos [Fri, 30 Dec 22:44]A Southwest Airlines ground operations crew member waits to guide an arriving jet into a gate at Sky Harbor International Airport in Phoenix on Dec. 28, 2022. (Matt York/AP Photo)



	
North Carolina DOJ Not Charging Mark Meadows [Fri, 30 Dec 22:36]Then-White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows talks to reporters at the White House in Washington, on Oct. 21, 2020. (Tasos Katopodis/Getty Images)



	
Mark McCloskey Won’t Have Guns or Money Returned, Despite Pardon, Missouri Judge Rules [Fri, 30 Dec 21:25]Armed homeowners Mark and Patricia McCloskey, stand in front their house confronting protesters marching to St. Louis Mayor Lyda Krewson's house in the Central West End of St. Louis on June 28, 2020. (Laurie Skrivan/St. Louis Post-Dispatch via AP)
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Arizona Appeals Court Makes Decision in Abortion Case Untangling Conflicting Laws
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The Arizona Court of Appeals ruled on Friday that doctors who perform abortions according to the state’s 15-week abortion ban can’t be prosecuted under a 1901 law that banned nearly all abortions.

However, the court didn’t repeal the territory-era law which outright bans abortions unless the woman’s life is in danger, finding that law harmonized with the more recent statute enacted in May that allows abortions up to 15 weeks.

Chief Judge Garye Vásquez authored the opinion, in which Judge Peter Swann concurred, and Presiding Judge Eckerstrom specially concurred.

Vásquez said the court’s “resolution of this issue clarifies the statutes can be reconciled such that physicians are permitted to perform abortions in compliance with Title 36 and not be prosecuted under [the old law.]”

While the court agreed that the two statutes can be reconciled, it disagreed that there existed a conflict between the two that “must result in the repeal of either, implicit or otherwise.”

“The statutes, read together, make clear that physicians are permitted to perform abortions as regulated by Title 36 regardless of [ARS] 13-3603,” Vásquez wrote (pdf). “Thus, physicians who perform abortions in compliance with Title 36 are not subject to prosecution under [ARS] 13-3603.”

Vásquez said the court doesn’t construe statutes in isolation. While the original law criminalizes most abortions including by doctors, Vásquez noted that in enacting the 15-week law, the legislature made its intent clear: “to restrict the practice of nontherapeutic or elective abortion to the period up to fifteen weeks of gestation.”

Ban

The original statute was an almost outright ban, while the new statute directs that a doctor can’t perform an abortion if the gestational age is over 15 weeks absent a medical emergency.

The newer law also includes regulations restricting the abortion of viable fetuses and includes parental consent provision for juveniles along with numerous reporting requirements.

Any doctor who violates the new law would face a class six felony charge. Under the original law, the doctor would face between two and five years in prison.

The 1901 statute was the law of the land in Arizona until 1973 when the U.S. Supreme Court legalized abortion nationwide. But once this was overturned in May, Arizona Attorney General Mark Brnovich vowed to ask the court to vacate the injunction and restore the outright ban.

Planned Parenthood argued that lifting the injunction on the outright ban could conflict with the law the Arizona legislature enacted in May. The abortion provider wanted the courts to harmonize all statutes enacted since 1973 with the original territory-era law.

Presiding Judge Peter J.Eckerstrom wrote in his specially concurring opinion that the original law can be read side by side with the newer one.

“Arizona’s original statute outlawing most abortions … itself contains an exception permitting abortions when necessary to save the life of the mother,” Eckerstrom wrote. “Arizona’s more specific subsequent laws, including the most recent 15-week law, may be read in harmony with that provision, by understanding them as merely adding further exceptions to the general prohibition on abortion.”

He added: “Under this construction, our contemporary statutes permit physicians to perform elective abortions up to fifteen weeks but only in conformity with a host of exacting regulations. Our original law continues to outlaw abortions under all circumstances not permitted by that subsequent legislation.”
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COVID-19 Omicron Variant XBB.1.5 More Dominant, Makes Up 40 Percent of New Cases in US: CDC
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The COVID-19 Omicron XBB.1.5 subvariant nearly doubled in prevalence over the past week, data from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) showed on Friday, with it now comprising over 40 percent of new cases in the United States.

Specifically, for the week ending Dec. 31, CDC data puts the Omicron XBB.1.5 subvariant as making up 40.5 percent of the total new COVID-19 cases in the country. That figure was 21.7 percent in the week ending Dec. 24.

Meanwhile, subvariants BQ.1 and BQ.1.1 are now at 26.9 percent and 18.3 percent of total new U.S. cases, respectively. Last week, BQ.1.1 was 33.2 percent and BQ.1 was at 24.1 percent of new cases.

The XBB.1.5 subvariant appeared in the United States around late November and has roughly doubled in prevalence every week since, according to CDC data. It accounts for the majority of current COVID-19 cases in the U.S. northeast, at around 75 percent of cases in the New York tri-state area and New England.

Meanwhile, the BQ.1.1 Omicron subvariant still makes up most cases in the country’s south and west.

XBB ‘Probably the Worst Variant’ Right Now: Doctor

XBB.1.5 descended from the XBB subvariant. The latter was first identified in India in August and quickly became dominant in the country. XBB has also been responsible for the increase in COVID-19 cases in parts of Asia, including Singapore.

In a recent interview with Reuters, Dr. Michael Osterholm, an infectious disease expert at the University of Minnesota, said that “probably the worst variant that the world is facing right now is actually XBB.” He added that seven of the 10 U.S. states where cases and hospitalizations are rising are in the northeast, concurrent with an increase of XBB cases there.

XBB is a recombinant of two subvariants that descended from the Omicron BA.2 subvariant. This means that genetic data from two versions of the virus that descended from BA.2 that had infected a person at the same time, combined during the viral replication process to form the new XBB subvariant.

Japanese researchers said in a paper posted to the preprint server bioRxiv on Dec. 27 that their findings suggest XBB is the “first documented SARS-CoV-2 variant increasing its fitness through recombination rather than single mutations.” The researchers also said their results suggest that XBB is “highly transmissible” and highly resistant to the immunity that was induced by people having had breakthrough infections of the previous Omicron subvariants.

XBB.1.5 Spreading Faster

Yunlong Richard Cao, a Chinese scientist and assistant professor at Peking University, noted that XBB.1.5 has an additional change compared to XBB called the S486P mutation, which gives it a “greatly enhanced” ability to bind to cells through a key receptor called ACE2, or angiotensin-converting enzyme 2.

“The fact that XBB.1.5 showed a much superior growth advantage than XBB.1 suggests that hACE2 [human ACE2] binding affinity does play a heavy role in SARS-CoV-2 spreading. XBB.1 truly suffered from low-hACE2 binding, despite XBB.1’s highest immune evasion capability,” he wrote on Twitter.

Researchers from Columbia University, in a paper published Dec. 13 in the journal Cell, noted that the newly emerged subvariants raise concerns that they may “further compromise the efficacy of current COVID-19 vaccines and monoclonal antibody (mAb) therapeutics.”

“We now report findings that indicate that such concerns are, sadly, justified, especially so for the XBB and XBB.1 subvariants,” they wrote. Part of their findings showed that the new subvariants—Omicron BQ.1, BQ.1.1, XBB, and XBB.1—were able to evade being neutralized by antibodies “from vaccinated individuals with or without prior infection, including persons recently boosted with the new bivalent [booster vaccine].”

“[I]t is alarming that these newly emerged subvariants could further compromise the efficacy of current COVID-19 vaccines and result in a surge of breakthrough infections as well as re-infections,” the scientists wrote. “However, it is important to emphasize that although infections may now be more likely, COVID-19 vaccines have been shown to remain effective at preventing hospitalization and severe disease even against Omicron as well as possibly reducing the risk of [long COVID].”
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WASHINGTON—Southwest Airlines promised to reimburse passengers for expenses such as hotels and car rentals in addition to refunding tickets after it canceled thousands of flights due to a massive winter storm and said there would be a still-undetermined hit to its earnings.

“There’ll certainly be an impact to the fourth quarter,” Chief Commercial Officer Ryan Green told reporters on a call on Thursday. “We’re … working through all the financial elements of this. We’ll share that information when we have all that compiled and are ready to do that.”

Some analysts estimate the meltdown could shave as much as 9 percent off Southwest’s fourth-quarter earnings.

Company executives on the call declined to estimate the number of travelers affected by the disruptions since Dec. 23.

“If you had to make alternative travel arrangements like hotels, meals, rental cars, gas for rental car, those will qualify for reimbursements,” Green said, adding that it would take several weeks for the repayments.

The carrier has canceled at least 16,000 flights in the past week, including roughly 60 percent of all scheduled flights on Thursday, according to data from flight tracker FlightAware. Friday cancellations dropped drastically, with Southwest saying it was “eager to return to a state of normalcy” ahead of the New Year holiday weekend.

Just two months ago, Southwest had forecast “strong” earnings in the fourth quarter and had estimated a 13 percent to 17 percent jump in operating revenue.

The bitter weather was just part of the problem for Southwest. Its dated technology failed to map crew to flights and its point-to-point operational structure created chaos for schedules, the company has admitted and union members have said.

[image: Southwest Airlines passengers] The departures board is overwhelmed with delayed and cancelled flights after U.S. airlines, led by Southwest, canceled thousands of flights due to a massive winter storm which swept over much of the country before and during the Christmas holiday weekend, at Dallas Love Field Airport in Dallas on Dec. 28, 2022. (Shelby Tauber/Reuters)


The U.S. government has called the airline’s meltdown a system failure and vowed action.

In a letter to Southwest chief Bob Jordan on Thursday, Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg warned that the company would be held accountable if it did not fulfill commitments to customers for “controllable delays and cancellations.”

The company has been eager to show it is turning the page on the debacle.

Jordan apologized for the disruption and said the process to reposition crew and aircraft following the storms had been a “manual process” that has taken time, and a “volunteer army” made up of salaried employees at the company’s headquarters was helping.

“I cannot imagine that this doesn’t drive changes to the plan” to modernize the airline’s operations, Jordan said, adding that technology improvements were under way but it was a “large and complicated process.”

Employee unions say they have repeatedly warned Southwest management that the airline’s technology systems badly needed upgrades.

Flight attendants have been complaining about technological failures at the airline for years, according to Lyn Montgomery, president of the Southwest Airlines Flight Attendants Union, a local 556 of the Transport Workers Union.

“There’s many ways it could have been avoided,” Montgomery said on Thursday on CNN, saying that could have included commitments by Southwest executives to ensure that IT infrastructure would be able to meet the carrier’s growth.

The comments echoed those of the Southwest Airlines Pilots Association, which said leadership had failed to adapt operations to address repeated systems failures, despite years of calls for improvements by the union.

Improvements it called for included changes to crew scheduling software and communication tools that would have allowed displaced crews to remain in contact with the company.
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High Profile TV Personality and Creator of ‘The View’ Barbara Walters Dies Aged 93
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Barbara Walters, a high-profile journalist widely known for being the first female anchor on an evening television news broadcast, as well as being the creator of the daytime talk show “The View,” has died at the age of 93.

ABC announced her death late Friday. The news station also posted an announcement of her death on Twitter.

The cause of death was not immediately disclosed. Walters is survived by her only daughter, Jacqueline Danforth.

“Barbara Walters, who shattered the glass ceiling and became a dominant force in an industry once dominated by men, has died,” ABC stated.

Separately, Walters’s publicist Cindi Berger said in a statement: “Barbara Walters passed away peacefully in her home surrounded by loved ones. She lived her life with no regrets. She was a trailblazer not only for female journalists, but for all women.”

Bob Iger, the CEO of The Walt Disney Company, which owns ABC, said in a statement: “Barbara was a true legend, a pioneer not just for women in journalism but for journalism itself. She was a one-of-a-kind reporter who landed many of the most important interviews of our time, from heads of state and leaders of regimes to the biggest celebrities and sports icons.

“I had the pleasure of calling Barbara a colleague for more than three decades, but more importantly, I was able to call her a dear friend. She will be missed by all of us at The Walt Disney Company, and we send our deepest condolences to her daughter, Jacqueline.”

Walters, one of TV’s most prominent interviewers, shot to celebrity status on par with the royalty, politicians, and entertainment figures that she held interviews with during her roughly 50-year career.

She shot to prominence in 1976 as the first female TV network news anchor, having signed a contract with ABC to co-anchor “The Evening News.” In doing so, she also became the highest-paid TV journalist at the time with an unprecedented $1 million annual salary.

Walters began her long career in television journalism shortly after having graduated from Sarah Lawrence College in 1953—she joined the publicity department of WNBC in New York, six months after which she began writing and producing local news packages for the station.

She later spent several years on the production staff at CBS’s morning program “The Morning Show,” before joining NBC in 1961 for a short-term writing project on the “Today” show.

Following the project, she secured various roles with the station, including researching, writing, and producing, as well as making various on-air appearances.

[image: Barbara Walters] Television journalist for NBC Barbara Walters takes a phone call at her desk, New York City, circa 1964. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)


During her time with NBC, Walters held various interviews, including the first interview with Rose Kennedy after the assassination of her son, then-U.S. Sen. Robert F. Kennedy, as well as with former President Richard Nixon, Princess Grace of Monaco, and others. Among other out-of-studio assignments, Walters traveled to India with Jacqueline Kennedy, to China with Nixon, and to Iran to cover the shah’s gala party.

By 1974, Walters was the first woman to ever co-host the “Today” show, and by 1976, she was earning $700,000 a year.

[image: Barbara Walters] Television journalist Barbara Walters on the set of the Today Show, New York City, on May 5, 1976. (Raymond Borea/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)


Walters departed NBC in 1976 and entered into a five-year contract with ABC for $5 million. Her role was split between the network’s entertainment program and ABC News. She was later moved into special projects for ABC, which included hosting special interview programs.

In 1979, Walters became a correspondent for the ABC network’s public affairs show “20/20,” before becoming its co-host in 1984. She remained on the late-night program for 25 years until she stepped down in 2004.

According to the ABC network, Walters earned 12 Emmy awards, 11 of those while at ABC News.

Walters has interviewed an extensive list of world leaders, including India’s Indira Gandhi, Egypt’s Anwar Al Sadat, Israel’s Menachem Begin, the Shah of Iran, Cuba’s Fidel Castro, Britain’s Margaret Thatcher, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, Russia’s Boris Yeltsin, and as well as every U.S. president and first lady since Richard Nixon and Pat Nixon in the span of her career.

In 1997, Walters created “The View,” a morning weekday talk show with an all-female panel that welcomed guests from all walks of life to discuss a multitude of topics from general affairs, politics, and entertainment. Walters stepped down from the show in May 2014 after appearing on the panel regularly for 17 years, but she remained an executive producer. She made occasional appearances on TV thereafter.

“I do not want to appear on another program or climb another mountain,” Walters told the Los Angeles Times upon her retirement. “I want instead to sit on a sunny field and admire the very gifted women—and OK, some men too—who will be taking my place.”

The Associated Press and Reuters contributed to this report.
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Bucs’ Gabbert, Brothers Rescue People in Tampa Chopper Crash
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TAMPA, Fla.—Buccaneers backup quarterback Blaine Gabbert became an unexpected hero Thursday when a helicopter crashed into Hillsborough Bay in Tampa.

He and his two brothers were cruising nearby on jet skis, checking out from afar some of the sail boats at a yacht club, when they heard a “faint noise” south of Davis Island and rushed toward it.

“I just remember looking to the west and seeing it almost looked like a crew boat in the water that had broken up in about four pieces and I vaguely remember seeing like two yellow life jackets so I was like all right we gotta go check this out,” Gabbert said Friday at a news conference, local authorities standing behind him like proud parents.

The brothers arrived at the crash to find a sinking helicopter and multiple people in need of saving.

“The youngest kid had just came up and said he was pinned in there and I asked if anyone else was trapped and then I called 911, tried to remain as calm as possible,” Gabbert said.

He was able to get two of the people out of the water and onto his jet ski, while his brothers helped a third person. A fourth occupant was helped out of the water by authorities, who Gabbert said arrived in record time.

Everyone survived.

The pilot and three passengers were on a helicopter tour of the area when they heard a loud bang and the helicopter lost power, the Tampa Police Department said in a statement. The pilot made an emergency landing into the water.

[image: Gabbert brothers] Tampa Bay Buccaneers quarterback Blaine Gabbert (11) warms up before a preseason NFL football game against the Miami Dolphins in Tampa, Fla., on Aug. 13, 2022. (Phelan M. Ebenhack/AP Photo)


Tampa Bay police Officer Dan Spears said Gabbert and his brothers “had actually just about completed the rescue” when he arrived.

“It was a pretty impressive feat, no doubt,” Spears said. “They were very calm—great job on that … One of the most dangerous circumstances on an aircraft is a water landing just due to the inversion of a helicopter and trying to escape that and not get trapped in, so it was a very amazing circumstance that everybody got out.”

Gabbert said he raced his jet ski to shore, where the fire department met them.

“I was like, just please hold on tight,” he said he told his two riders. “We’ll get to the beach quick and get you dried off, get you a coffee and warmed up.”

Tampa Bay police made Gabbert an honorary member of their marine unit on Friday.

“It’s funny how time kind of slows down in those situations,” Gabbert said. “I just wanted to get them dry and warm as quickly as possible.”

Bucs coach Todd Bowles thought the rescue was “outstanding.”

“Any time you can find a guy to drop everything and go help somebody else that that he doesn’t even know without even thinking about it, and take their life into their own hands and helping somebody else save their lives, that says a lot about the guy,” he said. “And Blaine did that.”
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Tennessee Lawmakers on Both Sides Support Adding Exemptions to Current Abortion Laws
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Just after the U.S. Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade in June, a federal court allowed Tennessee’s “Heartbeat Bill” to become law, making the state’s abortion law one of the strictest in the nation.

Some of the legislators who supported and voted for the bill and other abortion legislation have made statements indicating they will support new legislation to ease the burden on physicians and add exceptions for rape and incest.

A separate “trigger bill,” passed in 2020 by the Republican supermajority in the Tennessee statehouse, similarly limited access and created penalties for medical providers for providing what the legislation considers unnecessary abortions.

The so-called trigger bill, known as the Tennessee Human Life Protection Act, was triggered by the Supreme Court decision and kicked off a 30-day countdown once the decision was officially filed by the high court. It went into effect on Aug. 25.

The bill prohibits abortions in the state with exception of medical emergencies and makes it a Class C felony for a person to perform or attempt to perform an abortion. The law specified the felony would only be aimed at the provider, not the woman undergoing the abortion.

The bill also adds language to give physicians an affirmative defense instead of exceptions to the law. Affirmative defenses put the burden on the doctors instead of the state prosecutors to prove the suspect did not commit the crime they are accused of.

In this case, physicians must prove an abortion was performed to save the life of the pregnant patient or prevent serious harm to her. This is after charges are filed and they have been arrested, according to The Tennessean.

If their defense is not proven, they could face up to 15 years in prison if convicted.

Lawmakers Seek Exceptions

Democrat lawmakers in Tennessee said after the trigger law went into effect, they planned on introducing several bills in the legislature to expand exemptions to the law, including rape and incest.

Rep. Yusuf Hakeem, a Chattanooga Democrat, introduced a bill with those exceptions and called for additional exceptions for the pregnant woman’s mental health.

“This bill specifies that the offense of criminal abortion does not include an abortion that was necessary due to a medical emergency affecting the physical or mental health of the pregnant person or performed on a patient whose pregnancy was the result of rape or incest when the physician performing the abortion has verified the patient reported the offense to the appropriate law enforcement agency prior to the procedure,” text of his bill, filed Dec. 8, said.

Some lawmakers on the other side of the aisle, including Republicans who voted for the trigger law, have told media outlets they also plan to introduce legislation to add exceptions, though none had been filed at publication.

According to The Tennessean, the Republican caucus chair in the state senate, Sen. Ken Yager, “will sponsor a bill to add clear legal exceptions for doctors who are currently at risk of prosecution for performing any abortion, even one to save the life of a pregnant patient.”

The Epoch Times reached out to Yager’s office for more information on his reported plans. His Press Secretary, Molly Gormley, said via email the bill had not been filed yet as “the language of the bill is still being worked out.”

She did not respond to a follow-up requesting additional details as reported in The Tennessean before publication.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A 2019 image of Tennessee House Speaker Cameron Sexton. (Wikipedia/CC BY-SA 3.0)


House Speaker Cameron Sexton said in an interview with Main Street Nashville clarification is needed on the law. He added he would support exceptions for rape, incest, and medical emergencies threatening the life of the mother, according to the publication.

“I would support the three exceptions if it made it to the House floor,” he said.

Yager said adding some legal protections for physicians are “pro-life for the mother and pro-life for the unborn child.”

“Although well intended, the affirmative defense provision is not only overly burdensome for physicians, but it can prevent them from performing life-saving abortions for fear of litigation, which puts at risk the lives of pregnant women who require medically necessary abortions,” Yager said in a statement to The Tennessean.

Republican Senator Richard Briggs, a retired physician, has been vocal in his support for exceptions while remaining a pro-life legislator.

In August, he told a Knoxville NBC affiliate he doesn’t believe current law, which he supported, has enough exceptions, including for ectopic pregnancies that endanger the mother.

“An ectopic pregnancy cannot be carried to term. But if it ruptures, the life of the mother could be in jeopardy,” Briggs said. “The question is, do you have to wait until it ruptures to save her life?”

He also said in an interview with ProPublica he never realized the full implications of the bill when he voted for it.

“I never would have voted for the bill if I had appreciated what is there,” Briggs said. “I’m not an attorney, I didn’t know what affirmative defense was. I didn’t think there would be anything, anywhere, in the American jurisprudence system where a person could be [presumed] guilty and have to prove his innocence.”

His statements prompted anti-abortion groups in the state to condemn his position and revoke their support of him.

The Tennessee Legislature goes into session in January, where some of the reported bills will likely be proposed.
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At Southwest Airlines, a Day of Calm After a Week of Chaos
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DALLAS—Southwest Airlines returned to a relatively normal flight schedule Friday, as the focus shifts to making things right with what could be well more than a million passengers who missed family connections or flights home during the holidays, and many of whom are still missing luggage.

The Dallas carrier, which had canceled thousands of flights every day this week after a winter storm last weekend, reported 43 cancellations Friday. While that was still more than United, American, and Delta combined, it’s progress following one of the most chaotic weeks in aviation history for a single airline.

Federal regulators have vowed a rigorous review of what happened at Southwest, with all eyes on outdated crew-scheduling technology that left flight crews out of place after the storm hit, essentially shutting down almost all of the carrier’s operations.

On Friday, however, Southwest passengers reported relatively empty flights, some with one person to a row, as the carrier reshuffled routes and sent planes, and crews, to where they needed to be.

John and Rosaria Monte had been watching their Southwest flights closely this week as the airline struggled and their home city of Buffalo, New York, dug out for a deadly blizzard.

They had no trouble Friday flying from Buffalo through Chicago to see their daughter and enjoy some warmer weather in Dallas for New Year’s.

“My husband kept checking it [the flight schedule] through the night and early this morning and everything went accordingly,” Rosaria said. “They were super friendly everywhere and not a problem.”

Yet if even one leg of a flight was scheduled with Southwest this week, there were very different emotions.

“I’m still reeling from the experience,” said Theresa Kraus, arriving home Friday in Dallas after being stuck for four days in Washington.

Kraus left late last week just before the storm to see her children for Christmas, and was supposed to return Tuesday.

“I paid my daughter’s roommate $100 to stay in her room and had my medication FedEx-ed to me,” Kraus said.

Kraus is a frequent flyer, and has grown frustrated with Southwest.

“It’s just the inconvenience of four days with not being able to get home,” she said.

U.S. Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg in a letter to Southwest CEO Robert Jordan late Thursday called the week of disruptions “unacceptable.”

“While weather can disrupt flight schedules, the thousands of cancellations by Southwest in recent days have not been because of the weather,” Buttigieg wrote. “Other airlines that experienced weather-related cancellations and delays due to the winter storm recovered relatively quickly, unlike Southwest.”

At airports across the country passengers had what could be described as a typical holiday week for travel. It was a stark contrast near Southwest Airline counters, where hundreds of people sat on bags or slept where they could, with the Southwest aircraft sitting on the tarmac yards away, but crewless.

Southwest begun accepting reservations again Friday after getting crews and planes into place, and executives have started on what is undoubtedly a long road to regaining the trust of travelers.

Southwest’s Robert Jordan said in an interview with ABC’s Good Morning America on Friday that after safety, there is no greater focus than reimbursing customers and getting them reunited with their luggage.

“This has impacted so many people, so many customers, over the holidays. It’s impacted our employees. And I’m extremely sorry for that,” Jordan said. “There’s just no way almost to apologize enough because we love our customers, we love our people and we really impacted their plans.”

Executives with the airline said this week that it may take as much as a week to connect all Southwest passengers with their destinations.

The air travel industry is just now recovering from the pandemic, which reduced activity to levels not seen since the beginning of the jet age.

Jordan warned that the meltdown this week will “certainly” hit the carrier when it reports fourth quarter financial results at the end of January.

Company shares, which tumbled 8 percent this week, rose about 1 percent Friday.

By Jake Bleiberg
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North Carolina DOJ Not Charging Mark Meadows
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The North Carolina Department of Justice announced on Friday that there isn’t enough evidence to charge former White House chief of staff Mark Meadows in connection with alleged voter fraud in the 2020 election.

The state DOJ’s investigation was prompted by a report in the New Yorker that alleged Meadows potentially committed voter fraud by listing a Scaly Mountain, North Carolina address on his registration form as his residence as of Sept. 20, 2020—three weeks before voter registration cut off.

The report further raised questions about whether Meadows, who worked in the White House during the Trump administration, and his wife actually resided at the residence or used it as a way to vote in the North Carolina elections.

Ultimately, the investigation found there wasn’t enough evidence to prosecute Meadows and his wife, Debra Meadows, on voter fraud charges.

The state DOJ found that Meadows was engaged in public service in Washington, D.C., and therefore qualified for a residency exception and that his wife signed a year-long lease for the Scaly Mountain residence provided by their landlord.

Further, Debra Meadows was in and around Scaly Mountain in October 2020, according to cell phone records.

“My office has concluded that there is not sufficient evidence to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt against either Mr. or Mrs. Meadows, so my office will not prosecute this case,” said North Carolina Attorney General Josh Stein in a statement.

“If further information relevant to the allegations of voter fraud comes to light in any subsequent investigation or prosecution by authorities in other jurisdictions, we reserve the right to reopen this matter,” he continued.

Stein noted that Meadows “made numerous unfounded, damaging allegations about voter fraud both before and after the 2020 election” but conceded that “none of the matters involving January 6th, however, are relevant to the specific allegations of voter fraud concerning Mr. and Mrs. Meadows that were referred to my office for review.”

Grand Jury Order

On Nov. 29, South Carolina’s top court ordered Meadows to testify to a grand jury in Georgia investigating possible election-related misconduct.

Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis, a Democrat, filed a plea with a South Carolina court claiming Meadows is a “material witness” in the investigation into suspected presidential election fraud in 2020.

Willis argued that Meadows should be questioned in the probe, citing his involvement in a Dec. 21, 2020, meeting with former President Donald Trump and others to discuss the certification of Electoral College votes from Georgia, as well as his visit the following day to the Cobb County Civic Center in Marietta, where absentee ballot signature matches were being made.

Meadows attempted to avoid testifying after the grand jury issued subpoenas, saying that he could not be compelled to testify because the special grand jury was not conducting a criminal investigation. He has also argued that he is shielded from testifying by executive privilege and that South Carolina law doesn’t apply to Georgia’s request.

Judge Edward Miller of the South Carolina Circuit Court dismissed the allegations, ruling in October that “the witness is material and necessary to the investigation and that the state of Georgia is assuring not to cause undue hardship to him.”

Miller’s ruling was upheld by the Supreme Court.
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St. Louis lawyer Mark McCloskey will not have his guns or the fines he paid returned to him even though he received a governor’s pardon in 2021, a Missouri judge has ruled.

McCloskey and his wife, Patricia McCloskey, both personal injury lawyers, pleaded guilty in June 2021 to misdemeanor charges for assault and harassment, respectively, over an incident in 2020 where they wielded guns as self-defense measures at their property while watching Black Lives Matter protesters walk through their private, gated neighborhood.

They were required to pay maximum fines totaling $2,750. As part of the plea agreement, the two also surrendered the guns they wielded—a Colt AR-15 rifle and a Bryco pistol.

After their convictions, Missouri Gov. Mike Parson, on July 30, 2021, pardoned the couple and shortly following the move, McCloskey filed a lawsuit in St. Louis City Circuit Court seeking to have the guns returned and the fines paid back to him and his wife.

Circuit Judge Joan Moriarty rejected the request on Dec. 28, saying that the governor’s pardon doesn’t have any impact on the plea agreement the couple had agreed to.


“Plaintiff and his wife are required to follow through with their end of the bargain,” she wrote, reported the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

“While the governor’s pardon does clear plaintiff’s record of the conviction,” she added, “his guilt remains and the terms of an agreement that predicated said guilt also remains.”



McCloskey said he plans to appeal, the outlet reported.

Law Licenses Suspended

In February 2022, the Missouri Supreme Court indefinitely suspended the McCloskeys’ law licenses. The court also stayed the suspension and put the two attorneys on probation for a year, which means they can still practice law, but the suspension would kick in if they violate their probation by not following the “Rules of Professional Conduct.”

Alan Pratzel, the court’s chief disciplinary officer, previously filed a motion in court to have both Mark and Patricia’s licenses suspended, KCUR-FM reported at the time. He said that while the governor’s pardons erased the McCloskeys’ convictions, in such cases, “the person’s guilt remains.”

McCloskey, in August 2022, lost to Missouri Attorney General Eric Schmitt in the Republican primary after having filed papers in May 2021 to run for Missouri’s open U.S. Senate seat.
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VATICAN CITY—Former Pope Benedict, who in 2013 became the first pontiff in 600 years to resign, died on Saturday aged 95 in a secluded monastery in the Vatican where he had lived since stepping down, a spokesman for the Holy See said.

The Vatican said his body would lie in state from Monday in St.Peter’s Basilica. The Vatican has painstakingly elaborate rituals for what happens after a reigning pope dies but no publicly known ones for a former pope.

“With sorrow I inform you that the Pope Emeritus, Benedict XVI, passed away today at 9:34 in the Mater Ecclesiae Monastery in the Vatican,” spokesman Matteo Bruni said in a statement.

Earlier this week, Pope Francis disclosed during his weekly general audience that his predecessor was “very sick,” and asked for people to pray for him.

For nearly 25 years, as Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, Benedict was the powerful head of the Vatican’s doctrinal office, then known as the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF).

He was elected pope on April 19, 2005, to succeed the widely popular Pope John Paul II, who reigned for 27 years. Cardinals chose him from among their number seeking continuity and what one called “a safe pair of hands.”

The first German pope in 1,000 years, Benedict himself acknowledged that he was a weak administrator, saying he showed a “lack of resolve in governing and decision taking,” during his eight-year papacy which was marked by missteps and a leaks scandal.

Child abuse scandals hounded most of his papacy but he is credited with jump-starting the process to discipline or defrock predator priests after a more lax attitude under his predecessor.

After his resignation, conservatives in the Church looked to the former pope as their standard bearer and some ultra-traditionalists even refused to acknowledge Francis as a legitimate pontiff.

They have criticized Francis for his more welcoming approach to members of the LGBTQ+ community and to Catholics who divorced and remarried outside the Church, saying both were undermining traditional values.

By Philip Pullella
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The local share market has ended a dismal year with a bit of a whimper.

After being up as many as 53 points in early trading and again close to that by late afternoon, the benchmark S&P/ASX200 index fell steadily in the final 30 minutes of trading to close Friday up just 18.6 points, or 0.27 percent, at 7038.7.

The broader All Ordinaries gained 24.4 points, or 0.34 percent, to 7221.7.

For the year, the ASX200 finished down 5.45 percent, its worst performance since 2018. While the index gained 8.7 percent over the fourth quarter, it ended December down 3.4 percent for the month.

It finished the holidays-shortened week down one percent, its fourth straight week in the red.

On the “glass half full” side, its annual performance was far better than a number of international markets.

Across the Ditch, the NZ50 finished the year down 12 percent. With a day of trading left in the US, the S&P500 was down 19.2 percent for the year, while the Dow Jones Industrial Average had lost 8.6 per cent. The global MSCI World index was down 20.3 percent.

Three of the ASX’s 11 sectors were lower, with property down the most at 0.7 percent.

Consumer staples were basically flat, and the other seven sectors were higher, with tech the biggest gainer, up 1.5 per cent, as Xero rose 2.2 percent.

The heavyweight mining sector had edged 0.1 per cent lower, with BHP down 0.4 percent to $45.63, Northern Star down 1.5 percent to $10.91 and Fortescue Metals down 0.7 percent to $20.51.

Lithium miners were having another good day, with Pilbara up 1.9 percent, Liontown adding 4.4 percent and Core Lithium climbing 5.1 per cent to a week-high of $1.025 as its first-ever lithium shipment was loaded from the company’s new Finnis mine near Darwin.

Chief Northern Territory Minister Natasha Fyles and Deputy Chief Minister Nicole Manison were on hand to witness the lithium being loaded on a bulk carrier at Darwin Port for delivery to Fangcheng, China.

Elsewhere in the sector, gold miners were drooping, with Northern Star down 1.5 percent and Evolution falling 1.3 percent.

But coal miners were recovering after a gloomy few sessions, with New Hope adding 2.3 percent and Whitehaven up 1.5 percent.

All the big banks were up, with CBA and NAB the biggest gainers, both climbing 0.5 percent, to $102.60 and $30.06, respectively. Westpac and ANZ both added 0.3 percent, to $23.35 and $23.66, respectively.

QBE Insurance Group rose 0.5 percent to $13.43, its highest level since the start of the pandemic.

In currency, the Australian dollar was buying 67.76 US cents, up from 67.43 US cents at Thursday’s ASX close.

For the year, the Aussie is down 6.7 percent compared to the greenback, having bought 72.65 US cents this time in 2021.

ON THE ASX:

* The benchmark S&P/ASX200 index closed Friday up 18.6 points, or 0.26 per cent, to 7038.7.

* The broader All Ordinaries gained 24.4 points, or 0.34 per cent, to 7221.7.

CURRENCY SNAPSHOT:

One Australian dollar buys:

* 67.76 US cents, from 67.43 US cents at Thursday’s ASX close

* 89.83 Japanese yen, from 90.10 Japanese yen

* 63.64 Euro cents, from 63.47 Euro cents

* 56.24 British pence, from 56.01 British pence

* 107.12 NZ cents, from 106.32 NZ cents.
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Women, Children Among 1,200 Afghan Illegal Immigrants Jailed in Pakistan
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KARACHI, Pakistan—Pakistani police in multiple raids detained at least 1,200 Afghan nationals, including women and children, who had entered the southern port city of Karachi without valid travel documents, officials said Thursday.

The arrests brought criticism from around Afghanistan after images of locked up Afghan children were circulated online. The detentions underscored the strained relations between the two South Asian neighbors.

Police and local government officials said the detainees will be deported to Afghanistan after serving their sentences or when the paperwork for their release is completed by their attorneys.

Pakistani officials claim that most of the detainees wish to return home.

Although Pakistan routinely makes such arrests, multiple and apparently coordinated raids were launched beginning in October to detain Afghans staying in Karachi and elsewhere without valid documents.

Gul Din, an official at the Afghan Consulate in Karachi, said he was in contact with Pakistan about a “quick and dignified return” of the Afghan citizens to their homeland.

Pictures of some Afghan children crammed into a cell of the central jail in Karachi went viral on social media, drawing appeals for their release along with their parents.

At least 139 Afghan women and 165 children are among those being held at a high-security jail in Karachi, according to a report released this month by Pakistan’s National Commission on Human Rights. The report was based on interviews with scores of imprisoned Afghan detainees.

In the Afghan capital of Kabul, Abdul Qahar Balkhi, a spokesman for the foreign affairs ministry, said embassy officials had expressed their concerns during meetings with their Pakistani counterparts.

In Karachi, Murtaza Wahab, a spokesman for the Sindh provincial government, said police recently arrested only those Afghans who were residing in the province without valid documents. He said such detainees will be deported. He did not say how many Afghans were arrested for illegally residing in Sindh this year.

But Moniza Kakar, a lawyer who helps such Afghan detainees, said at least 1,400 Afghans were being held in Karachi’s jails. “We are not sure exactly how many Afghans are currently being held at jails in Pakistan. So far, we have facilitated the release of hundreds of Afghans to their country,” she said.

Kakar said some pregnant Afghan women who fled Afghanistan to seek medical treatment and for other reasons, are among those detained in Karachi and elsewhere in Sindh province. She said one of the female Afghan detainees recently gave birth to a child in the Hyderabad jail.

Kakar said dozens of Afghans were deported to Afghanistan last month after they completed their sentences, which are usually up to two months. However, she suggested that such sentences should be only verbal and symbolic—so that the detainees can be sent back to their countries quickly.

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.

“Following the takeover of Afghanistan by the Afghan Taliban, there has been a drastic rise in Afghans seeking to enter Pakistan for a multitude of reasons ranging from fleeing persecution, seeking medical aid and looking for job opportunities,” the report released by the National Commission on Human Rights last week said.

Pakistan and neighboring Afghanistan have a history of bitter relations.

This month, Pakistan twice briefly closed a key border crossing for trade at the southwestern town of Chaman after clashes erupted between Pakistan and Afghan Taliban forces over the fencing of a remote border village.

The Taliban terrorist group seized power in Afghanistan in mid-August 2021, sweeping into the capital, Kabul, and taking the rest of the country as U.S. and NATO forces were in the final weeks of their pullout after 20 years of war. Since then, over 100,000 Afghans have arrived in Pakistan to avoid persecution at home, although Afghanistan’s Taliban rulers announced a pardon, urging Afghan citizens not to leave the country.
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Attack Kills 10 in Syria, Kurdish Forces Arrest 52 Terrorists
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BEIRUT—A rocket attack in eastern Syria on Friday targeted a bus with oil industry employees, killing at least 10, the government said. To the north, Syrian Kurdish-led forces announced they arrested 52 terrorists in an operation against ISIS’s sleeper cells.

According to Syria’s petroleum ministry, the rocket struck in the Al-Taym gas field in eastern Deir el-Zour province. There was no immediate claim of responsibility but the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, an opposition war monitoring group, said the ISIS terrorist group was behind the attack.

The Observatory also reported a higher death toll from the rocket attack, saying at last 12 workers were killed.

Also Friday, the U.S.-backed and Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces said their raids had reportedly thwarted an attack planned for New Year’s Eve. The ISIS terrorists were hiding in residential areas and farms, a statement from the forces said.

The yearslong U.S.-backed campaign had succeeded in crushing the terrorists’ territorial control in Iraq and Syria, but ISIS fighters maintain sleeper cells and have staged attacks that have killed scores of Iraqis and Syrians in the past months.

On Thursday, the Syrian Kurdish-led forces announced their operation, citing a surge in ISIS attacks and saying that “Operation Al-Jazeera Thunderbolt” aims to target sleeper cells in al-Hol and nearby in Tal Hamis areas.

Since 2011, Syria has been mired in a bloody civil war that has drawn in regional and global powers. Syrian President Bashar Assad has mostly regained control of the country, but parts of its north remain under the control of rebels, as well as Turkish and Syrian Kurdish forces.

Also, some 900 U.S. troops in Syria support the Kurdish-led forces’ fight against ISIS and have frequently targeted ISIS terrorists, mostly in parts of northeastern Syria under Kurdish control.

The U.S. Central Command on Thursday reported conducting some 313 operations against ISIS in 2022 in Syria and Iraq, mostly in cooperation with Kurdish-led forces. According to a CENTCOM statement, 215 terrorists from ISIS were arrested and 466 were killed in Syria.

By Kareem Chehayeb
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Man Who Died After Being Injured in Montreal Jail Was in ‘Illegal’ Detention
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Family, friends and community members gathered Friday evening to mourn and remember a 21-year-old man who died in hospital after being injured inside a Montreal jail on Christmas Eve.

Nicous D’Andre Spring was being illegally detained at the detention centre known as Bordeaux jail, according to Quebec’s Public Security Department.

Around 150 people showed up to the candlelight vigil in Benny Park in Montreal’s Notre-Dame-de-Grâce neighbourhood, a place where D’Andre Spring would hang out, said his childhood friend Brandon Ragain.

Ragain said the fact D’Andre Spring was detained illegally makes his death harder to deal with.

“This is someone I grew up with. It’s hard for me, but his mother is over there crying her eyes out, and that is something that is never going to change,” he said in an interview before the vigil. “She is always going to feel this for the rest of her life.”

With music playing as a tribute to the aspiring rapper, people held candles in the air and cried out, some with tears streaming down their faces.

Some mourners carried signs with messages such as “We love you, Nicous” and “(Notre-Dame-de-Grâce) NDG loves you.”

Ragain described D’Andre Spring as a “gentle giant” who would help strangers in need. He said he was a soft-spoken young man chasing his dream.

Ragain talked about Quebec Premier François Legault, who on multiple occasions has denied there is systemic racism in the province.

“We already knew that there was injustice in Quebec going on with the system, but Legault is saying it is not a real thing, but you can see how it is tearing down communities here,” he said.

Quebec’s Public Security Department has said D’Andre Spring should have been released on Dec. 23 after he appeared virtually in court earlier that day.

One jail guard has been suspended in relation to his death, which is being investigated by provincial police and the coroner’s office.

Marie-Josée Montminy, a spokeswoman for the department, has said it will also conduct an investigation into D’Andre Spring’s death and illegal detention.

Neither the police nor the government has released details about what happened inside the jail that led to his death.

“I want all the light to be shed on these events,” said Public Security Minister François Bonnardel on Twitter Thursday.

“To do this, several investigations are underway. The mistakes made will have to be assumed and answered.”

D’Andre Spring appeared in court on Dec. 23 on charges of assaulting a peace officer, criminal harassment and possessing a weapon for a dangerous purpose. He was also facing two counts of failing to comply with a condition of release. He had pleaded not guilty to all the charges.

He was also charged several times in 2021 with failing to comply with a condition of release, as well as on one count of assaulting a police officer. In 2020, he was charged with robbery, assault with a weapon and assault causing bodily harm.
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Competition Bureau to Appeal Tribunal’s Decision to Allow Rogers’ Takeover of Shaw
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The Competition Bureau is appealing the Competition Tribunal’s dismissal of its case against Rogers Communications Inc.’s $26-billion takeover of Shaw Communications Inc., the agency said Friday.

The telecom companies said Friday that they were informed of the bureau’s intent to appeal the Tribunal’s decision, released late Thursday, as well as that the bureau will apply for an injunction to block the deal from closing until an appeal is heard.

“We are deeply disappointed that the Commissioner continues to attempt to deny Canada and Canadians the advantages that will come from these proposed transactions,” the companies said in a joint statement.

The Competition Bureau confirmed its appeal Friday via email and Twitter, and said it won’t be issuing a formal statement at this time, but said there would be more updates in the coming days.

Commissioner of Competition Matthew Boswell said in a statement late Thursday that he was very disappointed at the Tribunal’s dismissal and was carefully considering next steps.

The Competition Tribunal issued only a summary of the decision, with plans to release the full text by late Saturday, concluding that the merger was not likely to result in higher prices for wireless customers in Western Canada, and that the Tribunal was satisfied the plan to sell Shaw’s Freedom Mobile to Quebecor Inc.’s Videotron was adequate to ensure competition isn’t substantially reduced.

The decision clears a path for the deal to go ahead, requiring only approval from federal Industry Minster François-Philippe Champagne.

“We are pleased with the favourable decision,” said Rogers and Shaw in a joint statement earlier Friday. “We look forward to reviewing the details of the decision and working with the Minister of Innovation, Science and Industry so we can clear the final regulatory hurdle to close these transactions.”

Minister Champagne’s spokesperson Laurie Bouchard said they will review the decision in detail and will have more to say in due course, while opposition leader Pierre Poilievre said at a news conference that he has serious concerns about more consolidation in the telecoms sector.

Rogers and Shaw thanked the Tribunal for its swift decision, as they had set a closing date for the deal of Dec. 31 and face additional payments to bondholders if it went beyond that, but they said Friday they had extended the close to Jan. 31, 2023.

An injunction, if granted, would push the closing date back further still.

What the grounds for appeal could be is difficult to say without the full text of the decision, said Jennifer Quaid, an associate professor and vice-dean of research at University of Ottawa’s Faculty of Law.

Any potential precedents will also have to wait to be seen in the full decision, but for now it looks like a fairly standard decision, said Quaid.

“It’s basically, unfortunately, par for the course merger law here … it’s fair to say that most of us who know merger law were perhaps disappointed but not surprised.”

The Tribunal has never fully blocked a merger, as the Competition Bureau was seeking, while only in a couple of cases has it forced companies to sell some assets to approval a deal, she said.

The decision comes after weeks of hearings that wrapped Dec. 15 where the Competition Bureau pushed its case that the deal would significantly increase Rogers‘ national market share and power and that the sale of Freedom to Videotron was not enough to address the anticompetitive effects of the merger.

In its summary, the Tribunal said Videotron’s entry into Western Canada would be able to offer prices at least as competitive as what was offered before the merger, while overall the deal is also likely to spur increased competition among the three major telecoms companies in the region.

“The merger and divestiture are not likely to result in materially higher prices, relative to those that would likely prevail in the absence of the arrangement,” the Tribunal said.

Quaid said the speed of the decision is quite a bit faster than in the past, where the Tribunal has taken months to issue a ruling, but that the hearing was conducted under an expedited process.

She said the unsurprising decision points to potential problems in Canada’s competition laws, and the importance of the ongoing review of the merger review system. The review should tackle a range of issues, including potentially broader ones like the distribution of a merger’s benefits, which currently don’t much factor in.

“The time is ripe for taking a harder look at some things that traditionally were not in the radar,” said Quaid.

Keldon Bester, co-founder of the Canadian Anti-Monopoly Project, said in a statement that the decision is a product of Canada’s permissive and outdated merger laws, but that the federal government could still make a difference by setting out more aggressive pricing targets as part of its conditions for approval, as well as timelines to meet them and consequences for not doing so.
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Another Canadian Joins Growing Trend of ‘Jeopardy’ Super-Champions
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It’s not your imagination: “Jeopardy” streaks are getting longer.

Ray Lalonde, the Toronto-based scenic artist who’s won 11 games and counting, is just the latest in a new generation of trivia titans to take up residence on the Alex Trebek Stage.

After Thursday’s game, Lalonde had amassed US$311,500.

Consider also Mattea Roach, the 24-year-old Canadian “Jeopardy” phenom who won 23 straight games earlier this year, giving her the fifth-longest streak in the show’s history.

The two are among only 16 contestants in the show’s history with winning streaks of at least 10 games, said Andy Saunders, the Guelph, Ont.-based blogger behind “The Jeopardy! Fan.”

Of those 16, seven appeared on the show in 2021 or 2022, including Amy Schneider and Matt Amodio, who hold the second and third-longest streaks of all time.

Saunders has a theory as to why.

“The show lowered its barrier to entry,” he said.

Near the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the show’s producers began allowing would-be contestants to audition at any time, rather than only being able to take an entrance test a few days out of the year.

And for those who ace that initial test, the second round of auditions is now conducted via video call, Saunders said, rather than requiring quiz show hopefuls to travel to a major metropolitan centre to try out in person.

“There were a lot of people out there who are very good at ‘Jeopardy‘ and just needed that extra nudge to try out, making it that little bit easier for them,” Saunders said.

A spokeswoman for “Jeopardy” did not immediately respond to a request for comment about whether the number of applicants has gone up in recent years, but Saunders said he’s eliminated some of the other possible explanations.

The show’s clues don’t seem to be any harder, he said, and the so-called super–champions use a variety of different strategies, so it’s not their style of play that’s giving them an edge.

But whatever the explanation, Saunders said he enjoys the long streaks.

“I absolutely love watching excellent players do well,” he said.

Not only does it give you something to root for, but you also get to analyze the game in a slightly different way, Saunders said.

“You can definitely tell with the longer streaks that certain players are good in certain categories and not as much in others.”

It seems to be working for the show, he added: “The ratings are still going up whenever there’s a longer streak.”
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Noah Arcs Back to Top of BC Baby Name List for First Time Since 2007, Usurps Olivia
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British Columbia’s health ministry says Noah is poised to be the most popular baby name in the province this year, replacing longtime favourite Olivia, which topped the list last year.

Preliminary data released today by the province’s Vital Statistics Agency says Noah is followed by Olivia, Oliver, Liam and Theodore.

The agency says the top 10 is rounded out by Jack, Emma, Lucas, Leo and Sofia.

Previous data show Olivia has topped the rankings for eight of the previous 10 years, surpassed only by Emma in 2015 and Liam in 2018, while Noah last topped the list in 2007.

Final figures for 2022 aren’t available, but in 2021 there were 238 Olivias, 229 Liams and 223 Noahs born in B.C.

The agency says from Jan. 1 to Dec. 8, 2022, there were 37,801 babies born in B.C., compared to 44,073 in all of last year.
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India Wicketkeeper Pant ‘Stable’ After Fiery Car Crash
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NEW DELHI—India cricketer Rishabh Pant suffered multiple injuries but is in a stable condition after his car hit a central divider, flipped over and caught fire in the early hours of Friday morning.

Police said the wicketkeeper-batsman, who was alone in the car when it crashed in the northern state of Uttarakhand, had lost control of the vehicle when he “dozed off.”

The car flipped over twice, police added.

Photographs of the crash showed extensive impact and fire damage to the car.

Multiple reports in Indian media said that after Pant’s car collided with the traffic divider the player had to break open a window to escape the vehicle, which was engulfed in flames.

India’s cricket board (BCCI) said in a statement the 25-year-old had suffered cuts to his forehead, torn a ligament in his right knee, and hurt his right wrist, ankle and toe.

He also had abrasion injuries on his back, it said.

[image: Rishabh Pant] India’s Rishabh Pant hits a four during the One Day International between England and India at Emirates Old Trafford in Manchester, England, on July 17, 2022. (Jason Cairnduff/Action Images via Reuters)


“Rishabh’s condition remains stable, and he has now been shifted to Max Hospital, Dehradun, where he will undergo MRI scans to ascertain the extent of his injuries and formulate his further course of treatment,” BCCI Secretary Jay Shah said.

The BCCI’s medical team was in touch with doctors treating the player.

“The board will see to it that Rishabh receives the best possible medical care and gets all the support he needs to come out of this traumatic phase,” Shah added.

Local media reported that the player’s trip to Roorkee was supposed to be a surprise for his mother ahead of the New Year.

Uttarakhand Director General of Police Ashok Kumar told Reuters: “Pant had told the local police that he lost control on his car after he dozed off for a couple of seconds. The police is investigating the case.”

Pant was part of the India test squad that sealed a 2–0 series victory over Bangladesh this month. He was not named in their Twenty20 and ODI squads for matches against Sri Lanka next month.

National Cricket Academy chairman VVS Laxman was among those wishing Pant a speedy recovery.

“Praying for Rishabh Pant. Thankfully he is out of danger,” Laxman tweeted.

Ricky Ponting, head coach of Pant’s Indian Premier League side Delhi Capitals, also expressed his concern.

“Hope you’re on the mend and back on your feet soon,” the former Australia captain wrote on Twitter.
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Cyber Onslaught on Australia Continues as Major University Falls Victim to Ransomware Attack
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Cyber attackers have struck Australia again, with one of Australia’s top universities, the Queensland University of Technology, announcing a ransomware attack has hit them.

At present, the university notes that there is no evidence any private data was stolen.

The university has shut down its IT systems as a precaution, and students have been warned the effects of the hack could be felt for weeks to come.

Currently, QUT has around 50,000 students enrolled across its two Brisbane campuses.

“QUT’s main priority is to reduce the impact on student progress,” the university said in a statement.

The university will reopen as planned on Jan. 3.

Currently, Australia is experiencing a surge in cybersecurity attacks with over 76,000 cybercrime reports in the 2021-22 year, a jump of nearly 13 percent from the previous period, according to a new report by the ACSC.

Australia a Cyberattack Hotbed

The report comes after several cyber incidents targeting major public companies like Medibank, Australia’s larger health insurer; Optus, the second largest telecommunications company; and EnergyAustralia, one of the three largest energy companies. The defence department was also targeted, as were private companies Vinomofo, Woolworths’ MyDeal, and Medlab.


Read MoreCybercrime Reports Surge as Cyberspace Turns Into a ‘Battleground,’ Report Shows




The Australian government has said it will strike back against cyber hackers with a 100-person strong task force set to debilitate hackers and ransomware syndicates around the world before crimes have been committed.

The task force will be a joint effort between the Australian Federal Police (AFP) and the Australian Signals Directorate (ASD), according to an announcement on Nov. 12.

The group aims to collect intelligence and identify ring-leaders, networks, and infrastructure to disrupt and stop cyber-criminal syndicates.

“The recent Optus and Medibank data breaches have shown the extent of the damage that can be done by malicious actors. This new joint campaign will ensure the full powers of the AFP and ASD are brought to bear to stop such incidents before they start,” said Home Affairs Minister Clare O’Neil in a joint media release along with Defence Minister Richard Marles and Attorney-General Mark Dreyfus.

“Where incidents do take place, it means that cybercriminals will be hunted down and their networks disrupted. It sends an important message to criminals and hackers intending to do harm—Australia will fight back.”

The new counter-ransomware task force will be under the jurisdiction of the Department of Home Affairs Cyber and Critical Technology Coordination Centre and will work with international partners to tackle the criminal syndicates via information sharing, collaboration, and enforcement activities.

Task Force to Scour the World For Targets

O’Neil noted in an interview with the Australian Broadcasting Corporation on Nov. 13 that while the new taskforce would be an entirely new operating model for the ASD and the AFP, it will allow Australia to scour the world for cyber-criminal syndicates.

“This is Australia standing up and punching back,” she said. “We are not going to sit back while our citizens are treated like this and allow there to be no consequences for that.”

O’Neil said the task force would be unique as it would be proactive rather than reactive.

“The first thing is to hunt these people down and disrupt their operations,” she said. “It weakens these groups if governments like ours collaborate with the FBI and other police forces and intelligence agencies around the world.

“But the second important thing that we need to do is stand up and say that Australia is not going to be a soft target for this sort of thing. And if people come after our citizens, we are going to go after them.”

AAP contributed to this report.
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Arizona Appeals Court Makes Decision in Abortion Case Untangling Conflicting Laws
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The Arizona Court of Appeals ruled on Friday that doctors who perform abortions according to the state’s 15-week abortion ban can’t be prosecuted under a 1901 law that banned nearly all abortions.

However, the court didn’t repeal the territory-era law which outright bans abortions unless the woman’s life is in danger, finding that law harmonized with the more recent statute enacted in May that allows abortions up to 15 weeks.

Chief Judge Garye Vásquez authored the opinion, in which Judge Peter Swann concurred, and Presiding Judge Eckerstrom specially concurred.

Vásquez said the court’s “resolution of this issue clarifies the statutes can be reconciled such that physicians are permitted to perform abortions in compliance with Title 36 and not be prosecuted under [the old law.]”

While the court agreed that the two statutes can be reconciled, it disagreed that there existed a conflict between the two that “must result in the repeal of either, implicit or otherwise.”

“The statutes, read together, make clear that physicians are permitted to perform abortions as regulated by Title 36 regardless of [ARS] 13-3603,” Vásquez wrote (pdf). “Thus, physicians who perform abortions in compliance with Title 36 are not subject to prosecution under [ARS] 13-3603.”

Vásquez said the court doesn’t construe statutes in isolation. While the original law criminalizes most abortions including by doctors, Vásquez noted that in enacting the 15-week law, the legislature made its intent clear: “to restrict the practice of nontherapeutic or elective abortion to the period up to fifteen weeks of gestation.”

Ban

The original statute was an almost outright ban, while the new statute directs that a doctor can’t perform an abortion if the gestational age is over 15 weeks absent a medical emergency.

The newer law also includes regulations restricting the abortion of viable fetuses and includes parental consent provision for juveniles along with numerous reporting requirements.

Any doctor who violates the new law would face a class six felony charge. Under the original law, the doctor would face between two and five years in prison.

The 1901 statute was the law of the land in Arizona until 1973 when the U.S. Supreme Court legalized abortion nationwide. But once this was overturned in May, Arizona Attorney General Mark Brnovich vowed to ask the court to vacate the injunction and restore the outright ban.

Planned Parenthood argued that lifting the injunction on the outright ban could conflict with the law the Arizona legislature enacted in May. The abortion provider wanted the courts to harmonize all statutes enacted since 1973 with the original territory-era law.

Presiding Judge Peter J.Eckerstrom wrote in his specially concurring opinion that the original law can be read side by side with the newer one.

“Arizona’s original statute outlawing most abortions … itself contains an exception permitting abortions when necessary to save the life of the mother,” Eckerstrom wrote. “Arizona’s more specific subsequent laws, including the most recent 15-week law, may be read in harmony with that provision, by understanding them as merely adding further exceptions to the general prohibition on abortion.”

He added: “Under this construction, our contemporary statutes permit physicians to perform elective abortions up to fifteen weeks but only in conformity with a host of exacting regulations. Our original law continues to outlaw abortions under all circumstances not permitted by that subsequent legislation.”
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The local share market has ended a dismal year with a bit of a whimper.

After being up as many as 53 points in early trading and again close to that by late afternoon, the benchmark S&P/ASX200 index fell steadily in the final 30 minutes of trading to close Friday up just 18.6 points, or 0.27 percent, at 7038.7.

The broader All Ordinaries gained 24.4 points, or 0.34 percent, to 7221.7.

For the year, the ASX200 finished down 5.45 percent, its worst performance since 2018. While the index gained 8.7 percent over the fourth quarter, it ended December down 3.4 percent for the month.

It finished the holidays-shortened week down one percent, its fourth straight week in the red.

On the “glass half full” side, its annual performance was far better than a number of international markets.

Across the Ditch, the NZ50 finished the year down 12 percent. With a day of trading left in the US, the S&P500 was down 19.2 percent for the year, while the Dow Jones Industrial Average had lost 8.6 per cent. The global MSCI World index was down 20.3 percent.

Three of the ASX’s 11 sectors were lower, with property down the most at 0.7 percent.

Consumer staples were basically flat, and the other seven sectors were higher, with tech the biggest gainer, up 1.5 per cent, as Xero rose 2.2 percent.

The heavyweight mining sector had edged 0.1 per cent lower, with BHP down 0.4 percent to $45.63, Northern Star down 1.5 percent to $10.91 and Fortescue Metals down 0.7 percent to $20.51.

Lithium miners were having another good day, with Pilbara up 1.9 percent, Liontown adding 4.4 percent and Core Lithium climbing 5.1 per cent to a week-high of $1.025 as its first-ever lithium shipment was loaded from the company’s new Finnis mine near Darwin.

Chief Northern Territory Minister Natasha Fyles and Deputy Chief Minister Nicole Manison were on hand to witness the lithium being loaded on a bulk carrier at Darwin Port for delivery to Fangcheng, China.

Elsewhere in the sector, gold miners were drooping, with Northern Star down 1.5 percent and Evolution falling 1.3 percent.

But coal miners were recovering after a gloomy few sessions, with New Hope adding 2.3 percent and Whitehaven up 1.5 percent.

All the big banks were up, with CBA and NAB the biggest gainers, both climbing 0.5 percent, to $102.60 and $30.06, respectively. Westpac and ANZ both added 0.3 percent, to $23.35 and $23.66, respectively.

QBE Insurance Group rose 0.5 percent to $13.43, its highest level since the start of the pandemic.

In currency, the Australian dollar was buying 67.76 US cents, up from 67.43 US cents at Thursday’s ASX close.

For the year, the Aussie is down 6.7 percent compared to the greenback, having bought 72.65 US cents this time in 2021.

ON THE ASX:

* The benchmark S&P/ASX200 index closed Friday up 18.6 points, or 0.26 per cent, to 7038.7.

* The broader All Ordinaries gained 24.4 points, or 0.34 per cent, to 7221.7.

CURRENCY SNAPSHOT:

One Australian dollar buys:

* 67.76 US cents, from 67.43 US cents at Thursday’s ASX close

* 89.83 Japanese yen, from 90.10 Japanese yen

* 63.64 Euro cents, from 63.47 Euro cents

* 56.24 British pence, from 56.01 British pence

* 107.12 NZ cents, from 106.32 NZ cents.
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No. 6 Tennessee tops No. 10 Clemson 31–14 in Orange Bowl
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MIAMI GARDENS, Fla.—Joe Milton completed 19 of 28 passes for 251 yards and three touchdowns, and No. 6 Tennessee finished off its best season in more than two decades by topping No. 10 Clemson 31–14 in the Orange Bowl on Friday night.

Squirrel White, Bru McCoy and Ramel Keyton had the scoring catches for the Volunteers (11–2), who matched their best record since 2001. Jaylen Wright rushed for 89 yards and Jabari Small had a touchdown run for Tennessee.

Cade Klubnik, making his first start for Clemson, completed 30 of 54 passes for 320 yards with two interceptions. But Clemson (11–3) just kept coming up empty on chances; the Tigers got into Tennessee territory on nine of their first 10 possessions—and turned those trips into only two field goals.

Klubnik ran in from 4 yards out to get Clemson within 21-14 with 10:01 left, but Milton connected with Keyton for a 46-yard score on the next Tennessee possession. The Volunteers intercepted Klubnik on a desperation fourth-down heave about a minute later and the celebration wasn’t on yet—but looming.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Cade Klubnik (2) of the Clemson Tigers runs the ball against the Tennessee Volunteers during the second quarter of the Capital One Orange Bowl at Hard Rock Stadium in Miami Gardens, Fla., on Dec. 30, 2022. (Megan Briggs/Getty Images)


Workers began setting up the postgame stage, including the customary oranges that the winning team gets to toss during the trophy ceremony.

And in this very orange Orange Bowl—both teams have it as their primary color—it was the Tennessee hue that was superior.

Milton, the Orange Bowl MVP, opened the scoring with a 16-yard pass to McCoy late in the first, and Small’s 2-yard rush pushed the lead to 14–0 with 9:03 left in the half. The nation’s most prolific offense wasn’t at its best Friday night—Tennessee led the nation this year in yards and points per game—but it didn’t have to be, either.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Joe Milton III (7) of the Tennessee Volunteers looks to pass against the Clemson Tigers during the first quarter of the Capital One Orange Bowl at Hard Rock Stadium in Miami Gardens, Fla., on Dec. 30, 2022. (Megan Briggs/Getty Images)


Clemson got the ball seven times in the first half, getting inside Tennessee territory all seven times and getting to the Vols 25 or better on four occasions.

And somehow, that only added up to three points.

A field goal was the only first-half success for Clemson. The other six possessions: a stuffed fake field-goal run by Drew Swinney, the son of Clemson coach Dabo Swinney; a punt; three missed field goals by B.T. Potter—the most prolific kicker in school history—and a brutal final drive when Klubnik was tackled on a keeper with 6 seconds left. Clemson was out of timeouts, couldn’t get the field-goal unit on the field and went into halftime trailing 14–3.

Potter opened the second half with a 40-yarder of the no-problem variety—the 73rd field goal of his career, a school record for the Tigers. But White caught a 14-yard pass with 5 seconds left in the third, giving the Vols a 21–6 lead going into the fourth.

The Takeaway

Tennessee: The Vols traveled well for this game, predictably—and one fan was particularly thrilled. Peyton Manning was on the sideline pregame and had a prime seat for the contest. When he got shown on the in-stadium screens during the second half, he pointed to his Tennessee hat and nodded knowingly as the Vol fans roared.

Clemson: The three big plays that the Tigers will lament aren’t hard to identify. The fake field-goal run was one, Klubnik’s time-management blunder to end the first half was another, and the third was a decision to go for it on fourth–and–2 from the Vols 31 late in the third. Will Shipley was stopped on a run to the left, and four plays later, Milton found White for the 21–6 lead.

Poll Implications

Tennessee may climb a spot or two, depending on what happens in the College Football Playoff games. It’ll be the Vols’ best finish in at least 20 years; they were No. 4 in 2001 and No. 1 in 1998.

Clemson will be part of the final poll for the 12th consecutive year, extending the longest such run in school history. The Tigers were in six straight season-ending AP polls from 1986 through 1991.

Up Next

Tennessee: The Vols open next season against Virginia on Sept. 2 in Nashville. It’ll be Virginia’s first game since the shooting that killed three players and led to the cancellation of the Cavaliers’ last two games of 2022.

Clemson: A Week One game against an Atlantic Coast Conference opponent awaits, likely to be announced sometime in January. Clemson’s first nonconference game is set for Sept. 9 against Charleston Southern.

By Tim Reynolds
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Shen Yun Is Spreading ‘What the Modern CCP Tried to Destroy’: Boston Family
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						The Malamut family enjoyed Shen Yun Performing Arts at the Boch Center Wang Theatre, on Dec. 30, 2022. (Frank Liang/The Epoch Times)
					

						BOSTON—Barbara Malamut, her son Max, and her daughter Kathy had long wanted to see Shen Yun Performing Arts.

“We just didn’t get a chance to,” Mrs. Barbara Malamut explained on Dec. 30, when they finally saw a performance at the Boch Center Wang Theatre—”and it was just—incredible.”

“The dances were awesome and the fact that they make a new, you know, show every year is incredible as well. It could be a new tradition,” said Ms. Kathy Malamut, a physician and a vice president of immunology research and development. 

“The stories were the best part,” said Mr. Max Malamut. “You can really see how much effort each performer brings to the show.”

Mrs. Malamut said that the “level of expertise of the dance, the quality, was just phenomenal.”

Through music and dance, New York-based Shen Yun aims to convey the authentic beauty and goodness of China before communism.

“We loved the stories and the meaning behind the dances. It was really a beautiful performance and it was really meaningful, I would say because I think the messages that came out of the dances: to be compassionate and kind and be truthful,” she said. “I think those were the messages. To be compassionate and truthful and there is a higher power than just humanity.”

“I absolutely agree that it is more than just entertainment. It provides meaning,  … compassion and integrity,” Mrs. Malamut said.

		
		

Ms. Malamut appreciated that Shen Yun showed the true story of China.

“I thought it was incredible. I do a lot of research on what’s going on in modern-day China and so I am more well-versed in that,” she said. Ms. Malamut explained that she knew it was restrictive in communist China, and that the Cultural Revolution had happened, but she wasn’t aware of what those 5,000 years before communist China were. 

 “I knew about the Cultural Revolution but I was not really sure what existed before that. And I think that the fact that this company is going all around the world like spreading what, you know, the modern CCP tried to destroy, I think is incredible. And it’s very very important what they’re doing,” she said. 

		
		

Reporting by Frank Liang.

The Epoch Times is a proud sponsor of Shen Yun Performing Arts. We have covered audience reactions since Shen Yun’s inception in 2006.
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COVID-19 Omicron Variant XBB.1.5 More Dominant, Makes Up 40 Percent of New Cases in US: CDC
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The COVID-19 Omicron XBB.1.5 subvariant nearly doubled in prevalence over the past week, data from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) showed on Friday, with it now comprising over 40 percent of new cases in the United States.

Specifically, for the week ending Dec. 31, CDC data puts the Omicron XBB.1.5 subvariant as making up 40.5 percent of the total new COVID-19 cases in the country. That figure was 21.7 percent in the week ending Dec. 24.

Meanwhile, subvariants BQ.1 and BQ.1.1 are now at 26.9 percent and 18.3 percent of total new U.S. cases, respectively. Last week, BQ.1.1 was 33.2 percent and BQ.1 was at 24.1 percent of new cases.

The XBB.1.5 subvariant appeared in the United States around late November and has roughly doubled in prevalence every week since, according to CDC data. It accounts for the majority of current COVID-19 cases in the U.S. northeast, at around 75 percent of cases in the New York tri-state area and New England.

Meanwhile, the BQ.1.1 Omicron subvariant still makes up most cases in the country’s south and west.

XBB ‘Probably the Worst Variant’ Right Now: Doctor

XBB.1.5 descended from the XBB subvariant. The latter was first identified in India in August and quickly became dominant in the country. XBB has also been responsible for the increase in COVID-19 cases in parts of Asia, including Singapore.

In a recent interview with Reuters, Dr. Michael Osterholm, an infectious disease expert at the University of Minnesota, said that “probably the worst variant that the world is facing right now is actually XBB.” He added that seven of the 10 U.S. states where cases and hospitalizations are rising are in the northeast, concurrent with an increase of XBB cases there.

XBB is a recombinant of two subvariants that descended from the Omicron BA.2 subvariant. This means that genetic data from two versions of the virus that descended from BA.2 that had infected a person at the same time, combined during the viral replication process to form the new XBB subvariant.

Japanese researchers said in a paper posted to the preprint server bioRxiv on Dec. 27 that their findings suggest XBB is the “first documented SARS-CoV-2 variant increasing its fitness through recombination rather than single mutations.” The researchers also said their results suggest that XBB is “highly transmissible” and highly resistant to the immunity that was induced by people having had breakthrough infections of the previous Omicron subvariants.

XBB.1.5 Spreading Faster

Yunlong Richard Cao, a Chinese scientist and assistant professor at Peking University, noted that XBB.1.5 has an additional change compared to XBB called the S486P mutation, which gives it a “greatly enhanced” ability to bind to cells through a key receptor called ACE2, or angiotensin-converting enzyme 2.

“The fact that XBB.1.5 showed a much superior growth advantage than XBB.1 suggests that hACE2 [human ACE2] binding affinity does play a heavy role in SARS-CoV-2 spreading. XBB.1 truly suffered from low-hACE2 binding, despite XBB.1’s highest immune evasion capability,” he wrote on Twitter.

Researchers from Columbia University, in a paper published Dec. 13 in the journal Cell, noted that the newly emerged subvariants raise concerns that they may “further compromise the efficacy of current COVID-19 vaccines and monoclonal antibody (mAb) therapeutics.”

“We now report findings that indicate that such concerns are, sadly, justified, especially so for the XBB and XBB.1 subvariants,” they wrote. Part of their findings showed that the new subvariants—Omicron BQ.1, BQ.1.1, XBB, and XBB.1—were able to evade being neutralized by antibodies “from vaccinated individuals with or without prior infection, including persons recently boosted with the new bivalent [booster vaccine].”

“[I]t is alarming that these newly emerged subvariants could further compromise the efficacy of current COVID-19 vaccines and result in a surge of breakthrough infections as well as re-infections,” the scientists wrote. “However, it is important to emphasize that although infections may now be more likely, COVID-19 vaccines have been shown to remain effective at preventing hospitalization and severe disease even against Omicron as well as possibly reducing the risk of [long COVID].”
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Florida State Representative Struck by Shen Yun’s Messages: ‘It’s Something That Everybody Needs to Know About’
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						Florida State Representative Juan Fernandez-Barquin attended Shen Yun Performing Arts at the Adrienne Arsht Center, in Miami, on Dec. 30, 2022. (NTD)
					

						MIAMI—Every audience member can have a different takeaway after seeing Shen Yun Performing Arts. For Florida State Representative Juan Fernandez-Barquin who saw the performance at the Adrienne Arsht Center for the Performing Arts on Dec. 30, what really struck him was Shen Yun’s portrayal of modern China.

“The main takeaway is that my suspicion of what’s going on in China—of the oppression of the people, the history of the culture, of the traditions—is absolutely one hundred percent true,” said Mr. Fernandez-Barquin. “It’s something that is not brought forth in mainstream television and it’s something that everybody needs to know about.”

Based in New York, Shen Yun was founded in 2006 by leading Chinese artists who fled the persecution and oppression of China’s communist regime. Shen Yun’s goal is to revive traditional Chinese culture through classical Chinese dance and music, and to show its audiences the beauty of China before communism.

		
		

“What really strikes me is that this is an absolute affirmation of the travesty and tragedy that a dictatorship will impose on people, on culture, [and] on history,” said Mr. Fernandez-Barquin. “And it’s a complete affirmation of the tragedy and the abuse of human rights that’s going on in China.”

While most of Shen Yun’s dance vignettes display the essence of China’s imperial dynasties, there are also story dances set in modern-day China that depict the Chinese Communist Party’s persecution of followers of Falun Gong, a spiritual practice that teaches the principles of truthfulness, compassion, and tolerance.

Mr. Fernandez-Barquin said that he knew about Falun Gong’s persecution before seeing the performance.

“I actually was aware of this issue before,” said Mr. Fernandez-Barquin. “Forced organ harvesting and forced organ transplants and kidnappings, and gross violations of human rights.”

The performance, therefore, gave Mr. Fernandez-Barquin “a much deeper comprehension of the tragedy and the travesty that’s going on,” and he said that it was “something that we need to make sure that the American people know of what’s going on.”

Mr. Fernandez-Barquin was also struck by the songs performed in bel canto style. “The deep religious meaning behind what the individuals were singing was certainly what struck me the most,” he said. “I do believe in a divine being.”

Mr. Fernandez-Barquin had a message for Shen Yun’s artistic director as well.

“I think it was fantastic, and to keep doing a great job. I think the choreography was phenomenal. The message was great. And it was incredibly powerful.”

		
		

Reporting by NTD and Wandi Zhu.

The Epoch Times is a proud sponsor of Shen Yun Performing Arts. We have covered audience reactions since Shen Yun’s inception in 2006.
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Buchner Accounts for 5 TDs, Notre Dame Wins Gator Bowl 45–38


						[image: Tyler Buchner (12) of the Notre Dame Fighting Irish throws a pass during the 1st quarter of the TaxSlayer Gator Bowl against the South Carolina Gamecocks at TIAA Bank Field in Jacksonville, Fla., on Dec. 30, 2022. (James Gilbert/Getty Images)]
Tyler Buchner (12) of the Notre Dame Fighting Irish throws a pass during the 1st quarter of the TaxSlayer Gator Bowl against the South Carolina Gamecocks at TIAA Bank Field in Jacksonville, Fla., on Dec. 30, 2022. (James Gilbert/Getty Images)
						

							
							College Sports							
						
By The Associated Press
				[image: The Associated Press]
				The Associated Press




				

				


								December 31, 2022
								Updated: December 31, 2022
							
JACKSONVILLE, Fla.—Tyler Buchner accounted for five touchdowns to help offset two interceptions returned for TDs, and No. 19 Notre Dame beat 20th-ranked South Carolina 45–38 in a wild TaxSlayer Bowl on Friday.

The highest-scoring game in Gator Bowl history was filled with big plays and memorable moments. But Buchner delivered the knockout blow when he found tight end Mitchell Evans wide open for a 16-yard touchdown on a third–and–7 play with 1:38 remaining.

Buchner, who regained the starting job after Drew Pyne entered the transfer portal following the regular-season finale, threw for 274 yards and three touchdowns. He also ran for 61 yards and two scores.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Tyler Buchner (12) of the Notre Dame Fighting Irish rushes for a touchdown during the 1st quarter of the TaxSlayer Gator Bowl against the South Carolina Gamecocks at TIAA Bank Field in Jacksonville, Fla. on Dec. 30, 2022. (James Gilbert/Getty Images)


But his three interceptions nearly proved too much to overcome.

O’Donnell Fortune returned one of them 100 yards for a touchdown in the fourth quarter, and DQ Smith returned another 47 yards for a score in the first. But Buchner bounced back from both miscues to earn his first victory in three career starts.

Notre Dame (9–4, No. 21 CFP) overcame a 14-point deficit and won despite South Carolina’s scoring on the two pick-6s and on special teams. Punter Kai Kroger connected with long-snapper Hunter Rogers for one of the oddest TDs in bowl lore.

Spencer Rattler completed 29 of 44 passes for 246 yards for the Gamecocks (8–5, No. 19 CFP), with an interception and two touchdowns to Xavier Legette.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Spencer Rattler (7) of the South Carolina Gamecocks warms up before the start of the game against the Notre Dame Fighting Irish at TIAA Bank Field in Jacksonville, Fla., on Dec. 30, 2022. (James Gilbert/Getty Images)


South Carolina was missing a number of key starters, including running back MarShawn Lloyd, versatile tight end Jaheim Bell, tight end Austin Stogner, defensive lineman Zacch Pickens, safety Devonni Reed, cornerbacks Cam Smith and Darius Rush, and receivers Josh Vann and Jalen Brooks.

Notre Dame played without All-American tight end Michael Mayer, standout edge rusher Isaiah Foskey, cornerback Cam Hart and defensive lineman Jayson Ademilola.

The Takeaway

Notre Dame: The Irish gave coach Marcus Freeman his first victory following a lengthy layoff. Notre Dame lost its bowl game last year to Oklahoma State after naming Freeman the head coach and dropped its season opener at Ohio State.

South Carolina: Special teams are usually coach Shane Beamer’s specialty, but he had a few uncharacteristic mistakes to go along with the punter-to-long snapper touchdown pass. Dakereon Joyner was flagged for a block in the back in the second quarter, a call that got Beamer so irate that he drew an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty. Those penalties resulted in a 45-yard swing. The Gamecocks also were flagged in the second half for having two guys wearing the same number on a punt and twice for delay of game.

Up Next

Notre Dame: The Fighting Irish are expected to land highly coveted transfer quarterback Sam Hartman, a three-year starter at Wake Forest who holds the Atlantic Coast Conference’s record for passing touchdowns with 110. He will have one year of eligibility remaining.

South Carolina: The Gamecocks have numerous holes to fill, none bigger than at offensive coordinator after Marcus Satterfield left for Nebraska. All eyes will be on his replacement, former Arkansas tight ends coach Dowell Loggains, in spring practice.
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Women, Children Among 1,200 Afghan Illegal Immigrants Jailed in Pakistan
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KARACHI, Pakistan—Pakistani police in multiple raids detained at least 1,200 Afghan nationals, including women and children, who had entered the southern port city of Karachi without valid travel documents, officials said Thursday.

The arrests brought criticism from around Afghanistan after images of locked up Afghan children were circulated online. The detentions underscored the strained relations between the two South Asian neighbors.

Police and local government officials said the detainees will be deported to Afghanistan after serving their sentences or when the paperwork for their release is completed by their attorneys.

Pakistani officials claim that most of the detainees wish to return home.

Although Pakistan routinely makes such arrests, multiple and apparently coordinated raids were launched beginning in October to detain Afghans staying in Karachi and elsewhere without valid documents.

Gul Din, an official at the Afghan Consulate in Karachi, said he was in contact with Pakistan about a “quick and dignified return” of the Afghan citizens to their homeland.

Pictures of some Afghan children crammed into a cell of the central jail in Karachi went viral on social media, drawing appeals for their release along with their parents.

At least 139 Afghan women and 165 children are among those being held at a high-security jail in Karachi, according to a report released this month by Pakistan’s National Commission on Human Rights. The report was based on interviews with scores of imprisoned Afghan detainees.

In the Afghan capital of Kabul, Abdul Qahar Balkhi, a spokesman for the foreign affairs ministry, said embassy officials had expressed their concerns during meetings with their Pakistani counterparts.

In Karachi, Murtaza Wahab, a spokesman for the Sindh provincial government, said police recently arrested only those Afghans who were residing in the province without valid documents. He said such detainees will be deported. He did not say how many Afghans were arrested for illegally residing in Sindh this year.

But Moniza Kakar, a lawyer who helps such Afghan detainees, said at least 1,400 Afghans were being held in Karachi’s jails. “We are not sure exactly how many Afghans are currently being held at jails in Pakistan. So far, we have facilitated the release of hundreds of Afghans to their country,” she said.

Kakar said some pregnant Afghan women who fled Afghanistan to seek medical treatment and for other reasons, are among those detained in Karachi and elsewhere in Sindh province. She said one of the female Afghan detainees recently gave birth to a child in the Hyderabad jail.

Kakar said dozens of Afghans were deported to Afghanistan last month after they completed their sentences, which are usually up to two months. However, she suggested that such sentences should be only verbal and symbolic—so that the detainees can be sent back to their countries quickly.

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.

“Following the takeover of Afghanistan by the Afghan Taliban, there has been a drastic rise in Afghans seeking to enter Pakistan for a multitude of reasons ranging from fleeing persecution, seeking medical aid and looking for job opportunities,” the report released by the National Commission on Human Rights last week said.

Pakistan and neighboring Afghanistan have a history of bitter relations.

This month, Pakistan twice briefly closed a key border crossing for trade at the southwestern town of Chaman after clashes erupted between Pakistan and Afghan Taliban forces over the fencing of a remote border village.

The Taliban terrorist group seized power in Afghanistan in mid-August 2021, sweeping into the capital, Kabul, and taking the rest of the country as U.S. and NATO forces were in the final weeks of their pullout after 20 years of war. Since then, over 100,000 Afghans have arrived in Pakistan to avoid persecution at home, although Afghanistan’s Taliban rulers announced a pardon, urging Afghan citizens not to leave the country.
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Attack Kills 10 in Syria, Kurdish Forces Arrest 52 Terrorists
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BEIRUT—A rocket attack in eastern Syria on Friday targeted a bus with oil industry employees, killing at least 10, the government said. To the north, Syrian Kurdish-led forces announced they arrested 52 terrorists in an operation against ISIS’s sleeper cells.

According to Syria’s petroleum ministry, the rocket struck in the Al-Taym gas field in eastern Deir el-Zour province. There was no immediate claim of responsibility but the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, an opposition war monitoring group, said the ISIS terrorist group was behind the attack.

The Observatory also reported a higher death toll from the rocket attack, saying at last 12 workers were killed.

Also Friday, the U.S.-backed and Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces said their raids had reportedly thwarted an attack planned for New Year’s Eve. The ISIS terrorists were hiding in residential areas and farms, a statement from the forces said.

The yearslong U.S.-backed campaign had succeeded in crushing the terrorists’ territorial control in Iraq and Syria, but ISIS fighters maintain sleeper cells and have staged attacks that have killed scores of Iraqis and Syrians in the past months.

On Thursday, the Syrian Kurdish-led forces announced their operation, citing a surge in ISIS attacks and saying that “Operation Al-Jazeera Thunderbolt” aims to target sleeper cells in al-Hol and nearby in Tal Hamis areas.

Since 2011, Syria has been mired in a bloody civil war that has drawn in regional and global powers. Syrian President Bashar Assad has mostly regained control of the country, but parts of its north remain under the control of rebels, as well as Turkish and Syrian Kurdish forces.

Also, some 900 U.S. troops in Syria support the Kurdish-led forces’ fight against ISIS and have frequently targeted ISIS terrorists, mostly in parts of northeastern Syria under Kurdish control.

The U.S. Central Command on Thursday reported conducting some 313 operations against ISIS in 2022 in Syria and Iraq, mostly in cooperation with Kurdish-led forces. According to a CENTCOM statement, 215 terrorists from ISIS were arrested and 466 were killed in Syria.

By Kareem Chehayeb
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Permitted Share of China’s Yuan in Russian Wealth Fund Doubled to 60 Percent: Finance Minister
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MOSCOW—Russia’s finance ministry on Friday said the maximum possible share of Chinese yuan in its National Wealth Fund (NWF) had been doubled to 60 percent as it restructures its rainy-day fund to reduce dependency on currencies from so-called “unfriendly” nations.

The ministry said the permitted share of gold in the NWF would also be doubled, to 40 percent. It said balances in the British pound and Japanese yen had been reduced to zero.

Russia has been using its NWF, which stood at $186.5 billion as of Dec. 1, to finance its widening budget deficit this year.

“The Russian finance ministry is continuing its consistent reduction of the share of currencies of ‘unfriendly’ states in the structure of the National Wealth Fund’s assets,” the ministry said in a statement.

Russia deems any country that has hit it with sanctions over its actions in Ukraine as “unfriendly” and has responded with counter-measures.

After the West blocked Russia’s central bank from dealing in U.S. dollars, euros, and pounds, and froze around half—or $300 billion—of its international reserves, Moscow accelerated a campaign to shift its substantial reserves into more accessible currencies.

Finance Minister Anton Siluanov said that trend will continue next year when Russia could resume transactions under its budget rule—a scheme where some profits on oil and gas sales are saved in foreign currencies.

“In order to hedge exchange rate risks, we have always [replenished the NWF] in foreign currency,” Siluanov said earlier this week.

“From among the currencies of ‘friendly’ countries, the yuan has the characteristics of a reserve currency to the greatest extent, as well as sufficient liquidity in our domestic foreign exchange market,” he added.

The Moscow Exchange, Russia’s largest bourse, said yuan-ruble trading volumes would surpass dollar-ruble trading volumes next year as financial links between Moscow and Beijing continue to intensify.
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The Epoch Times is an independent voice in print and on the web. We report news responsibly and truthfully so that readers can improve their own lives and increase their understanding and respect for their neighbors next door and around the globe.
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Commentary

President Joe Biden on Dec. 23 signed the 2023 Consolidated Appropriations Act, approving $1.7 trillion in federal spending into law. Not many people are discussing an important section of the intelligence bill, which “requires reporting on the wealth and corrupt activities of the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).”

This is a significant move and the first time the United States has investigated the corruption of CCP officials through legislation. To this day, almost none of the CCP officials joined the CCP or became government officials out of their belief in communism, but because the CCP’s unsupervised system gave them the possibility of unbridled corruption. In other words, the ability to reap personal benefits is the only reason they defend the CCP ruling. If the United States were to investigate the corruption of top CCP officials and impose future penalties, this would compromise their loyalty to the corrupt regime.

In September 2021, a friend picked me up from the San Francisco airport, and on the way to a forum, she told me that she was worried the CCP would attack Taiwan. As I have explained in my previous articles (here and here), I don’t believe it will happen. But there was no time to give a lengthy analysis in the car, so I told her to pay attention to one thing. We should see a mass exodus of corrupt CCP officials’ money and assets from the United States before a war breaks out, and the families of these CCP officials will also leave the United States quickly because once the CCP invades Taiwan, Washington will inevitably sanction the CCP officials and freeze their assets. I told her, “If this doesn’t happen, you can rest assured that an armed reunification with Taiwan won’t occur.”

It is not unprecedented for the United States to freeze the assets of CCP officials. In September 2018, Washington sanctioned the General Armaments Department of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its minister, Lt. Gen. Li Shangfu. Under the U.S. ban, Li couldn’t obtain a U.S. visa, all his assets and interests in the United States were frozen, and U.S. companies and individuals were not allowed to conduct transactions with him. Washington was able to quickly get a hold of the assets that Li and his wife owned in the United States.

In the competition between the United States and the CCP, the United States has an overwhelming economic, technological, and moral advantage. On my YouTube channel on June 2, 2019, I suggested four steps the United States can take to defeat the CCP.

Freeze CCP Officials’ Assets

Washington should investigate, publicize, and freeze the assets of corrupt CCP officials in the United States. Then the United States can tell the Chinese people that these illegally acquired assets would be used to reconstruct China after it becomes a free society. In addition to weakening the loyalty of these corrupt officials to the CCP, the Party would not be able to use the freezing of assets in the United States to incite the Chinese to hate America because, after all, the money was taken from the people and could be returned to them in the future. It would also make the Chinese realize that corrupt officials are not one of them.

In addition to the Omnibus Spending Bill 2023, which Biden signed into law, the United States and its allies could cooperate further to investigate and freeze CCP officials’ overseas assets through the Global Magnitsky Act.

Take Down China’s Cyber Firewall

Beijing relies on censoring information to brainwash the Chinese. Most popular search engines, social media, and news outlet websites, such as Google, YouTube, Facebook, etc., are all inaccessible in China. When the Chinese people discover the crimes committed by the CCP, they will be determined to end totalitarianism and move toward freedom.

[image: China's internet army trolls] Part of the Chinese Communist Party’s army of “internet trolls” in an undated leaked photo, in Fangzheng County, Harbin City, China. (The Epoch Times)


A free China cannot invade Taiwan. The United States may have spent hundreds of billions of dollars in military spending to deter the CCP from invading Taiwan. Still, the United States can turn China into a free society by spending only a few hundred million dollars to tear down the CCP’s “Information Berlin Wall.”

The CCP closely monitors the Chinese people’s every word and action because it fears that they will rise up and fight for their freedom. All encrypted instant messaging software, such as Signal and Telegram, are blocked. So the Chinese cannot coordinate on a large scale to form a sizable protest. But once the firewall is torn down, the Chinese can use overseas social media to exchange messages and ideas and hold virtual assemblies. This is an essential piece of the puzzle for the Chinese to be able to mount a major protest.

Impose High-Tech Embargo

Big data, artificial intelligence, and facial recognition put the Chinese people in cyber prison. High-tech embargoes can free the Chinese from the CCP’s ubiquitous surveillance and cripple its ability to control the population.

Trade Must Be Linked to Human Rights

The United States can advance human rights through trade. If the United States can play the human rights card in a trade war, it stands on the moral high ground. And the Chinese people, who are heavily influenced by communism, will gradually realize that human rights are essential for maintaining a civil society. In other words, the trade war is beneficial not only to the Americans but also to the Chinese. The trade war should not be aimed at China but at the CCP. This can actually defuse the nationalism incited by the CCP in the trade war.

Sun Tzu said: “For to win one hundred victories in one hundred battles is not the acme of skill. To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.”

I am glad to see that the first and third measures are being realized after I proposed these four suggestions three years ago. We can do more by implementing all four steps and hope we can win the competition without fighting.

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

As 2022 is wrapping up, I thought I’d review some general trends in the news to see what California has in store for the new year.

Becoming Bluer

Democrats increased their single-party dominance over the state, picking up one seat each in the Assembly and state Senate. They did lose two seats from California in the U.S. Congress, one due to the state going from 53 seats to 52, the other to a Republican. But at the national level, Republicans expected so many more victories in an off-election year, when the incumbent party usually loses at least 30 seats, and with high inflation and the economy headed into recession.

Democrats also easily won all statewide seats, from the governorship on down, and the reelection of U.S. Sen. Alex Padilla. Gov. Gavin Newsom’s numbers were down a little from 2018, but he still posted a solid win. And formerly staunchly Republican Orange County for the first time in five decades elected Democrats to a majority of seats on its Board of Supervisors.

What to watch in 2023: Can Republicans come up with a strategy to start winning again, as they have in New York? Or will they just give up?

$100 Billion Surplus Goes Poof!

The state started the year enjoying an incredible general-fund surplus of nearly $100 billion. But by the end of the year, the Legislative Analyst was projecting it would flip to a $24 billion deficit. In two weeks, Newsom will release his own numbers in his proposed budget for fiscal year 2023-24, which begins next July 1.

The last major recession in 2008-10 saw immense budget problems over what spending to cut and which taxes to increase. That period was the end of the administration of the last Republican governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger. In 2008, the budget was passed on Sept. 23, 100 days after the mandate of passage by June 15 according to the California Constitution.

What to watch in 2023: This time the governor, Newsom, is a Democrat. And he’s obviously running for president. Can he prevent a tax increase that easily could be passed in a legislature with more than two-thirds supermajorities of fellow Democrats?

Fix for Homelessness?

New Los Angeles Mayor Karen Bass has declared an emergency over the homelessness crisis. Gov. Gavin Newsom recently signed the CARE Court (for Community Assistance, Recovery, and Empowerment) to make it easier for family members, medical personnel, and first responders to refer the mentally ill for treatment.

But there are three problems: The state’s balmy weather encourages people with problems to come here from places like Buffalo to live on the streets. The state’s political culture is very liberal; Bass is no L.A. version of New York City’s 1990s-era Mayor Rudy Guliani. And the economic recession soon to hit everyone will send a lot of people into unemployment lines—and the streets.

What to watch in 2023: Will the many new home-building laws and programs for the poor have any effect at all? Or will they just become another failed policy distorting the market and making matters worse by discouraging market-based, private-sector construction?

Exodus From Paradise Continues

According to new U.S. Census numbers, in the year ending July 1, 2022, California’s population dropped 113,649. That’s the third drop in a row, all when Newsom has been in office. What he calls the California Way is under an exit sign. Only New York lost more people, at 180,341. Illinois was in third place, losing 104,437. All three are run by liberal Democrats.

By contrast, our rivals Texas gained 470,708 and Florida 416,754. Their much cheaper housing and lack of a state income tax were magnets to those fleeing wildly expensive California. They also have conservative Republican governors.

Numbers released in July showed San Francisco in particular lost almost 7 percent of its population during the pandemic, from April 2020 to July 2021. Reported the San Francisco Chronicle, “The data shows that young people in general were more likely to leave the city. The city lost about 20 percent of all residents age 25 to 29 over this time and 15 percent of those 20 to 24.” When you lose your young people, you lose your future.

What to watch in 2023: Is there any chance the state’s frayed image can be repaired enough to halt the exodus?

Education’s Continuing Dunce Cap

Part of the reason young people are leaving is the horrible condition of public education. Some young friends of mine with two toddlers are planning to head out before their kids go to kindergarten. Test score data released in October showed the state’s students, already scoring among the lowest of the 50 states, lost more ground during the pandemic.

The excessive lockdowns imposed by Gov. Gavin Newsom and, especially, the Los Angeles Unified School District kept the young scholars out of the classroom far too long. That happened despite spending nearly $24,000 per student on average in the fiscal 2022-23 budget.

What to watch for in 2023: Will parents continue to wake up and insist on changes with local school boards? In April, the Placentia-Yorba Linda Unified School Board banned Critical Race Theory. CRT itself actually is a racist theory, pitting people against one another, as well as a time waster when kids need more solid academic instruction, not less. And the Temecula Valley Unified School Board did the same in December.

Well, that’s a wrap for 2022. I wish you all a Happy New Year. And there will be much more to write about and discuss in 2023 in this crazy state.

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

The massive influx of illegal immigrants over the past year appears to be the most plausible cause of a major employment statistic growing increasingly inaccurate. If that is so, the error should be remedied come February.

In fiscal 2022, Border Patrol was aware of some 2.8 million illegal border crossings—a historic number. Less then 40 percent of those have been sent back. The rest of them were largely released to the interior of the United States or weren’t apprehended in the first place. The majority of illegal border crossers work either illegally or on a work permit they are allowed to get while their immigration court case is pending.

The government, however, has trouble accounting for these workers in its data. Usually, that’s a minor issue, but the influx of illegal immigrants over the past year may have caused a sizable anomaly in the data.

Accuracy of the data in important as it’s used by the market and policymakers to make high-stakes decisions.

Based on government numbers, the American economy has been adding millions of jobs, but Americans, when asked, don’t report such large gains in employment. The paradox emerged earlier this year and has continued to grow. By November, more than 4 million jobs were missing from a key Census Bureau survey.

Mainstream economists, and particularly the Federal Reserve, have often talked this year about the job market overheating with too many openings for too few workers. The Fed has been rapidly raising interest rates in an effort to curb demand and reduce job openings and thus ease inflation pressures. The employment data it could relying on, however, has grown increasingly conflicted.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) publishes two employment figures every month. One comes from a Census Bureau household survey and asks Americans whether they are employed. The result is then used to calculate unemployment rates and other indicators.

The second number comes from a survey of non-farm establishments and asks how many people they are employing. The BLS uses it to calculate monthly job growth.

The two numbers usually grow and fall in tandem and any discrepancies tend to smooth out over a few months.

Since March, however, the two figures have grown increasingly apart. The establishment number has been soaring, while the household number has barely kept up with population growth.

Employers have reported more than 5 million new jobs between April and November, while workers have reported an increase of less than 650,000, based on the surveys. The last time a gap opened so wide, adjusted for overall employment growth, was in 1988.

The establishment survey doesn’t count farm workers, household workers, unpaid family workers, and those who are self-employed but not incorporated. But employment changes in these categories don’t appear to justify a discrepancy this large.

Border crossings, however, could offer at least a partial explanation.

The Census Bureau adjusts its survey results based on the country’s estimated population and demographic mix. But those adjustments are only done in January, the agency explained to The Epoch Times.

“Given that the population controls for any given year are updated just once at the beginning of each year, the household survey’s total employment measure will not reflect the real-time impact of unanticipated changes in immigration that occur during the year,” said the BLS’s Division of Labor Force Statistics.

The establishment survey, on the other hand, would include “recent immigrants that appear on establishment payrolls,” the agency said via email.

“It’s very possible” that immigration has been the dominant factor causing the discrepancy between the surveys, said Steven Camarota, director of research at the Center for Immigration Studies (CIS), a think-tank advocating low immigration.

If that’s the case, the discrepancy should mostly disappear after the Census Bureau adjusts its population estimates in January, which will be reflected in its early February release.

This explanation would clarify how it’s possible that the economy has kept adding jobs even though Americans who’d retreated from the labor force during the COVID-19 pandemic—often retirees—largely haven’t come back.

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

Ukraine is in the right, Russia in the wrong. Ukrainian forces have performed heroically well in resisting the invasion. It is time now to consider, however, what specific arrangements will produce a lasting peace.

It is possible to win a war and lose a war—a pyrrhic victory, in which the losses needed to win are devastating. How many more Ukrainians will suffer, be wounded, die, or leave their country forever?

It is possible to win a war but lose the peace. The Treaty of Versailles that ended the Second World War helped set the stage for even more devastating conflicts.

It is likely impossible to fully win this immediate war. Russia’s possession of nuclear weapons limits the ability of Ukraine to decisively enter Russian territory.

Putin has been murderously mistaken, but he will not be in power forever. Even he may now be looking for a way out that enables him to say that strategic interests of Russia have been addressed. What arrangements might end the war that leaves his successors in power—and the Russian people generally—feeling reconciled? The Russian people must feel secure, respected, and readmitted to the family of nations,  rather than nursing a sense of threat, grievance, or exclusion by the West.

A stable and lasting peace would encourage Russia to re-engage with the democratic world and eventually fully democratize itself, rather than feeling it must increasingly trade guns and butter with internally repressive and externally aggressive powers like China and Iran.

Several decades after the Second World War, the Helsinki Accords helped to finally resolve some of the outstanding tensions. The parties to that agreement included the NATO countries and the European states generally as well as the Soviet Union.  Several decades after the break-up of the Soviet Union, we need a Helsinki 21—a wide-ranging 21st-century settlement involving the West, Russia, and its former partners in the Soviet Union. A negotiation that is much wider in scope might actually facilitate the resolution of bilateral Ukraine-Russia issues.

The elements of Helsinki 21 can be largely drawn from legally binding agreements that the parties have already reached in the past. In the Basel agreements, Russia agreed to abide by its 1991 borders with Ukraine. A Helsinki 21 could commit Russia to return to those borders, including disclaiming sovereignty over Crimea.

But what would Russia receive in return?

Let us see what Russia has asked for in the past, including the lead-up to its invasion, and identify what can be reasonably accommodated. We can build on what the parties have agreed to in the past.

First, Russia can be assured that Russian and pro-Russia minorities in the periphery of the former Soviet Union will be respected. They will be national minorities, but there is a good deal of precedent for agreements and standards that protect national minorities. Respect for “Russia world” outside of the Soviet Union can be a legitimate part of reassuring the leaders and people of Russia that their cultural past is respected and its future assured.

Second, Russia can be reassured that it is not threatened by NATO. There are ample precedents for treaties limiting nuclear and conventional forces in Europe. It could be agreed that Ukraine and other states can join the EU if they choose, but will not formally join NATO.

Third, Russia can be given assurances about its ability to station and operate its Black Sea fleet, including in Ukraine ports, as part of an overall settlement that respects the territorial integrity of Ukraine. There are already precedents in this respect.

Helsinki 21 would not be imposed by other powers on Ukraine. It would be crafted so that Ukraine and other former members of the Soviet Union would find that their own overall long-term security and prosperity are enhanced, rather than being sold  out to appease a hostile Russia. The objective is to emerge with a long-term state of affairs in which Russia has lost its reasons or excuses to be revanchist  or expansionist.

If the basic principles of Helsinki 21 were agreed upon, and a firm deadline for concluding a detailed agreement were set, there could be interim arrangements. They could suspend active hostilities and limit economic sanctions.

A Helsinki 21 would also pacify many flashpoint situations around the periphery of Russia. There are a number of “formerstans”—regions in independent countries around Russia that have tried to secede and become independent allies of Russia or simply rejoin it. With minority rights assured, these regions would have a solid basis on which to re-integrate into counties like Moldova and Georgia as well as Ukraine.

Military resistance to the invasion is needed, but so is creative political and diplomatic thinking and initiative.  The democratic world needs to both win the war and win the peace.

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

In passing, still deliriously happy for having left the U.S. scene for a brief period, I posted on Twitter some good impressions from my week in Mexico City, which I enjoyed enormously. And of course, my outlook suffered from the usual tourist bias in which we see only the good, the beautiful, the fun, and the delights, and can easily neglect all the downsides that natives experience by the day.

On the other hand, a corrective to the American pop wisdom is in order. In the United States, when you say you are going to Mexico, you will be hit with all sorts of advice about avoiding imminent death at the hands of the cartel or some such. That struck me from my experience as complete nonsense.

And so I posted and, by a fluke of the internet, my little posting went viral, not so much in the United States but in Mexico! It has so far been viewed 5 million times! Also, Mexican newspapers and websites wrote articles about my post, as if it were a newsworthy story. And with that of course comes much hate and vitriol. It’s hard to ignore even if it is a minority view.

A main criticism is that people like me are ruining the city by pouring in, bringing dollars, buying up good real estate, putting up shops, using it as our playground, and otherwise seeming to replicate certain Colonial habits of the past. And to some people this seems awful.

I’ve read all these critiques and I just cannot see it. It’s true that the place is flooded with U.S. expats, or, if you prefer, immigrants. During the lockdown years, Mexico was one of the few countries in the world that remained open to American tourism that did not bar the unvaccinated.

Mexico was masky but not locked down. Actually, if you go there, you can easily observe how it would be utterly impossible to lock down Mexico City. Thank goodness for that. People have their ways and cannot be shaken from them, no matter how many white-coated professors on TV tell them what to do. So lockdowns were out of the question.

In the United States, however, and to the shock of many people, people complied and became actually quite vicious toward the non-compliant. As a result, many people picked up and left. This went on for a year and then two. As a result, many Americans found that they truly loved the country, the weather, the hospitality, the food, and much else besides.

And it is true: there are whole communities of young professionals who have laptop jobs who prefer to live in Mexico. Adults too. There is a booming industry of retirement communities with happy people enjoying their twilight years in this sunny, happy place. They love traveling around in buses and experiencing new and exciting things.

One might suppose that Mexico would be thrilled! Well, yes and no. There is a minority view there that it is disgusting hypocrisy for Americans to complain so much about Mexican immigration to the United States and then, when the conditions are ripe, pick up their stuff and move to Mexico and expect Mexico to be thrilled about their presence. So, yes, I get why there might be certain resentment about that. Still, surely immigration from the U.S. to Mexico is good for Mexico just as it has been historically good for the U.S. (until border insecurities began to be exploited for political purposes in the U.S.).

The number one complaint I am seeing concerns gentrification.

What an odd word is gentrification! It was apparently coined in the 1970s as a condemnation of how certain sections of a city once dominated by poor people and shabby housing gradually came to be taken over by middle-class people who repair the houses and open up little shops that serve boutique interests.

This supposedly drives out the people who once lived there because property values rise and hipsters and the upwardly mobile move in. Maybe. And it’s axiomatic that all change includes winners and losers. The only question is which predominates over the long term. “Gentrification” surely means a long-run win for any society, simply because normal economic processes are not a zero-sum game.

The word choice is itself unusual. It evolved out of the Latin root Geniti, read through old French and eventually English, the same trajectory that yields gentle, gentile, gentleman, generate, generation, and genetic. The word evokes origin, birth, destiny, determinative lineage, training, and an identifiable class.

The “gentle folk” in the 19th century were the people who were polite and cultivated by virtue of their social aspirations and thereby sought to master language, manners, and morality. You could spot them by their dress and profession. It’s not the aristocracy who are granted their privileges by right. The gentility acquired their ways through training and aspiration.

With gentrification, then, we aren’t really talking about the very rich. We are talking about the aspirationally well-to-do. They are interested in historic areas, see possibilities that others miss, take on development and investment risks that others do not, and work to create a new ethos in a community.

We have seen gentrification in huge areas of the United States and it has always been great for the community provided it takes place via market means rather than through force. Many communities in the U.S. have for decades been gutted from social unrest or deindustrialization or other forces at work that have drained once-thriving areas of capital and residents. The point of reversing this is to see some use for the old buildings and fix them up as a matter of restoring history and re-rooting communities in their past.

Several communities in the United States come to mind, such as downtown and midtown Atlanta, Georgia, and Hudson, New York, two cases about which I know from personal experience. Two decades ago, they were unlivable in many areas but now they have been transformed, and are increasingly so. As for the claim that this somehow harms the residents, I’ve just not seen it and I cannot really follow why someone would claim that poverty is better than growing wealth.

In fact, there is scant evidence that gentrification is a bad thing and vast evidence from experience that growing wealth in a community is a good thing (and I wonder why I should even have to write that sentence).

“A degree of gentrification can begin to break up the homogenous poverty of neighborhoods in ways that can be good for all residents,” writes Brookings. “New wealthier residents may demand improvements in schools and crime control. Retail offerings and services may improve for all residents—and bring new jobs, too. Gentrifiers can change neighborhoods in ways that begin to counteract the effects of uniform, persistent poverty.”

“That gentrification displaces poor people of color by well-off white people is a claim so commonplace that most people accept it as a widespread fact of urban life. It’s not,” sums up an excellent piece in the center-left Slate.

“Gentrification of this sort is actually exceedingly rare. The socio-economic status of most neighborhoods is strikingly stable over time. When the ethnic compositions of low-income black neighborhoods do change, it’s typically because Latinos and other immigrants move into a neighborhood—and such in-migration is probably more beneficial than harmful. As for displacement—the most objectionable feature of gentrification—there’s actually very little evidence it happens. In fact, so-called gentrifying neighborhoods appear to experience less displacement than non-gentrifying neighborhoods.”

Yes, gentrification is happening in Mexico City. Have a look at Polanco, Reforma, and Condesa, and this is true in many other cities and towns in the country. As Americans lose confidence that things can be fixed anytime soon in this country, as inflation continues to rage and political wars wreck the culture, as the media and tech monopolies continue to spy and censor, people looking for a normal good life are looking elsewhere.

Mexico would be wise to hang a sign up that says: Americans welcome here; please gentrify the whole country.

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 Ukrainian war has had far-reaching consequences. It has wreaked incredible suffering in Ukraine and caused widespread destruction. It has also stoked inflation globally, upended energy markets worldwide, and exposed the dangers of Europe’s reliance on Russian natural gas exports.

Its geopolitical consequences have been equally profound. It has exposed fundamental weaknesses in Russia’s feared military, led to a recalibration of the Moscow-Beijing relationship, and increased Chinese influence throughout Eurasia, particularly in Central and Southwest Asia.

The consequences of communist China’s increased influence in Eurasia will weigh on the United States long after the Ukrainian war ends. Ultimately, the United States will have to rehabilitate Russia and include it in a broader coalition to contain China. Geopolitically that makes sense. In practice, it will be difficult.

More than a century ago, the British academic and politician Harold Mackinder postulated, in a 1904 paper titled “The Geographic Pivot of History,” that whoever controlled the continent of Eurasia, what he termed the “World Island,” would become the world’s preeminent power. Such a superpower, reasoned Mackinder, would be largely self-contained and less vulnerable to the exercise of naval force by either Great Britain, then the world’s reigning maritime power, or a rapidly growing U.S. Navy.

The world has changed considerably since Mackinder’s day. But his insights still largely hold true. Preventing the rise of a Eurasian power has underscored American foreign policy in the region since World War I. It was the genesis of American interventions to prevent the German dominance of the continent and to contain Soviet ambitions there. Mackinder also matters because his ideas are closely followed in Beijing and underly China’s foreign policy across Eurasia.

For much of the last half-century, Moscow has been a check on Beijing’s relentless expansion of its influence across Eurasia. This is particularly true of the countries in Central and Southwest Asia, once constituent republics of the Soviet Union. As Moscow’s influence in the region has waned, partly because of its disastrous war in Ukraine, Beijing has been the beneficiary, expanding its influence in tandem.

The United States will oppose China’s objective of dominating Eurasia for the same reasons it opposed German and Soviet ambitions. Crafting a foreign policy to accomplish that at an acceptable political cost will be difficult, although not impossible.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] U.S. Special Forces soldiers with Task Force 31 stop their convoy on the way to conduct joint village searches with the Afghan National Army, in southeast Afghanistan, on March 29, 2004. (Darren McCollester/Getty Images)


For its part, the United States has little inclination to engage more broadly in Central and Southwest Asia to check China’s growing influence there. Following a two-decade-long involvement in Afghanistan and an even longer involvement in the Middle East, there is little support in Washington or among American voters to renew American engagement in the region.

The European Union (EU) has sought broader engagement and access to the region’s commodity wealth. But its progress has been constrained by Moscow. Much of the transportation infrastructure linking Europe with Central and Southwest Asia traverses Russian territory and is held hostage by Moscow. Endemic corruption among the region’s authoritarian regimes is problematic for Brussels, less so for Moscow, which has acted as the ultimate guarantor of those government’s stability. Europe is incapable of providing the regional stability that Russia offers.

The Chinese regime, conversely, has had significant success at what is euphemistically called “elite capture” while expanding its economic relations and, correspondingly, its political and diplomatic influence.

If Central Eurasia’s historic links to Russia fade, it will ultimately turn either east to China or west to Europe. Currently, the trajectory favors Beijing, even as Moscow fights a determined rear-guard action to slow it down.

Turkey, Iran, and India are all potential counters to the rise of China’s influence across Eurasia. Turkey and Iran have significant stakes in Central Asia due to historical, linguistic, and cultural ties and because they offer potential transportation corridors that bypass Russia. Neither, however, can provide an effective counter to China.

Historic links notwithstanding, the region looks neither to Tehran nor Ankara for leadership. Constrained by Western sanctions, the transportation corridors offered by Iran have limited utility. Turkish transportation corridors are more complicated geographically due to the mountainous terrain of the Caucasus. Moreover, Ankara has its own agenda in Eurasia, most of which does not serve Brussels’ interest.

India has been cut off geographically from the rest of Eurasia by the Himalayas and the Hindu Kush. Although New Delhi is a ready market for the region’s mineral wealth, access is constrained by a lack of transportation infrastructure. Historically, India’s entry to Eurasia has been through what is now Pakistan and Afghanistan, both problematic relationships for New Delhi. India is potentially a source of capital, technology, and consumer goods for Central and Southwest Asia, but China dwarfs its capacity.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi (C) and then-Afghan President Ashraf Ghani (L) visit the Golden Temple in Amritsar on Dec. 3, 2016. Modi visited the city on the sideline of the 6th Heart of Asia (HoA) Ministerial Conference. (Narinder Nanu/AFP via Getty Images)


Finally, while they can provide a source of sophisticated though low-cost arms and a broad range of consumer goods, neither Turkey, India, nor Iran can guarantee the region’s security. Only Russia, and eventually China, can play that role.

Russia is the logical actor to counter the rise of Beijing’s influence in Central and Southwest Asia. It has historically played that role, has long-standing regional ties, and currently guarantees the region’s stability. Moreover, China’s and Russia’s regional objectives are ultimately at odds. Beijing’s rising influence will come at Moscow’s expense.

Moscow must distance itself from Beijing to check it while coming to some reconciliation with the United States and the EU. That is certainly possible but difficult while the ongoing Ukrainian war increases Russia’s dependence on China, and Moscow adheres to a national security doctrine fundamentally at odds with NATO.

Russia is losing the Ukrainian war on three separate fronts. First, it is losing the ground war. Moscow failed to impose regime change in Kyiv and to return Ukraine to its fold. Its territorial advances have been largely contained, and Ukrainian military forces have successfully taken back about half of the territory Russia initially seized.

Secondly, it lost the propaganda war. No one believes, not even Russians, that “the special military operation” was designed to “denazify” Ukraine. On the contrary, Moscow is widely condemned as the aggressor. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy waged a brilliant campaign to mobilize international public opinion to Ukraine’s cause. That campaign has forced many governments to support Kyiv for fear of angering their voters.

Moreover, the much-feared Russian army has shown itself hopelessly inept, failing such basic tasks as adequate troop resupply, coordinating multiple command operations, and being forced to conscript prison inmates to refill its ranks. It is still a deadly force, as the rain of destruction unleashed on Ukraine demonstrates. Nevertheless, an inept army can still win a battle, even at a frightful human and material cost.

It also demonstrates that Russian military doctrine and battlefield tactics have not changed much since World War II. In a head-to-head contest with NATO forces, Russian troops would lose badly.

Finally, Russia is losing the de facto war with the United States and its NATO allies. Rather than weakening NATO’s resolve, the Ukrainian war has strengthened it. Sweden and Finland (Turkish roadblocks notwithstanding) are joining NATO. Moreover, its members announced a significant increase in defense spending, even if Berlin shows signs of backtracking on its 100 billion euro funding increase for the Bundeswehr.

Moreover, Moscow has failed to find any bargaining chips to counter the unprecedented U.S. and NATO support for Ukraine. Despite shutting off the flow of natural gas to Europe, temporarily blocking Ukrainian agricultural exports, and dropping hints of risks of a nuclear escalation, Moscow has failed to dissuade the United States from supporting Kyiv. Indeed, the level of that support and the sophistication of the armaments supplied has increased, not diminished.

[image: eu-leaders-visit-kyiv] A general view during a visit by French President Emmanuel Macron, German Chancellor Olaf Scholz, Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi, and Romanian President Klaus Iohannis to Irpin, near Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 16, 2022. (Marko Djurica/Reuters)


Moscow can use proxies (Venezuelan, Cuban, Serbian, or Iranian) to foment trouble for the United States and increase the “cost” of Washington’s Ukrainian support. Moreover, an expansion of the conflict into Moldova or the Baltic states, while currently unlikely, can’t be ruled out. Neither can Russia instigate instability in the Balkans. Nonetheless, the Ukraine war has proven that Russia’s energy leverage against Europe and its political and military leverage against the United States and NATO has largely failed.

The Biden administration suggests that “Putin is the problem,” effectively calling for regime change in Moscow. While Vladimir Putin is undoubtedly the architect of the Ukrainian war, replacing Putin will do little to change Russia’s trajectory. The problem isn’t Putin but a Russian national security doctrine that is outdated and irreconcilable with NATO’s current posture.

Historically, Russia has measured its national security contingent on its ability to project power along its periphery. The broader and deeper it projected that power, the more secure it felt. This view was true for Tsarist Russia as it was for the USSR and the post-Soviet Russian state. The problem with this doctrine is that it is inherently unstable. The more secure Russia felt, the less secure its neighbors felt, and vice versa.

This system could only be maintained by the application of overwhelming Russian power. When that power failed, for example, after Brest Litovsk or the USSR’s dissolution, Moscow’s security framework collapsed. Putin has spent most of the last two decades trying to reestablish that framework. Initially, with some success, but lately largely failing.

NATO has committed itself to preventing Moscow from implementing that doctrine by guaranteeing the security of Russia’s East European neighbors. As long as Russia defines its security as contingent on its ability to project power westward, it will be at odds with NATO regardless of who runs the Kremlin.

Reconciling with Moscow will require the Kremlin to formulate a security doctrine compatible with NATO that doesn’t hinge Russian security on its ability to dominate its neighbors. What such a doctrine would entail is unclear right now. Formulating it will be difficult but not impossible. Implementing it while the current Kremlin leadership rules is unlikely.

Ultimately, Moscow’s abhorrent and genocidal behavior in Ukraine notwithstanding, the United States must enlist Moscow’s help to contain China’s Eurasian ambitions. Such a reconciliation is not unprecedented historically. Who would have imagined in 1944 that by 1955, West Germany would have become a critical American ally and an important and valued member of a Western defense alliance? Washington’s reconciliation with Hanoi is equally instructive.

A similar outcome is possible with Russia. How to get there remains unanswered.

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

Mass hysteria is the spontaneous manifestation of a particular behaviour by many people. There are numerous historical examples: Middle Age nuns at a convent in France spontaneously began to meow like cats; at another convent, nuns began biting one another. In 13th-century Germany, spontaneous dancing broke out and entire city populations danced until exhausted. But perhaps the best-known mass hysteria was the Salem Witch Trials, where people, seized by visions, accused others of bewitching them. Many were executed.

But hysteria episodes are not only historical. They have occurred in modern times as well. Remember the daycare panic of the 1980s, when daycare workers were accused of horrible crimes against children, including satanic abuse. Many falsely accused spent years in jail. Lives were ruined. The strangest thing about that mass hysteria is that it spanned continents. It started in California, but then moved through Canada, Europe, and even New Zealand, before it burned itself out.

Obviously, those caught up in mass hysteria do not realize at the time that they are not seeing things clearly.

Could it be that some of us are even now victims of self-induced mass hysterias?

For example, what are we to make of the insistence that a man who chooses to live as a woman actually becomes a woman? To most of the world this claim is nonsensical. It is neither scientific nor factual. A woman has XX chromosomes, while a man has XY. Case closed. But to others, a man actually becomes a woman simply by stating that s/he is one. In the future, will this strange thinking be considered a mass hysteria?

Or what about the odd response that most Western nations took to the COVID-19 pandemic?

For reasons that remain unclear, most Western countries decided to copy communist China’s lockdown strategy, which was a radical approach that had hitherto been rejected by all Western scientists and emergency planners. The misery we see playing out in China, as they finally abandon it, is absolute proof of its absurdity. Yet even today, many still insist that we were right to lock down. And some say that we should do it again! Is this an example of a mass hysteria?

And are the most extreme of today’s anti-fossil fuel exponents caught up in some version of a mass hysteria? I’m not referring to people with legitimate concerns about global warming and the need to find cost-effective, non-polluting energy. I mean those who insist that everyone must give up all fossil fuels by a date they invent. Will history judge this to be a hysteria?

But perhaps the strangest ongoing episode of mass hysteria might be playing out in Canada. That is the claim that 215 indigenous children were secretly killed at the former Kamloops Indian Residential School and then covertly buried at night, with the forced help of children “as young as six.”

If true, this would easily be the biggest crime in Canadian history. The very idea that the nuns and priests running the school would be responsible for the deaths of 215 children, and then force other children to bury their comrades, never made sense. For one thing, there was not one single historical record of any indigenous parent in Kamloops—or anywhere else—reporting that their child had disappeared after attending Kamloops IRS. But more to the point, there was never any factual reason to believe that the nuns and priests who operated the school were the ghouls that the accusation demanded.

But then the strange accusations multiplied. Other indigenous leaders chimed in, with claims that there were “thousands, tens of thousands” of such intentionally killed and secretly buried residential school students all over the country. The prime minister ordered flags to be flown at half mast for months, hundreds of millions of dollars were committed to search for these phantom children, and a cabinet minister, Marc Miller, called anyone who even dared to question these bizarre claims a “ghoul.”

The country went into a panic. A new national holiday honouring these “missing children” (who were never missing) was declared.

But there was never any credible evidence to support any of these claims. The only information that could even be loosely termed “scientific” was an embargoed report by a junior archaeologist that she had detected 215 “soil disturbances” that might be graves. It now appears that it is much more likely that those soil disturbances are clay pipes from a 1924 septic field.

We do know that the bizarre stories of priests killing and secretly burying indigenous children have gained more prominence since the 1990s, when a defrocked minister began spreading conspiracy theories. But how is it that ordinary, sensible Canadians seemed willing to accept these same preposterous, and deeply anti-Catholic, stories?

Will future historians see this strange episode as some kind of mass hysteria?

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

China’s dam against COVID-19 has broken. Beijing canceled lockdowns precipitously, and the resulting tidal wave of infections is inundating the country.

Hundreds of millions of Chinese are now estimated to have COVID. China’s biggest cities, including Beijing, are the hardest hit. Half of Shanghai could already be infected. Modeling predicts as many as 1 to 2 million deaths in China will result from the current wave.

Omicron has been less deadly elsewhere due to mature vaccination campaigns, exposure to prior variants, better medical technologies, and developed hospital infrastructure, including the multiplication of fully-equipped intensive care units.

The regime in Beijing, however, prioritized lockdowns and neglected the rest. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) rejected the best medicines from the West, including mRNA vaccines produced by Pfizer, Moderna, and BioNTech. The CCP also neglected monoclonal antibody medicines, such as Paxlovid and Evusheld, to prevent COVID and treat mild and moderate cases.

Only in February did Beijing approve Paxlovid for emergency use. But except for Party elites and their friends, supply lags demand. Local companies that produce competing products are the intended beneficiaries.

The CCP is so unprepared for the current wave of infections in China that many of the country’s elderly, who are most at risk from COVID, are unvaccinated or unboosted using even locally-developed and relatively ineffective Sinovac and Sinopharm vaccines.

Rather than prioritize the most elderly populations for vaccination, as in the West, the regime focused on working-age populations, apparently as a triage measure. Until March 2021, those aged over 60 in China were banned from receiving vaccines. That ban should be considered criminal.

Pharmacies in cities across the mainland report shortages of antigen tests, off-the-shelf fever medicines, and ibuprofen, leading concerned family members in Singapore and Hong Kong to send basic cold medicines by post. They can take a week to arrive.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Cold medicine is in short supply in pharmacies amid the COVID-19 pandemic in Beijing on Dec. 15, 2022. (Yuxuan Zhang/AFP via Getty Images)


Emergency rooms in China are low on oxygen and staff. Retired medical personnel are recalled and required to work even if sick from COVID.

The CCP has refused offers by the United States to supply medication on an emergency basis. The regime’s hyper-nationalism likewise led to the refusal of the West’s mRNA vaccines. Beijing is apparently too proud to accept any assistance from the West, even in life-or-death situations, to avoid demonstrating to regular Chinese citizens that the CCP is not, in fact, at the cutting edge of biotechnology.

The cover-up of overflowing hospitals and morgues is a stunning failure by the CCP, whose cover-ups caused the global pandemic in the first place. Had the regime followed protocols developed after the SARS epidemic in the early 2000s, COVID might have been nipped in the bud, and almost 7 million global deaths, so far, avoided.

Now the world, including Chinese citizens, trusts the regime less than ever. Due to the current wave of infections, and the CCP’s upcoming opening of the country’s borders for mainland travelers after Jan. 8, the world is increasing protective measures while Beijing downgrades its own. The result is convergence.

After Jan. 8, China will shift from eight days of quarantine for incoming travelers to just a negative test within 48 hours of travel. Several countries are doing the same to China. The United States, Japan, Taiwan, Malaysia, Italy, and India have all increased rules for travelers from the country.

The strategy seeks to stop new post-Omicron variants from spreading beyond China. But the measures will have little effect as such variants can develop anywhere, and travelers from China are, in any case, fanning out to third countries that have no such restrictions.

The new measures against Chinese travelers, including by the Biden administration, are better understood as “political inoculation,” according to The Wall Street Journal. They allow politicians to claim they did something about China’s current COVID wave and avoid obvious cases on planes. But they do little else.

The CCP is desperately trying to hide its latest COVID wave while simultaneously directing blame to November’s anti-lockdown protesters. But the fault is with the CCP alone. Its lack of transparency and planning failures directly result from its authoritarian medical and economic policies. It trumpeted its authoritarianism over the past three years, but in the final analysis, CCP leader Xi Jinping is again demonstrating that communism fails disastrously.

The 1.4 billion Chinese people are the victims. Transparency, democracy, and the market economy, including in pharmaceutical development, again prove its life-saving superiority.

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 Federal Reserve (Fed) has made remarkable progress in its counter-inflation efforts. Flows of new money into the economy—the ultimate inflationary fuel—have slowed and, by some measures, reversed. Meanwhile, consumer price pressures seem to have moderated. Signs are indeed encouraging.

It would, however, be a mistake to look for a quick end to inflationary concerns. Inflation such as this country has suffered neither lifts quickly nor easily. It will take time, and the Fed will have to continue its counter-inflation efforts for a while longer before the country can declare itself inflation free.

The news on money flows is especially noteworthy. The Fed began its counter-inflation policies only last March. It nudged up interest rates and began to unwind its “quantitative easing” program through which it used outright bond purchases to inject liquidity directly into financial markets. Subsequently, Fed policymakers stepped up their game, raising interest rates more aggressively and reversing the “quantitative easing” program so that policy has withdrawn liquidity from financial markets.

In response, the so-called monetary base—mostly Fed-provided reserves at banks from which banks create circulating money—has reversed direction. After growing at an astronomical rate of 35 percent a year between 2020 and 2022—surely a major cause of the inflation—this base has declined almost 13 percent in just the seven months between March and October, the most recent period for which data are available. The broad M2 measure of money in circulation also declined over this same time by almost 2.5 percent.

As these liquidity patterns have begun to remove inflationary fuel from the economy, the latest inflation measures have also offered encouragement. The consumer price index (CPI) rose only 0.1 percent in November. Measured over 12 months, the CPI still showed a disturbingly high rise of 7.1 percent, but it was nonetheless a considerable improvement over the frightening 9.1 percent 12-month rise reported in June.

Price details, however, warn not to take these signs of relief too much to heart. Food prices, for example, rose at a 6.2 percent annual rate in November, and shelter rose at an almost 7.5 percent rate. Neither did prices in these two important parts of household budgets show any significant deceleration from earlier months. Indeed, except for fuel prices and the prices of used cars—both of which show less a fundamental moderation than an adjustment from an earlier, untenable spike—the rest of the CPI showed an uncomfortable inflationary momentum, if slightly slower than earlier in the year.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Used cars for sale are displayed on the sales lot at K&L Auto Expert in Richmond, Calif., on May 6, 2022. (Justin Sullivan/Getty Images)


The history of inflation offers its own warning. Take the experience of the last great inflation during the 1970s and 1980s. After a 12 percent rate of CPI inflation in 1974, for example, the pace moderated to a relatively moderate 5.0 percent in 1976. Those who saw that as the end were shocked when 14.0 percent was recorded in 1979.

More recent figures tell a similar story. Take 2003, for example, a year when the inflation average came in right on the Fed’s preferred 2.0 percent rate. The year began with a 0.5 percent CPI jump in January, a 6.1 percent annual rate of advance, enough to cause inflationary concerns. April and May, however, each saw CPI declines of 0.3 percent each, enough, if taken by themselves, to raise fears of outright deflation. But since the year came in right on target, either focus (and the attendant fears it brought) would have been dangerously misplaced.

Another lesson from the past emerges from wage patterns. Wages have been rising at historically rapid rates of just over 5.0 percent a year. Earlier in the year, when inflation was running at its highest, these wage gains failed to keep up with the cost of living, but in recent months, wage gains have outstripped living cost increases. The problem is that worker productivity is on the decline. Output per hour has fallen at almost a 5.0 percent annual rate in 2022.

If companies continue to pay more in real wages than they see in worker productivity, the only protection for the bottom line is to raise prices, given these trends that seem likely in the coming months. During the last great inflation, this pattern—what economists refer to as the “wage-price spiral”—kept up a keen inflationary momentum even after the original cause of the inflation disappeared.

This potential for a wage-price spiral and these other cautionaries should send policymakers and the public two essential messages. First, even though moderated, inflationary pressure remains. Second, it would, as a consequence, be a mistake for the Fed to abandon its counter-inflation policies any time soon—moderate them perhaps but a reversal risks future trouble.

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

Three years ago, I wrote a column criticizing Chief Justice John Roberts’s obsessive preoccupation with wanting the public to regard the Supreme Court as apolitical. Ideally, of course, the Court wouldn’t be political. Its role in our constitutional order is to defend the integrity of the Constitution, to never fall under the sway of democratic passions, and to remain above the fray of partisan politics.

The goal of Supreme Court justices should never be popularity. It’s the Court’s solemn duty to rule on the constitutionality of laws. If a majority of Americans object to a Supreme Court decision, then the elected branches of government—the legislative and executive—can revise the law to bring it into compliance with the Constitution or (admittedly a far more difficult task) to amend the Constitution so that it authorizes some previously off-limits governmental power. 

In the several months before last November’s election, Associate Justice Elena Kagan launched what amounts to a verbal assault against the Court’s independence and its proper place in our polity. Indeed, her remarks were profoundly disturbing, subversive in nature, and potentially dangerous.

In July, Justice Kagan, a Barack Obama appointee, told a judicial conference in Big Sky, Montana, “If, over time, the court loses all connection with the public and with public sentiment, that is a dangerous thing for democracy.”

No, no, no! On the contrary, if the Supreme Court becomes an echo chamber for public sentiment and goes with the democratic flow in its decisions, that’s an exceedingly dangerous thing for our constitutional order. The Supreme Court isn’t supposed to be in sync with democratic sentiments—that’s why justices are appointed for life and not subject to popular elections. The Founders viewed the court as a necessary brake on what otherwise could degenerate into mobocracy—the runaway rule of a democratic majority. For Kagan to assert that the Court should accommodate democratic passions rather than uphold constitutional rights and protections is to remove one of the primary safeguards against constitutional anarchy and the concomitant dissolution of the American republic.

There’s more:

As reported by The Wall Street Journal, “Liberal Justice Elena Kagan, in a series of public appearances, said the court’s conservative majority had diminished the high court’s credibility with decisions that track Republican priorities.” 

If Kagan were truly concerned about the Court’s legitimacy, as she claims to be, she never would have made such a blatantly partisan statement. Let Kagan’s statement sink in: Because certain Court decisions are popular with Republicans and not Democrats, the Court has no credibility. Presumably, then, Kagan has no objections to Court decisions that happen to align with the Democratic Party’s priorities. To echo a statement made above, the role of the Court is to rule on constitutionality, not to be an instrument of either political party. 

The fact that a majority of the current justices do not share Kagan’s expansive, progressive beliefs about good governance and sound constitutionality may frustrate Kagan personally, but it provides no justification for damning the court and maligning justices who adhere to a more traditional concept of constitutional law. This is especially so at a time when discontented citizens have attempted to harass some of her conservative colleagues on the Court by gathering around their homes or, in an extreme case, threatening to assassinate Justice Brett Kavanagh. 

Kagan continued to impugn the legitimacy of the Court in a talk given in September at Northwestern University Pritzker School of Law. She stated that it’s a primary responsibility of the Supreme Court to follow precedent. This is the dubious doctrine of stare decisis—the judicial equivalent of papal infallibility that I debunked in this space three years ago. A rigid adherence to judicial precedence would mean that the United States would today be bound by the infamous 1896 Supreme Court decision in Plessy v. Ferguson that enshrined racial discrimination and the repugnant doctrine of “separate but equal.” 

Kagan’s September criticism of her fellow justices who dared to rule on the opposite side of cases from her included the statement, “When the Court gets involved in things … [that] are very contested in a society, it just looks like it is spoiling for trouble.”

What a bizarre statement! It’s the fact that certain issues are so highly contested that we need the Supreme Court to clarify what is and what isn’t permitted under the current letter of our Constitution. If Kagan really believes that the Court should avoid highly contentious issues, then she should resign her seat so that it can be filled with somebody who doesn’t shrink from that solemn responsibility.

More troubling than Kagan’s apparent pusillanimity about the weighty responsibilities of a Supreme Court justice is her apparent pandering to the democratic/Democratic mob. Given the violence brewing dangerously close to the surface in some of the more extreme partisans in our society today, Kagan should refrain from making any public statements that appear to justify, if not endorse, the passionate partisan assaults and threats against conservative members of the Court.

Imagine how the conservative justices on the Court must feel when they learn of one of their colleagues declaring in public that those justices are wrong to issue rulings that contradict what an apparent democratic/Democratic majority wants. By publicly declaring that her conservative colleagues are wrong to dare to defy the will of the mob and to follow their own conscience in interpreting the Constitution, Kagan (unwittingly, one hopes) could be painting a target on their back. Does she view Justices Sam Alito, Clarence Thomas, et al. as “enemies of the people”? And by questioning the legitimacy of Supreme Court decisions that are highly unpopular in certain circles, is she giving tacit approval to the mob’s aggressive proclivities? I’m not saying that is her intent, but her public statements are dangerously inflammatory, and her colleagues’ safety could be at stake.

The bottom line is this: If Justice Kagan is incapable of refraining from publicly undermining her colleagues and is unwilling to defend the independence of the Supreme Court from democratic majoritarianism, then she should resign her seat on the Court. She needs to choose whether to be a member of the mob or a member of the Court; she shouldn’t be both.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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The local share market has ended a dismal year with a bit of a whimper.

After being up as many as 53 points in early trading and again close to that by late afternoon, the benchmark S&P/ASX200 index fell steadily in the final 30 minutes of trading to close Friday up just 18.6 points, or 0.27 percent, at 7038.7.

The broader All Ordinaries gained 24.4 points, or 0.34 percent, to 7221.7.

For the year, the ASX200 finished down 5.45 percent, its worst performance since 2018. While the index gained 8.7 percent over the fourth quarter, it ended December down 3.4 percent for the month.

It finished the holidays-shortened week down one percent, its fourth straight week in the red.

On the “glass half full” side, its annual performance was far better than a number of international markets.

Across the Ditch, the NZ50 finished the year down 12 percent. With a day of trading left in the US, the S&P500 was down 19.2 percent for the year, while the Dow Jones Industrial Average had lost 8.6 per cent. The global MSCI World index was down 20.3 percent.

Three of the ASX’s 11 sectors were lower, with property down the most at 0.7 percent.

Consumer staples were basically flat, and the other seven sectors were higher, with tech the biggest gainer, up 1.5 per cent, as Xero rose 2.2 percent.

The heavyweight mining sector had edged 0.1 per cent lower, with BHP down 0.4 percent to $45.63, Northern Star down 1.5 percent to $10.91 and Fortescue Metals down 0.7 percent to $20.51.

Lithium miners were having another good day, with Pilbara up 1.9 percent, Liontown adding 4.4 percent and Core Lithium climbing 5.1 per cent to a week-high of $1.025 as its first-ever lithium shipment was loaded from the company’s new Finnis mine near Darwin.

Chief Northern Territory Minister Natasha Fyles and Deputy Chief Minister Nicole Manison were on hand to witness the lithium being loaded on a bulk carrier at Darwin Port for delivery to Fangcheng, China.

Elsewhere in the sector, gold miners were drooping, with Northern Star down 1.5 percent and Evolution falling 1.3 percent.

But coal miners were recovering after a gloomy few sessions, with New Hope adding 2.3 percent and Whitehaven up 1.5 percent.

All the big banks were up, with CBA and NAB the biggest gainers, both climbing 0.5 percent, to $102.60 and $30.06, respectively. Westpac and ANZ both added 0.3 percent, to $23.35 and $23.66, respectively.

QBE Insurance Group rose 0.5 percent to $13.43, its highest level since the start of the pandemic.

In currency, the Australian dollar was buying 67.76 US cents, up from 67.43 US cents at Thursday’s ASX close.

For the year, the Aussie is down 6.7 percent compared to the greenback, having bought 72.65 US cents this time in 2021.

ON THE ASX:

* The benchmark S&P/ASX200 index closed Friday up 18.6 points, or 0.26 per cent, to 7038.7.

* The broader All Ordinaries gained 24.4 points, or 0.34 per cent, to 7221.7.

CURRENCY SNAPSHOT:

One Australian dollar buys:

* 67.76 US cents, from 67.43 US cents at Thursday’s ASX close

* 89.83 Japanese yen, from 90.10 Japanese yen

* 63.64 Euro cents, from 63.47 Euro cents

* 56.24 British pence, from 56.01 British pence

* 107.12 NZ cents, from 106.32 NZ cents.
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MOSCOW—Russia’s finance ministry on Friday said the maximum possible share of Chinese yuan in its National Wealth Fund (NWF) had been doubled to 60 percent as it restructures its rainy-day fund to reduce dependency on currencies from so-called “unfriendly” nations.

The ministry said the permitted share of gold in the NWF would also be doubled, to 40 percent. It said balances in the British pound and Japanese yen had been reduced to zero.

Russia has been using its NWF, which stood at $186.5 billion as of Dec. 1, to finance its widening budget deficit this year.

“The Russian finance ministry is continuing its consistent reduction of the share of currencies of ‘unfriendly’ states in the structure of the National Wealth Fund’s assets,” the ministry said in a statement.

Russia deems any country that has hit it with sanctions over its actions in Ukraine as “unfriendly” and has responded with counter-measures.

After the West blocked Russia’s central bank from dealing in U.S. dollars, euros, and pounds, and froze around half—or $300 billion—of its international reserves, Moscow accelerated a campaign to shift its substantial reserves into more accessible currencies.

Finance Minister Anton Siluanov said that trend will continue next year when Russia could resume transactions under its budget rule—a scheme where some profits on oil and gas sales are saved in foreign currencies.

“In order to hedge exchange rate risks, we have always [replenished the NWF] in foreign currency,” Siluanov said earlier this week.

“From among the currencies of ‘friendly’ countries, the yuan has the characteristics of a reserve currency to the greatest extent, as well as sufficient liquidity in our domestic foreign exchange market,” he added.

The Moscow Exchange, Russia’s largest bourse, said yuan-ruble trading volumes would surpass dollar-ruble trading volumes next year as financial links between Moscow and Beijing continue to intensify.
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WASHINGTON—Southwest Airlines promised to reimburse passengers for expenses such as hotels and car rentals in addition to refunding tickets after it canceled thousands of flights due to a massive winter storm and said there would be a still-undetermined hit to its earnings.

“There’ll certainly be an impact to the fourth quarter,” Chief Commercial Officer Ryan Green told reporters on a call on Thursday. “We’re … working through all the financial elements of this. We’ll share that information when we have all that compiled and are ready to do that.”

Some analysts estimate the meltdown could shave as much as 9 percent off Southwest’s fourth-quarter earnings.

Company executives on the call declined to estimate the number of travelers affected by the disruptions since Dec. 23.

“If you had to make alternative travel arrangements like hotels, meals, rental cars, gas for rental car, those will qualify for reimbursements,” Green said, adding that it would take several weeks for the repayments.

The carrier has canceled at least 16,000 flights in the past week, including roughly 60 percent of all scheduled flights on Thursday, according to data from flight tracker FlightAware. Friday cancellations dropped drastically, with Southwest saying it was “eager to return to a state of normalcy” ahead of the New Year holiday weekend.

Just two months ago, Southwest had forecast “strong” earnings in the fourth quarter and had estimated a 13 percent to 17 percent jump in operating revenue.

The bitter weather was just part of the problem for Southwest. Its dated technology failed to map crew to flights and its point-to-point operational structure created chaos for schedules, the company has admitted and union members have said.

[image: Southwest Airlines passengers] The departures board is overwhelmed with delayed and cancelled flights after U.S. airlines, led by Southwest, canceled thousands of flights due to a massive winter storm which swept over much of the country before and during the Christmas holiday weekend, at Dallas Love Field Airport in Dallas on Dec. 28, 2022. (Shelby Tauber/Reuters)


The U.S. government has called the airline’s meltdown a system failure and vowed action.

In a letter to Southwest chief Bob Jordan on Thursday, Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg warned that the company would be held accountable if it did not fulfill commitments to customers for “controllable delays and cancellations.”

The company has been eager to show it is turning the page on the debacle.

Jordan apologized for the disruption and said the process to reposition crew and aircraft following the storms had been a “manual process” that has taken time, and a “volunteer army” made up of salaried employees at the company’s headquarters was helping.

“I cannot imagine that this doesn’t drive changes to the plan” to modernize the airline’s operations, Jordan said, adding that technology improvements were under way but it was a “large and complicated process.”

Employee unions say they have repeatedly warned Southwest management that the airline’s technology systems badly needed upgrades.

Flight attendants have been complaining about technological failures at the airline for years, according to Lyn Montgomery, president of the Southwest Airlines Flight Attendants Union, a local 556 of the Transport Workers Union.

“There’s many ways it could have been avoided,” Montgomery said on Thursday on CNN, saying that could have included commitments by Southwest executives to ensure that IT infrastructure would be able to meet the carrier’s growth.

The comments echoed those of the Southwest Airlines Pilots Association, which said leadership had failed to adapt operations to address repeated systems failures, despite years of calls for improvements by the union.

Improvements it called for included changes to crew scheduling software and communication tools that would have allowed displaced crews to remain in contact with the company.
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Hershey Sued Over Chocolate Containing Heavy Metals


						[image: A Hershey's chocolate bar in a photo illustration in Encinitas, Calif., on Jan. 29, 2015. (Mike Blake/Reuters)]
A Hershey's chocolate bar in a photo illustration in Encinitas, Calif., on Jan. 29, 2015. (Mike Blake/Reuters)
						

							
							Companies							
						
By Reuters
				[image: Reuters]
				Reuters




				

				


								December 30, 2022
								Updated: December 30, 2022
							
NEW YORK—Hershey Co. has been sued by a consumer who accused the company of selling dark chocolate that contains harmful levels of lead and cadmium.

In a proposed class action filed on Wednesday, Christopher Lazazzaro said he would not have bought or would have paid less for Hershey’s Special Dark Mildly Sweet Chocolate, Lily’s Extra Dark Chocolate 70 percent Cocoa, and Lily’s Extreme Dark Chocolate 85 percent Cocoa had Hershey disclosed their metals content.

Hershey did not immediately respond on Thursday to requests for comment on the lawsuit, which was filed in the federal court in Central Islip, New York.

Some studies suggest that the antioxidants and relatively low levels of sugar in dark chocolate could help prevent cardiovascular disease.

Lazazzaro, a resident of Nassau County, New York, sued two weeks after Consumer Reports unveiled the results of scientific testing of 28 dark chocolate bars for lead and cadmium.

The magazine said that while all 28 contained the heavy metals, 23 including chocolate from Dove, Godiva, Lindt, and Trader Joe’s contained potentially harmful levels of lead, cadmium or both for people who eat one ounce of chocolate a day.

[image: Hershey chocolate] The company logo for Hershey Co. is displayed on a screen on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) in New York on March 4, 2019. (Brendan McDermid/Reuters)


Hershey’s Special Dark bar and Lily’s 70 percent bar were high in lead, and Lily’s 85 percent bar was high in lead and cadmium, the magazine said.

Lazazzaro said reasonable consumers would be turned off by such levels because they pose a “serious health risk,” and that consumers rely on Hershey to be truthful about ingredients in its products.

The lawsuit seeks at least $5 million of damages, including at least $500 per transaction under New York law.

Hershey bought Lily’s for $425 million in June 2021.

Lazazzaro’s lawyers did not immediately respond to requests for comment, including as to whether other lawsuits are planned.

The case is Lazazzaro v Hershey Co., U.S. District Court, Eastern District of New York, No. 22-07923.

By Jonathan Stempel
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At Southwest Airlines, a Day of Calm After a Week of Chaos


						[image: A Southwest Airlines ground operations crew member waits to guide an arriving jet into a gate at Sky Harbor International Airport in Phoenix on Dec. 28, 2022. (Matt York/AP Photo)]
A Southwest Airlines ground operations crew member waits to guide an arriving jet into a gate at Sky Harbor International Airport in Phoenix on Dec. 28, 2022. (Matt York/AP Photo)
						

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




				

				


								December 30, 2022
								Updated: December 30, 2022
							


DALLAS—Southwest Airlines returned to a relatively normal flight schedule Friday, as the focus shifts to making things right with what could be well more than a million passengers who missed family connections or flights home during the holidays, and many of whom are still missing luggage.

The Dallas carrier, which had canceled thousands of flights every day this week after a winter storm last weekend, reported 43 cancellations Friday. While that was still more than United, American, and Delta combined, it’s progress following one of the most chaotic weeks in aviation history for a single airline.

Federal regulators have vowed a rigorous review of what happened at Southwest, with all eyes on outdated crew-scheduling technology that left flight crews out of place after the storm hit, essentially shutting down almost all of the carrier’s operations.

On Friday, however, Southwest passengers reported relatively empty flights, some with one person to a row, as the carrier reshuffled routes and sent planes, and crews, to where they needed to be.

John and Rosaria Monte had been watching their Southwest flights closely this week as the airline struggled and their home city of Buffalo, New York, dug out for a deadly blizzard.

They had no trouble Friday flying from Buffalo through Chicago to see their daughter and enjoy some warmer weather in Dallas for New Year’s.

“My husband kept checking it [the flight schedule] through the night and early this morning and everything went accordingly,” Rosaria said. “They were super friendly everywhere and not a problem.”

Yet if even one leg of a flight was scheduled with Southwest this week, there were very different emotions.

“I’m still reeling from the experience,” said Theresa Kraus, arriving home Friday in Dallas after being stuck for four days in Washington.

Kraus left late last week just before the storm to see her children for Christmas, and was supposed to return Tuesday.

“I paid my daughter’s roommate $100 to stay in her room and had my medication FedEx-ed to me,” Kraus said.

Kraus is a frequent flyer, and has grown frustrated with Southwest.

“It’s just the inconvenience of four days with not being able to get home,” she said.

U.S. Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg in a letter to Southwest CEO Robert Jordan late Thursday called the week of disruptions “unacceptable.”

“While weather can disrupt flight schedules, the thousands of cancellations by Southwest in recent days have not been because of the weather,” Buttigieg wrote. “Other airlines that experienced weather-related cancellations and delays due to the winter storm recovered relatively quickly, unlike Southwest.”

At airports across the country passengers had what could be described as a typical holiday week for travel. It was a stark contrast near Southwest Airline counters, where hundreds of people sat on bags or slept where they could, with the Southwest aircraft sitting on the tarmac yards away, but crewless.

Southwest begun accepting reservations again Friday after getting crews and planes into place, and executives have started on what is undoubtedly a long road to regaining the trust of travelers.

Southwest’s Robert Jordan said in an interview with ABC’s Good Morning America on Friday that after safety, there is no greater focus than reimbursing customers and getting them reunited with their luggage.

“This has impacted so many people, so many customers, over the holidays. It’s impacted our employees. And I’m extremely sorry for that,” Jordan said. “There’s just no way almost to apologize enough because we love our customers, we love our people and we really impacted their plans.”

Executives with the airline said this week that it may take as much as a week to connect all Southwest passengers with their destinations.

The air travel industry is just now recovering from the pandemic, which reduced activity to levels not seen since the beginning of the jet age.

Jordan warned that the meltdown this week will “certainly” hit the carrier when it reports fourth quarter financial results at the end of January.

Company shares, which tumbled 8 percent this week, rose about 1 percent Friday.

By Jake Bleiberg
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S&P 500 Closes out Dismal Year With Worst Loss Since 2008
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Wall Street capped a quiet day of trading with more losses Friday, as it closed the book on the worst year for the S&P 500 since 2008.

The benchmark index finished with a loss of 19.4 percent for 2022, or 18.1 percent, including dividends. It’s just its third annual decline since the financial crisis 14 years ago and a painful reversal for investors after the S&P 500 notched a gain of nearly 27 percent in 2021. All told, the index lost $8.2 trillion in value, according to S&P Dow Jones Indices.

The Nasdaq composite, with a heavy component of technology stocks, racked up an even bigger loss of 33.1 percent.

The Dow Jones Industrial Average, meanwhile, posted an 8.8 percent loss for 2022.

Stocks struggled all year as inflation put increasing pressure on consumers and raised concerns about economies slipping into recession. Central banks raised interest rates to fight high prices. The Federal Reserve’s aggressive rate hikes remain a major focus for investors as the central bank walks a thin line between raising rates enough to cool inflation, but not so much that they stall the U.S. economy into a recession.

The Fed’s key lending rate stood at a range of 0 percent to 0.25 percent at the beginning of 2022 and will close the year at a range of 4.25 percent to 4.5 percent after seven increases. The U.S. central bank forecasts that will reach a range of 5 percent to 5.25 percent by the end of 2023. Its forecast doesn’t call for a rate cut before 2024.

Rising interest rates prompted investors to sell the high-priced shares of technology giants such as Apple and Microsoft as well as other companies that flourished as the economy recovered from the pandemic. Amazon and Netflix lost roughly 50 percent of their market value. Tesla and Meta Platforms, the parent company of Facebook, each dropped more than 60 percent, their biggest-ever annual declines.

Oil closed Friday around $80, about $5 higher than where it started the year. But in between oil jumped above $120, helping energy stocks post the only gain among the 11 sectors in the S&P 500, up 59 percent.

China spent most of the year imposing strict COVID-19 policies ,which crimped production for raw materials and goods, but is now in the process of removing travel and other restrictions. It’s uncertain at this point what impact China’s reopening will have on the global economy.

The Fed’s battle against inflation, though, will likely remain the overarching concern on Wall Street in 2023, according to analysts. Investors will continue searching for a better sense of whether inflation is easing fast enough to take pressure off of consumers and the Fed.

If inflation continues to show signs of easing, and the Fed reins in its rate-hiking campaign, that could pave the way for a rebound for stocks in 2023, said Jay Hatfield, CEO of Infrastructure Capital Advisors.

“The Fed has been the overhang on this market, really since November of last year, so if the Fed pauses and we don’t have a major recession, we think that sets us up for a rally,” he said.

There was scant corporate or economic news for Wall Street to review Friday. That, plus the holiday shortened week, set the stage for mostly light trading.

The S&P 500 fell 9.78 points, or 0.3 percent, to finish at 3,839.50. The index posted a 5.9 percent loss for the month of December.

The Dow dropped 73.55 points, or 0.2 percent, to close at 33,147.25. The Nasdaq slipped 11.61 points, or 0.1 percent, to 10,466.48.

Tesla rose 1.1 percent, as it continued to stabilize after steep losses earlier in the week. The electric vehicle maker’s stock plummeted 65 percent in 2022, erasing about $700 billion of market value.

Southwest Airlines rose 0.9 percent as its operations returned to relative normalcy following massive cancellations over the holiday period. The stock still ended down 6.7 percent for the week.

Small company stocks also fell Friday. The Russell 2000 shed 5 points, or 0.3 percent, to close at 1,761.25.

Bond yields mostly rose. The yield on the 10-Year Treasury, which influences mortgage rates, rose to 3.88 percent from 3.82 percent late Thursday. Although bonds typically fair well when stocks slump, 2022 turned out to be one of the worst years for the bond market in history, thanks to the Fed’s rapid rate increases and inflation.

Several big updates on the employment market are on tap for the first week of 2023. It has been a particularly strong area of the economy and has helped create a bulwark against a recession. That has made the Fed’s job more difficult, though, because strong employment and wages mean it may have to remain aggressive to keep fighting inflation. That, in turn, raises the risk of slowing the economy too much and bringing on a recession.

The Fed will release minutes from its latest policy meeting on Wednesday, potentially giving investors more insight into its next moves.

The government will also release its November report on job openings Wednesday. That will be followed by a weekly update on unemployment on Thursday. The closely-watched monthly employment report is due Friday.

Wall Street is also waiting on the latest round of corporate earnings reports, which will start flowing in around the middle of January. Companies have been warning investors that inflation will likely crimp their profits and revenue in 2023. That’s after spending most of 2022 raising prices on everything from food to clothing in an effort to offset inflation, though many companies went further and actually padded their profit margins.

Companies in the S&P 500 are expected to broadly report a 3.5 percent drop in earnings during the fourth quarter, according to FactSet. Analysts expect earnings to then remain roughly flat through the first half of 2023.

U.S. stock markets will be closed Monday in observance of the New Year’s Day holiday.
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Benchmark U.S. crude oil for February delivery rose $1.86 to $80.26 a barrel Friday. Brent crude for March delivery rose $2.45 to $85.91 a barrel.

Wholesale gasoline for January delivery rose 9 cents to $2.46 a gallon. January heating oil rose 5 cents to $3.36 a gallon. February natural gas fell 8 cents to $4.48 per 1,000 cubic feet.

Gold for February delivery rose 20 cents to $1,826.20 an ounce. Silver for March delivery fell 21 cents to $24.04 an ounce and March copper fell 1 cent to $3.81 a pound.

The dollar fell to 131 Japanese yen from 132.90 yen. The euro rose to $1.0700 from $1.0677.
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Regulators in the Bahamas are holding on to $3.5 billion worth of FTX assets that it claims are intended to be transferred to those who were monetarily affected by the crypto-fallout as customers of the company have filed a lawsuit to get their dues prioritized.

After crypto exchange FTX filed for bankruptcy in November, around $372 million worth of tokens were stolen from the company by an unknown actor. Based on the information regarding the cyberattack provided by former CEO Sam Bankman-Fried, the Securities Commission of The Bahamas determined that there was a “significant risk of imminent dissipation” of digital assets owned or under the control of FTX.

The commission thus requested, and subsequently obtained, a court order to safeguard these assets by transferring them to secure digital wallets that are under its exclusive control, according to a press release (pdf) on Dec. 29.

“On 12 November 2022, the Commission, in the exercise of its powers as regulator acting under the authority of an Order made by the Supreme Court of The Bahamas, took the action of directing the transfer of all digital assets of under the custody or control of FTXDM or its principals, valued at more than US$3.5 billion, based on market pricing at the time of transfer, to digital wallets controlled by the Commission, for safekeeping,” the release said.

The transferred digital assets will be held under the control of the commission on a temporary basis until such time that the Supreme Court asks the commission to hand them over to creditors and customers.

Alternatively, the commission might also transfer assets to the joint provisional liquidators (JPL) to be administered under the rules related to insolvency of the FTX estate.

FTX Creditors

FTX filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy after concerns about the balance sheet of the company triggered a mass withdrawal of funds by depositors, which pushed the firm into a liquidity crisis.

The company had earlier estimated that there would be 100,000 creditors who would be affected by the collapse, but later raised it to more than a million.

In late December, FTX customers filed a class-action lawsuit against the company and its former top executives seeking a declaration that the firm’s digital asset holdings belong to customers.

The lawsuit argues that FTX had pledged to segregate customer accounts, but instead allowed them to be misappropriated. As a result, the customers should be repaid first, it said.

“Customer class members should not have to stand in line along with secured or general unsecured creditors in these bankruptcy proceedings just to share in the diminished estate assets of the FTX Group and Alameda,” the lawsuit stated.

Other Lawsuits

Bankman-Fried’s criminal case on the FTX collapse was recently reassigned to U.S. District Judge Lewis Kaplan, who is known to have earlier handled a sexual abuse lawsuit against Britain’s Prince Andrew and defamation lawsuits against former President Donald Trump.

The ex-FTX CEO is being accused by the U.S. Department of Justice of causing billions of dollars in losses due to the fallout. He was recently granted bail on a $250 million bond and is required to remain under detention in his parents’ California home. Bankman-Fried has not yet entered a plea.

Gary Wang, co-founder of FTX, as well as Caroline Ellison, former co-CEO of Bankman-Fried’s Alameda Research, are facing charges. They are pleading guilty to federal charges and are said to be cooperating with prosecutors.
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Coal, Gas Lead 2022 Commodities Rally; Recession Clouds New Year
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SINGAPORE—Coal and natural gas markets ended 2022 with strong gains on Friday after a global energy crisis triggered by the Russia-Ukraine war stoked prices, and tighter supplies expected in 2023 could fuel more gains.

Industrial metals, iron ore and rubber finished in negative territory, pushed down in 2022 by China’s strict zero-COVID policy and fears of a world recession.

Agricultural markets, including grains and palm oil, jumped to all-time highs in March on adverse weather and pandemic-related supply disruptions, triggering higher food prices and warnings of famine, though those commodities gave up some of their gains in the second half.

“Despite the recent price declines, commodities will still likely finish the year as the best performing asset class,” Goldman Sachs said in its 2023 commodity outlook.

“From a fundamental perspective, the set-up for most commodities next year is more bullish than it has been at any point since we first highlighted the super-cycle in October 2020.”

Supply Strain

Global gas markets were roiled this year after Russia cut supplies to Europe and a major pipeline was damaged amid the war in Ukraine, leading European countries to import record volumes of non-Russian gas to ensure winter supplies.

The additional demand for liquefied natural gas (LNG) and tighter supplies of piped gas placed enormous strain on the global market, spurring an energy crisis that pushed oil and gas prices to record highs.

Newcastle coal futures soared almost 140 percent in 2022, the biggest jump since 2008. Global crude topped $139 a barrel in March then cooled as central bank rate hikes threatened to tip economies into recession. Oil settled at $85.91 per barrel on Friday, up 10 percent on the year.

In Europe, the benchmark Dutch front-month gas contract ended about 8% higher, down from the record highs seen earlier in the year as Europe successfully built up gas stocks.

U.S. gas futures jumped by more than 20 percent and Dutch wholesale gas prices rose by almost 8 percent, both up for a third consecutive year.

Because Europe will continue to import LNG to rebuild gas inventories next year after winter, gas prices are expected to remain elevated as limited new supplies come onstream.

The dismantling of tight pandemic controls in China, the world’s second-largest LNG importer, could also promote economic recovery and greater LNG consumption next year.

However, a European cap on gas prices starting in February could keep a lid on the market and reduce the volatility seen this year.

In industrial metals, copper on the London Metal Exchange is on track to fall 13 percent this year and aluminium is down about 15 percent. Both reached record highs in March.

Spot prices of iron ore bound for China, which consumes about two-thirds of global supply, have fallen about 4 percent this year, ending near $118 per tonne.

Citi analysts are bearish on nickel and zinc for the next six to 12 months, seeing strong supply growth, and bullish on iron ore and aluminium.

“Iron ore is expected to remain strong in the near term and could follow through in the bull case of a major China credit easing,” they said in a note.

China’s U-turn on COVID policy and its pledge to increase support for the real estate sector helped to support ferrous and non-ferrous metals in December.

Still, optimism has been tempered by the country’s surging COVID-19 infections and risks of global recession in 2023 if central banks, as expected, keep hiking rates.

Nickel, the outperformer in metals, is on course for a 45 percent rise, its largest since 2010, partly because of a shortage of metal that can be delivered against the LME contract and partly because of volatility created by low volumes and liquidity after a trading fiasco in March.

Rising Food Prices

Benchmark Chicago wheat futures jumped to an all-time high of $13.63-1/2 a bushel in March on supply disruptions. Fewer grain exports from Ukraine further pressured a market already higher on adverse weather and COVID-19 related restrictions. Wheat ended the year up about 3 percent, however, after a tentative renewal of some Ukrainian exports.

Corn and soybeans hit a decade high, while Malaysia’s benchmark crude palm oil prices climbed to an all-time record. Soybeans and corn both ended the year up around 14 percent, as severe drought in Argentina raised concerns about South America’s crop.

Going forward, food-commodity prices are likely to stay elevated. Wheat production is unlikely to replenish depleted world inventories, at least in the first half of 2023, while crops producing edible oils are suffering from adverse weather in Latin America and Southeast Asia.

“U.S. winter wheat is facing harsh cold weather and, even if the crop improves, we will have those supplies [only] in the second half of 2023,” said a Singapore-based trader at an international trading company.

The rice market, which sat out the rally in grain prices in the first half of the year, got a boost after India, the world’s biggest exporter, decided in September to curb supplies. India’s 5 percent broken parboiled rice is up almost 6 percent in 2022 and Vietnam’s 5 percent broken rice has gained more than 15 percent.

Among precious metals, gold has lost around 1 percent in 2022, down for a second year, silver is up almost 3 percent, platinum has gained 11 percent and palladium is down 5 percent.

As worries over recession cloud consumer demand, coffee is among the biggest commodities losers of the year. Robusta fell 24 percent in 2022 and arabica lost more than a quarter of its value, also impacted by expectations of a bumper crop in top grower Brazil.

Tokyo rubber has lost more than 8 percent while raw sugar was up more than 6 percent. ICE cotton has dropped more than 26 percent in 2022 on softening demand.

By Naveen Thukral and Florence Tan
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Australian researchers have set off on their most ambitious polar expedition in two decades, aiming to drill down into million-year-old ice to learn about how the earth’s climate changes.

A convoy of five specially designed tractor trains intends to traverse 1200 kilometres to Little Dome C in Antarctica, where—if successful—they will set up a camp for scientists to start drilling as early as next summer.

The team of 10, which includes a field leader, glaciologist, doctor, engineers and mechanics, began their journey from Casey research station in East Antarctica on December 23.

They are travelling at about 10km/h and are set to face temperatures potentially as low as minus 50 degrees, changing ice conditions, and challenging terrain.

The tractors are pulling sleds containing living quarters and equipment.

Scientists hope to ultimately drill down about 2.8km to retrieve cores from more than one million years old ice.

Little Dome C, the site of the ice core, is 3230 metres above sea level.

Researchers will analyse air bubbles trapped in the cores to help inform what scientists understand about the climate system’s stability over the past one million years.

The mission should also help scientists make predictions about the future, and shed light on why the ice age cycle changed from a 41,000-year cycle to a 100,000-year cycle about one million years ago.

Environment and Water Minister Tanya Plibersek hailed the mission as “one of the most significant Antarctic science endeavours ever undertaken by Australia”, or indeed, any country.

“The departure of the traverse team is a major milestone in the Million Year Ice Core Project,” she said.

“The effort of this team and their summer expedition will provide the logistical support for Australia to drill and return the ice core for climate research.

“If successful, it will be the oldest ice core ever obtained.”




1200km. In extreme weather. To secure million year old ice.

While many of us have been relaxing or catching up with loved ones over the Christmas period, a team of 10 expeditioners with 5 ice tractors have set off on the most ambitious polar exploration project in decades. pic.twitter.com/cZzEaCYwG9

— Tanya Plibersek (@tanya_plibersek) December 30, 2022






Ice cores were like “pages in a climate diary” containing chemicals and air bubbles that revealed changes in the atmosphere and climate, Plibersek said.

“Understanding our planet’s climate history provides us with invaluable knowledge to help guide us in the future.”

The team managed to travel 37km before sitting down to a roast turkey and pudding dinner cooked in their mobile kitchen on Christmas Day.

On Boxing Day, they managed to travel 105km over 10 hours in good weather conditions.

The expedition is expected to take more than a month, with the team slated to return to Casey station in early February.
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News Analysis

Texas state senators struggled for more than six hours last week to get straight answers from Wall Street giants BlackRock and State Street, two of the world’s largest asset managers, regarding what they are doing to compel companies whose shares they own to get in line with the ESG movement.

Having joined global Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) clubs like Climate Action 100+ and the Net Zero Asset Managers initiative (NZAM), and signed pledges to leverage their voting power as the largest shareholders in 90 percent of the S&P 500 companies to “reach net zero emissions by 2050 or sooner across all assets under management,” the asset managers testified that, in reality, they are doing no such thing.

When asked by Senate Chairman Bryan Hughes to clarify BlackRock’s pledge to Climate Action 100+ “to secure commitments from companies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions consistent with the Paris Agreement,” BlackRock’s Head of External Affairs Dalia Blass responded that BlackRock merely talks to companies whose shares they own to learn about their “material risks and opportunities.”

“We participate in Climate Action 100 to engage in dialogue with other participants, market participants, governments so that we understand issues that are relevant to our clients,” said Blass, who recently joined BlackRock from the Biden Administration where she worked at the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). The motto of Climate Action 100+ is “Global investors driving business transition.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] State Senator Bryan Hughes, a Republican, speaks during a Texas Senate Committee hearing in Marshall, Texas, on Dec. 15, 2022. (Consumers’ Research YouTube page / screenshot via The Epoch Times)


“The website doesn’t say anything about engaging in dialogue in Climate Action 100,” Hughes responded. “BlackRock’s website says, ‘We have joined Climate Action 100 to help ensure the world’s largest greenhouse gas emitters take necessary action on climate change.’ True or false?”

To which, Blass responded, “Sir … what I can say … two things …”

Having repeated the question, Hughes asked, “Can BlackRock send us a witness who can tell us whether that’s a true or false statement on its website today?”

“Sir, if you pulled that off our website, then that is on our website,” Blass responded.

State Street and BlackRock are two of the “Big Three” largest asset managers. Together with Vanguard, they manage approximately $20 trillion in assets on behalf of corporations, governments, and endowments, as well as the savings of tens of millions of people who are investing through vehicles like 401K plans. Vanguard recently withdrew from its membership in NZAM and was excused from testifying in Texas.

Asset managers who support ESG policies typically make two contradictory claims. In order to make a case that they are not violating their fiduciary duty to people whose savings they manage, they argue that ESG is not an ideology but rather an essential risk-management tool that they use to generate higher returns for their clients.

In a 2021 Euromoney interview, State Street Global Advisors’ Chief Investment Officer Lori Heinel explained that “companies who pay attention to their ESG footprint and profile, and proactively manage that, actually are better managed companies and that accrues to a longer term shareholder result.”

Simultaneously, asset managers claim that, despite what they may have said or pledged, they actually don’t do anything to push the ESG agenda on companies, and are in fact active supporters of the fossil fuel industry.

Blass told the senators that it has $107 billion invested in public energy companies in Texas. “We’ve invested in Texas energy, just the past two years, $31 billion,” she said. “We believe in these investments; we do not boycott oil and gas.”

State Sen. Bob Hall asked: “Where’s the empirical data that supports that net zero is good for the bottom line, that it actually would improve income, improve revenue? And the rest of the things that are stuck in that woke analysis, where is the empirical data that says this will actually be a benefit to the investment?”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Dalia Blass, BlackRock’s Head of External Affairs and Lori Heinel, State Street Global Advisors’ Chief Investment Officer during a Texas Senate Committee hearing in Marshall, Texas, on Dec. 15, 2022. (Consumers’ Research YouTube page / screenshot via The Epoch Times)


Blass responded that, based on BlackRock’s research, “we believe that an orderly transition to a low carbon economy is much more beneficial for our clients’ portfolios. A disorderly transition can cost the global economy about a 25 percent reduction in GDP.”

Heinel told the Texas senators, “I have no evidence that this is good for returns in any time frame. In fact, we’ve seen the evidence to be quite contrary. Last year if you didn’t own energy companies you did miserably compared to broad benchmarks. The year before, that was quite the opposite … but that was just a happenstance, that’s not because it’s a good investment.”

Regarding compliance with ESG criteria, BlackRock CEO Larry Fink stated at the New York Times 2017 DealBook summit that “behaviors are going to have to change, and this is one thing that we’re asking companies. You have to force behaviors, and here at BlackRock we are forcing behaviors.”

Hughes cited a statement from Fink to CEOs in 2020: “Climate change has become a defining factor in companies’ long-term prospects. … we are on the edge of a fundamental reshaping of finance.” He asked Blass how BlackRock thought finance should be reshaped.

Blass responded that the goal of finance as BlackRock sees it has always been “to find opportunities for our clients and to manage risks in their portfolios so that we can produce the best risk-adjusted returns.” BlackRock’s mission, she said, hasn’t changed.

Hughes told Blass: “What we’re learning is, BlackRock says whatever it needs to say to whoever it’s talking to at the time,” he said. “That’s what we’re experiencing today.”

Heinel testified that, like BlackRock, State Street joined various ESG clubs like Climate Action 100+, Ceres, and the Glasgow Financial Alliance for Net Zero (GFANZ) merely to learn “how to think about climate change,” Heinel said. “We’re trying to understand how these various risks are becoming as important as traditional financial risks,” citing as an example new taxes that may be imposed in Europe on “companies that they believe are bad actors from a climate standpoint.”

When asked to clarify why companies should follow ESG criteria, asset managers cite the effect of government policies, like taxes and penalties for companies that don’t comply with ESG criteria, as well as state subsidies for renewable energy, all of which are part of what Blass called the “net zero transition, the transition to a low carbon economy.” According to clubs like Climate Action 100+ and GFANZ, the role of asset managers who join these clubs is to compel companies whose shares they own into compliance.

Heinel testified that, as an index fund manager, Vanguard must buy and hold the shares of companies included in a given index such as the S&P 500. Therefore, if they want to influence companies’ behavior, they must work with executives of those companies rather than avoid their shares.

“We engage with companies in our portfolios; we do not divest,” Heinel said. State Street currently owns more than $140 billion in shares of energy companies.

On the other hand, she said, “we do not discriminate against companies in any sector, including energy companies … That means we do not tell those energy companies to shift their strategy, or to drill more wells.”

Texas senators brought up the case of the Pirky power plant, a coal-fired plant located near the hearing site, which though operationally viable is being shut down by its parent company, American Electric Power (AEP), shares of which are owned by BlackRock.

“Climate Action 100 says AEP is one of [BlackRock’s] focus companies, and as you know, Climate Action 100 assesses utility companies based on whether they’ve assigned a retirement date to each and every coal unit with a full phase out by 2040,” Hughes said. He quoted from a paper co-authored by BlackRock and GFANZ, titled “How to Facilitate the Early Retirement of High Emitting Assets,” which stated that asset managers must “manage down the greenhouse gas emissions from their portfolios rather than divest and transfer them to someone with less climate ambition.”

“That means that GFANZ, working with BlackRock, has said it’s better to make the companies keep the coal plants and manage them down, that means shut them down, rather than sell them to someone else who will keep operating them and keep the power and the jobs coming,” Hughes stated.

Blass responded that “managing down” doesn’t mean closing plants and that BlackRock is an investor in carbon-capture technology to reduce emissions.

State Sen. Brian Birdwell noted that one third of Texas electricity generation comes from coal-fired plants and said “we’re scared to death about what you’re going to do to our citizens in the state of Texas.”

“You told us earlier that your objective was to maximize investments,” Hall said. “Now you’re telling us that your objective is zero carbon emissions. Which is it?”

“Our objective as a fiduciary asset manager is to provide the best risk adjusted returns for our clients,” Blass said. “We do that by looking at how the companies are managing their risks and as the global regulators, including here in the United States, are moving more and more towards a regulatory system around net zero and carbon production, we look at how they’re managing that to make sure that long-term they’re able to produce results for our clients.”

Texas State Sen. Lois Kolkhorst said she worried about the “the disadvantage for our country as we bend to ESG but some of our competitors do not.” China has dramatically increased its investment in coal-fired power plants, she said, but “right here in the county in which we sit, we’re going to decommission a coal plant because of ESG scoring; because AEP is being forced to do that to be eligible to compete to get funds.”

“China, Russia, and India are putting their countries first,” Kolkhorst told Blass and Heinel. “While we’re all bending to some scoring where you all sit around a table.”

Hall said that when the pollution and emissions from the construction and disposal of wind turbines and solar panels is factored in, the environmental benefits of renewable energy are unclear.

“All the concrete and steel and construction, that gets left out of the carbon analysis and they just pretend that it only exists once it’s in place and the blades are turning,” Hall said. “The analysis that ignores the manufacturing and the disposal process of solar panels—huge impact to the environment, that gets left out. So we’re going to run around say, ‘Oh, this is low carbon impact.’

“It’s not, it’s a lie.”

The senators asked how BlackRock would respond to a letter from New York City Comptroller Brad Lander charging that BlackRock failed to honor its commitments to NZAM. Lander’s letter was written in response to a letter that BlackRock wrote to 19 state attorneys general in red states who accused BlackRock of putting ideology above its fiduciary duty to investors. In this letter, BlackRock denied it was using its power as the world’s largest asset manager to compel corporations into compliance with net-zero goals.

Lander took the opposite tack from red state AGs, charging that, despite its pledges to various climate clubs, “BlackRock now abdicates responsibility for driving net zero alignment in its own portfolio by saying that it does not ask companies to set specific emissions targets, and that its participation in NZAM does not mean BlackRock is setting or meeting any net zero targets.”

Lander threatened that he would be “reassessing our business relationships with all of our asset managers, including BlackRock, through the lens of our climate responsibilities.”

Blass declined to answer questions regarding what her firm would do in light of New York City’s threat.

BlackRock was recently granted a three-year exemption by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) that allowed it to own up to 20 percent of America’s public utility companies; Vanguard is currently seeking the same approval. Vanguard’s withdrawal from NZAM, which occurred simultaneously with its request for an exemption from FERC, was condemned by climate activist Al Gore as “irresponsible and short-sighted” and by Lander as a “cowardly walk-back.”


Read MoreAl Gore Endorses Biden Presidency on Earth Day but Is Criticized by Michael Moore




“New York can do whatever they want to do, and the crazy coast can do the whatever they want to do,” Hall said. “This is Texas and we do things a little bit different here. We happen to believe in the truth, we happen to believe in honesty and we believe in having real objectives.”

State Sen. Paul Bettencourt told Blass and Heinel, “you better reconsider your positions because it’s, in my mind, an open and shut case that you’re not compliant with Senate Bill 13.” Texas Senate Bill 13 requires that the state divest from companies that boycott fossil fuels.

“You can’t tell the truth to a simple question,” Bettencourt said. “All the discussion today is managing [the Pirky power plant] effectively down to zero. It means you’re going to shut the plant down decades ahead of its economic life. And that’s not good for this local area, it’s not good for the Texas grid, it’s not good for economic reality as I understand it.”

“I am moving toward a conclusion that your two firms are something we shouldn’t invest in because we have different goals,” Kolkhorst said. “Maybe you can’t serve two masters. Maybe it should be more along the Florida lines where we say: you’ve made a decision, we respect that decision, and we take our marbles and go somewhere else.”

Florida announced on Dec. 1 that it would no longer do business with BlackRock, removing approximately $2 billion of state assets that were under BlackRock’s management. Investment bank UBS downgraded BlackRock’s shares in October, stating that “as performance deteriorates and political risk from ESG has increased, we believe the potential for lost fund mandates and regulatory scrutiny has recently increased.”

The Sierra Club, an environmental organization, condemned the Texas hearing as a “right-wing attack on sustainable finance” and “climate denial,” accusing Texas senators of “weaponizing public office against climate action.”


Read MoreChapter Sixteen, Part I: The Communism Behind Environmentalism (UPDATED)




The organization stated that “BlackRock recently disclosed that two-thirds of its largest clients, collectively representing $3.3 trillion in assets under management, have committed to support the energy transition through investments in their portfolios. This is almost 1,000 times the overall amount pulled from the asset manager so far by Republican-led states including Louisiana, West Virginia, and Texas.”

A recent survey of 2,000 retail investors by Consumers’ Research found that 70 percent of retail investors said the primary goal of their investments is to save for retirement or supplement their income; only 3 percent said their primary investment goal is to drive sustainability, and 2 percent said it was to drive social change. By contrast, large state pension funds, such as CalPRS, CalSTRS, the New York State Pension System and New York City’s public pension funds, which together control nearly $1 trillion in assets, are active supporters of ESG investing.

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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Cyber Onslaught on Australia Continues as Major University Falls Victim to Ransomware Attack [Fri, 30 Dec 23:13]A member of the hacking group Red Hacker Alliance uses his computer at their office in Dongguan, Guangdong Province, China, on Aug. 4, 2020. (Nicolas Asfouri/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Privacy Office Unaware of Public Health’s Social Media Data Grab to Target Vaccine Hesitant [Fri, 30 Dec 11:39]Privacy Commissioner of Canada Philippe Dufresne waits to appear before the Standing Committee on Access to Information, Privacy and Ethics in Ottawa on Aug. 8, 2022. (Adrian Wyld/The Canadian Press)



	
Indiana Joins 19 Other States in Banning TikTok From State Devices [Fri, 30 Dec 08:54]The TikTok app is displayed on an Apple iPhone in Washington, on Aug. 7, 2020. (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)



	
TSMC Starts Volume Production of Most Advanced Chips in Taiwan [Fri, 30 Dec 07:16]A logo of Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co. (TSMC) at its headquarters in Hsinchu, Taiwan, on Aug. 31, 2018. (Tyrone Siu/Reuters)



	
Google Must Face Privacy Lawsuit for Tracking Children Without Parental Consent: Appeals Court [Thu, 29 Dec 15:45]People stand in the lobby of Google's Washington headquarters on Jan. 8.  (Mark Wilson/Getty Images)



	
Public Health to Collect Troves of Online Data to Target the Vaccine Hesitant [Thu, 29 Dec 14:54]People protest against vaccine mandates in Ottawa on Jan. 29, 2022. (Noé Chartier/The Epoch Times)



	
Twitter’s New Safety Chief Gives Key Update on ‘General Amnesty’ of Banned Accounts [Thu, 29 Dec 13:38]Elon Musk's Twitter profile on a smartphone placed on printed Twitter logos on April 28, 2022. (Dado Ruvic/Illustration/Reuters)
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Cyber Onslaught on Australia Continues as Major University Falls Victim to Ransomware Attack
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Cyber attackers have struck Australia again, with one of Australia’s top universities, the Queensland University of Technology, announcing a ransomware attack has hit them.

At present, the university notes that there is no evidence any private data was stolen.

The university has shut down its IT systems as a precaution, and students have been warned the effects of the hack could be felt for weeks to come.

Currently, QUT has around 50,000 students enrolled across its two Brisbane campuses.

“QUT’s main priority is to reduce the impact on student progress,” the university said in a statement.

The university will reopen as planned on Jan. 3.

Currently, Australia is experiencing a surge in cybersecurity attacks with over 76,000 cybercrime reports in the 2021-22 year, a jump of nearly 13 percent from the previous period, according to a new report by the ACSC.

Australia a Cyberattack Hotbed

The report comes after several cyber incidents targeting major public companies like Medibank, Australia’s larger health insurer; Optus, the second largest telecommunications company; and EnergyAustralia, one of the three largest energy companies. The defence department was also targeted, as were private companies Vinomofo, Woolworths’ MyDeal, and Medlab.


Read MoreCybercrime Reports Surge as Cyberspace Turns Into a ‘Battleground,’ Report Shows




The Australian government has said it will strike back against cyber hackers with a 100-person strong task force set to debilitate hackers and ransomware syndicates around the world before crimes have been committed.

The task force will be a joint effort between the Australian Federal Police (AFP) and the Australian Signals Directorate (ASD), according to an announcement on Nov. 12.

The group aims to collect intelligence and identify ring-leaders, networks, and infrastructure to disrupt and stop cyber-criminal syndicates.

“The recent Optus and Medibank data breaches have shown the extent of the damage that can be done by malicious actors. This new joint campaign will ensure the full powers of the AFP and ASD are brought to bear to stop such incidents before they start,” said Home Affairs Minister Clare O’Neil in a joint media release along with Defence Minister Richard Marles and Attorney-General Mark Dreyfus.

“Where incidents do take place, it means that cybercriminals will be hunted down and their networks disrupted. It sends an important message to criminals and hackers intending to do harm—Australia will fight back.”

The new counter-ransomware task force will be under the jurisdiction of the Department of Home Affairs Cyber and Critical Technology Coordination Centre and will work with international partners to tackle the criminal syndicates via information sharing, collaboration, and enforcement activities.

Task Force to Scour the World For Targets

O’Neil noted in an interview with the Australian Broadcasting Corporation on Nov. 13 that while the new taskforce would be an entirely new operating model for the ASD and the AFP, it will allow Australia to scour the world for cyber-criminal syndicates.

“This is Australia standing up and punching back,” she said. “We are not going to sit back while our citizens are treated like this and allow there to be no consequences for that.”

O’Neil said the task force would be unique as it would be proactive rather than reactive.

“The first thing is to hunt these people down and disrupt their operations,” she said. “It weakens these groups if governments like ours collaborate with the FBI and other police forces and intelligence agencies around the world.

“But the second important thing that we need to do is stand up and say that Australia is not going to be a soft target for this sort of thing. And if people come after our citizens, we are going to go after them.”

AAP contributed to this report.
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Privacy Office Unaware of Public Health’s Social Media Data Grab to Target Vaccine Hesitant
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The Office of the Privacy Commissioner (OPC) said on Dec. 29 it was unaware of a Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) program to collect vast swaths of online data from Canadians to understand vaccine hesitancy and then target the individuals with tailored messaging to try changing their minds.

“I am not aware of any interactions between our Office and PHAC on this specific initiative,” said OPC spokesperson Tobi Cohen in a statement.

“We remind all institutions that the Privacy Act protects personal information even when it is publicly available, and that institutions are not allowed to collect personal information that is not directly related to an operating program or activity.”

The Epoch Times reported on Dec. 29 that PHAC has awarded a contract to social media intelligence collection firm Pulsar Platform to gather and analyze data on Canadians who are vaccine hesitant.

Pulsar is a British company which PHAC says has a Canada-based research function.

Using this data, PHAC intends to build a messaging campaign that will specifically target certain groups it calls “communities of interests,” such as “indigenous peoples and millennial males.”

Afterwards, the consultant will again collect data to measure the impact of the campaign.

The influence operation will not be the first, with PHAC having conducted a “Fall Booster Campaign” on social media, which the new consultant has been tasked to assess for its performance.

Private Information

The documents related to the program that are publicly available do not mention that the information collected by the consultant should be anonymized when being provided to PHAC.

The Statement of Work asks the consultant for an analysis of vaccine-related conversations and their participants on Twitter, Reddit, forums and other platforms for a span of up to three years.

The statement says to help PHAC “better understand the vaccine landscape in Canada, the consultant must map the volume of vaccine hesitancy conversation and specific conversation pillars over a three-year period, identifying what and who is influencing and driving key peaks in conversation, and what messaging and actions generated a positive response.”

PHAC is asking the consultant to use several advanced tools to comb through the data, such as artificial intelligence to detect sentiments and emotions expressed via text, and use algorithms to structure the data.

The consultant is also required to map individuals with algorithms to assess their sub-communities and demographics.

“Sub-communities are segmented based on interconnections (follower relationships) and then profiled based on their common affinities, demographics, and behaviors.”

PHAC seeks to obtain data on online behaviours from the vaccine hesitant, which suggests the consultant would need to access larger datasets of online activity amassed by aggregation firms to match it with the targeted social media profiles of individuals of interest.

PHAC was contacted regarding the program but has yet to provide a response.

Meanwhile the OPC has confirmed that its investigation into PHAC’s cellphone mobility tracking program is still underway after several complaints were previously filed.

It was revealed a year ago that PHAC had been tracking the movements of Canadians—unbeknown to them—through anonymized cellphone data obtained from private companies, and that it was seeking a contractor to access cellphone towers directly.

PHAC had used the data, in part, to assess Canadians’ compliance with lockdown orders, and seeks to expand the use to other public health issues.

The House of Commons ethics committee told Parliament last spring Canadians should have the option to opt-out of the tracking program.
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Indiana Joins 19 Other States in Banning TikTok From State Devices


						[image: The TikTok app is displayed on an Apple iPhone in Washington, on Aug. 7, 2020. (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)]
The TikTok app is displayed on an Apple iPhone in Washington, on Aug. 7, 2020. (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)
						

							
							US							
						
By Katabella Roberts
				[image: Katabella Roberts]
				Katabella Roberts




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


				


								December 30, 2022
								Updated: December 30, 2022
							


Indiana has become the twentieth U.S. state to ban the Chinese-owned video-sharing app TikTok from state devices amid growing concerns over threats to national security.

Graig Lubsen, a spokesman for the Indiana Office of Technology, confirmed the block, which has been in effect since Dec. 7, to The Journal Gazette.

The office “blocked TikTok from being used in our state system and on our state devices” and that the office is constantly testing the state system and making sure that the integrity is intact,” according to Lubsen.

TikTok is owned by Beijing-based ByteDance, which has been linked to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

Officials in the United States are concerned that the app poses a national security risk, and fear that data on users could potentially be accessed by the Chinese government. As a result, U.S. armed forces also have prohibited the app on military devices.

ByteDance denies that TikTok data are handed to Beijing and says it stores U.S. user data on servers outside of China.

The announcement by the Indiana Office of Technology came shortly after Republican Attorney General Todd Rokita filed two lawsuits against TikTok related to alleged “false claims” made by the company about its video-sharing app.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Indiana Attorney General Todd Rokita speaks in Schererville, Ind., on Nov. 8, 2022. (Darron Cummings/AP Photo)


TikTok ‘Misleading Users About Content’

The first lawsuit alleges that TikTok has “lured” children onto the platform by misleading users about its content, telling users that the app only features “infrequent/mild” sexual content, profanity, or drug references. when in reality, according to Rokita, it is “rife with extreme examples of such material.”

“An essential part of TikTok’s business model is presenting the application as safe and appropriate for children ages 13 to 17,” the lawsuit notes.

The second lawsuit claims that TikTok has “reams of highly sensitive data and personal information about Indiana consumers and has deceived those consumers to believe that this information is protected” from the CCP.

In a video message posted to Twitter on Dec. 29, Attorney General Rokita encouraged parents to supervise their children’s online activity and block “harmful” apps like TikTok.

“I encourage all Hoosier parents to delete the TikTok app off their child’s devices and set parental control to protect them from inappropriate and dangerous material. Our children are our greatest assets so we must take action now.”

TikTok has exploded in popularity with more than a billion monthly users.

In November, a report by Bleeping Computer found that a trending “invisible challenge” on TikTok, in which users filmed themselves naked while using the “Invisible Body” filter to blur out the body, was being used by hackers to steal users’ passwords, credit card data, and Discord accounts.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A visitor makes a photo at the TikTok exhibition stands at the Gamescom computer gaming fair in Cologne, Germany, on Aug. 25, 2022.(The Canadian Press/AP, Martin Meissner)


TikTok Pushing Harmful Eating Disorder Content, Experts Say

Hackers claimed to offer a special “unfiltering” filter that would remove the TikTok filter and expose users’ bodies, but instead deployed malware to users’ devices and were able to steal information from their accounts on the instant messaging platform, Discord, as well as passwords and credit cards stored on browsers.

A report published in December by the Center for Countering Digital Hate (CCDH) found that TikTok is pushing harmful content involving self-harm and eating disorders into children’s feeds.

Indiana is the latest state to ban the app from state devices, after Maryland Gov. Larry Hogan did so on Dec. 6. That ban also covers China’s Huawei Technologies and the partly state-owned technology company ZTE Corp.

South Dakota banned the use of TikTok by state agencies in late November. On Dec. 5, South Carolina Gov. Henry McMaster requested that the state’s Department of Administration block access to the app on state government phones and computers.

In August 2020, Nebraska Gov. Pete Ricketts blocked TikTok on state electronic devices and accused the CPP of having engaged in “systematic, covert efforts to access sensitive data from U.S. governments, companies, and individuals.”

Meanwhile, the $1.7 trillion omnibus bill signed into law by President Joe Biden on Thursday also includes legislation that would ban the social media app TikTok from government devices due to national security concerns. Biden has until February 2023 to implement the rules.

The Epoch Times has contacted TikTok for comment.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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TSMC Starts Volume Production of Most Advanced Chips in Taiwan
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TAINAN, Taiwan—Chipmaker Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company Ltd (TSMC) began mass production of its most advanced chips in southern Taiwan on Thursday and the company’s chairman said it would continue to expand capacity on the island.

The long-awaited mass production of chips with 3-nanometre technology comes as attention focuses on the world’s largest contract chipmaker’s investment plans at home and abroad. TSMC has a dominant position as a maker of advanced chips used in technology from cellphones to fighter jets.

“TSMC is maintaining its technology leadership while investing significantly in Taiwan, continuing to invest and prosper with the environment,” TSMC Chairman Mark Liu told a ceremony marking the production and capacity expansion in the southern city of Tainan.

Liu said demand for the firm’s 3-nanometre chip was “very strong”, driven by new technologies including 5G and high-performance computing products. He did not elaborate.

Earlier this month, TSMC said it would more than triple its planned investment at its new Arizona plant to $40 billion, among the largest foreign investments in U.S. history.

The Taiwanese company, which counts Apple Inc. and Nvidia Corp. among its major clients, is also building a chip plant in Japan and has said it was in the early stages of reviewing a potential expansion into Germany.

In an apparent response to the concerns that TSMC’s foreign investment would undermine Taiwan’s key position in semiconductors, Liu said the production was a demonstration that TSMC was “taking concrete action to develop advanced technology and expand capacity in Taiwan.”

Taiwan’s government has dismissed concerns about a “goodbye to Taiwan” trend for the chip industry, saying the island’s position as a major semiconductor producer and maker of the most advanced chips is secure.

Liu said the mass production was successful and with good yields, adding that the new 3-nanometre technology would create end products with a market value of $1.5 trillion within five years.

TSMC said it was working to build factories for the next generation 2-nanometre chips, which were planned to be manufactured in northern and central Taiwan.

TSMC has repeatedly said that the bulk of its manufacturing will remain in Taiwan.
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Google Must Face Privacy Lawsuit for Tracking Children Without Parental Consent: Appeals Court
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Google is set to face a class action lawsuit that accuses the tech behemoth of collecting information and tracking children’s behavior online without consent, according to the decision of the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals.

The lawsuit was filed in 2019 by children, through their parents, against Google, YouTube as well as other firms with channels on the video streaming platform like Cartoon Network, Hasbro, DreamWorks Animation, and Mattel Inc. The companies are blamed for running targeted ads on children based on Google’s “persistent identifiers.” The decision comes a year after another court had dismissed the suit.

These identifiers refer to unique IMEI numbers of a device or the IP address that allows Google to track the behavior of a user over as much as 80 percent of the internet, thereby enabling the creation of profiles used in targeted advertising.

By tracking the online behavior of children without the consent of parents, Google and other firms are said to have violated the federal Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) and other similar state laws.

In July 2021, U.S. District Judge Beth Labson Freeman in San Francisco dismissed the lawsuit on the argument that federal law preempted the plaintiffs’ claims under Colorado, New Jersey, Indiana, Massachusetts, California, and Tennessee law. On Wednesday, the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in Seattle reversed the July judgment.

Reversing the Decision

The Court of Appeals noted that Congress had not intended to pre-empt state law-based privacy claims when passing COPPA.

COPPA gives the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) the power to regulate how websites collect personal information from citizens below 13 years of age.

Plaintiffs in the case are seeking injunctive relief and damages under state law, and not under federal statute. The court panel reversed the July 2021 judgment 3–0, finding that state laws that supplement the regulations of COPPA are not precluded by federal law.

“Since the bar on ‘inconsistent’ state laws implicitly preserves ‘consistent’ state substantive laws, it would be nonsensical to assume Congress intended to simultaneously preclude all state remedies for violations of those laws,” Circuit Judge M. Margaret McKeown wrote for the court.

The court remanded the lawsuit back to the district court. Back in 2019, Google-owned YouTube shelled out $170 million in fines in a settlement with the FTC and New York Attorney General Letitia James on allegations that it violated COPPA by tracking kids below the age of 13 for targeted ads.

The Epoch Times has reached out to Google for comment.

Violating Privacy

Google was hit earlier with multiple privacy claims. In November, Google agreed to a privacy settlement worth $391 million after 40 states accused the company of tracking the location of users without their consent. By knowing a user’s location, advertisers will be able to better target them.

“For years Google has prioritized profit over its users’ privacy. It has been crafty and deceptive,” said Oregon Attorney General Ellen Rosenblum, who led the case, according to the BBC.

“Consumers thought they had turned off their location-tracking features on Google—but the company continued to secretly record their movements and use that information for advertisers.”

Google has also faced heat in Europe over privacy protection. In June, the European Consumer Organization BEUC blamed Google for using “deceptive design, unclear language, and misleading choices” to mine as much data from users as possible, according to DW.

Consumer groups in Greece, Slovenia, Norway, France, and the Czech Republic filed grievances with their data protection agencies, complaining against Google’s practices.

In Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands, consumer groups have alerted regulators to the company’s activities.
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Public Health to Collect Troves of Online Data to Target the Vaccine Hesitant
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The Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) has announced a contract with a social media intelligence collection firm based in the U.K. to obtain data on vaccine hesitant individuals in order to be able to deliver targeted messaging to break through their hesitancy, contract details indicate.

“In preparation for increased vaccination education, promotion, and outreach, The Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) is requiring the services of a consultant to analyze the vaccine related conversations on social media and PHAC social media initiative and campaign performance,” says the tender notice description posted online on Dec. 22.

The notice says the contract will be awarded to U.K.-based Pulsar Platform if no other supplier submits a bid meeting the requirements before the closing date. The estimated value of the contract is $339,000.

Pulsar describes itself as an “audience intelligence company” using artificial intelligence and “smart human minds” to comb through conversational and behavioural data on social media.

The notice says the consultant will need to analyze Twitter and other online sites and platforms spanning three years of historical data.

PHAC is seeking to obtain information on individuals who are participating in and influencing online conversations about vaccination.

It wants reports produced by the consultant to “provide PHAC an actionable understanding of the vaccine conversation landscape online and the conversation participants, while determining a conversation baseline,” according to the Statement of Work.

Once this data is obtained, PHAC will run a tailored messaging campaign, which it says will seek to target “communities of interest,” such as “indigenous peoples and millennial males,” states the Advance Contract Award Notice.

The study is to be rerun within a three to four month period to “monitor shifts in attitudes and confidence levels,” says the notice.

‘Keyword-Based’

PHAC lays out how the consultant must conduct its work, including the  establishment of a “keyword-based social listening tracker to capture social media conversations around vaccinations in Canada.”

Data must also be parsed along conversation themes such as “experiences with long Covid, previous vaccine side effects, engaging with mis/disinformation, shift in perceived risk of infection.”

PHAC also seeks to obtain a breakdown of reasons for vaccine hesitancy for different regions and cities to allow more targeted messaging.

Along with identifying regions, cities, and subgroups such as First Nations communities, PHAC is also requesting segmentations of key audiences to include “demographics, interests, affinities, online behaviours, and the leading topics of vaccine hesitancy conversation, per each sub-community.”

The Statement of Work provides an example of what the consultant should do once a sub-community has been identified.

It says that once a community of “Toronto University Students that indicate low confidence in vaccinations” has been identified, then some factors should be investigated.

These include their reasons for being hesitant and the topics of their conversations, the media they consume and the content they share, and the tone they use when discussing their vaccination status.

The Epoch Times contacted PHAC to find out if previous such programs have been implemented and to learn more about how the data from private individuals will be protected, exploited, and if it will be shared with other departments.

PHAC was also asked whether it consulted the Office of the Privacy Commissioner (OPC) on the program. A response was not obtained before publication time.

The OPC was also contacted to know whether it was aware of PHAC’s social media collection program, but a response was not received immediately.

Cellphone Tracking

PHAC has been embroiled in a data collection-related controversy in recent months when it was revealed it was analyzing the anonymized movement of millions of Canadians through the tracking of their cellphones, unbeknownst to them.

PHAC had been obtaining the data from carrier Telus and other cellphone tracking companies, but in December 2021 it sought a contractor to directly access data from cellphone towers to conduct its analysis.

The data has been used to measure the compliance of Canadians while provinces implemented COVID-19 lockdowns.

When this became known, MPs started examining the issue and the Commons ethics committee told the government last spring that Canadians should be allowed to opt out of the data collection program.

The OPC also said it was investigating the matter, but the results have yet to be announced.

PHAC and the OPC have been asked about the status of the contract and the investigation.
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Twitter’s New Safety Chief Gives Key Update on ‘General Amnesty’ of Banned Accounts
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Twitter’s new head of Trust and Safety has announced that a “general amnesty” review of suspended user accounts will be completed within around 30 days, with the announcement coming around a month after Twitter CEO Elon Musk pledged to start reinstating banned accounts that hadn’t broken the law or engaged in “egregious spam.”

Ella Irwin, who took over from Twitter’s former Trust and Safety chief Yoel Roth after he left the company, gave the update in response to a thread that claimed some Twitter accounts were being locked out simply for “tweeting official government crime stats.”

The thread, from an account called A New Radical Centrism (@newradcentrism), noted that a number of accounts—including Monitoring Bias (@monitoringbias) and journalist Steve Sailer (@Steve_Sailer)—had been suspended for posting accurate crime statistics.

One of the accounts was locked over a post that corrected the percentage of U.S. homicides committed by blacks from 53 percent to 60.4 percent, according to a screengrab shared by A New Radical Centrism.




5/ Now let’s take a look at the tweet that got @monitoringbias locked out of his account. The accuracy of the claim being made here is ridiculously easy to confirm, and again can be verified by going to the same FBI link I tweeted above. pic.twitter.com/L5koKrO9um

— A New Radical Centrism (@newradcentrism) December 22, 2022






The thread was shared by a blue-check account called The Rabbit Hole, with the comment: “I suspect many of these suspensions resulted from platform manipulation where Woke mobs mass report rival accounts.”

“Ultimately, I don’t see a clear path for effectively debating Wokeness if emerging accounts who argue with data are getting suspended. Hope this gets corrected,” The Rabbit Hole account wrote.

Irwin replied to this post, saying that the Twitter team has been busy reviewing thousands of locked accounts since Musk vowed to press ahead with a general amnesty.

“Our team has been carefully reviewing thousands of suspended accounts for the past month, including accounts noted in this thread. Users that did not engage in threats of harm/ violence, fraud or other illegal activity are being reinstated,” Irwin wrote. “Will need ~30 days to finish reviewing.”

 Accounts Reactivated

Several of the banned accounts—including Monitoring Bias—have been reactivated since Irwin announced the 30-day timeframe.

“The reinstatement of my account tonight is apparently due to the efforts of her team. (My account is one of those to which she is referring when she says ‘noted in this thread.’),” the Monitoring Bias account said in a tweet. “This bodes well for Twitter’s future.”

Irwin was also asked about whether the BIPOC Doing Racism (@BIPOCracism) account would be reinstated and she replied that it’s “on the list for review this week.”

The account has since been reinstated.

The Twitter head of trust and safety also responded to a tweet that argued it’s “time to change the system that bans” accounts in the first place.

“Working on that too in parallel,” Irwin wrote.

‘The People Have Spoken’

About a month after Musk took over Twitter in October, he ran an online poll asking whether accounts banned for reasons other than for breaking the law or posting “egregious spam” should be granted a “general amnesty.”

Over 70 percent of the 3 million-plus people who voted said “yes.”

“The people have spoken,” Musk wrote in response. “Amnesty begins next week. Vox Populi, Vox Dei,” he added, using a Latin phrase that translates to “The voice of the people is the voice of God.”

Musk ran the poll shortly after he reinstated a number of suspended accounts, including former President Donald Trump’s.

Prior to reactivating Trump’s account, which has nearly 88 million followers, the former president had been locked out for two years.

Trump has yet to post anything on Twitter, however, with his last post being from Jan. 8, 2021: “To all of those who have asked, I will not be going to the Inauguration on January 20th.”

The former president has since launched his own social media platform, Truth Social, where he posts regularly.

Trump said he has no interest in resuming his activity on Twitter.

Shortly before Musk reactivated Trump’s account, he reinstated a number of suspended accounts, including those of psychology professor Jordan Peterson and The Babylon Bee.

Doxxing Policy Violations

Musk sparked controversy in mid December when he suspended a half dozen or so journalists’ accounts that shared his real-time location or linked to sites that did the doxxing.

The account suspensions came a day after Twitter announced changes to its Private Information policy—commonly referred to as its doxxing policy—prohibiting the sharing of real-time location information or linking to external sources that share such data, citing a “risk of physical harm.”

Around that time, Musk also said that what he described as a “crazy stalker” had climbed onto a car carrying his 2-year-old son.

Prior to the suspension of the journalists’ accounts (which have since been restored), Musk had been concerned about an account (@ElonJet) that was sharing his private jet movements, citing a risk to his safety.

The @ElonJet account has been suspended under Twitter’s new doxxing policy, along with a number of other accounts sharing private jet location information, including for Jeff Bezos’s and Mark Zuckerberg’s personal planes.

Musk said the journalists whose accounts were temporarily suspended had posted his “exact real-time location, basically assassination coordinates.”

Some of the journalists disputed the claim that they had exposed Musk’s location in real time in violation of Twitter’s new anti-doxxing policy.

“To be clear, there was no ‘doxing’–even if an impulsive, accountable-to-nobody oligarch said so,” Tony Webster, one of those whose accounts had been suspended, said in a tweet shortly after his account was restored.

Journalist Andy Rupar wrote on Substack on Dec. 15 that he has “no idea what rules I purportedly broke” and that he hasn’t had contact with Twitter regarding the suspension of his account.

Rupar’s account has since been restored.

In much the same vein as with the “general amnesty,” Musk polled Twitter users whether he should reinstate suspended accounts of journalists who he said had doxxed his real-time location.

The majority of respondents voted for an immediate reinstatement.

“The people have spoken,” Musk said in response. “Accounts who doxxed my location will have their suspension lifted now.”
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								December 30, 2022
								Updated: December 31, 2022
							


Barbara Walters, a high-profile journalist widely known for being the first female anchor on an evening television news broadcast, as well as being the creator of the daytime talk show “The View,” has died at the age of 93.

ABC announced her death late Friday. The news station also posted an announcement of her death on Twitter.

The cause of death was not immediately disclosed. Walters is survived by her only daughter, Jacqueline Danforth.

“Barbara Walters, who shattered the glass ceiling and became a dominant force in an industry once dominated by men, has died,” ABC stated.

Separately, Walters’s publicist Cindi Berger said in a statement: “Barbara Walters passed away peacefully in her home surrounded by loved ones. She lived her life with no regrets. She was a trailblazer not only for female journalists, but for all women.”

Bob Iger, the CEO of The Walt Disney Company, which owns ABC, said in a statement: “Barbara was a true legend, a pioneer not just for women in journalism but for journalism itself. She was a one-of-a-kind reporter who landed many of the most important interviews of our time, from heads of state and leaders of regimes to the biggest celebrities and sports icons.

“I had the pleasure of calling Barbara a colleague for more than three decades, but more importantly, I was able to call her a dear friend. She will be missed by all of us at The Walt Disney Company, and we send our deepest condolences to her daughter, Jacqueline.”

Walters, one of TV’s most prominent interviewers, shot to celebrity status on par with the royalty, politicians, and entertainment figures that she held interviews with during her roughly 50-year career.

She shot to prominence in 1976 as the first female TV network news anchor, having signed a contract with ABC to co-anchor “The Evening News.” In doing so, she also became the highest-paid TV journalist at the time with an unprecedented $1 million annual salary.

Walters began her long career in television journalism shortly after having graduated from Sarah Lawrence College in 1953—she joined the publicity department of WNBC in New York, six months after which she began writing and producing local news packages for the station.

She later spent several years on the production staff at CBS’s morning program “The Morning Show,” before joining NBC in 1961 for a short-term writing project on the “Today” show.

Following the project, she secured various roles with the station, including researching, writing, and producing, as well as making various on-air appearances.

[image: Barbara Walters] Television journalist for NBC Barbara Walters takes a phone call at her desk, New York City, circa 1964. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)


During her time with NBC, Walters held various interviews, including the first interview with Rose Kennedy after the assassination of her son, then-U.S. Sen. Robert F. Kennedy, as well as with former President Richard Nixon, Princess Grace of Monaco, and others. Among other out-of-studio assignments, Walters traveled to India with Jacqueline Kennedy, to China with Nixon, and to Iran to cover the shah’s gala party.

By 1974, Walters was the first woman to ever co-host the “Today” show, and by 1976, she was earning $700,000 a year.

[image: Barbara Walters] Television journalist Barbara Walters on the set of the Today Show, New York City, on May 5, 1976. (Raymond Borea/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)


Walters departed NBC in 1976 and entered into a five-year contract with ABC for $5 million. Her role was split between the network’s entertainment program and ABC News. She was later moved into special projects for ABC, which included hosting special interview programs.

In 1979, Walters became a correspondent for the ABC network’s public affairs show “20/20,” before becoming its co-host in 1984. She remained on the late-night program for 25 years until she stepped down in 2004.

According to the ABC network, Walters earned 12 Emmy awards, 11 of those while at ABC News.

Walters has interviewed an extensive list of world leaders, including India’s Indira Gandhi, Egypt’s Anwar Al Sadat, Israel’s Menachem Begin, the Shah of Iran, Cuba’s Fidel Castro, Britain’s Margaret Thatcher, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, Russia’s Boris Yeltsin, and as well as every U.S. president and first lady since Richard Nixon and Pat Nixon in the span of her career.

In 1997, Walters created “The View,” a morning weekday talk show with an all-female panel that welcomed guests from all walks of life to discuss a multitude of topics from general affairs, politics, and entertainment. Walters stepped down from the show in May 2014 after appearing on the panel regularly for 17 years, but she remained an executive producer. She made occasional appearances on TV thereafter.

“I do not want to appear on another program or climb another mountain,” Walters told the Los Angeles Times upon her retirement. “I want instead to sit on a sunny field and admire the very gifted women—and OK, some men too—who will be taking my place.”

The Associated Press and Reuters contributed to this report.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/tv-news-pioneer-and-creator-of-the-view-barbara-walters-dies-aged-93_4954532.html



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



					
						

						
					

					
		
			December 30, 2022
			Performance
				
					

				
48d
			14d
			76d
			88d
			35d
			37d
			77d
			69d
			81d
			56d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/antonio-vivaldi-sinfonia-in-c-major-rv-112_4943764.html



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



					
						

						
					

					
		
			December 30, 2022
			Performance
				
					

				
48d
			14d
			76d
			88d
			35d
			37d
			77d
			69d
			81d
			56d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/antonio-vivaldi-winter-from-the-four-seasons_4943766.html



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



					
						

						
					

					
		
			December 30, 2022
			Performance
				
					

				
48d
			14d
			76d
			88d
			35d
			37d
			77d
			69d
			81d
			56d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/a-corelli-concerto-grosso-in-g-minor-op-6-no-8-christmas-concerto_4943768.html



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



					
						

						
					

					
		
			December 29, 2022
			Performance
				
					

				
48d
			14d
			76d
			88d
			35d
			37d
			77d
			69d
			81d
			56d
			




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/johann-sebastian-bach-trio-sonata-in-g-major-bwv-1039_4943770.html



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


Family Files Missing Persons Report for Theophilus London


						[image: Singer Theophilus London attends The Shops at Target event at the IAC Building in New York on May 1, 2012. (AP Photo/Evan Agostini)]
Singer Theophilus London attends The Shops at Target event at the IAC Building in New York on May 1, 2012. (AP Photo/Evan Agostini)
						

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




				

				


								December 29, 2022
								Updated: December 29, 2022
							
LOS ANGELES—The family of rapper Theophilus London filed a missing person report with Los Angeles police this week and are asking for the public’s help, saying he hasn’t been seen in months.

London’s family and friends believe someone last spoke to the musician in July in Los Angeles, according to the family’s statement released Wednesday from Secretly, a music label group that has worked with London.

London’s relatives have been trying to determine his whereabouts over the last few weeks and filed a police report earlier this week, the statement said.

Officer Annie Moran, an LAPD spokesperson, confirmed Wednesday that a report for London had been taken. A department news release said London was last seen in the Skid Row area on Oct. 15, and his family has lost complete contact with him.

“Theo, your Dad loves you, son,” his father, Lary Moses London, said in the family’s statement. “We miss you. And all your friends and relatives are searching for you. Wherever you are send us some signal. No matter what we will come get you son.”

London posted prolifically on Instagram, but his last posts came in July.

London, 35, was born in Trinidad and Tobago and raised in the Brooklyn borough of New York. He was nominated for a 2016 Grammy for best rap performance for a featured spot alongside Paul McCartney on Kanye West’s “All Day.”

London has frequently collaborated with the artist now known as Ye, who produced and guested on 2014’s “Vibes.” London would often post updates on Ye’s “Donda” and “Donda 2” on Instagram, even saying that he was “promoted to tackle media duties” on Ye’s behalf for the month of February.

London himself has released three studio albums—2011’s “Timez Are Weird These Days,” “Vibes” and 2020’s “Bebey.” He recently was a featured artist on Young Franco’s “Get Your Money,” released this past September—the month before he was last seen.

While “Vibes” was a Warner Records release, “Bebey” was released on London’s own label, My Bebey Records.

“I wanted to see what a sense of family is, a sense of me having a plot of land, building a house on my own land, instead of sleeping at a hotel for the rest of my life,” he told Complex of branching out on his own in 2020.

By Stefanie Dazio
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