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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.




	
Florida Touts Year of ‘Extraordinary’ Education Accomplishments in 2023 [Sat, 30 Dec 01:31]Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis at the signing of the state's universal school choice bill at Christopher Columbus High School in Miami on March 27, 2023. (Courtesy of the Florida Governor's Office)



	
US Stocks Post Huge 2023 Gain Sparked by Federal Reserve Rate Cut Expectations [Sat, 30 Dec 00:48]A trader works, as a screen displays a news conference by Federal Reserve Board Chairman Jerome Powell following the Fed rate announcement, on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) in New York City on Dec. 13, 2023. (Brendan McDermid/Reuters)



	
Danica Patrick Faces Backlash for Attending TPUSA Event [Sat, 30 Dec 00:01]Danica Patrick looks on in the Paddock before the F1 Grand Prix of USA at Circuit of The Americas in Austin, Texas, on Oct. 24, 2021. (Jared C. Tilton/Getty Images)



	
Man Dies When Transport Vehicle Crashes Through Ice on Minnesota Lake [Fri, 29 Dec 23:59]Police tape is seen in a file photo. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)



	
South Carolina Nuclear Plant’s Cracked Pipes Get Downgraded Warning From Nuclear Officials [Fri, 29 Dec 23:59]The working nuclear reactor is seen at V.C. Summer Nuclear Station in Jenkinsville, S.C., on April 9, 2012. (Jeffrey Collins/AP Photo)



	
Alex Murdaugh’s Pursuit of a New Murder Trial Is Set for an Evidentiary Hearing Next Month [Fri, 29 Dec 23:59]Alex Murdaugh (C) is led out of Colleton County Courthouse by sheriff's deputies after being convicted in Walterboro, S.C., on March 2, 2023. (Chris Carlson/AP Photo)



	
Police Searching for Colorado Mother Suspected of Killing Her 2 Children, Wounding Third [Fri, 29 Dec 23:58]Colorado Springs Police Department investigators and officers work on the scene after responding to a 911 call reporting a burglary where they found children dead inside a condo of the Palomino Ranch Point complex in Colorado Springs, Colo., on Dec. 19, 2023. (Parker Seibold/The Gazette via AP)



	
North Dakota Governor Declares Emergency for Ice Storm That Left Thousands Without Power [Fri, 29 Dec 23:55]Ice coats a vehicle in Bismarck, N.D., on Dec. 26, 2023. (Jack Dura/AP Photo)



	
Federal Agency Orders Recall of Hazardous Magnetic-Ball Kits Sold at Walmart.com [Fri, 29 Dec 23:44]A Relax 5mm Science Kit. (U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission via AP)



	
All Eyes on Supreme Court after Colorado, Maine Remove Trump From Ballot [Fri, 29 Dec 22:45]The U.S. Supreme Court in Washington on Jan. 26, 2022. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)



	
Burglars Impersonate LAPD Officers Before Breaking Into Lake Balboa Home [Fri, 29 Dec 21:21]A police officer stands in front of a Newport Beach home on Oct. 4, 2022. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)



	
Federal Judge Upholds California Law Mandating X Disclose Content Moderation Policies [Fri, 29 Dec 21:03]Elon Musk, chief executive Officer of SpaceX and Tesla and owner of X, formerly known as Twitter, attends the Viva Technology conference dedicated to innovation and startups at the Porte de Versailles exhibition centre in Paris, France, on June 16, 2023. (Gonzalo Fuentes/Reuters)



	
Newsom Says California Made People’s Lives Better as National Leader in 2023 [Fri, 29 Dec 20:51]California Gov. Gavin Newsom speaks in Los Angeles on Nov. 10, 2021. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)



	
Biden Admin Now Targeting Fans and Blowers in Latest Climate Crackdown [Fri, 29 Dec 20:25]Secretary of Energy Jennifer Granholm takes questions during a media briefing at the White House in Washington, on Nov. 23, 2021. (Evelyn Hockstein/Reuters)



	
Long Beach Issues Advisory Following Illegal Entries Into Downtown Buildings [Fri, 29 Dec 20:02]Long Beach City Hall on Nov. 2, 2021. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)



	
Estranged Trump Attorney Michael Cohen Unwittingly Supplied AI-Generated Bogus Legal Citations for Court Filing [Fri, 29 Dec 19:50]Michael Cohen leaves a federal court after his sentencing hearing in New York City on Dec. 12, 2018. (Eduardo Munoz Alvarez/Getty Images)



	
ANALYSIS: Supreme Court Pushed into Election Fray Amid Trump Ballot Removal Decisions [Fri, 29 Dec 19:45]U.S. Supreme Court Justice John Roberts in Washington on Jan. 31, 2020. (Mark Wilson/Getty Images)



	
Seal Beach Mother and Son Died in Apparent Murder-Suicide: Police [Fri, 29 Dec 19:27]A police officer in a file photo. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)



	
San Diego Raises Minimum Wage Jan. 1 [Fri, 29 Dec 19:00]Employees do a cheer before the midnight opening at a Best Buy store San Diego on Nov. 24, 2011. (Sandy Huffaker/Getty Images)



	
Elderly Woman Killed in Sledgehammer Attack on Christmas Eve in Los Angeles County [Fri, 29 Dec 18:42]A police car in a file photo. (Mira Oberman/AFP/Getty Images)
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USEducation & Family News

Florida Touts Year of ‘Extraordinary’ Education Accomplishments in 2023
State adds school choice, boosts parents’ rights, ties school bathroom-use to biology, reopens fast post-hurricane, offers teaching incentives. Unions object. 
[image: Florida Touts Year of ‘Extraordinary’ Education Accomplishments in 2023]Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis at the signing of the state's universal school choice bill at Christopher Columbus High School in Miami on March 27, 2023. (Courtesy of the Florida Governor's Office)



By Jackson Elliott
12/30/2023
Updated: 12/30/2023





In 2023, under the leadership of Gov. Ron DeSantis—a Republican candidate for president—Florida educational policies caught the attention of analysts as exceptional and earned praise from parental rights activists.
Yet a teachers’ organization insists that Florida’s education policies don’t benefit education.
That’s despite the state’s climb from third to first in the nation in higher education, according to an annual analysis by U.S. News and World Report. In analyzing pre-K through 12th-grade education, the publication ranked Florida 14th nationwide.
The 2023 American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) Index of State Education Freedom also ranked Florida in first place.
And the state ranked best overall on the Heritage Foundation’s Educational Freedom Report Card. Florida placed second on educational choice, first on transparency, second on teacher freedom, and fifth on return on investment of tax dollars.
“Florida lawmakers have once again expanded education freedom and promoted parents’ rights while creating a laudable return on investment for taxpayers,” wrote Heritage Foundation analysts in the report.
Still, the Florida Education Association (FEA), the state chapter of the National Education Association (NEA) teachers’ union, condemned many of the policies and targeted Mr. DeSantis with blame.
“The universal voucher bill signed today by Gov. DeSantis will drain billions of taxpayer dollars away from the neighborhood public schools that nearly 90 percent of Florida’s parents trust to educate their children,” the FEA announced on its website after Mr. DeSantis signed a bill in March allowing for universal school choice.
“Additionally, this new law will hand over that public money to unaccountable, corporate-run private schools. Average Floridians will be helping pay for millionaires and billionaires to send their kids to elite private schools that hand-select their students.”
Conservative-controlled states nationwide have been making moves to enact school choice policies. Those allow parents to move children from failing public schools and put them, instead, into private schools, charter schools, online programs, or homeschooling.
So far, Florida has funded more than 377,000 school choice scholarships, according to a year-end announcement from the Florida Department of Education (FDOE).
And union criticism doesn’t dampen the enthusiasm of Florida’s commissioner of education, Manny Diaz, Jr.
“This year’s education accomplishments are nothing short of extraordinary,” Mr. Diaz wrote in the announcement.
Moms for Liberty co-founder Tiffany Justice says the facts back up his claim.
[image:  Moms for Liberty founders Tiffany Justice (L) and Tina Descovich (2nd R) present the Liberty Sword to Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis at the Moms For Liberty Summit in Tampa, Fla., on July 15, 2022. (Octavio Jones/Getty Images)] Moms for Liberty founders Tiffany Justice (L) and Tina Descovich (2nd R) present the Liberty Sword to Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis at the Moms For Liberty Summit in Tampa, Fla., on July 15, 2022. (Octavio Jones/Getty Images)


“Florida has led in so many ways since COVID,” Ms. Justice said. “Since that moment, Ron DeSantis really has prioritized education and parental rights.”
For example, at a time when other states enacted policies allowing schools to hide child “gender transitions” from parents, Florida told parents the truth, she said.
But there are still areas where Florida can improve, she said.
“Florida may be doing better than other states in the United States of America, but we’re certainly nowhere near where we need to be as far as true academic achievement and unfolding the full potential of every child,” she said.
Mr. DeSantis’s most important achievement since taking office in 2019 is still getting the Parental Rights in Education bill through the Florida Legislature in 2022, Ms. Justice said.
The Parental Rights in Education legislation gives parents the final decision on any issue impacting their child physically or emotionally. The bill also bans the teaching of radical gender ideology to students in third grade and under. The bill only established this limit as a minimum. Later, the Florida Board of Education voted to expand these restrictions to 12th grade.
Parents can sue schools that break this law.
Opponents of the legislation derisively dubbed it the “Don’t Say Gay” law, leading many on the political left to condemn the move by Florida’s lawmakers and governors.
“We worked for three years to get that passed,” Ms. Justice said. Florida’s governor “signed it into law. We were thankful for that.”
Teachers’ unions, however, remain critical of Mr. DeSantis.
The FEA released a statement on Dec. 7 saying his proposed annual budget fails to meet the needs of public school students.
The Framework for Freedom budget would provide $26.8 billion to the state’s K-12 public school system, with an increase of $405 in per-student funding.Benefits for Teachers
In 2023, teachers received $1.1 billion in raised salaries. Since 2020, Florida has spent $3 billion to increase teacher pay.
The state also passed a “Teachers’ Bill of Rights” as part of House Bill 1035. This bill provides legal protection for teachers who intervene in classroom fights and empowers them to report any school administrative directive to break the law.
The same bill establishes teacher apprenticeship pathways, incentives to lure retired veterans and first responders to teach, and offers teachers scholarships to get graduate degrees that allow them to teach dual enrollment courses.
A statewide poll conducted by ClearView Research on behalf of the FEA found that 55 percent of Florida residents felt the state’s public schools were going in the “wrong direction.”
The same poll found general support for ideas the Florida Legislature is considering, such as ensuring the state has highly qualified and certified teachers, allowing experienced teachers to sign long-term contracts with school districts, strengthening the retirement system for teachers, raising salaries for teachers, ensuring schools are appropriately funded, and more.
In the past year, Florida committed more than $6.8 billion to workforce education and training and boosted apprenticeships and pre-apprenticeship training by 14 percent.
[image:  Republican presidential candidate Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis speaks to guests during a campaign rally at the Thunderdome in Newton, Iowa, on Dec. 2, 2023. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)] Republican presidential candidate Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis speaks to guests during a campaign rally at the Thunderdome in Newton, Iowa, on Dec. 2, 2023. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)


Florida also created administrative rules to address which restrooms and changing areas can be used by individuals who claim to be the opposite sex.
The State Board of Education unanimously voted to keep single-sex restrooms and locker rooms for students in kindergarten through college. So males only may use spaces for males, and females only may use facilities for females.
Men and boys who identify as women and girls may not use restrooms and changing rooms set aside for females, and vice versa.
This rule from Florida’s government comes at a time when it’s increasingly controversial about whether people identifying as transgender have a right to use facilities set aside for the opposite sex.
Mr. DeSantis also signed House Bill 1069, which prohibits some instruction on sexual orientation and gender identity until 8th grade. And he signed Senate Bill 1438, which protects children from seeing live adult entertainment, including while attending a school-sponsored event.
A federal judge has blocked Senate Bill 1438.Teacher-Shortage Solutions
Schools nationwide are struggling to find teachers to fill their classrooms.
In December 2022, an analysis showed that about 44 percent of public schools had at least one teacher vacancy, according to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).
Schools in high-poverty areas have the worst problems finding teachers, researchers with NCES wrote in the report.
Florida schools opened the 2023-24 academic year with about 12,000 vacant teacher and school staff positions, according to an FEA statement in August.
However, new state laws make it easier for Florida residents to become teachers.
For the first time, Florida is offering post-baccalaureate and pre-baccalaureate teacher apprenticeship programs, allowing would-be educators to become teachers without incurring debt. The state put $5 million into the Pathways to Career Opportunities Grow Your Own Teacher Grant, creating no-cost apprenticeship pathways to teaching.
The program is expected to create more than 200 credentialed teachers yearly, according to the FDOE.
To make it easier to put teachers in classrooms, House Bill 1537 extends the length of time people can teach using temporary teaching certificates, and cuts out some bureaucratic requirements.
Another bill, House Bill 379, gives teachers the authority to set rules on classroom use of social media and cell phones. Research suggests that smartphone use in classrooms can negatively affect even the students not using them.
And Florida has made it less easy for teachers’ unions to force teachers to pay dues to join. House Bill 256 prohibits teachers’ unions from directly deducting union dues from employee paychecks.
The FEA opposed the bill and has filed a federal lawsuit against it. The teachers’ union blames Mr. DeSantis for the waning interest in teaching careers.
“We, as educators in Florida, exercise our constitutional rights, and for doing so, we have faced political retribution by the governor of this great state,” FEA present Andrew Spar wrote in an online announcement about his group’s lawsuit.
“Gov. DeSantis has made it clear that he is targeting educators because we exercise our constitutional right to speak out against attempts by this governor and others to stymie the freedom to learn and to stifle freedom of thought.”
He continued, “Parents are waking up to the reality that DeSantis’s attempts to appeal to his extremist base are harming their children’s freedom to learn, and they’re fighting back.” 
Florida also worked to increase the quality of its teachers, enrolling more than 18,000 teachers in a 50-hour Civics Seal of Excellence course.
The course is designed to create “strong foundational content knowledge that is rooted in a factual account of American history and the guiding principles that influenced the Founders as they debated and adopted the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States,” according to an online description of the program.
Teachers who study this material will be able to teach students how to become a “virtuous citizenry,” the course website said. They also can receive $3,000 for completing the training.
Florida also responded to world events affecting education.
In the wake of the Oct. 7 Hamas attack on Israel, Mr. DeSantis signed legislation to allocate an additional $45 million to enhanced security at Jewish institutions, including schools.
[image:  An unstilted home that came off its blocks sits partially submerged in a canal in Horseshoe Beach, Fla., on Sept. 1, 2023, two days after the passage of Hurricane Idalia. (Rebecca Blackwell/AP Photo)] An unstilted home that came off its blocks sits partially submerged in a canal in Horseshoe Beach, Fla., on Sept. 1, 2023, two days after the passage of Hurricane Idalia. (Rebecca Blackwell/AP Photo)


After Hurricane Idalia, a Category 4 storm, slammed into Florida, the state reopened 53 of its 75 school districts within 24 hours after it made landfall. Within a week, all of the state’s school districts were open again.
Mr. DeSantis released $2 million from the state’s disaster fund to six school foundations in counties most affected by the hurricane. The groups used this money to buy supplies for families struck by the storm, according to the FDOE.
“It’s not an accident that Florida is ranked No. 1 in education,” Mr. Diaz wrote.
The Associated Press contributed to this story.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/us/in-depth-florida-touts-year-of-extraordinary-education-accomplishments-in-2023-post-5554813
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US Stocks Post Huge 2023 Gain Sparked by Federal Reserve Rate Cut Expectations
Will the bulls keep running into 2024?
[image: US Stocks Post Huge 2023 Gain Sparked by Federal Reserve Rate Cut Expectations]A trader works, as a screen displays a news conference by Federal Reserve Board Chairman Jerome Powell following the Fed rate announcement, on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) in New York City on Dec. 13, 2023. (Brendan McDermid/Reuters)



By Andrew Moran
12/30/2023
Updated: 12/30/2023





While the U.S. stock market finished 2023 slightly lower, the leading benchmark indexes recorded massive gains to end the month, quarter, and year, reversing last year’s bear market. Investors are hoping to ring in the new year with the same performance as traders brace for the loosening of monetary conditions by the Federal Reserve.Running of the Bulls
The Dow Jones Industrial Average slipped 0.05 percent to 37,689.54 during the Dec. 29 trading session, about 100 points shy of the all-time high recorded earlier this month. The index posted a 0.81 percent weekly increase, a 3.98 percent December gain, and a 13.7 percent rally for 2023.
The Nasdaq Composite Index tumbled 0.56 percent to 15,011.35. The tech-heavy index still scored a weekly boost of 0.12 percent and a monthly jump of nearly 5 percent. The big story for the Nasdaq was the enormous 43.42 percent annual surge.
The S&P 500 Index dipped 0.28 percent to 4,769.83 to close out 2023. Like its index counterparts, the S&P 500 enjoyed a 0.32 percent weekly climb and a 3.81 percent rise this month. This year, it soared more than 24 percent.
Other assets put together a terrific 2023.
Although they have retreated since hitting a record high, gold prices ended the year above $2,000 on the COMEX division of the New York Mercantile Exchange. The yellow metal posted a weekly boost of 0.35 percent but suffered a monthly drop of close to 1 percent. In 2023, gold rallied about 13.2 percent.
Following the crypto winter of 2022, Bitcoin prices rebounded substantially. The chief cryptocurrency skyrocketed 159 percent to nearly $43,000 per coin. Ethereum, the sister digital currency to Bitcoin, also surged 93 percent to around $2,300.
But others failed to maintain the momentum from previous years.
U.S. crude oil prices endured their first yearly loss since 2020, sliding 11.4 percent to $71.33 per barrel on the New York Mercantile Exchange. It was a volatile year for the energy commodity, with the West Texas Intermediate (WTI) benchmark trading between $64 and $95.
Bears feasted on natural gas as the so-called bridge fuel collapsed more than 43 percent. Prices extended their losses from late 2022 as record domestic production levels and mild temperatures weighed on natural gas.
The U.S. Dollar Index (DXY), a gauge of the greenback against a basket of currencies, slumped more than 2 percent this year to 101.38. Much of the conventional safe-haven asset’s descent occurred in the fourth quarter of 2023, plummeting 4.5 percent.All About the Federal Reserve
Economists, market analysts, and strategists had braced for another down year for equities. A rising-rate climate, a regional banking crisis, a war in the Middle East, above-trend inflation, and recession expectations drove many of the bearish 2023 projections. It also looked like retail traders were ditching stocks for money market funds, short-term debt securities that offered tremendous yields to investors.
Instead, stocks exceeded many observers’ expectations, thanks to a significant year-end rally fueled by the Federal Reserve signaling rate cuts in 2024 and 2025.
At the December Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC) policy meeting, the Summary of Economic Projections (SEP) suggested policymakers were penciling in three rate cuts next year, lowering the median benchmark fed funds rate to 4.6 percent. Additionally, at the post-FOMC meeting press conference, Fed Chair Jerome Powell shifted away from his previous position that it was premature to discuss rate cuts to turning dovish and conveying to everyone that the tightening cycle may be over.
“People are not writing down rate hikes,” Mr. Powell told reporters earlier this month. “That’s us thinking we’ve done enough.”
With rate reductions firmly in view, the debate is now the timing.
According to the CME FedWatch Tool, the futures market is anticipating a quarter-point rate cut as early as the March FOMC meeting, trimming the policy rate to a range of 5.00 percent and 5.25 percent.
However, economists assert that it is more likely the central bank will slash rates beginning in the summer.
A monthly Bloomberg survey of economists suggests respondents believe the Fed will hold off on rate cuts until the middle of next year. A CNBC Fed poll of analysts, economists, and strategists shows a majority of respondents think the institution will begin cutting rates in mid-2024.
But Goldman Sachs economists predict the Fed to make three consecutive 25-basis-point cuts in March, May, and June. “They expect this to be followed by quarterly cuts until reaching a terminal rate of 3.25-3.5%, 25 basis points lower than previously expected,” the bank said in a note.
Despite the high odds of monetary easing, several Fed officials, including New York Fed chief John Williams, threw curveballs following Mr. Powell’s press conference.
“We aren’t really talking about rate cuts right now,” he told CNBC’s “Squawk Box” on Dec. 15. “We’re very focused on the question in front of us, which as chair Powell said is, have we gotten monetary policy to sufficiently restrictive stance in order to ensure the inflation comes back down to 2 percent? That’s the question in front of us.”
Financial markets shrugged off the comments from Mr. Williams and many of his colleagues.Reading the 2024 Tea Leaves
Still, whenever the Fed turns dovish, it will be good news for stocks, says Ipek Ozkardeskaya, a senior analyst at Swissquote Bank. But it might still depend on the trajectory of the U.S. economy, she added.
[image:  Traders work on the New York Stock Exchange floor on May 3, 2023. (Seth Wenig/AP Photo)] Traders work on the New York Stock Exchange floor on May 3, 2023. (Seth Wenig/AP Photo)


“Looking at what happened in the past, the S&P500 typically rises after the first rate cut, but the sustainability of the gains will depend on the underlying economic fundamentals,” Ms. Ozkardeskaya wrote in an analyst note. “Lower rates are good for the S&P500 valuations EXCEPT when the economy enters recession within the next 12 months.”
Jim Besaw, the founding principal at GenTrust, believes the market is applying a lot of weight on several scenarios: inflation falling, averting a recession, artificial intelligence, lagged effects of higher interest rates not materializing, and geopolitical tensions staying contained.
“We believe inflation is unlikely to come down to the extent the market believes absent a recession, making rate cuts without a recession less likely than the market believes,” Mr. Besaw stated in a research note. “We also believe the odds of a recession are significantly higher than the market believes. In the long run, AI is a game changer, but the near-term pricing on several AI stocks is reminiscent of 1999. The impact of higher rates has variable and differing lags in different markets.”
Next year could be another broad-based bullish environment for the stock market if the Federal Reserve pivots, corporate earnings perform well, and the economy avoids a recession, notes Jurrien Timmer, the director of global macro for Fidelity Management and Research Company.
“My strong hunch, based on market history, is that the bull market will broaden in 2024—with a wide range of types of stocks advancing—rather than the narrow leadership we saw for much of 2023. But this is not a slam dunk,” Mr. Timmer said in his 2024 outlook.
The risks could involve renewed inflationary pressures, the central bank walking back rate cut signals, and the soft-landing bursting into flames.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/business/us-stocks-post-huge-2023-gain-sparked-by-federal-reserve-rate-cut-expectations-5555658
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Danica Patrick Faces Backlash for Attending TPUSA Event
The former NASCAR star stands firm, refuses to back down after social media fury.
[image: Danica Patrick Faces Backlash for Attending TPUSA Event]Danica Patrick looks on in the Paddock before the F1 Grand Prix of USA at Circuit of The Americas in Austin, Texas, on Oct. 24, 2021. (Jared C. Tilton/Getty Images)



By Carly Mayberry
12/30/2023
Updated: 12/30/2023





Former NASCAR and IndyCar driver Danica Patrick isn’t backing down from her right-of-center political views after facing criticism on social media earlier this week.
The backlash towards Ms. Patrick began online after she posted photos of herself and her sister at a Turning Point USA (TPUSA) conference on Instagram. In response, those on the left expressed their disappointment in the athlete, saying they were going to unfollow her and that she should consider herself “canceled.”
Founded in 2012 by Charlie Kirk and Bill Montgomery, Turning Point USA is an American non-profit organization advocating for conservative politics on high school, college, and university campuses.
The photos posted by Ms. Patrick included one with hats supporting former President Donald Trump, Charlie Kirk in a discussion, Tucker Carlson speaking at the podium, and an advertisement for “Woke Tears Water.”
Ms. Patrick captioned the photos, “Sister came to town to check out @turningpointusa with me! Dad replied to our pic with - perfect daughters. we do love our country....so AMfest (America fest) makes sense.”
That’s when the negative comments began, like “I had no idea you were like that. That’s disappointing,” as one Instagram user wrote. Another went on, “Unfollowing you now,” as another wrote, “Had no idea you were MAGA. Glad you posted this so I know to unfollow and stop supporting anything you’re associated with.”
Still, another posted, “Lost my support. I kinda like you ‘til now, what a joke,” while another said, “Oh wow, this is super disappointing. For a minute I thought this was satire and then I became more and more horrified as a scrolled thru the photos. I am speechless actually.”
Meanwhile, @turningpointusa noted how nice it was seeing both Ms. Patrick and her sister, while others commented on not being surprised by the negative comments from liberals. Charlie Kirk himself responded with three “clap” emojis.
Ms. Patrick didn’t immediately appear to address the negative comments and instead focused her Instagram stories on her family, Christmas, and another video of Republican presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy talking about how unfair those states working to get President Trump off the ballot was.Not Backing Down
Later, as reported by Outkick’s David Hookstead, she posted a follow-up on her Instagram story clarifying that she thinks the United States is in trouble and claimed her overall political stance is somewhere between Republican and independent.
“Y’all are losing your damn minds over my Turning Point post,” Ms. Patrick wrote on her Instagram stories Friday. “Here is where I stand with some current issues and politics.”
“I am not a liberal,” she wrote. “I am somewhere between Republican and independent. I think our country should be run by someone that knows business and has integrity. I believe we should be able to speak freely. I don’t think our food and skies should be poisoned. I think it’s bulls*** that Democrats can be proud but a Republican can’t in society.”
“As a result, there is so much propaganda that penetrates mainstream media,” she continued. “I love this country and I have lived [in] other places. I believe when people of different opinions speak face to face we realize we are more similar than different. I don’t believe everything anyone says.”
“I have been very torn over the years if I should give a s*** about politics or just live the life I want as an example,” she added. “I have been doing the [latter]. The reaction today is definitely interesting … since all I said was, I love this country.”
The Wisconsin native raced in the top NASCAR series from 2012 to 2018. She finished with seven top 10s and one pole in 191 races.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/us/danica-patrick-faces-backlash-for-attending-tpusa-event-5555486
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Man Dies When Transport Vehicle Crashes Through Ice on Minnesota Lake
[image: Man Dies When Transport Vehicle Crashes Through Ice on Minnesota Lake]Police tape is seen in a file photo. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)



By The Associated Press
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





BAUDETTE, Minn.—A passenger died after a commercial transport vehicle crashed through the ice on a Minnesota lake. Meanwhile, state officials are warning people to be wary of ice that is unusually thin for this time of the winter.
The transport vehicle, commonly known as a “bomber,” crashed through the ice Thursday morning on Lake of the Woods, the Minneapolis Star Tribune reported. The body of a male passenger was recovered about seven hours later by a dive team, the sheriff’s office said.
The victim’s name has not been released.
Paul Colson, owner of Jake’s Northwest Angle Resort, told the Star Tribune that a neighboring resort was operating a snow bus when it broke through the ice. Colson said around five or six passengers were able to escape with the help of the driver.
Bombers are equipped with caterpillar tracks. They are used on the American side of the lake to haul customers to and from ice fishing locations away from shore.
The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources said ice conditions have deteriorated in recent days. Beltrami County Sheriff Jason Riggs said on Facebook that “few, if any, areas of the state have the ice thickness necessary” to hold structures placed on the ice for fishermen, often known as wheelhouses.
Riggs, whose county includes the popular ice-fishing destination Upper Red Lake, said conservation officers and county deputies have responded to several recent incidents of vehicles and wheelhouses falling through the ice. That includes three rescues on Upper Red Lake, Riggs said.
Temperatures in northern Minnesota are expected to drop, but officials warned that it will still take several days for the ice to thicken.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/us/man-dies-when-transport-vehicle-crashes-through-ice-on-minnesota-lake-5555425
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South Carolina Nuclear Plant’s Cracked Pipes Get Downgraded Warning From Nuclear Officials
[image: South Carolina Nuclear Plant’s Cracked Pipes Get Downgraded Warning From Nuclear Officials]The working nuclear reactor is seen at V.C. Summer Nuclear Station in Jenkinsville, S.C., on April 9, 2012. (Jeffrey Collins/AP Photo)



By The Associated Press
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/30/2023





JENKINSVILLE, S.C.—Federal regulators have lessened the severity of their warning about cracks discovered in a backup emergency fuel line at a South Carolina nuclear plant northwest of the state capital.
The U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission downgraded its preliminary “yellow” warning for V.C. Summer Nuclear Station issued this October to a final “white” one after owner and operator Dominion Energy showed its generator could still run for six hours in an emergency, the agency announced Thursday.
That demonstration calmed officials’ concerns that Dominion Energy’s failure to maintain cracks and leaks—discovered at least five times over two decades—had neutralized the plant’s ability to cool down its reactors if electricity failed.
The new rating means that the generator is underperforming but still meeting its key targets.
“While not indicative of immediate risk, this finding underscores the need for continuous vigilance and improvement in the plant’s corrective action process,” NRC Region II Administrator Laura Dudes said in a statement.
The plant runs pressurized water heated by uranium fuel through a steam generator. A different loop of steam powers the turbine that makes electricity. Cooling water then condenses the steam, which gets reheated, and the system starts over again.
Officials plan to complete another inspection to see if Dominion Energy fixes the ongoing issues. Dominion Energy did not respond to an email Thursday evening seeking details on its response to the new rating. The company told The State Newspaper that it will install “more resilient piping” early next year, and that a November 2022 fuel oil leak marked the first time in 40 years that such a problem had put an emergency diesel generator out of operation.
Still, the newspaper reported that a leader at a watchdog group said the length of the problem warranted the more serious finding. The changes from Dominion Energy seem to be “pencil-sharpening exercises that make a bad situation look better on paper,” Edwin Lyman, the director of nuclear power safety at the Union of Concerned Scientists, told The State.
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Alex Murdaugh’s Pursuit of a New Murder Trial Is Set for an Evidentiary Hearing Next Month
[image: Alex Murdaugh’s Pursuit of a New Murder Trial Is Set for an Evidentiary Hearing Next Month]Alex Murdaugh (C) is led out of Colleton County Courthouse by sheriff's deputies after being convicted in Walterboro, S.C., on March 2, 2023. (Chris Carlson/AP Photo)
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COLUMBIA, S.C.—The new judge handling the fallout over Alex Murdaugh’s murder convictions plans to hold an evidentiary hearing late next month.
Murdaugh’s lawyers want another trial in the killings of the former lawyer’s wife and younger son, citing allegations that the court clerk improperly influenced the jury. The defense will get to put forth evidence at a three-day hearing expected to begin Jan. 29, according to a tentative schedule shared by a media liaison for former South Carolina Supreme Court Chief Justice Jean Toal.
Jurors, the clerk and even the trial judge might have to testify under oath.
Murdaugh is serving life imprisonment without parole after a jury found him guilty this March of killing his wife, Maggie, and younger son, Paul, in June 2021. He got sentenced this November for stealing about $12 million to an additional 27 years behind bars under a plea deal that resolved scores of state crimes related to money laundering, breach of trust and financial fraud.
Toal must decide whether to run back a murder trial that lasted six weeks, involved over 70 witnesses and included about 800 exhibits. The state’s highest court appointed Toal to oversee the weighty matter of a new trial after Judge Clifton Newman recused himself.
Newman, who rose to celebrity in true crime circles for his deft guidance of the highly watched case, is set to leave the bench after reaching the mandatory retirement age of 72.
Central to the appeal are accusations that Colleton County Clerk of Court Becky Hill tampered with the jury. Murdaugh’s lawyers said in a September filing that the elected official asked jurors whether Murdaugh was guilty or innocent, told them not to believe Murdaugh’s testimony and pressured jurors to reach a guilty verdict for her own profit. Hill is also said to have flown to New York City to be with three jurors during their post-trial television interviews and allegedly shared journalists’ business cards with jurors during the proceedings.
Hill has denied the allegations i n a sworn statement, saying she neither asked jurors about Murdaugh’s guilt before deliberations nor suggested to them that he committed the murders.
Adding to the intrigue is the recent revelation that Hill plagiarized part of her book about the case. Hill’s attorneys acknowledged in a Dec. 26 statement that Hill submitted a BBC reporter’s writing to her co-author “as if it were her own words.” The attorneys expressed Hill’s remorse and said the book has been unpublished “for the foreseeable future.”
By James Pollard
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Police Searching for Colorado Mother Suspected of Killing Her 2 Children, Wounding Third
[image: Police Searching for Colorado Mother Suspected of Killing Her 2 Children, Wounding Third]Colorado Springs Police Department investigators and officers work on the scene after responding to a 911 call reporting a burglary where they found children dead inside a condo of the Palomino Ranch Point complex in Colorado Springs, Colo., on Dec. 19, 2023. (Parker Seibold/The Gazette via AP)
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DENVER—Police were still searching Friday for a Colorado woman suspected of killing her two young children and wounding a third after police initially responded to a report of a burglary in their home.
Kimberlee Singler, 35, was cooperative at first with police investigating the Dec. 19 deaths but then went missing as the probe, which eventually determined the burglary report was unfounded, continued, according to Colorado Springs Police Department spokesperson Ira Cronin.
Police were able to present evidence to obtain a warrant for Singler’s arrest on Tuesday but police believe she had already disappeared by then, Cronin said.
Singler, who was not under surveillance, was last seen on Saturday in Colorado Springs, he said.
“In the initial stages of the investigation, we were treating her as a victim of a burglary,” Cronin said.
Police said they answered a 911 call reporting a burglary at an apartment complex at around 12:30 a.m. on Dec. 19 and found the bodies of Singler’s 9-year-old daughter and 7-year-old son.
Singler and her 11-year-old daughter were also injured and taken to hospitals for treatment.
Cronin said he could not release details about how the children or Singler were injured. The 11-year-old girl was hospitalized for a few days and then released. She is recovering well physically in Colorado Springs and is not with her mother, Cronin said. Singler’s injuries were minor, he said.
He declined to say whether Singler herself had reported the burglary.
The FBI is assisting in the search for Singler at the request of police, Vikki Migoya, a spokesperson for the agency’s Denver office, said Thursday.
By Colleen Slevin
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North Dakota Governor Declares Emergency for Ice Storm That Left Thousands Without Power
[image: North Dakota Governor Declares Emergency for Ice Storm That Left Thousands Without Power]Ice coats a vehicle in Bismarck, N.D., on Dec. 26, 2023. (Jack Dura/AP Photo)
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BISMARCK, N.D.—North Dakota Gov. Doug Burgum on Friday declared a statewide emergency in response to an ice storm that felled power lines, leaving more than 20,000 people without electricity around the Christmas holiday.
Burgum also plans to seek a presidential disaster declaration that would free up federal aid to help cover the costs of repairing hundreds of utility poles, his office said in a news release.
More than 4,000 customers remained without power as of Friday, according to PowerOutage.us.
The ice storm was part of a major winter storm that struck the central U.S. earlier this week, causing flight delays and blizzard conditions the day after Christmas.
A powerful, deadly storm also blasted the Northeast before the holiday, causing flooding, power outages, and damage to roads and other infrastructure. Elsewhere, high surf hammered the West Coast and Hawaii.
In North Dakota earlier this week, the ice storm forced sections of interstate highways to close, including from Grand Forks to the Canadian border. Police in the capital of Bismarck responded to more than 175 crashes on Tuesday, and roads were so slick in the city that people donned ice skates for fun on neighborhood streets.
Mr. Burgum’s statewide emergency declaration directs state government agencies to lend help, if needed, to local and tribal governments, and is key for the governor’s presidential disaster declaration request, according to his office.
State agencies such as the Department of Emergency Services have worked with the North Dakota Association of Rural Electric Cooperatives and utility companies to restore power.
Officials opened an emergency shelter and a warming house in two areas of the state, which has a total population of about 784,000. Mr. Burgum’s office asked people to contact local authorities if they need shelter, and to avoid power lines that are down.
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Federal Agency Orders Recall of Hazardous Magnetic-Ball Kits Sold at Walmart.com
[image: Federal Agency Orders Recall of Hazardous Magnetic-Ball Kits Sold at Walmart.com]A Relax 5mm Science Kit. (U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission via AP)
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SAN FRANCISCO—A federal agency on Thursday recalled toys sold at Walmart.com containing powerful magnetic balls that could pose a hazard to children if swallowed.
The Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) said the balls, which are 5 millimeters (0.2 inches) in diameter, exceed federal standards for magnetic strength and could clump together to block parts of the digestive system when ingested.
The commission said no injuries had been reported from use of this particular product, called the Relax 5mm Science Kit. It contained 216 small, multicolored magnetic balls with what the CPSC called a “strong magnetic flux.”
The agency said that ingested magnets could attach to each other or other metal objects, potentially leading to perforations, twisting and/or blockage of the intestines, infection, blood poisoning and death.
The CPSC estimates that 2,400 magnet ingestions were treated in hospital emergency rooms between 2017 and 2021 and said the agency is aware of seven deaths related to the ingestion of hazardous magnets, including two outside of the United States.
The magnet kit was sold at Walmart.com by Joybuy Marketplace Express, a unit of the Chinese e-commerce giant JD.com. As of mid-afternoon Eastern Time, the kits were no longer visible on Walmart.com.
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All Eyes on Supreme Court after Colorado, Maine Remove Trump From Ballot
[image: All Eyes on Supreme Court after Colorado, Maine Remove Trump From Ballot]The U.S. Supreme Court in Washington on Jan. 26, 2022. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)
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Happy New Year! Thanks for joining us for a whirlwind of a year. 2024 being an election year promises to be full of drama, and we can’t wait to take you along with us for what’s sure to be a wild ride.
A series of conflicting rulings on President Donald Trump’s ballot challenges has made it increasingly likely that the U.S. Supreme Court will weigh in on whether he can be disqualified under the 14th Amendment.
Colorado’s Supreme Court had already ruled he could and should, conflicting with other rulings in Michigan and Minnesota declining to remove Trump from their ballots. Maine’s secretary of state, Shenna Bellows, complicated matters further on Dec. 28 when she found that Trump was disqualified under the 14th Amendment.
The Colorado GOP has already challenged the state court’s disqualification by asking the U.S. Supreme Court on Dec. 27 to review its ruling.
The Colorado and Maine rulings were based on a reading of Section 3 of the 14th Amendment, which bars from office those who have engaged in “insurrection or rebellion” who have “previously taken an oath” to the Constitution. Section 3 was enacted after the Civil War as a way to prevent Confederates from holding office.
Bellows’s actions not only underscored the debate over whether Trump engaged in an insurrection, but raised questions about who can enforce Section 3 as well. The Colorado Supreme Court said the amendment was “self-enforcing,” or enforceable by courts, while others have argued that courts need further clarification from Congress before disqualifying someone over actions related to the events on Jan. 6, 2021.
It’s unclear how and when the Supreme Court will act, but their place in the judicial hierarchy usually leaves the nine justices with more complex legal questions arising from conflicting decisions across the country. Their role as the nation’s highest court also indicates they have a role in settling debates over relatively untested legal questions, such as the one presented by Trump’s ballot challenges. The nation’s highest court has never ruled on Section 3.
A variety of options are available to the Supreme Court, including refusing to rule on the merits or core legal questions involved in Colorado’s ruling. Instead, they could wait until after Colorado’s primary election certification on Jan. 5 and declare the issue “moot,” or effectively state there is no longer a controversy for them to review.
Colorado Secretary of State Jena Griswold said in a press release that she agreed with the state supreme court’s decision but would allow Trump to remain on the ballot “unless the U.S. Supreme Court declines to take the case or otherwise affirms the Colorado Supreme Court ruling.” Bellows’ decision is similarly conditional as she suspended its effect until Maine’s Superior Court ruled on the issue. The Trump campaign has already said it will fight the decision in state court.
Jonathan Turley, a law professor at George Washington University, has opined that it’s unlikely the Supreme Court will either affirm the Colorado Supreme Court decision or refrain from reviewing it. On Dec. 28, he published an article stating that Griswold could keep Trump on the ballot past Jan. 5 if the Supreme Court doesn’t act before certification—thus making the issue moot for Colorado Republicans, who say removal violates their constitutional rights.
A mootness argument could be leveraged by some justices to avoid a bigger decision in the case, Turley said. “Some like Chief Justice John Roberts,“ Turley said, ”are incrementalists who prefer to avoid divisive issues when possible ... An exit ramp offered by a mootness argument might be an irresistible temptation for Roberts as well as the three liberal justices. Others like Justice Bret Kavanaugh could also agree that the Court can wait to see if this matter will arise again before the general election.”
Turley accused Bellows of adding “her name to the ignoble list of Democratic officials claiming to defend democracy by preventing its exercise for millions of Trump supporters.” By contrast, Harvard Law Professor Laurence Tribe suggested she and other secretaries of state were “unfairly attacked by critics on both sides.”
Whatever their decision, it could have substantial ripple effects on primary elections across the country. According to Lawfare’s tracker, at least 36 of these lawsuits have been filed in 32 states with more than half (19) being dismissed in some way.
Some have speculated that Maine’s and Colorado’s ballot disqualifications aren’t a huge threat to Trump because they’re likely to vote for a Democrat in 2024. He’s also far ahead of other GOP contenders in polling, meaning it’s likely he could win most of the states’ primaries.
Lawsuits are currently pending, however, in battleground states like Nevada, Arizona, and Wisconsin—each of which are considered key states that could swing the election. Another court could, as Maine’s secretary of state did, cite Colorado’s ruling in disqualifying Trump in another state.
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Burglars Impersonate LAPD Officers Before Breaking Into Lake Balboa Home
[image: Burglars Impersonate LAPD Officers Before Breaking Into Lake Balboa Home]A police officer stands in front of a Newport Beach home on Oct. 4, 2022. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)
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Three burglars impersonated Los Angeles Police officers and called for residents to open the door to their San Fernando Valley home this week before breaking in.
The incident was reported Dec. 27 just before 10 p.m., according to police officials.
Three men wearing dark hoodies approached a home—in Lake Balboa on Forbes Avenue near Sherman Way—yelled out “LAPD” and called for someone inside to open the door before smashing in a rear window and a sliding door, police said.
The home’s surveillance video shows three masked men wearing black walking along the side of the home before breaking in.
Only one person was inside the home at the time—an Arizona woman who was house-sitting for her daughter.
“The bedroom door burst open and there’s a flashlight and a gentleman saying ‘LAPD, LAPD’ and then I hopped up …  and he pulled the door closed and took off,” the woman, who gave her name only as Pamela, told ABC7 News.
She said she saw the men run out of the house and hop over the backyard fence, carrying her purse, which authorities later said contained $75 cash and other small items.
They also said they believed the burglars thought no one was home.
“It’s evident that the suspects did not anticipate the presence of the victim at home,” an LAPD spokesperson said. “Hence, officers filed a ‘hot prowl’ report, signifying the heightened risk associated with burglaries occurring when residents are present.”
At present, the suspects remain at large, and the LAPD is actively investigating the incident.
Authorities are urging residents in the Lake Balboa area to exercise vigilance and promptly report any suspicious activities to law enforcement.
They are also advising residents to exercise caution when confronted with individuals claiming to be law enforcement officers and to verify their credentials if uncertain.
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Federal Judge Upholds California Law Mandating X Disclose Content Moderation Policies
The ruling deals a blow to Elon Musk’s X, which challenged the law.
[image: Federal Judge Upholds California Law Mandating X Disclose Content Moderation Policies]Elon Musk, chief executive Officer of SpaceX and Tesla and owner of X, formerly known as Twitter, attends the Viva Technology conference dedicated to innovation and startups at the Porte de Versailles exhibition centre in Paris, France, on June 16, 2023. (Gonzalo Fuentes/Reuters)
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On Thursday, a federal judge in California dealt a blow to Elon Musk’s X platform, formerly Twitter, ruling against the company’s bid to block a state law mandating the public disclosure of its content moderation policies.
The decision, delivered by U.S. District Judge William Shubb, rejects X’s claim that the law infringes on its free speech rights under both the U.S. Constitution and the California Constitution.
X, formerly Twitter, filed a lawsuit in September, challenging the constitutionality of California Assembly Bill 587, signed into law a year ago by Gov. Gavin Newsom, a Democrat. The company argued that the law imposed unjustified burdens on its editorial judgments and violated its right to decide what content it would or wouldn’t allow on its platform.
In an eight-page decision, U.S. District Judge William Shubb acknowledged the compliance burden placed on social media companies by the mandate but deemed it justified.
“While the reporting requirement does appear to place a substantial compliance burden on social media companies, it does not appear that the requirement is unjustified or unduly burdensome within the context of First Amendment law,” Judge Shubb wrote, reported Reuters.
The judge held that the “terms of service” requirements are integral, suggesting that they could significantly influence user decisions. A scheduling conference with the lawyers in the case is reportedly set for Feb. 26, 2024.
California Assembly Bill 587 empowers the state to dictate the terms of service for large social media companies like X, mandating the inclusion of content moderation-related terms.
A second provision in the law requires X to submit semi-annual “terms of service reports” to the California attorney general, disclosing detailed information about content moderation practices; definitions for hate speech, extremism, disinformation, harassment, and foreign political interference; and statistics related to actions taken to moderate various categories of content.
Supporters of the law argue that it serves as a tool to combat online hate and holds social media platforms accountable for user-generated content. California has described the law as a “transparency measure” that aims to make content moderation policies and statistics publicly accessible.
Mr. Newsom, upon signing the law, said, “California will not stand by as social media is weaponized to spread hate and disinformation that threaten our communities and foundational values as a country.”
He added, “Californians deserve to know how these platforms are impacting our public discourse, and this action brings much-needed transparency and accountability to the policies that shape the social media content we consume every day.”
X, however, has challenged this characterization, pointing to legislative history and statements from the law’s authors and proponents as evidence of its alleged true intent.Law Designed to ‘Eliminate’ Disfavored Views, Says X
X argued in its complaint that the law violates its First Amendment right to “not speak about controversial topics” and self-determine what it will and won’t say.
“[The law] impermissibly interferes with the constitutionally-protected editorial judgments of companies such as X Corp., has both the purpose and likely effect of pressuring companies such as X Corp. to remove, demonetize, or deprioritize constitutionally-protected speech that the State deems undesirable or harmful, and places an unjustified and undue burden on social media companies such as X Corp,” the lawsuit stated.
The company asserted that the law is designed to pressure social media platforms to “eliminate” content deemed undesirable or harmful by the state, thereby interfering with constitutionally protected speech.
In its lawsuit, X cited a quote from a California Assembly Committee on Judiciary Report, dated April 27, 2021, which states: “If social media companies are forced to disclose what they do in this regard [i.e., how they moderate online content], it may pressure them to become better corporate citizens by doing more to eliminate hate speech and disinformation.”
The lawsuit also contended that the law imposed an undue burden on interstate commerce, with reporting requirements extending beyond California residents and having “national implications.”
Furthermore, X claimed that the law conflicted with Section 230 of the U.S. Code, which provides immunity to social media companies for actions taken in good faith to restrict access to objectionable material.
The Epoch Times has contacted X’s attorney for comment.
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Newsom Says California Made People’s Lives Better as National Leader in 2023
The governor touted the state’s efforts to address 37 issues—including mental health, crime, and homelessness, among others.
[image: Newsom Says California Made People’s Lives Better as National Leader in 2023]California Gov. Gavin Newsom speaks in Los Angeles on Nov. 10, 2021. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)
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With a new year approaching, California Gov. Gavin Newsom listed the state’s accomplishments from the past 12 months and celebrated what he said was a year of progress and exemplary leadership.
“From taking on global problems to finding community-based solutions, this year California delivered on critical action to make people’s lives better, safer, healthier, and happier,” Mr. Newsom said in a Dec. 28 press release. “As the country continues to recover and grow under the leadership of the Biden-Harris Administration, California is closing 2023 as a national leader in putting people first, safeguarding freedoms, and creating economic opportunity.”
Highlighting 37 issues—including mental health, public safety, and infrastructure, among others—the governor detailed the state’s efforts to address problems impacting communities.
“From taking on Big Oil to tackling big challenges—from mental health care to housing—California enacted ambitious efforts to improve the safety, health, and well-being of all Californians in 2023,” he said.
In 2023, Mr. Newsom filed a lawsuit seeking billions of dollars in damages against 100 oil companies alleging their product has caused air, land, and water contamination. He additionally enacted new price-gouging regulations on the industry, intended to keep prices low at the pump.
A nearly two-minute-long video accompanying the press release takes a month-by-month glance at the last year—from atmospheric rivers in January which led to more than 1,400 rescues to retail theft and fentanyl interdiction in December.
With a record number of overdose deaths in San Francisco and widespread drug abuse affecting communities across the state, Mr. Newsom released in March his “master plan” to address addiction and ordered the California National Guard and the Highway Patrol to work together to dismantle drug trafficking networks.
Retail theft task forces were also deployed earlier this year in the Bay Area and in Southern California to counter smash-and-grab robberies and shoplifting.
More than $30 million in stolen goods were recovered in recent years, according to the governor’s video. He did not provide in the retrospective, however, how much was recovered in 2023.
After another year of businesses fleeing areas like Union Square in San Francisco that were once highly desirable retail districts, the governor announced $267 million in grants to 55 communities in September to fund prosecutors and law enforcement efforts to curb crime.
But some said the governor’s retrospective was cherry-picked, omitting some key issues.
Republican Congressional candidate David Giglio said the lack of comment from the governor about the state’s $68 billion budget deficit was Orwellian, quoting from the book “1984” in response to Mr. Newsom’s video.
Others critical of the governor’s message noted the high level of homelessness in California—accounting for about one-third of the national homeless population and spiking by about 6 percent over the last year, according to recent Census Bureau statistics.
Homelessness remains a priority for the state, with hundreds of millions of dollars spent on creating temporary shelters, building affordable housing, and the cleanup and removal of encampments.
Seeking to address substance abuse and homeless issues, a package of mental health bills introduced by the Legislature and signed by the governor this past year is slated for the March 2024 primary ballot. Known as Proposition 1, the measure, if approved by voters, would create a $6.38 billion bond to fund treatment facilities and behavioral health beds.
The governor’s wife also brought attention to women’s issues, education, and childhood opportunities in the retrospective, including “reproductive freedom,” and closing the “pay gap” for women, and increasing access to school meals and mental health services for children.
“[W]e’re creating a state where all women, children, and families can thrive,” she said.
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Biden Admin Now Targeting Fans and Blowers in Latest Climate Crackdown
The Biden administration has proposed efficiency standards for commercial fans and blowers, while finalizing tough new rules for refrigerators and freezers.
[image: Biden Admin Now Targeting Fans and Blowers in Latest Climate Crackdown]Secretary of Energy Jennifer Granholm takes questions during a media briefing at the White House in Washington, on Nov. 23, 2021. (Evelyn Hockstein/Reuters)
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The Biden administration is now setting its sights on commercial fans and blowers in its latest crackdown on appliances in the name of fighting climate change while also finalizing tough new efficiency standards for residential fridges and freezers.
The Department of Energy (DOE) on Dec. 29 released finalized energy efficiency standards for residential refrigerators, freezers, and refrigerator-freezers, which the administration promised would bring savings to households and environmental benefits.
Compliance with the new standards for fridges and freezers (required either in 2029 or 2030, depending on the configuration) will result in carbon dioxide emission reductions of nearly 101 million metric tons over 30 years, per DOE. That’s roughly the equivalent of the combined annual emissions of nearly 13 million homes.
In terms of energy savings, the new rules promise to save 5.6 quadrillion British thermal units over 30 years, representing a savings of 11 percent over products currently on the market. That translates to savings of roughly $36.4 billion over three decades.More Red Tape for More Products
Besides finalizing stricter standards for fridges and freezers, the DOE also announced proposed new rules for commercial fans and blowers, promising various benefits.
The proposed rules are said to cut energy costs for businesses by $3.3 billion per year while cutting carbon emissions by nearly 318 million tons over 30 years.
If eventually adopted, the fan and blower rules will be the first federal energy efficiency standards ever for such products—and the agency is promising even more red tape.
“DOE will continue to move quickly in 2024—together with our industry partners and stakeholders—to update and strengthen outdated energy efficiency standards, which is critical to innovation, more consumer options, and healthier communities,” Energy Secretary Jennifer Granholm said in a statement.
As of Dec. 29, the Biden administration has issued 30 proposed or final energy efficiency standards this year alone, with the DOE saying in a statement that these actions underscore President Joe Biden’s “commitment to tackling the climate crisis.”
A consumer watchdog recently estimated that the Biden administration’s war on appliances, in the name of climate change, would cost the average American household more than $9,100—and that calculation doesn’t include the newest curbs on fridges and freezers.
The Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI), a nonprofit that advocates for limited government, free enterprise, and individual liberty, called the Biden administration’s moves to impose stricter energy efficiency standards on various appliances an “anti-consumer crusade.”
Ben Lieberman, a senior fellow at CEI, wrote in a recent op-ed for Fox News that “refrigerator standards are much like dishwashers and clothes washers, where there’ve been so many standards over the decades that we’re either at the point of diminishing returns or negative returns,” adding that there’s a “tendency for the agency’s own analysis to inflate the benefits.”
Mr. Lieberman testified before Congress in November at a House Committee on Small Business hearing titled “Burdensome Regulations: Examining the Effects of Department of Energy Regulations on America’s Job Creators.”
He testified that, back in 2018, when a staff member on the House Committee on Energy and Commerce, and while working on DOE appliance regulations, he found the problem of appliance overregulation already “serious” enough to warrant close scrutiny and pushback.
“However, over the last two years and especially thus far in 2023, things have really gone too far, largely due to the use (or misuse) of these regulations as climate change policy tools,” Mr. Lieberman told lawmakers.
He said that each proposed and final rule “threatens higher appliance prices, compromised performance, and reduced choices.”
Mr. Lieberman argued that the best type of reform would be to “sunset DOE’s standard-setting authority entirely.”Climate Rules Add $9,100 to Typical US Home
A consumer watchdog, the Alliance for Consumers, recently estimated that U.S. households would pay a hefty price for the Biden administration’s various strictures on appliances.
In an infographic titled “Biden’s Dream Home,” the nonprofit puts price tags on the Biden administration’s various proposals for new energy standards for all kinds of appliances found in homes, including air conditioners, washing machines, and gas stoves.
While the list of appliances in the Biden administration’s crosshairs is long—including microwave ovens, ceiling fans, dehumidifiers, and pool pumps—the watchdog picked a selection of common equipment found in the average American home, and estimated the cost of the regulatory burden the Biden administration has imposed or is looking to impose on them.




Overall, the estimated cost of Biden administration policies on the typical U.S. family is $9,166.



Gas furnace efficiency standards, which the DOE promises will “significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions” in the residential sector, are estimated to cost consumers an additional $494 on average, according to the consumer watchdog.
Dishwasher efficiency standards, which Secretary of Energy Jennifer Granholm said “will reduce carbon pollution and combat the climate crisis,” will lead to drainage problems and clogging, which the Alliance for Consumers estimates will cost between $50 and $400 to repair.
Proposed rules targeting air conditioning refrigerants would “dramatically” raise prices to refill air conditioning units, the watchdog says, estimating the cost to be roughly $1,100.
New energy standards for water heaters would force families to buy models that the Alliance for Consumers estimates are, on average, $2,800 more expensive.
Other costs include $25 for ceiling fans, $200 for washing machines, and $140 for light bulbs.
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Long Beach Issues Advisory Following Illegal Entries Into Downtown Buildings
[image: Long Beach Issues Advisory Following Illegal Entries Into Downtown Buildings]Long Beach City Hall on Nov. 2, 2021. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)



By City News Service
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





LONG BEACH, Calif.—The city of Long Beach issued a safety advisory Dec. 29 in response to a series of incidents involving suspects accessing security boxes containing keys and making unlawful entries into buildings in the downtown area.
The security boxes, called KnoxBoxes, are located throughout the city and contain keys to specific properties that allow for rapid access for fire and law enforcement personnel during emergencies.
“While there are no reports of access to personal residences ... it is essential that the community is informed of the potential for unauthorized access to these KnoxBoxes and are educated about ways to prevent future instances from occurring,” a city statement said.
There have been at least three reported incidents of unauthorized access to KnoxBoxes and subsequent unlawful entries into buildings, according to the city.
“The Long Beach Police Department is actively investigating these incidents,” the statement said. “The safety and well-being of the community is of the utmost importance, and the city is taking this very seriously.”
The Long Beach Fire Department, which manages the KnoxBox program, is working to determine longer-term solutions to enhance the safety and security of the KnoxBox program, according to the city.
Short-term solutions being implemented now include the issuance of high-security tamper-proof labels for placement on existing KnoxBoxes, the city said.
Residents citywide are urged to report suspicious activity calling the city’s non-emergency phone line or 9-1-1 for emergencies.
The city said people with a KnoxBox at their residence or business should pay specific attention to it and report any signs of tampering.
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Estranged Trump Attorney Michael Cohen Unwittingly Supplied AI-Generated Bogus Legal Citations for Court Filing
[image: Estranged Trump Attorney Michael Cohen Unwittingly Supplied AI-Generated Bogus Legal Citations for Court Filing]Michael Cohen leaves a federal court after his sentencing hearing in New York City on Dec. 12, 2018. (Eduardo Munoz Alvarez/Getty Images)



By Ryan Morgan
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





Michael Cohen, former President Donald Trump’s former attorney turned critic, admitted in court on Friday to inadvertently relying on fake legal citations generated by Google’s artificial intelligence chatbot service.
Mr. Cohen had served time in prison after pleading guilty in 2018 to federal charges of tax evasion, making false financial statements, and making improper campaign contributions. He pled guilty later that same year to perjury in Congressional testimony. He claimed he made the improper campaign contributions and false statements before Congress to help conceal an alleged affair between President Trump and an adult film star and to conceal efforts the Trump organization had made to develop property in Moscow, Russia, a project that hasn’t come to fruition.
In recent months, Mr. Cohen had sought to have his period of supervised release terminated early. However, the effort hit a roadblock earlier this month after legal filings entered on Mr. Cohen’s behalf appeared to cite nonexistent court cases. U.S. District Judge Jesse Furman of the Southern District of New York subsequently ordered Mr. Cohen’s attorney, David M. Schwartz, to account for the counterfeit legal citations and threatened to impose sanctions.
In a Dec. 28 response statement, Mr. Cohen’s legal team admitted citing fake legal cases but said Mr. Cohen inadvertently supplied the fake citations while seeking to assist his attorney.
“Looking to assist his attorney, Mr. Cohen conducted open-source research for cases that reflected what he anecdotally knew to be true. Specifically, he sought case law to illustrate that terminating his supervised release under these circumstances would be in line with how other courts have handled similar requests. Unfortunately, the citations that Mr. Cohen found online refer to nonexistent cases, and Mr. Schwartz submitted them unchecked,” read the statement submitted by one of Mr. Cohen’s other attorneys, E. Danya Perry.
According to the statement, Mr. Cohen had unknowingly used Google Bard, the search giant’s generative artificial intelligence chatbot.
Mr. Cohen had previous experience finding case citations as a practicing attorney but had been disbarred following his criminal conviction.
“The invalid citations at issue—and many others that Mr. Cohen found but were not used in the motion—were produced by Google Bard, which Mr. Cohen misunderstood to be a supercharged search engine, not a generative AI service like Chat-GPT. Mr. Cohen had used Google Bard to successfully identify accurate information in other contexts before and did not appreciate its unreliability as a tool for legal research,” Ms. Perry’s Dec. 28 statement reads. “Like most lay clients, Mr. Cohen does not have access to Westlaw or other standard legal research tools to verify any citations he finds online. Instead, he trusted his attorney to verify them on his behalf.”
Generative AI chatbots like ChatGPT and Google Bard use samples of real written text, known as large language models, to generate seemingly authentic human conversations. While chatbot services can provide reliable information in some instances, they can also experience what some AI researchers call “hallucinations.” A hallucination can be an instance where, when prompted to provide an example citation, the AI chatbot will generate its best approximation of what that citation might look like rather than an authentic example.
Ms. Perry further explained that a miscommunication between her, Mr. Schwartz, and Mr. Cohen had occurred, in which there was a misunderstanding about who was handling certain aspects of Mr. Cohen’s case. As a result, Ms. Perry said Mr. Schwartz believed she had been the one who had supplied the false case citations instead of realizing the citations actually came from Mr. Cohen’s open-source research using Google Bard.
In discussing possible sanctions earlier this month, the judge noted that it was the second time this year that a judge in Manhattan federal court had confronted lawyers over fake citations generated by artificial intelligence. Two lawyers in an unrelated case were fined $5,000 for citing bogus cases that ChatGPT invented.
The Associated Press contributed to this article.
From NTD News
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ANALYSIS: Supreme Court Pushed into Election Fray Amid Trump Ballot Removal Decisions
‘The Supreme Court is highly likely to take this case fairly quickly.’
[image: ANALYSIS: Supreme Court Pushed into Election Fray Amid Trump Ballot Removal Decisions]U.S. Supreme Court Justice John Roberts in Washington on Jan. 31, 2020. (Mark Wilson/Getty Images)



By Petr Svab
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





News analysis
The U.S. Supreme Court faces mounting pressure to intervene in the efforts in multiple states to remove former President Donald Trump from the 2024 ballot. After Colorado’s Supreme Court ruled President Trump be taken off the ballot, Maine’s secretary of state decreed so as well. Both have put their decisions on hold pending further appeals.
Both the Maine and Colorado decisions are based on the argument that President Trump engaged in insurrection by challenging the results of the 2020 election and riling up his supporters ahead of the “Stop the Steal” rally and subsequent riot at the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021. Waging an insurrection, in turn, would be grounds for disqualification from office under the 14th Amendment.
The U.S. Supreme Court is likely to reject such argument, several constitutional experts previously told The Epoch Times. But by doing so, the court would insert itself into the election—which most of the justices are likely to want to avoid.
Chief Justice John Roberts, in particular, tries to dodge overly political decisions, and even more so those affecting elections, according to Horace Cooper, senior fellow with the National Center for Public Policy Research, who formerly taught constitutional law at George Mason University.
Some of the more senior and more conservative justices would also prefer to avoid actions that would harken back to the Court’s involvement in the 2000 election, he added.
“Many of the justices say that they are very unhappy with what happened to their reputation because they did that. If you ask them, would they like to do this again? Most of the justices, including the chief justice, will tell you ‘no,’” Mr. Cooper previously told The Epoch Times.
There appears to be a consensus among legal scholars, however, that the highest court will have to pick up the disqualification issue.
The Trump disqualification effort, spearheaded by Democrat officials and Democrat-aligned legal outfits, has produced a hodgepodge of contradictory state and federal rulings not just in Colorado and Maine, but increasingly across the nation. The Supreme Court appears to be the only institution capable of clearing up the 14th Amendment application.
“The Supreme Court is highly likely to take this case fairly quickly,” Mr. Cooper said.
Nonetheless, he predicted that Chief Justice Roberts would try to keep the court’s involvement at a minimum.
“He’s going to try to do it in the narrowest way possible so that it is not a determination where [the Court’s] decided who can be a candidate and who cannot be a candidate,” he said.
The court has already picked up a case that could have a significant impact on the election.
On Dec. 13, it accepted the petition of Joseph Fischer, who was charged with “obstruction of an official proceeding” for his participation in the Jan. 6 incident.
Special counsel Jack Smith charged President Trump with the same crime and it makes up about half of his case.
Some experts predicted the Supreme Court may interpret the law more narrowly, rendering it inapplicable to the Jan. 6 defendants. That could make it inapplicable to President Trump as well.
Even if the Supreme Court doesn’t rule in President Trump’s favor, the proceeding could delay his trial until after the election, annulling its political urgency.
In addition, the court declined to quickly decide whether President Trump’s efforts to challenge the 2020 election were covered by executive privilege. Even though the Appeals Court for the District of Columbia Circuit is looking into the matter, Mr. Smith asked the Supreme Court to pick it up on an expedited basis in an apparent effort to speed up the case, which is still scheduled to go to trial on March 4.
Several legal experts, including Mr. Cooper, have told The Epoch Times the trial not only won’t start on that date, but could get delayed until after the election, since after the D.C. Circuit’s 3-judge panel ruling, either side will have an opportunity to appeal to the full circuit and, after that, to the Supreme Court.
It was predictable for the Supreme Court to decline Mr. Smith’s request, Mr. Cooper said.
“Nothing in the brief that Smith filed explained why there was any urgent need to bypass regular order. That failure then leaves the impression that the only reason for the appeal is the proposed trial deadline. Trial deadlines are not a reason for the Supreme Court to intervene.”
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Seal Beach Mother and Son Died in Apparent Murder-Suicide: Police
[image: Seal Beach Mother and Son Died in Apparent Murder-Suicide: Police]A police officer in a file photo. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)
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12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





SEAL BEACH—Two people found dead inside a Seal Beach home Wednesday were relatives and died in apparent murder-suicide, police revealed Dec. 29.
“An out-of-state relative called police dispatch to report that their brother was frustrated with providing care for his mother,” a police statement said.
Officers responded Dec. 27 morning to the 600 block of Ocean Avenue and found the bodies inside the home, the department said.
Detectives discovered that a 65-year-old man was living with his 84-year-old mother, who suffered from an unknown temporary medical condition that required constant attention and care, police said.
Family members were in the process of establishing in-home services for the woman and had arranged for the son to care for her in the meantime, according to police.
The son was frustrated with adequately caring for his mother’s condition and made several calls to an out-of-state relative, police said.
During his final call, the relative heard a loud bang and the son said his mother was “gone.”
A firearm was discovered by detectives in the son’s hand, who was lying on the bed with his mother, both with fatal gunshot wounds to the head, according to police.
Police said the identities of the mother and son were withheld out of respect for their family.
Anyone with information regarding the case was urged to contact Sgt. Gibson at 562-799-4100 at extension 1128 or [email protected].
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San Diego Raises Minimum Wage Jan. 1
[image: San Diego Raises Minimum Wage Jan. 1]Employees do a cheer before the midnight opening at a Best Buy store San Diego on Nov. 24, 2011. (Sandy Huffaker/Getty Images)
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SAN DIEGO—The city of San Diego Dec. 29 announced that, effective Monday, the minimum wage will increase by 55 cents for all employees who work within the city limits.
“With the cost of living rising, this increase could not come at a more needed time for workers and working families,” said Mayor Todd Gloria. “This increase means a better ability to make ends meet, put food on the table and spend in our local businesses.”
Officials said that employees who perform at least two hours of work in one or more calendar weeks of the year within the city will receive a minimum wage increase from $16.30 to $16.85 an hour.
The change was approved in 2016 in accordance with the city’s Earned Sick Leave and Minimum Wage Ordinance. The ordinance is applicable to all industries and businesses, with no exceptions. Tips and gratuities do not count toward payment of minimum wage, according to officials.
Minimum wage in the city has gone up annually since 2019 by an amount corresponding to the prior year’s increase, which is based on cost-of-living expenses that are determined by the Consumer Price Index, according to a statement from the city.
Employees may use earned sick leave for all the reasons described in the ordinance, which includes time for their own medical care or for the medical care of a family member. Employers may limit an employee’s use of earned sick leave to forty hours in a benefit year.
Updated notices for posting at the workplace are available on the city’s Minimum Wage Program web page at sandiego.gov/compliance/minimum-wage. Every employer must post updated workplace notices in a conspicuous place at a job site.
San Diego’s Minimum Wage Program can be contacted for questions or to file a complaint at [email protected] or 619-615-1565.
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Elderly Woman Killed in Sledgehammer Attack on Christmas Eve in Los Angeles County
After a review of surveillance footage, campus police reportedly identified the suspect as a 40-year-old homeless man known to the community.
[image: Elderly Woman Killed in Sledgehammer Attack on Christmas Eve in Los Angeles County]A police car in a file photo. (Mira Oberman/AFP/Getty Images)
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A woman in her 60s was brutally attacked and killed on the morning of Christmas Eve while walking her dog near a local community college in Southern California.
The victim, identified only as an Asian woman, was attacked by a man wielding a sledgehammer around 7 a.m. near El Camino College in Los Angeles County, about five miles north of Torrance.
The assailant fled the scene before authorities arrived, according to campus police.
A passerby discovered the injured woman unconscious and bleeding from her head near the campus’ gymnasium and called the police. Her dog faithfully remained by her side throughout the incident.
Police transported the woman to a local hospital, but she ultimately succumbed to her injuries on Christmas Day.
After a review of surveillance footage, campus police identified the suspect as Jeffery Davis, 40, a homeless individual known to the community, according to local news outlet KTLA News.
“The person that we had an idea of who was on the security footage is, we believe, a homeless person we’ve had contact with before,” El Camino College Police Sgt. Francisco Esqueda told KTLA News. “So we were able to go to the neighboring county park where he sometimes hangs out, and that’s where we found him.”
Mr. Davis was taken into custody and is being held without bail. He is set to be arraigned Jan. 17 on a murder charge, said a spokesperson for the Los Angeles County District Attorney’s Office Dec. 28.
The motive behind the attack remains unclear. The victim’s cause of death will be determined by the Los Angeles County Medical Examiner.
Meanwhile, residents of the area are now on edge in the wake of the fatal attack.
“It’s scary seeing that a lot of people do come around this area where there are families,” a local resident told KTLA News. “You might think they’re just homeless people, but you don’t know their psychological or mental health so it’s a very scary thing.”
City News Service contributed to this report.
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Argentina Formally Announces It Won’t Join the BRICS Alliance in Milei’s Latest Policy Shift
[image: Argentina Formally Announces It Won’t Join the BRICS Alliance in Milei’s Latest Policy Shift]President-elect Javier Milei waves during a joint session of Congress to officially declare him and his running mate winners of the presidential runoff election in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on Nov. 29, 2023. (Natacha Pisarenko/AP Photo)
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Updated: 12/30/2023





BUENOS AIRES—Argentina formally announced Friday that it won’t join the BRICS bloc of developing economies, the latest in a dramatic shift in foreign and economic policy by Argentina’s new right-wing President Javier Milei.
In a letter addressed to the leaders of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa—all members of the alliance—Mr. Milei said the moment was not “opportune” for Argentina to join as a full member. The letter was dated a week ago, Dec. 22, but released by the Argentine government on Friday, the last working day of 2023.
Argentina was among six countries invited in August to join the bloc made up of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa to make an 11-nation bloc. Argentina was set to join Jan. 1, 2024.
The move comes as Argentina has been left reeling by deepening economic crisis.
Mr. Milei’s predecessor, former President Alberto Fernandez, endorsed joining the alliance as an opportunity to reach new markets. The BRICS currently account for about 40 percent of the world’s population and more than a quarter of the world’s GDP.
But economic turmoil left many in Argentina eager for change, ushering chainsaw-wielding political outsider Mr. Milei into the presidency.
Mr. Milei, who defines himself as an “anarcho-capitalist”—a current within liberalism that aspires to eliminate the state—has implemented a series of measures to deregulate the economy, which in recent decades has been marked by strong state interventionism.
In foreign policy, he has proclaimed full alignment with the “free nations of the West,” especially the United States and Israel.
Throughout the campaign for the presidency, Mr. Milei also disparaged countries ruled “by communism” and announced that he would not maintain diplomatic relations with them despite growing Chinese investment in South America.
However, in the letter addressed to his counterpart Luiz Inácio Lula Da Silva in neighboring Brazil and the rest of the leaders of full BRICS members—Xi Jinping of China, Narenda Mondi of India, Vladimir Putin of Russia, and Matamela Ramaphosa of South Africa—Mr. Milei proposed to “intensify bilateral ties” and increase “trade and investment flows.”
Mr. Milei also expressed his readiness to hold meetings with each of the five leaders.
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Jimmy Lai the Bravest Guardian of Hong Kong’s Freedom in the Face of an Unjust NSL Trial
[image: Jimmy Lai the Bravest Guardian of Hong Kong’s Freedom in the Face of an Unjust NSL Trial]Jimmy Lai outside West Kowloon Magistrates' Court in Hong Kong, on  Sept. 18, 2020.  (Sung Pi-lung/The Epoch Times)
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Opinion Column
In 1991, I first met Jimmy Lai, just a year after he unveiled Next Magazine. Back then, I held the position of the Chinese head at CHIN Radio/TV International in Toronto, Canada, focusing on Hong Kong matters leading up to the 1997 handover. Our program content delved into various themes, such as immigration, resettlement, entrepreneurship, and investment strategies, resonating with migrating Hongkongers globally. Even under British colonial rule, the latest issues of Next Magazine from Hong Kong were eagerly sought after, reaching Chinatowns across major cities worldwide a week after hitting the stands.
Since that initial meeting, I have made it a priority to stay connected with Jimmy. His compelling narratives on the significance of information freedom and democracy had already sounded the alarm for Hongkongers and the global audience, suggesting that substantial changes could unfold after the handover of Hong Kong. This was a time preceding the internet’s transformative impact on communication in the mid-’90s. Subsequently, Jimmy ventured into launching Apple Daily in 1995, establishing it as the most widely read newspaper in Hong Kong, both in print and online. However, the authorities in communist-controlled Hong Kong and Beijing didn’t appreciate the paper; there were raids into the paper’s headquarters, leading to the arrest of six senior executives besides Jimmy. The final print and online run of the paper came to an end on June 24, 2021.
In the mid-’90s, I shifted my focus back to the financial industry, assuming the position of a portfolio manager specializing in absolute return strategies in Canada. This move occurred before my return to Hong Kong in 2000—three years following the handover from Great Britain to China. Despite my professional trajectory leaning towards hedge funds and asset management, my commitment to media has endured. Concurrently, I resumed writing for the Hong Kong Economic Journal in 2006 and reestablished connections with Next Media. My contributions extended to the finance and political sections at Apple Daily and Next Magazine. By 2014, the Occupy Movement marked a significant phase of heightened involvement for me, evolving my role into that of a columnist and commentator. Beyond the constant pursuit of “chasing alpha” in the financial markets, I found myself passionately advocating for democracy and freedom in response to Beijing’s escalating control over Hong Kong during the social movements of 2014 and 2019.
However, the pivotal moment arrived with the unjust imposition of the National Security Law (NSL) in 2020, often compared to a “neutron bomb” detonated in Hong Kong—a massacre of our freedoms. The realization dawned that Hong Kong was on the verge of silencing all voices, and the authentic story needed to be told. Departing from Hong Kong at the end of June 2021, just four days after the forced closure of Apple Daily’s final print and online versions, posed a mental and emotional challenge. The English editor-in-chief at Apple Daily faced arrest at the Hong Kong airport merely two days after the newspaper’s shutdown. The NSL police department engaged in a form of “random fire,” attempting to arrest individuals swiftly and subjecting them to long-term detainment while confiscating their travel documents. Such occurrences were unprecedented in the “old Hong Kong.”
On this Christmas Eve in Toronto, Canada, I find myself concluding this article with a philosophical touch—a moment deeply immersed in introspection. The prevailing shock lingers as notable figures in Hong Kong’s recent history either endure imprisonment or are forced into exile. Reverend Chu Yiu Ming, one of Occupy Central’s trio leaders, recently graced my YouTube Channel as a special guest. Together, we immersed ourselves in the ongoing unjust National Security trial of Jimmy Lai, which commenced just a few days ago, on Dec. 18. The trial is expected to unfold over at least 80 court days. On air, we passionately prayed for miracles for Jimmy and others who find themselves unjustly detained, undergoing unfair trials, and awaiting their sentences. Our interactive dialogue also delved into Reverend Chu’s recently released memoir, shedding light on the democracy movement in Hong Kong.
Leading up to the enactment of the National Security Law (NSL) in mid-2020, Jimmy, a devout Catholic and avid reader, found himself in a tense predicament in Hong Kong. Recognizing his need for inspiration, I recalled an autographed book I had received from His Holiness, the 14th Dalai Lama, which had been sitting on the shelf for a while. It struck me that I should pass it on to Jimmy. The book, titled “My Land & My People,” the autobiography of the Dalai Lama, arrived at a crucial juncture when the totalitarian regime sought to shut down Jimmy’s media group. Reflecting on an interview with the Dalai Lama in Brussels, Belgium, a few years earlier, where he imparted the words, “Never give up hope for Hong Kong,” I intended to provide Jimmy with a source of encouragement. This was especially significant for someone who stands as the strongest defender of Hong Kong under the “One Country Two Systems” framework. Unfortunately, the totalitarian regime failed to honor its promise and instead revoked it after 22 years of what was supposed to be a 50-year non-intervention policy.
During this Christmas season, as I contemplate the profound meanings of life—salvation, persecution, suffering, and the highest purpose of humanity—I am deeply moved by the plight of Jimmy Lai and countless others who have fearlessly spoken out for Hong Kong, only to find themselves imprisoned due to their unwavering love for the city. Jimmy’s decision to remain in Hong Kong, rooted in his faith and steadfast defense of the Christian faith, reveals a man who has steadfastly lived out his principles for over three decades.
There was a time when freedom thrived in Hong Kong, both before and after the 1997 handover, and for this, we owe a profound debt of gratitude to him. The influx of foreign capital into Hong Kong won’t resume until investors are confident that the rule of law remains intact, the legal system stays impartial, and, above all, political prisoners are set free. Jimmy Lai’s unjust trial in Hong Kong is poised to be closely monitored by the entire world.
As we celebrate Christmas, let’s not only reflect on the joy of the season but also join in solidarity, praying for the release of Jimmy Lai and all those unjustly detained political prisoners, and nurturing hope for a Hong Kong that regains its rightful place as a bastion of freedom. Jimmy Lai’s unjust NSL trial will resume on Jan. 2, 2024. Let’s keep paying attention to the developments.
Edward Chin (錢志健) runs a family office. Chin was formerly the country head of a UK publicly listed hedge fund, the largest of its kind measured by assets under management. Outside the hedge funds space, Chin is the Convenor of the 2047 Hong Kong Monitor and a Senior Advisor of Reporters Without Borders (RSF, HK & Macau). Chin studied speech communication at the University of Minnesota, and received his MBA from the University of Toronto.
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Mass protests take place in a central Chinese city after the mysterious death of a school boy. A China-linked group is reportedly funneling millions into American climate groups. The revelation is raising concerns about Chinese influence on U.S. energy policies. Ten years after a historic breach, the CIA is reportedly working to...
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Chinese Struggle to Heat Homes Amid Record-Breaking Cold, Sky-High Energy Bills
Energy consumers are battling frigid temps, supply issues, and high bills. Meanwhile, a discrepancy in official numbers reveals billions in hidden charges.
[image: Chinese Struggle to Heat Homes Amid Record-Breaking Cold, Sky-High Energy Bills]A worker climbs a pylon to remove ice from electric transmission lines in Bijie, in China's southwestern Guizhou province, on Feb. 21, 2022. (STR/AFP via Getty Images)



By Julia Ye and Lynn Xu
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





As extreme cold blankets China, authorities are struggling with an energy shortage, and electricity bills are skyrocketing. Netizens are complaining about insufficient indoor heating and excessive energy bills.
This winter’s record-breaking frigid temperatures have brought snow even to China’s subtropical southern provinces. Heating shortage problems are plaguing the populous northern cities, and northwest provinces—areas like Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia, and Xinjiang.
Reuters reported on Dec. 24 that Beijing had broken a seven-decade cold weather record.
On Dec. 24, an anonymous netizen posted a message on social media calling attention to the suffering caused by heating issues in northern China after a recent snowfall.
The netizen, without specifying their location, said that temperatures had dropped to minus 15 degrees Fahrenheit, but “the indoor temperature of many residents’ homes is around 10 to 15 degrees,”
“Elderly people and children wear thick cotton coats [at home] and still catch cold and fall sick,“ the post said, adding that residents have complained to authorities without response. “The government service hotline 12345 is just a show. The so-called customer service promoted by the heating company is useless.”
Another netizen, from Tianjin, a major city in northern China, complained on Dec. 23 that during the first few days of the cold wave, their indoor temperature was 14 degrees Fahrenheit.
China has experienced notable power shortages in recent years. In the summer, air conditioning use is at a minimum, and factories stagger operating schedules due to energy grid problems. “It’s not uncommon for residential neighborhoods to encounter blackouts during both hot summers and cold winters,” Liu Xin (a pseudonym), a resident of Hefei, in eastern China’s Anhui province, told the Chinese-language edition of The Epoch Times.
Adding to the suffering are sky-high electricity bills, Mr. Liu said. This winter, the lights in some buildings are dark, and some streets in his city are unlighted.Inaccurate Chinese Smart Meters 
In recent years, many residential areas in China have replaced traditional meters with smart meters. After replacing their meters, many residents complained that they paid more for electricity even though they had not changed their electricity consumption.
Mr. Liu said, “Since I switched to a new meter, my electricity bill has increased several times.”
[image:  Shoppers in Beijing test energy-saving light bulbs at a home store, on Dec. 7, 2009. (Wang Zhao/AFP via Getty Images)] Shoppers in Beijing test energy-saving light bulbs at a home store, on Dec. 7, 2009. (Wang Zhao/AFP via Getty Images)


Public speculation over electricity meters being rigged has persisted for decades despite repeated denials from state media.
In early 2018, an article on Chinese blogging app Jianshu claimed that “75 percent of China’s meters are deliberately accelerated, with the largest deviation being 28 percent faster.” The article alleged that the meters are accelerated because “some power companies privately request producers to speed up the readings in meters.”
The article, which was reprinted by Chinese state media People’s Daily Online, made Chinese smart meters a hot topic that year.
In August 2021, an online analysis of the issue stated that smart meters inherently consume a certain amount of electricity simply to function, a cost that is then passed on to the user.Billions in Hidden Energy Charges
On Dec. 22, an article on Chinese news portal NetEase asked: “Is it a secret that the meter turns fast?” The article cited an example in which a netizen was charged for the 135 electrical degrees that his meter displayed, although the actual consumption in the home was 100 degrees.
The article estimated that China’s state-owned electric utility had purchased 10 billion kWh of electricity but sold 13.5 billion kWh.
The NetEase article also compared two sets of official data released on Dec. 15 for the first eleven months of 2023, one for electricity generation and the other for electricity consumption. Data from China’s Bureau of Statistics showed that the country’s total electricity generation from January to November was 8,073.2 billion kilowatt-hours (kWh), an increase of 4.8 percent year-on-year. Meanwhile, China’s Energy Administration indicated that total electricity consumption from January to November was 8,367.8 billion kWh, up 6.3 percent year-on-year.
Notably, official figures concluded that China’s electricity reported as used exceeded the amount that was actually generated by 294.6 billion kilowatt-hours. If calculated at .5 yuan (about $.07) a unit, the disparity would amount to about 147.3 billion yuan ($20.6 billion), a whopping overcharge on Chinese power bills.
The NetEase article concluded that the only explanation for this illogical phenomenon is that the meters of many Chinese—including industrial users—are faulty. The resultant massive overcharge amounts to a hidden energy tariff, burdening already struggling Chinese taxpayers with billions in additional taxes.
The article was later censored.
Kane Zhang contributed to this article.
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China Appoints Former Navy Chief as New Defense Minister
The appointment of Adm. Dong Jun comes amid instability in the CCP’s military.
[image: China Appoints Former Navy Chief as New Defense Minister]Chinese People's Liberation Army Navy soldiers and officers attend a ceremony in Beijing on Sept. 16, 2013. (Feng Li/Getty Images)
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12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





China has appointed former navy chief, Adm. Dong Jun, as its new defense minister, state media reported, capping months-long speculation about the replacement of the military’s top diplomat amid instability in the regime’s top ranks.
On Friday, delegates of China’s rubber-stamp legislature approved Adm. Dong’s appointment, according to state media Xinhua.
The 62-year-old former navy commander will succeed Gen. Li Shangfu, who was fired in October following two months of disappearance without any explanation.
Unlike his predecessors, Adm. Dong is not a member of the Central Military Commission (CMC), a seven-member body that runs the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). China’s defense minister doesn’t have a major say in the military in the regime’s opaque political system. The armed forces are a branch of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) rather than the armed forces of the country. The party’s top leader, Xi Jinping, is the chairman of the CMC.Potential Implications on US-China Ties
Adm. Dong rose in the ranks through the navy. Before becoming the chief of the PLA’s navy in 2021, he served as deputy commander of a force unit currently known as the Eastern Theater Command Navy, which was responsible for conducting drills in the water and air near Taiwan, a self-ruled island that the CCP has claimed as part of its territory. The Party’s top leader has declared that he would “never promise to renounce the use of force” to seize Taiwan.
The new defense minister also had experience in commanding another PLA unit, the Southern Theatre Command, which is responsible for operating in disputed waters in the South China Sea.
Tensions over Taiwan and the South China Sea are among the flashpoints in the fraught relations between China and the United States. The Chinese regime canceled the interaction with Washington on military and several other major areas last August, following then-House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan. On Dec. 21, military officials from the two countries had their first communication in nearly two years.
During the short tenure of Gen. Li, he didn’t have a formal meeting with U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin. The regime has said, in exchange for talks, Washington must lift sanctions imposed by the Trump administration on Gen. Li in 2018 over his role in allegedly purchasing fighter jets and equipment from Russia’s main arms exporter, Rosoboronexport, a request rejected by the State Department.Instability in Beijing’s High Ranks
A notable element missing in Adm. Dong’s public resume is that he has no direct contact with Mr. Xi. In comparison, Gen. Li was widely known as a member of Mr. Xi’s political circle, known in Chinese as “second generation red,” a term referring to sons or daughters of high-ranking Communist Party cadres who helped Mao Zedong seize control of the country in 1949. His father, Li Shaozhu, was a Red Army veteran and deputy commander of the PLA railway force.
Adm. Dong’s appointment came amid what appeared to be an ongoing purge of the military. The regime provided no explanation for the dismissal of the former defense minister, which came merely seven months after he was appointed to the post. Multiple media reports indicated that Gen. Li was placed under investigation by the Chinese authorities for suspected corruption related to military equipment procurement.
The regime won’t comment on such reports. When asked whether Gen. Li’s dismissal was related to the anti-corruption probe at a monthly briefing in October, the defense ministry’s spokesperson simply said he had “no information to release.”
The former defense minister hasn’t been heard from publicly for four months. His last public appearance was on Aug. 29, when he addressed a security forum and held talks with visiting defense ministers from Ghana, Zambia, and several other African countries.
The dismissal of Gen. Li came after several unexplained disappearances and replacements of senior officials and generals, fueling speculation about potential turmoil within the upper echelons of the Party’s leadership under Mr. Xi. In August, China abruptly replaced two top commanders in charge of the country’s nuclear arsenal unit, which outside observers called the biggest reshuffle in the top level of the CCP’s military in recent years.
In the latest sign of the unrest in the military, the CCP on Wednesday removed three aerospace-defense leaders from its 2,000-plus political advisory body, called the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference. All ousted were executives from the country’s biggest defense-technology firms.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/china/china-appoints-former-navy-chief-as-new-defense-minister-5555203



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


China NewsOrgan Harvesting in China

Beijing Invites Countries in the Belt and Road Initiative to Cooperate in Organ Transplants
China watchers express concern that the regime’s real agenda is to spread the practice of forced organ harvesting.
[image: Beijing Invites Countries in the Belt and Road Initiative to Cooperate in Organ Transplants]Falun Gong practitioners during a re-enactment of the CCP's practice of forced organ harvesting from Falun Gong practitioners, during a rally in Taipei, Taiwan, on April 23, 2006. (Patrick Lin/AFP via Getty Images)
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China recently claimed that it intends to promote international exchanges and cooperation in the field of organ donation and transplantation among Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) countries. The statement raised concern among China observers, who believe that the regime’s real agenda is to spread its practice of forced organ harvesting.
The 7th China-International Organ Donation Conference and the Belt and Road Initiative International Cooperation and Development Forum on Organ Donation and Transplantation was held in Nanning, Guangxi Province from Dec. 8–10. At the conference, Chinese authorities announced that China has ranked second in the world and first in Asia in organ donation and transplantation for seven consecutive years.
In an interview on the sidelines of the conference, Dr. Huang Jiefu, chairman of the Human Organ Donation and Transplantation Committee, told Chinese state media that China would promote international exchanges and practical cooperation in organ donation and transplantation among BRI countries on the basis of the model of “mutual consultation, mutual construction, and mutual sharing.”
On Sept. 28, 2005, Dr. Huang demonstrated an autologous liver transplant at the First Affiliated Hospital of Xinjiang Medical University. In order to minimize the chances of failure, Dr. Huang asked for three spare livers, one prepared by the hospitals affiliated with the medical universities in Guangzhou, one from Chongqing, and one from Xinjiang.
After 15 hours of surgery and 24 hours of post-transplant observation, Dr. Huang declared the surgery a success and the spare livers were no longer needed.
For three spare livers to be ready for use before the transplant and in stand-by status for 39 hours, they likely came from living people, as livers can’t be preserved in a hypothermic state for more than 12 hours.
China is also currently providing extensive training for organ transplant doctors across the country.
The Organ Transplantation Institute of Tongji Hospital in Wuhan issued a notice on Dec. 4 to recruit and train surgeons in heart, liver, kidney, and pancreas transplantation. Each year, the institute will train four heart transplant surgeons, six liver transplant surgeons, 16 kidney transplant surgeons, and three pancreas transplant surgeons. The training period is 12 months.
Similar notices were issued by China Organ Transplant Development Foundation, the First Affiliated Hospital of Xi'an Jiaotong University, Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hospital of Sun Yat-sen University, Xiangya No. 2 Hospital of Central South University, Beijing Friendship Hospital affiliated with Capital University of Medical Sciences, and the Organ Transplant Center of West China Hospital.
Lai Jianping, who holds a Master’s degree in international law from the China University of Political Science and Law, told The Epoch Times that forced organ harvesting has been covered up in China because there is no freedom of speech and no freedom of the press under the CCP rule.
The life and health of the powerful and wealthy in China have become a condition that gives them the privilege to override the lives of other people and the CCP has used this to industrialize organ transplants in China, Mr. Lai said.
The World Organization to Investigate the Persecution of Falun Gong (WOIPFG) released a report in November 2023, saying that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) continued its crime of organ harvesting from a large number of unwitting donors, and that forced organ supply banks still exist in China.
Numerous investigations have shown that organ transplants in China’s major hospitals have expanded from the massive organ harvesting of Falun Gong practitioners to other prisoners of conscience and ethnic minorities. Dr. Huang is also accused by international experts of participating in forced organ harvesting.
Falun Gong, also known as Falun Dafa, was introduced to the public on May 13, 1992, by founder Li Hongzhi. The teachings of Falun Gong are based on the principles of truthfulness, compassion, and tolerance. Its five sets of meditation exercises spread rapidly throughout China by word of mouth, as people experienced miracles of health and moral improvement. On July 20, 1999, former CCP dictator Jiang Zemin launched a persecution and an extensive propaganda campaign against Falun Gong and its tens of millions of adherents due to the popularity of the practice that was not under the control of the state.Missing Students
On Oct. 14, 2022, a 15-year-old high school student named Hu Xinyu from Zhiyuan Middle School in Shangrao City, Jiangxi Province, mysteriously disappeared from his campus and his body was later uncovered. Local residents revealed that a high-ranking official with a rare blood type had fallen seriously ill, and Hu Xinyu’s blood type happened to match, leading to suspicions that this might have been the real reason for his disappearance.
Following this, there were reports of over ten cases of middle and high school students going missing in Hubei, Jiangxi, Guangdong, and Henan provinces, sparking concerns about the illegal trafficking of human organs.
“The case of Hu Xinyu’s disappearance and death is a typical example of the strange disappearance of many Chinese students, and people are suspicious that they may have been victimized by live harvesting. This is a cruel reality that exists in China,” Mr. Lai said.
China watchers fear that the CCP’s Belt and Road Initiative model of promoting organ transplants could lead to more countries being implicated in the CCP’s crime of forced organ harvesting.
On Nov. 28, a ruling by the Tokyo District Court in Japan revealed that at least 100 Japanese people were unknowingly involved in such crimes.
Hiromichi Kikuchi, an organ transplant broker, was sentenced to eight months in prison for violating the Organ Transplant Law. He admitted that he had referred about 170 people for transplants over the past 20 years, 90 percent of which were conducted in Chinese hospitals.
The case was after a June 25, 2022, Epoch Times interview with Ushio Sugawara, a Japanese man who happened to witness the horrors of forced organ harvesting in China at close range.
In 2007, when Mr. Sugawara’s friend’s brother went through a broker to have a liver transplant at the Armed Police General Hospital in Beijing, Mr. Sugawara was entrusted with delivering a protein drug that was needed before the surgery.
The man was unconscious and lying on the bed. The doctor told Mr. Sugawara that the man was a 21-year-old Falun Gong practitioner who had been sentenced to death. The tendons in the donor’s hands and feet had been severed, and the doctor explained that it was “to prevent escape and to prevent the donor’s muscles from tensing up and affecting the quality of the organ when it was removed.”
Mr. Sugawara said, “My friend’s brother died during the operation, and of course the person whose organs were harvested also died, and I don’t know what happened to his body.”
What he said sent shockwaves across Japan. Hiroaki Maruyama, a member of the Kanagawa City Council in Amago, told Daiki that legislation is needed to ban organ transplants in countries like China, a country that brazenly violates human rights.
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Argentina’s Javier Milei Turns Down BRICS Membership Invitation [Sat, 30 Dec 01:57]President of Argentina Javier Milei gives a speech after his Inauguration Ceremony at "Casa Rosada" Presidential Palace in Buenos Aires, Argentina on Dec. 10, 2023. (Marcos Brindicci/Getty Images)



	
Gunmen Kill 6 People, Wound 26 Others in Attack on Party in Northern Mexico Border State [Fri, 29 Dec 23:59]A member of the Mexican National Guard stands guard at a checkpoint near where relatives of a group of sixteen Chiapas state police administrative workers protest on the highway for the release of their kidnapped relatives in Chiapa de Corzo, Chiapas state, Mexico, on June 29, 2023. (Raul Mendoza/AFP via Getty Images)



	
2 Dead After Truck Hits Several People in City in Southern Germany, Police Say [Fri, 29 Dec 23:59]Fire and rescue services stand at the scene of a car accident in the city center in Passau, Germany, on Dec. 29, 2023. (Zema Medien/dpa via AP)



	
Mild Winter Reduces Montreal’s 200 Outdoor Ice Rinks to a Handful [Fri, 29 Dec 20:15]People skate on the Old Port skating rink on New Year's Day in Montreal, on Jan. 1, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Graham Hughes)



	
Float Plane That Crashed in NWT Was Chartered to Help With Winter Roads, TSB Says [Fri, 29 Dec 19:53]An Air Tindi float base is shown in Yellowknife on Oct. 4, 2011. (The Canadian Press/James Mackenzie)



	
Quebec Provincial Police Suspend Search for Girl, 4, Who Fell Into River on Dec. 22 [Fri, 29 Dec 19:39]A Surete du Quebec emblem is seen on an officer’s uniform in Montreal on Aug. 22, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Christinne Muschi)



	
BC Court Blocks New Law Against Public Drug Use, Warning of ‘Irreparable Harm’ [Fri, 29 Dec 18:29]The Law Courts building, which is home to B.C. Supreme Court and the Court of Appeal, is seen in Vancouver, on Nov. 23, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Darryl Dyck)



	
Pat Cummins Stars in Australia’s Thrilling Cricket Test Triumph [Fri, 29 Dec 18:13]Australia celebrate defeating Pakistan during Day 4 of the Second Test match between Australia and Pakistan at the Melbourne Cricket Ground in Melbourne, Australia on Dec. 29, 2023. (AAP Image/Joel Carrett)



	
‘It Really Has Rocked Us’: Two Teens From Same School Dead After Fall Through Ice on Rideau River [Fri, 29 Dec 18:08]Members of the Ottawa Police Service Underwater Search and Recovery Unit conduct an underwater search on Dec. 28, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Spencer Colby)



	
What’s the Status of Universal Basic Income in Canada? [Fri, 29 Dec 18:07]Construction workers at a site in Montreal in a file photo. (The Canadian Press/Ryan Remiorz)



	
Sydney to Hobart Yacht Towed to Safety as Arrivals Grow [Fri, 29 Dec 18:05]A supplied image shows No Limit during the Sydney Hobart yacht race on the River Derwent in Hobart, Friday, Dec. 29, 2023. No Limit was the first yacht to cross the finish line on Friday and the seventh to arrive overall in the 2023 Sydney to Hobart yacht race. (AAP Image/Supplied by Salty Dingo)



	
Aussies Resolve for Better Health and Savings in 2024 [Fri, 29 Dec 17:58]Based on a survey of just over 1000 Australians, 73 percent have set a New Year's resolution for 2024—equivalent to 14.8 million people. (Willis Lim/Brisbane Australia)



	
BC Parents, Protesters Hold Ongoing Rally Against Sexual Orientation Resources in Schools [Fri, 29 Dec 17:57]People protest against SOGI 123 in Abbotsford, B.C., on Dec. 29, 2023. (Courtesy of Kanwalijit Singh)



	
Australian Court Reverses Millions in COVID-19 Fines [Fri, 29 Dec 17:49]Mounted Police patrol at Bondi Beach as part of public health order compliance operations in Sydney, Australia, on Aug. 15, 2021. (Getty Images)



	
Court Rules Against Rebel News Over  Election-Time Signs Promoting Book Critical of Liberals [Fri, 29 Dec 17:25]Rebel News publisher Ezra Levant arrives at the Law Society of Alberta in Calgary, Alta., on March 2, 2016. (Jeff McIntosh/The Canadian Press)



	
Human Rights Commission Accused of ‘Anti-Black Racism’ by Senate Committee [Fri, 29 Dec 17:14]The Canadian flag flies near the Peace Tower on Parliament Hill in Ottawa on June 17, 2020. (Adrian Wyld/The Canadian Press)



	
Denmark Weighs Sending Warship to Assist US-Led Red Sea Maritime Security Effort [Fri, 29 Dec 15:13]The guided-missile destroyer USS Carney in Souda Bay, Greece. The American warship and multiple commercial ships came under attack in the Red Sea, the Pentagon said, on Dec. 3, 2023. (Petty Officer 3rd Class Bill Dodge/U.S. Navy via AP)



	
Former Fredericton Firefighter Sues City For Lost Benefits After Quitting Over COVID Vaccine Policy [Fri, 29 Dec 15:00]A health-care worker prepares a dose Pfizer/BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine at the Michener Institute in Toronto on Dec.14, 2020. (Carlos Osorio/AFP via Getty Images)
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Argentina’s Javier Milei Turns Down BRICS Membership Invitation
But his government still aims to ‘intensify bilateral trade’ and boost ’trade and investment flows.’
[image: Argentina’s Javier Milei Turns Down BRICS Membership Invitation]President of Argentina Javier Milei gives a speech after his Inauguration Ceremony at "Casa Rosada" Presidential Palace in Buenos Aires, Argentina on Dec. 10, 2023. (Marcos Brindicci/Getty Images)
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Javier Milei, Argentina’s newly elected president, wrote letters to the leaders of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS), formalizing his decision that the country would not join the economic alliance.
The letter, dated Dec. 22 and released by Argentina’s government on Dec. 30, stated that it was “not considered appropriate at this time” for Buenos Aires to become a full member of the organization comprised of major emerging markets.
Mr. Milei, 53, noted that his foreign policy “differs in many aspects from that of the previous government.”
“In this sense, some decisions made by the previous administration will be reviewed,” he said.
The letter proposed to “intensify bilateral ties” and bolster “trade and investment flows,” adding that he is prepared to hold meetings with each of the BRICS leaders.
During the campaign trail and following the election, the libertarian economist frequently championed alignment with the “free nations of the West,” including the United States and Israel. He also vowed that his government was “not going to ally with communists.”
However, Mr. Milei and his cabinet have adopted a friendlier tone with China and Brazil, two of the nation’s largest trading partners.
At the August BRICS summit, the bloc announced that it was inviting Argentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) to join the coalition as part of efforts to curb Western hegemony on the world stage. Membership was scheduled to take effect as of Jan. 1, 2024.
Former Argentine President Alberto Fernandez called the BRICS invite a “great opportunity” for the nation’s economy as it would establish a “new scenario” for a country enduring a currency and inflationary crisis.
“We open up possibilities of joining new markets, of consolidating existing markets, of raising investment coming in, of creating jobs and raising imports,” he stated this past summer.
Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva argued that it was “very important for Argentina to be in BRICS,” mainly because of the “suffocating” International Monetary Fund (IMF) loans. Argentina presently owes the global institution approximately $43 billion.
However, shortly after his electoral victory, Mr. Milei held a virtual meeting with IMF chief Kristalina Georgieva. Both individuals struck a conciliatory tone and iterated “cooperation to fund the structural solutions that Argentina needs.”With Reforms Come Protests
Weeks after being sworn in as president, Mr. Milei has implemented a series of reforms to transform the Argentine economy that he calls a form of “shock therapy.”
In a Dec. 20 speech flanked by his cabinet, Mr. Milei proposed more than 300 reforms to shrink the size of the government.
Some of these proposals consist of eliminating many labor laws, abolishing price controls, removing automatic pension increases, lowering price caps for private health services, and terminating thousands of civil service contracts. His government has already laid off thousands of government workers, announced massive budget cuts, and introduced a 54 percent peso devaluation.
Mr. Milei, a self-described anarcho-capitalist, is also looking to liberalize domestic oil markets and abolish government intervention in the country’s shale-rich energy industry.
This is all part of the government’s broader efforts to rein in inflation and curb poverty.
Over the last week, thousands of people have taken to the streets to protest Mr. Milei’s policies. The protesters, which included activists and union workers, reportedly chanted, “The country is not for sale!”
“We do not question the president’s legitimacy, but we want a president who respects the division of powers, who understands that workers have the need to defend themselves individually and within the framework of justice when there is unconstitutionality,” said Gerardo Martínez, general secretary of Argentina’s construction workers’ union, in a statement.
Meanwhile, it is unclear when Mr. Milei will implement two of the biggest campaign promises: eradicating the central bank and transitioning to the U.S. dollar.
[image:  Women walk past an image of $100 notes in Buenos Aires on Aug. 14, 2023, a day after primary elections in Argentina. (Luis Robayo/AFP via Getty Images)] Women walk past an image of $100 notes in Buenos Aires on Aug. 14, 2023, a day after primary elections in Argentina. (Luis Robayo/AFP via Getty Images)


Paris Agreement
Many of Mr. Milei’s supporters—at home and abroad—were surprised when Argentina committed to the Paris Agreement on climate change, claiming that this was an about-face by the new president based on his past comments.
Marcia Levaggi, the country’s new top climate diplomat, announced at the United Nations COP28 climate event in Dubai that the South American nation “will honor all our environmental agreements.
“This is why I came to this COP, to reassure our party stakeholders and people following the process that Argentina will stay committed to the Paris Agreement,” she said.
Mr. Milei has been highly critical of climate scientists and activists, calling the issue of climate change a “socialist lie.”
“All these politicians who blame the human race for climate change are fake and are only looking to raise money to finance socialist bums who write fourth-rate newspapers,” he said in November.
In a television interview, Mr. Milei alluded to the many times ecologists have been wrong about climate change over the last 50 years.
“They have a very poor track record,” he said on a local news program.
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Gunmen Kill 6 People, Wound 26 Others in Attack on Party in Northern Mexico Border State
[image: Gunmen Kill 6 People, Wound 26 Others in Attack on Party in Northern Mexico Border State]A member of the Mexican National Guard stands guard at a checkpoint near where relatives of a group of sixteen Chiapas state police administrative workers protest on the highway for the release of their kidnapped relatives in Chiapa de Corzo, Chiapas state, Mexico, on June 29, 2023. (Raul Mendoza/AFP via Getty Images)
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MEXICO CITY—Three gunmen pulled up to a party early on Friday in northern Mexico and opened fire on partygoers, killing six people and wounding 26 others.
Two of the dead were under 18 years old, and five of the wounded were children. Four of the wounded were reported to be in critical condition at local hospitals, while 13 others were treated and released.
Prosecutors in the border state of Sonora said the killings in the city of Ciudad Obregon was an attack on a suspected cartel member who was wanted in homicide and other charges.
A fourth gunman who participated in the attack was already at the party. The suspected cartel member tried to flee but was killed.
The attackers were able to escape. Sonora has been the scene of bloody turf battles between various drug gangs.
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2 Dead After Truck Hits Several People in City in Southern Germany, Police Say
[image: 2 Dead After Truck Hits Several People in City in Southern Germany, Police Say]Fire and rescue services stand at the scene of a car accident in the city center in Passau, Germany, on Dec. 29, 2023. (Zema Medien/dpa via AP)
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BERLIN—Two people have died after a truck struck several people in southern Germany on Friday morning, police said.
The 63-year old truck driver struck a group of five people close to the railway station in downtown Passau, police said in a statement. A 37-year-old woman died of her injuries at the site. Her 11-year-old daughter passed away in hospital late Friday afternoon, police said. Three other pedestrians were injured, among them the 9-year-old son of the killed woman.
The truck driver was also injured and initially taken to a hospital. He was later discharged and taken into police custody Friday afternoon.
A spokeswoman told German news agency dpa that police are “currently assuming that this was an accident situation.” Police said an investigation was ongoing.
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Mild Winter Reduces Montreal’s 200 Outdoor Ice Rinks to a Handful
[image: Mild Winter Reduces Montreal’s 200 Outdoor Ice Rinks to a Handful]People skate on the Old Port skating rink on New Year's Day in Montreal, on Jan. 1, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Graham Hughes)
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A lack of snow is playing havoc with some of Quebec’s traditional winter activities, but there’s hope that Mother Nature will provide a much needed blast in the coming weeks to change that.
Southern Quebec was hit with its first major snowstorm of the season in early December, only to watch rainy, warm weather wash away the more than 30 centimetres that fell. With it went plans to open ice rinks in Montreal, and across a large number of Quebec municipalities.
On Dec. 29, there were about half a dozen outdoor rinks open in Montreal, all of them refrigerated. Montreal would normally have about 200 outdoor ice rinks open at this time of year.
“We don’t have the criteria to open ice rinks,” said Philippe Sabourin, a spokesman for the City of Montreal.
Outdoor rinks require at least 10 centimetres of snow on top of grass, and three consecutive days of temperatures not rising above -5 C; ice rinks on a concrete or an asphalt base also need three days of cold weather at least -5 C.
Mr. Sabourin said it’s been difficult for the city to open the outdoor rinks for at least three years. What Montreal needs is an assist from Mother Nature, he said. “If she could help us a bit, we have crews specialized with the maintenance of ice rinks … all the manpower to do the job.”
A lack of snow is also delaying Quebec’s popular snowmobiling season.
Stéphane Desroches, general manager of the Fédération des clubs de motoneigistes du Québec, said less than 1,000 kilometres of the province’s 33,000 kilometres of snowmobiling trails are open, mostly in the province’s northeast.
“With a bit of snow, we could see other parts of the network open,” Mr. Desroches said. “Right now, we’re on neutral and we’re waiting for Mother Nature to lend a helping hand.”
The snowmobiling season is somewhat unpredictable. Some years it will be short; other years it can last into April in some regions. For the past four years, the season has typically started in mid- to late January, Mr. Desroches said.
While the warmer weather over the past two weeks is above average, colder temperatures are coming. Environment Canada meteorologist Simon Legault says the first weeks of January should be more seasonal, with a light dusting as early as Dec. 30 in some places.
“Normally at this time of year we should have closer to 10 centimetres of snow on the ground, but you know things are like they are,” Mr. Legault said about southwestern Quebec. He said snow that should stay around all winter long is on the way, however.
Snow is the economic motor of winter tourism, says Yves Juneau, president and CEO of the Association des stations de ski du Québec. While the ski industry can make its own snow, people need to see it out their window to get the urge to visit ski hills, he said.
“We’re confronted with the ‘green grass syndrome in my backyard’: people see green grass and think that there’s no skiing because there’s no snow in their own backyard, even though ski areas are equipped to make snow,” Mr. Juneau said in an interview.
Mr. Juneau noted that the industry has invested millions in snow-making equipment. Fifty ski areas are open, as are roughly 30 to 40 percent of runs, but rainy, grey weather hasn’t helped, he lamented.
“Like today we’re just not making any sales, so it is a worry for us because to be able to continue to operate, we will still continue to invest and that’s becoming a challenge when there’s just cost and no revenues,” Mr. Juneau added.
The average downhill ski season runs from the end of November until Easter Weekend, he said.
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Float Plane That Crashed in NWT Was Chartered to Help With Winter Roads, TSB Says
[image: Float Plane That Crashed in NWT Was Chartered to Help With Winter Roads, TSB Says]An Air Tindi float base is shown in Yellowknife on Oct. 4, 2011. (The Canadian Press/James Mackenzie)
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A preliminary report by the Transportation Safety Board of Canada says a plane that crashed in the Northwest Territories this week was chartered to help with winter road construction in the area.
The Air Tindi plane carrying 10 people crashed on Dec.27 near the Diavik Diamond Mine, about 300 kilometres northeast of Yellowknife. Everyone on board survived the crash.
The TSB report says the Twin Otter, a small float plane, was travelling from Margaret Lake to Lac de Gras in the territory, and crashed as it was attempting to land on the lake.
TSB spokesman Hugo Fontaine said an investigation was to begin on Dec. 29, starting with video interviews with the passengers.
He said the TSB will be present at the crash site to investigate sometime next week.
A Royal Canadian Air Force CC-130H Hercules search-and-rescue aircraft was dispatched to the site from 17 Wing Winnipeg, and dropped search-and-rescue personnel by parachute on Dec. 27.
Air Force spokesman David Lavallee said the passengers, some injured, were temporarily transported to the mine before being transferred to Yellowknife.
The identity of the passengers and crew, as well as the company tasked with building the winter roads, have not been released.
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Quebec Provincial Police Suspend Search for Girl, 4, Who Fell Into River on Dec. 22
[image: Quebec Provincial Police Suspend Search for Girl, 4, Who Fell Into River on Dec. 22]A Surete du Quebec emblem is seen on an officer’s uniform in Montreal on Aug. 22, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Christinne Muschi)
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Quebec provincial police say they’ve suspended the search for a four-year-old girl who fell into a river one week ago.
The child has been missing since Dec. 22, when she fell into the Mistassibi River in Dolbeau-Mistassini, Que.--about 240 kilometres north of Quebec City--while sledding with her mother near the riverbank.
Police officers shifted from a rescue to a recovery mission on Boxing Day, but there’s been no sign of the girl.
In a statement, police say that specialized units deployed in the past week include officers walking the shorelines, divers in the water, and drones and helicopters from above.
Police divers will be deployed when the ice cover permits and authorities could mobilize various units if new information emerges.
Authorities say an investigation into the event is ongoing.
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BC Court Blocks New Law Against Public Drug Use, Warning of ‘Irreparable Harm’
[image: BC Court Blocks New Law Against Public Drug Use, Warning of ‘Irreparable Harm’]The Law Courts building, which is home to B.C. Supreme Court and the Court of Appeal, is seen in Vancouver, on Nov. 23, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Darryl Dyck)
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The British Columbia Supreme Court has blocked new provincial laws against public consumption of illegal substances.
The Dec. 29 ruling in favour of the Harm Reduction Nurses Association imposes a temporary injunction until March 31, pending a constitutional challenge, with the judge saying “irreparable harm will be caused” if the laws come into force.
Public Safety Minister Mike Farnworth said in a statement the government was “concerned” by the ruling against laws meant to prevent “the use of drugs in places that are frequented by children and families.”
“(This) decision temporarily prevents the province from regulating where hard drugs are used, something every other province does, every day,” he said.
The Restricting Public Consumption of Illegal Substances Act was passed by the legislature in November, allowing fines and imprisonment for people who refuse to comply with police orders not to consume drugs in certain public places.
The nurses association argued the act, which has yet to come into effect, would violate the Canadian Charter in various ways if enforced.
But Chief Justice Christopher Hinkson said in his ruling that it was unnecessary to turn to those arguments, since the “balance of convenience” and the risk of irreparable harm weighed in the plaintiff’s favour.
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Pat Cummins Stars in Australia’s Thrilling Cricket Test Triumph
‘To top it off by winning a series at home, which we pride ourselves on doing, is a pretty satisfying way to finish off 2023,’ the skipper said.
[image: Pat Cummins Stars in Australia’s Thrilling Cricket Test Triumph]Australia celebrate defeating Pakistan during Day 4 of the Second Test match between Australia and Pakistan at the Melbourne Cricket Ground in Melbourne, Australia on Dec. 29, 2023. (AAP Image/Joel Carrett)
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Pat Cummins has completed a bumper 2023 by taking his second 10-wicket haul in Tests to power Australia to a thrilling 79-run win over Pakistan at the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG).
The Australian captain was rewarded with the Johnny Mullagh Medal as player of the Boxing Day Test, finishing with match figures of 10-97—5-49 in the second innings—in one of the great fast bowling performances.
During the match he became the 10th Australian to pass 250 Test scalps and capped a superb year as captain.
Of those 10 Australian bowlers, Cummins has the best strike-rate (46.7) and second best average (22.32) behind only Glenn McGrath.
The prolific 30-year-old made all the crucial breakthroughs late on Friday as the hosts bowled Pakistan out for 237 to win the Test and take an unassailable 2-0 in the series, which means Australia retain the Benaud-Qadir trophy.
“Just elated to get over the line and win a tight one,” Cummins said.
Pakistan fought bravely during the entire match, but lost 5-18 during a chaotic finish to day four as Australia took the extra 30 minutes after the scheduled stumps to complete the victory.
Mohammad Rizwan and Salman Ali Agha threatened to push Pakistan towards a famous win and break a 28-year winless run in Tests in Australia.
Cummins ended the 67-run partnership between the pair in bizarre and dramatic fashion just 15 minutes before the scheduled close of play.
Australia reviewed a not-out call to Rizwan after a Cummins delivery flew into Alex Carey’s gloves.
But after a long review from the third umpire, Richard Illingworth deemed the ball had flicked Rizwan’s wristband that was connected to his gloves.
Rizwan was furious with the decision, with Pakistan 5-219 at the time and starting to believe they could pull off the country’s highest successful winning chase against Australia.
It was a rollicking end to one of the great MCG Tests, with Pakistan fighting harder than many touring nations usually do on Australian soil.
“A little bit twitchy there with about 100 runs to go and five wickets in hand,” Cummins said.
“There was a couple of moments where we really had to fight our way back into that Test match ... just a sense of satisfaction after a good Test match victory.”
Cummins stood up in many moments, including claiming the crucial wicket of his opposing captain Shan Masood (60) before tea.
It was fitting Cummins had the final say at the end of Australian cricket’s busiest calendar year on record.
After going down 2-1 in a hard-fought series in India, Australia won their first World Test Championship final, retained the Ashes in England, and pulled off a major upset by defeating India in the World Cup decider in Ahmedabad.
“Just a huge year in all formats; a lot of success,” Cummins said.
“To top it off by winning a series at home, which we pride ourselves on doing, is a pretty satisfying way to finish off 2023.”
Pakistan were expected to be easy pickings for Cummins’ team in Australia, but if not for two easy dropped catches from Abdullah Shafique at first slip, the tourists could be celebrating a drought-breaking win.
Shafique put down Mitch Marsh when Australia were reeling at 4-46 in their second innings on Thursday.
The allrounder made Pakistan pay by smashing 96 to help Australia to a match-winning lead of 316.
“We made some mistakes that we lost the game,” Pakistan coach Mohammad Hafeez said.
“But as a team I believe that there were a lot of right positives within the team to win the game.”
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‘It Really Has Rocked Us’: Two Teens From Same School Dead After Fall Through Ice on Rideau River
[image: ‘It Really Has Rocked Us’: Two Teens From Same School Dead After Fall Through Ice on Rideau River]Members of the Ottawa Police Service Underwater Search and Recovery Unit conduct an underwater search on Dec. 28, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Spencer Colby)
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A provincial coroner is investigating after two 17-year-old boys who fell through ice on the Rideau River in Ottawa’s south end on Dec. 27 were found dead.
Ontario’s Eastern Region Supervising Coroner’s Office confirmed on Dec. 29 that it is probing the deaths of Ahmed Ahmed and Riley Cotter.
Both of them were students at John McCrae Secondary School, a spokesperson for the Ottawa-Carleton District School Board confirmed.
Diane Pernari said staff, students, and other members of the community are feeling the tragedy deeply.
“We have reached out to the families of the students, and have extended condolences on behalf of the (school) community,” she said on Dec. 29.
She added the high school will have mental-health supports available for students when they return to their studies in the new year.
Two graduates of John McCrae came to the area where police were searching on Dec. 28 and said they knew both of the teens.
They said they were at the site of the accident to pay their respects.
Seleina Elata said Mr. Ahmed, whom she referred to by the nickname AJ, was the first to be found dead.
She said her friend, who was proud to have been from Iraq, loved coming to the area as he found it peaceful. “He liked how free and open it was.”
Emmah Palmer said on Dec. 28 that she hung out with the pair of boys just “two, three days” before they died.
Police said emergency crews arrived on the scene late on Dec. 27 after a report came in about a group of four teens falling through the ice.
Carly Roome said she called 911 shortly after 9:30 p.m., when a boy ran to her family’s nearby home looking for help.
He had pulled his sister from the water and was dripping wet in socks, shorts, and a T-shirt, she said.
Ms. Roome said she and her parents waited with the boy and his sister until police arrived, adding she believed “he did everything that he could.”
Police said on Dec. 28 that two teens were taken to hospital right away, and divers found one of the two missing boys dead during an overnight search.
They confirmed later on Dec. 28 that they had found a second body after resuming the search in the afternoon.
On Dec. 29, the area where the teens fell through the ice had returned to normal.
Gone were a black SUV that had been parked on the road near the river, and several personal items that had been piled nearby.
David Hill, a local city councillor for the area, said the boys’ death has shaken the community.
His daughters, who are similar in age, attended the same school as they did, he said.
He added that the children of one of his staff members knew one of the boys who died.
“It really has rocked us,” he said in an interview on Dec. 29.
The tragedy is the latest in a string of deaths across Canada of people who fell through ice during milder-than-usual temperatures over the holidays.
In Alberta, RCMP said a family of three died in the lead-up to Christmas after falling through thin ice while riding their UTV. And on Christmas Day, police said a man died after falling through ice near Calgary.
Police in Ottawa said they had warned residents to keep off the ice, and provided advice about ice safety from the Canadian Red Cross on their website.
But Mr. Hill said he believes that after the community has taken the time it needs to grieve, it is worth examining whether everything was done that could have been done to prevent the teens’ deaths.
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What’s the Status of Universal Basic Income in Canada?
[image: What’s the Status of Universal Basic Income in Canada?]Construction workers at a site in Montreal in a file photo. (The Canadian Press/Ryan Remiorz)
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The concept of providing all Canadians with free money to alleviate poverty has been gaining traction on social media, as a Universal Basic Income (UBI) bill works its way through Parliament.
Bill S-233, which would require the development of a framework for a Guaranteed Livable Income, is currently being reviewed by the Standing Senate Committee on National Finance, while an equivalent private members’ bill has been tabled in the House. It is rare for private members’ bills to become legislation, unless they get the backing of the government.
The first place in Canada to engage with the concept of UBI was the province of Manitoba, which launched a “Mincome” project that provided payouts to lower-income households from 1974 to 1979, in parts of Winnipeg and Dauphin. The administrators said the experiment led to a decline in hospitalizations, but the program was ended after the government cited issues with unsustainable rising costs.
Then in 2017, the province of Ontario under then-Liberal Premier Kathleen Wynne rolled out a basic income pilot for the cities of Thunder Bay, Hamilton, and Lindsay. The project aimed to give 4,000 low-income Ontarians up to $16,989 annually over three years, but it was shut down after Progressive Conservatives formed government in 2018.
“The research project had an extraordinary cost for Ontario taxpayers which, according to the Ministry of Finance, would require increasing the HST from 13 percent to 20 percent if implemented across the province,” the Ontario government said at the time.
At the beginning of 2023, Quebec also launched a basic income program providing $1,211 a month or $14,532 per year to those with “severely limited capacity for employment.” In November, Newfoundland and Labrador introduced a similar program for residents aged 60 to 64 as part of its new Poverty Reduction Plan, which also increases the province’s Child Benefit program by 300 percent.
The federal government already has a UBI-like scheme in place, with the Guaranteed Income Supplement providing a non-taxable monthly benefit for Canadians over 65 years who collect Old Age Security and fall below maximum income thresholds.UBI Legislation
At the federal level, the Liberal Party delegates endorsed the establishment of a UBI plan, with 77 percent of delegates at the Liberal Party of Canada’s policy convention voting in favour of a resolution on it in April 2021. When asked about the policy vote, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau told reporters many ideas and initiatives brought up at Liberal Party conventions, such as same-sex marriage, had eventually gone on to become government policy.
In February 2021, Liberal MP Julie Dzerowicz tabled a private members’ bill on implementing a UBI. Bill C-273 called for Finance Minister Chrystia Freeland to develop a national UBI strategy, but the legislation was terminated after a federal election was called in August 2021.
Senator Kim Pate and NDP MP Leah Gazan introduced two new bills on UBI, C-223 for UBI in the House of Commons and S-233 for a Guaranteed Livable Income (GBI) Bill in the Senate. While UBI means every Canadian would receive the same monthly payment, GBI means payments would only be made to low-income families.
Both bills are worded the same, calling for the finance department to create a national framework for a UBI program for anybody in Canada over the age of 17, including temporary workers, permanent residents, and refugee claimants. The bill also calls for such a program to not “result in a decrease in services or benefits meant to meet an individual’s exceptional needs related to health or disability.”
When discussing the bill in the Senate in February 2022, Ms. Pate cited the federal government’s data from 2019 that found 3.7 million Canadians are below the poverty line, while Canadian billionaires increased their wealth during the COVID-19 pandemic. She said the Canada Emergency Response Benefit that doled out $2,000 a month to millions of Canadians during the pandemic had demonstrated the ability to “deliver meaningful, innovative and flexible economic supports to individuals in need.”PBO Details Costs of Program
According to an April 2021 report from Parliamentary Budget Officer (PBO) Yves Giroux, a national UBI program would initially cost $85 billion a year in 2021–22 and rise to $93 billion by 2025–26. The report used the parameters of Ontario’s UBI scheme, which gave individuals and couples at least $16,989 and $24,027 of income per year, respectively, as well as an additional $6,000 per year for people with disabilities.
Based on the models used, the PBO’s report said a UBI program would reduce poverty rates in Canada by almost half while having low impacts on the country’s labour supply. The incentive and disincentive aspects of the scheme used in the modelling were based on academic literature.
However, Mr. Giroux told senators in October 2023 that implementing such a scheme would come at the cost of the middle class.
“Obviously, if you want to create a program of this scale at zero cost, you need losers. Yet the losers would mostly be found in the top 60% of income earners, which I believe includes a good portion of the middle class,” he said.
The PBO’s first report on the estimated cost of establishing a national UBI program was released in April 2018 after being requested by current Conservative Leader Pierre Poilievre, who was at that time the shadow finance critic. While Mr. Poilievre has not commented on UBI as Tory leader, previous leader Erin O'Toole said he did not want to “incentivize a permanent CERB [Canada Emergency Response Benefit], because we have actually seen how that has hurt small businesses by distorting the labour market.”
As well, Conservative senators have been opposing the proposed bill during deliberations in the Senate.
“Common sense dictates that giving people large, unconditional cash payments is bound to make work less attractive and rewarding, not least because now recipients are only working for the difference between their basic income entitlement and wages,” Conservative Sen. Michael MacDonald said on April 18, 2023.
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Sydney to Hobart Yacht Towed to Safety as Arrivals Grow
While Supermaxi LawConnect claimed first-past-the-post line honours on Thursday morning.
[image: Sydney to Hobart Yacht Towed to Safety as Arrivals Grow]A supplied image shows No Limit during the Sydney Hobart yacht race on the River Derwent in Hobart, Friday, Dec. 29, 2023. No Limit was the first yacht to cross the finish line on Friday and the seventh to arrive overall in the 2023 Sydney to Hobart yacht race. (AAP Image/Supplied by Salty Dingo)
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A retired and damaged Sydney to Hobart yacht has been towed by police to safety as a host of competitors cross the finish line after days at sea.
More than a dozen boats arrived at Hobart’s Constitution Dock on Friday night, with 56 still sailing at 8 a.m. (AEDT) on Saturday.
Tasmanian yacht Alive, which finished on Thursday, is expected to be crowned overall winner on handicap for the second time.
The fleet has battled squally and interchanging conditions as well as a storm on the first night of the race on Boxing Day.
A gale wind warning is in place for waters off Tasmania’s lower east and southeast coast when the majority of remaining competitors are placed.
Gunshot, a 52-footer skippered by NSW’s David Walsh, was towed by police on Friday night after earlier retiring due to mainsail damage.
The crew of 10 was heading to Cape Barren Island off the northeast coast of Tasmania when they asked for a tow because they could only sail at one knot.
Helsel 3 has diverted to Port Arthur in southern Tasmania to assess damage but remains racing.
There have been 16 retirements from the 103-strong starting fleet, with crews reporting broken equipment and seasickness.
Two-handed yacht Sylph VI, including skipper Bob Williams and his cat Oli, is bringing up the tail of the fleet and is not expected to arrive until the new year.
Supermaxi LawConnect claimed first-past-the-post line honours on Thursday morning in the second closest finish in Sydney to Hobart history.
She came from behind up the River Derwent in light winds to pip fellow 100-footer Andoo Comanche by just 51 seconds.
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Aussies Resolve for Better Health and Savings in 2024
But only about two thirds of Aussies are able to stick to New Years resolutions past January.
[image: Aussies Resolve for Better Health and Savings in 2024]Based on a survey of just over 1000 Australians, 73 percent have set a New Year's resolution for 2024—equivalent to 14.8 million people. (Willis Lim/Brisbane Australia)
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Setting a New Years resolution seems an inspiring way to start the year.
But with only about two thirds of Australians able to stick to them beyond January, it’s important to keep a few things in mind.
Based on a survey of just over 1000 Australians, 73 percent have set a New Year’s resolution for 2024—equivalent to 14.8 million people.
The main areas in which Aussies say they want to do better are health and personal finances, according to the survey conducted by comparison website Finder.
Clinical psychologist, Dr. Rachael Murrihy from the University of Technology Sydney (UTS) said the new year is a “punctuation” in time giving us the motivation and drive to make resolutions.
“Although we love setting goals, we’re just not that good at sticking to them,” she told AAP.
“I think the problem is people rely on the excitement of the moment to motivate them, but the excitement wears off.”
A healthier start to the year is a main goal—with 39 percent vowing to eat healthier, 36 percent planning to improve their fitness regime, and 33 percent pledging to lose weight.
Many Aussies also want a healthier bank account and 54 percent of people said they aim to save more money in 2024—although 34 percent said they aim to spend less.
In the survey 14 percent said they would seek to increase their earnings, and 13 percent aimed to build an emergency fund.
Dr. Murrihy, who is also Director of the Kidman Centre at UTS, said the key to a successful resolution is to break the lofty goals down into smaller, achievable, steps to keep motivated.
“As human beings we’re driven by the idea of mastery,” she said.
“Let’s say for the first month of training for a marathon you decide you’re going to train for 30 minutes a day, five days a week.
“When you are successful at that, it brings you motivation and that keeps you going.”
A similar survey by Compare the Market, delving into Aussies’ resolutions, also found around half, or 49.7 percent, of respondents wanted to save more—noting a 12 percent increase on the year before.
The likelihood of making a health or finance-based resolution also differed between the generations, the Compare survey found.
Three-quarters of the Gen Zers said they wanted to stash away more cash in 2024, in contrast to just 24.8 percent of Baby Boomers
Additionally 55.2 percent of those born after 1997 said they want to live a healthier lifestyle, compared with 29.2 percent of Boomers.
Compare the Market’s Economic Director David Koch noted in some instances we can help our health and wallet at the same time.
“Cutting back or ditching smoking, alcohol or vaping may improve your health and help the hip pocket,” he said.
“If you spent $60 on these habits each week and gave up completely, that'd be an extra $3120 in your pocket a year.”
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BC Parents, Protesters Hold Ongoing Rally Against Sexual Orientation Resources in Schools
[image: BC Parents, Protesters Hold Ongoing Rally Against Sexual Orientation Resources in Schools]People protest against SOGI 123 in Abbotsford, B.C., on Dec. 29, 2023. (Courtesy of Kanwalijit Singh)
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A group in British Columbia’s Lower Mainland has been holding protests 24 hours a day for several days calling for an end to sexual orientation and gender ideology (SOGI) resources in schools.
A teaching resource called SOGI 123 is used in schools to teach children about inclusivity and social and gender issues.
Videos of the Abbotsford protests have been circulating on social media, showing protesters holding signs that read “Stop SOGI 123” and “Our Kids Our Choice: Parents Have Rights.”
“We are dedicated to this cause, we are serious about it,” Kanwalijit Singh told The Epoch Times. He said they had been protesting the issue for several months.
The goal, Mr. Singh said, was to protest 24 hours a day for seven straight days.
“Every day it’s a few hundred people coming on and off, on and off,” he said. “A few people have been staying with me since day one. They’re like, ‘We’re not going to let you stay alone.’ We have two to three people every night.”
In one of the videos posted by Mr. Singh, several tents are set up, there are bathrooms available, and even a generator is at hand for those who are protesting.
Mr. Singh said his goal was to stay until noon on Dec. 31 to raise awareness of what is going on with schools and what is being taught under SOGI 123.
“It just came to me that I need to because the children are being told to change their gender and all these pornographic books in their faces, and children being confused about whether they’re boys or girls,” he said. “We have many cases from parents letting us know what’s going on in schools.”
One of the parents protesting, Pierre Barns, said he started fighting against SOGI 123 when his daughter was exposed to “content I did not like.”
“I started to communicate with a school board and I was actually able to remove three books,” he said.
“We want to have discussions,” he added. “We want to have more discussions from the other side.”
He said they’ve had support from the community, but not from educators.
“We won’t stop until the school board will come and talk to us.”
According to the ARC Foundation, which created SOGI 123 materials, all 60 school districts in B.C. use SOGI. The ARC Foundation has been described as a charity that “collaborates with educators so that students of all sexual orientations and gender identities can live their authentic lives.”
The organization’s website offers template lessons that teachers can use to promote inclusivity in the classroom.Petition Against Education Minister
The protesters have put together a petition in an attempt to get rid of B.C’s education minister, Rachna Singh.
One of the organizers, Zanbka Malik, told The Epoch Times they were “trying very hard” to bring about change because of what is being taught in the schools, including SOGI.
She said they had been raising awareness about their concerns for months.
“In the next election, this will make a big uproar,” Ms. Malik said. “We are just keeping the issue alive. They are not listening.”
She said she spoke to Ms. Singh on the phone about the issue and was told by the education minister that it was a matter of equality and humanitarian concerns.
“They are running away,” she said.
A recall campaign against Ms. Singh was approved by Elections B.C. in November. Organizers have until Jan. 29, 2024, to get 40 percent of voters in her Surrey-Green Timbers riding to sign a petition to be successful.
The Epoch Times reached out to Ms. Singh but did not hear back by publication time.
Ms. Malik said that she was worried about how quickly freedoms are disappearing.
“They don’t let anyone talk.”Countrywide Protests
The Abbotsford protests follow similar displays across the country, including one on Sept. 20 called the 1 Million March for Children.
During the protests, thousands turned out, including some who showed up to counter-protest.
The event was in response to parents’ concerns over SOGI being used in schools. The organizers’ main website lists their goals as eliminating the SOGI curriculum, preferred pronouns, and mixed-gender bathrooms.
Counter-protesters said the rallies were an attack on the LGBT community. NDP Leader Jagmeet Singh and NDP MPs Blake Desjarlais and Matthew Green joined the counter-protesters in Ottawa.
Similar rallies were held in various cities across Canada on Oct. 21, a month after the first 1 Million March was organized.
Andrew Chen, Noé Chartier, Matthew Horwood, and Neil Sharma contributed to this report. 
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Australian Court Reverses Millions in COVID-19 Fines
Around 36,600 fines being withdrawn.
[image: Australian Court Reverses Millions in COVID-19 Fines]Mounted Police patrol at Bondi Beach as part of public health order compliance operations in Sydney, Australia, on Aug. 15, 2021. (Getty Images)
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More than $36 million (US$24.5 million) in COVID-19 infringements were withdrawn this year by the New South Wales (NSW) fines commissioner following a landmark Supreme Court ruling.
Thousands of fines were issued by NSW Police to members of the public who allegedly contravened health orders during the pandemic lockdowns in 2020 and 2021.
But in a landmark ruling in November 2022, Justice Dina Yehia said the fines were not valid because they did not include a sufficiently detailed description of the offences.
Following this ruling, the NSW Commissioner of Fines Administration withdrew four types of public health order fines which were similar to the ones examined during the Supreme Court case.
These included unlawfully participating in an outdoor public gathering and failing to comply with the requirement of public health order.
According to the NSW Customer Service department’s annual report, $36.3 million in fines were reversed in 2023 following the commissioner’s decision.
A spokesperson for Revenue NSW said this amounted to about 36,600 fines being withdrawn.
“The decision to withdraw these fines does not mean the offences were not committed, but that the fine notices in question had insufficient descriptions of the offences committed,” the spokesperson said.
As of Nov. 20, around 90 per cent of the withdrawn COVID-19 fines had been refunded and the remaining were in the process of being refunded.
A total of 62,138 COVID-19 related fines were issued by police during the pandemic.
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Court Rules Against Rebel News Over  Election-Time Signs Promoting Book Critical of Liberals
[image: Court Rules Against Rebel News Over  Election-Time Signs Promoting Book Critical of Liberals]Rebel News publisher Ezra Levant arrives at the Law Society of Alberta in Calgary, Alta., on March 2, 2016. (Jeff McIntosh/The Canadian Press)
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A Federal Court judge has ruled against Rebel News, backing the elections commissioner’s finding that the lawn signs used to promote a book critical of the Liberals written by the outlet’s publisher, Ezra Levant, during the 2019 federal election amounted to illegal election campaigning.
Rebel News asked Justice Cecily Strickland in September to overturn a decision by the commissioner of Canada Elections that the lawn signs used as part of a “guerrilla marketing campaign” to promote the book, “The Librano$,” constituted illegal election advertising. The signs featured the cover art of the book, The Rebel News logo, and the site “TheLibrano$.com” along with the words “buy the book.”
Rebel News has alleged that the main issue was the content of Mr. Levant’s book, which takes aim at Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, rather than the use of promotional signs.
In a ruling earlier this month, Justice Strickland disagreed, saying the concern was not with the book’s content but, rather, with its “release and promotion by way of the lawn signs during the election period.”
Rebel News also maintained that the Elections Act exempts books and the promotion of books from prosecution. The news outlet asked the judge to declare a section of the act unconstitutional because it violates free expression.
The note of clarification within the act excludes publishing editorials, news, and commentary as well as “the distribution of a book, or the promotion of the sale of a book, for no less than its commercial value, if the book was planned to be made available to the public regardless of whether there was to be an election.”
The judge, in her ruling, disagreed with Rebel News, saying there was no violation of expression. Book promotions falling within the definition of “election advertising” require that authors or publishers “comply with the spending, registration and disclosure requirements of the Act that apply to all third party election advertisers”—something Rebel News neglected to do, she added.
The Canada Elections Act requires all third parties register and attribute election advertising once they spend more than $500.Rebel News Hit With $13,000 in Fines
The judge ordered Rebel News to pay $5,000 in costs to both the commissioner of Canada Elections and the attorney general of Canada, who were both involved in the case, for a grand total of $10,000. That is on top of the $3,000 fine levied by the commissioner after ruling that the media outlet had violated the Elections Act.
The commissioner launched a year-long investigation into the Liberno$ signs after receiving six complaints from the public in 2019.
Mr. Levant, who released “The Librano$” while Mr. Trudeau was running for reelection, maintains that Rebel News is being “unfairly targeted” because it is “highly critical of the prime minister and the Liberal Party of Canada.”
He said the elections commissioner “ignored” evidence during the investigation. He noted that there were 23 other election-related books published right before the election, although he says they were all “pro-Trudeau.”
“Mine was the only book Elections Canada investigated and prosecuted,” he said in a Dec. 28 blog post.
The book, which is listed as a bestseller on Amazon, “has been censored because it criticized Trudeau,” Mr. Levant wrote.
“And I’ve been put on notice that if I write another book about Trudeau, and if I publish and promote it during the next election, I could actually be prosecuted criminally, and even jailed.”
Mr. Levant said he is currently writing another book about the prime minister and intends to publish it before the next election. His claims of facing prosecution and jail time for writing another book were not substantiated by the judge’s ruling.
He said he plans to appeal the judge’s decision and has hired a “top lawyer” who is used to “David vs. Goliath battles.”
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Human Rights Commission Accused of ‘Anti-Black Racism’ by Senate Committee
Employees’ grievances show ‘crisis of confidence,’ ‘toxic work environments,’ says report
[image: Human Rights Commission Accused of ‘Anti-Black Racism’ by Senate Committee]The Canadian flag flies near the Peace Tower on Parliament Hill in Ottawa on June 17, 2020. (Adrian Wyld/The Canadian Press)
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A Senate committee says there is a culture of “anti-black racism” at the Canadian Human Rights Commission (CHRC).
The Senate’s Standing Committee on Human Rights’ probe, which began in May, was prompted by a set of grievances filed against the CHRC by nine of its employees.
Written and in-person witness testimonies before the committee said the commission has a “toxic” workplace culture rife with “systemic discrimination,” the Senate said in its recently released report, adding that the allegations “demonstrated a crisis of confidence” in the country’s human rights system.
“Canada’s human rights watchdog discriminated against populations that it’s responsible for protecting,” said Sen. Wanda Thomas Bernard, deputy chair of the committee. “Workplace discrimination can have catastrophic, profound and lasting effects on employees and their families.”
News of the alleged racism issues at the commission comes just two months after the human rights watchdog released its own report calling Christmas and other Christian celebrations like Easter discriminatory holidays rooted in “colonialism.”
The Oct. 23 report from the CHRC called Canada’s celebration of Jesus’s birth “an obvious example” of “systemic religious discrimination,” adding that Canada’s “identity as a settler colonial state” was a chief reason for its “religious intolerance.”
“No one is free until we are all free,” the CHRC report states. “Many societies including our own have been constructed in a way that places value on certain traits or identities to the exclusion of others, for example white, male, Christian, English-speaking, thin or fit, not having a disability, heterosexual and gender conforming. Because of this many people are facing various forms of discrimination.”Senate Investigation
The most recent allegations of racism at the CHRC date back to June 2020 when an employee resigned, saying there were “deeply entrenched biases against racialized complainants” within the CHRC. The resignation prompted nine employees to file grievances through their unions citing “systemic anti-black racism, sexism and systemic discrimination” as issues.
The Public Service Alliance of Canada, the Association of Justice Counsel, and the Canadian Association of Professional Employees followed suit, also filing grievances against the CHRC.
The grievances led to the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat reporting in March that the CHRC had breached the “no discrimination” clauses in three collective agreements.
The Senate committee’s investigation, which was launched two months later, found that the “seeming inability” of the commission to deal with allegations of anti-black racism dates as far back as the 1980s.
The senators, in their report, said they were “particularly concerned” about the CHRC’s capacity for dealing with race-based complaints fairly. To illustrate that point, the report points to data that shows only 6 percent of race-based cases in 2018 were considered credible enough to appear before a tribunal.
They pointed to a letter penned by the employee who resigned, which described “countless meetings within the complaints branch where racist comments” were made about black, indigenous, and Muslim people.
The Senate report also noted the concerns of the nine employees who wrote a letter to the chief commissioner saying that many racialized persons had left the CHRC because of racial discrimination, micro-aggressions, and “adverse differential treatment in promotion opportunities and assignment of projects and files.”
In its testimony before the committee, the CHRC acknowledged “there were situations in our Complaints Services Branch in which employees responded in unprofessional and disrespectful ways to the contributions their black and racialized colleagues made at work.”Senate Recommendations
The Senate committee is calling on Ottawa to authorize an independent review of the conditions CHRC employees from diverse backgrounds face, with a special focus on the experience of black, indigenous, and racialized employees. It is just one of the 11 recommendations laid out in the report.
Other notable recommendations include hiring an independent expert to review workplace conditions of CHRC’s black, indigenous, and racialized employees, commissioning a review of Canada’s human rights laws, and appointing a black equity commissioner. The committee also suggested the CHRC provide legal and psychological support for complainants and their families.
The Association of Justice Counsel, the Canadian Association of Professional Employees, and the Public Service Alliance of Canada—the three unions representing workers at the CHRC—called the “damning” Senate report a substantiation of their members’ sentiments.
“The Senate report re-affirms and recognizes that discrimination and systemic anti-Black racism occurred at the CHRC,” the statement reads. “This report further strengthens our resolve to eliminate racial discrimination in the workplace by pushing for fundamental systemic change at the CHRC, and by taking active steps to advocate for the elimination of systemic barriers in every workplace our members are present.”
The CHRC, which is currently involved in mediation with the unions to resolve the discrimination grievances, declined a request for an interview, saying it was “limiting” its comments on the matter “out of respect for that process.”
“The Commission is studying the Committee’s recommendations and supports any changes that will advance human rights justice and address systemic anti-Black racism in Canada,” the CHRC said in a statement.
“We remain committed to doing what is necessary to ensure that everyone in Canada can trust in the Commission to conduct its work with integrity and accountability.”
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Denmark Weighs Sending Warship to Assist US-Led Red Sea Maritime Security Effort
Denmark is now considering sending one of its warships to participate in the U.S.-led Red Sea maritime security mission.
[image: Denmark Weighs Sending Warship to Assist US-Led Red Sea Maritime Security Effort]The guided-missile destroyer USS Carney in Souda Bay, Greece. The American warship and multiple commercial ships came under attack in the Red Sea, the Pentagon said, on Dec. 3, 2023. (Petty Officer 3rd Class Bill Dodge/U.S. Navy via AP)
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Denmark is now considering sending one of its warships to assist in “Operation Prosperity Guard” (OPG) after having shown an initial slowness to participate in the U.S.-led Red Sea maritime security mission.
On Friday, the Danish Ministry of Defense announced the Danish parliament had agreed to take up a resolution in January considering whether to deploy one of its frigates to the Red Sea region to assist with OPG
“We are concerned about the serious situation unfolding in the Red Sea, where the unprovoked attacks against civilian shipping continue. It is of crucial importance for both Danish and international ship traffic and for the development of the region that you can sail safely in the area,” Danish Defense Minister Troels Lund Poulsen said Friday. “Denmark already contributes to maritime security in the area, and the government wants to increase the contribution by deploying a Danish frigate. We will submit a resolution proposal to the Danish Parliament about this in the new year.”
From its territory in Yemen, the Houthi rebel movement has launched drones, missiles, and other attacks targeting commercial vessels in the Red Sea and adjoining Gulf of Aden in recent weeks. The attacks have, thus far, caused damage to several ships and even caused the Danish commercial shipping giant Maersk to temporarily suspend shipment through the region.
The U.S. military launched OPG on Dec. 18, to protect against the recent rise in attacks on commercial ships in the region. While presenting the operation as a multinational security mission, some nations have been reluctant to add their warships, aircraft, and personnel to the U.S.-led effort.
The U.S. Department of Defense had initially listed France, Italy, and Spain among its allies and partners contributing to OPG, but the three countries said they would not participate directly in the U.S.-led mission.
Thus far, Denmark has only assigned one of its staff officers to assist with Operation Prosperity Guardian. It has two other staff officers assigned to the Combined Maritime Force, a multilateral maritime security partnership that spans the various waterways of the Middle East and predates OPG. According to the DOD, Operation Prosperity Guardian was formed under the umbrella of the Combined Maritime Force and its Red Sea component, known as Task Force 153.
If the Danish government approves its frigate deployment, it would sharply increase the country’s presence within the Combined Maritime Force and the U.S.-led OPG efforts. If the proposal is approved, the frigate could deploy by late January.
“The attacks in and around the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden threaten maritime security, our shipping industry and global trade. As a major maritime nation, we have a responsibility to strengthen maritime security,” Danish Foreign Minister Lars Løkke Rasmussen said Friday. “We are now doing that with the frigate contribution to the American-led coalition. It cannot go unchallenged when the Houthis, in an already heightened security situation, attack international shipping.”The Houthi Threat
The Houthis, also known as Ansar Allah, are a Zaydi Shiite movement that has intermittently fought with Yemen’s internationally recognized government since 2004.
The conflict expanded after the Houthis took over the Yemeni capital of Sanaa in September 2014, bringing on a civil war that has seen Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states intervene on behalf of the Yemeni government.
While the Yemeni civil war has died down in recent months with efforts at a ceasefire in Yemen, the Houthi movement has shifted its focus toward the ongoing fighting in the Gaza Strip between the Israeli military and Hamas.
The recent attacks on shipping in the Red Sea come as the Houthis have shown solidarity with the Palestinian group in Gaza. The Yemeni rebel faction has vowed to target any shipments it sees as connected with Israel.
The United States has long suspected Iran of supplying weapons and funding to assist the Houthis.
The United States had designated the Houthis as a foreign terrorist organization during then-President Donald Trump’s last days in office in 2021, but within weeks of taking office, President Joe Biden reversed the designation. Amid the recent string of Houthi attacks, the Biden administration indicated it is actively considering redesignating the Houthis as a foreign terrorist organization, though it has yet to reach a decision.
On Thursday, the U.S. Treasury Department announced new sanctions designations against a Yemeni financier, as well as three exchange houses in Yemen and Turkey they suspect have helped route funding to the Houthis. The Treasury Department said the Yemeni and Turkish entities are connected to Sa’id Al-Jamal, an Iranian financier with suspected ties to Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps-Qods Force (IRGC-QF).
From NTD News
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Former Fredericton Firefighter Sues City For Lost Benefits After Quitting Over COVID Vaccine Policy
[image: Former Fredericton Firefighter Sues City For Lost Benefits After Quitting Over COVID Vaccine Policy]A health-care worker prepares a dose Pfizer/BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine at the Michener Institute in Toronto on Dec.14, 2020. (Carlos Osorio/AFP via Getty Images)
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A former Fredericton firefighter is suing the city after he quit his job over a COVID-19 vaccine policy, saying he was advised he would receive severance pay and pension benefits if he resigned.
Gregory Billings filed the lawsuit in the Fredericton Court of King’s Bench in New Brunswick on Dec. 14, according to CBC News.
Mr. Billings is seeking about $280,000 as a payment in lieu of notice of termination. He is also asking the court for damages to cover his loss of pension and earnings.
Additionally, he has named his former union in the suit, alleging the International Association of Fire Fighters Local 1053 failed to represent him properly, the media report said.
The Epoch Times reached out to Mr. Billings’ attorney, the City of Fredericton, and the union, but did not hear back by publication time.Medical Professionals Fight Wrongful Dismissal
Mr. Billings is not the only Canadian to legally challenge decisions made during the pandemic that impacted their professional jobs.
Dr. Kulvinder Kaur Gill, a physician who challenged the government’s public health restrictions online, faced disciplinary action by the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario (CPSO).
A Notice of Hearing against Dr. Gill dated Oct. 13, 2022, alleged that roughly between February 2021 and 2022, she had engaged in “disgraceful, dishonourable or unprofessional conduct” on social media, online, and on other digital platforms. This includes “making misleading, false or inflammatory statements about vaccinations, treatments and public health measures for COVID-19.”
The allegations against Dr. Gill were dropped in September, but three other Ontario doctors were suspended for questioning public health orders.
Dr. Crystal Luchkiw and Dr. Patrick Phillips went through a disciplinary tribunal, while Dr. Mark Trozzi is determined to take his case to the Supreme Court if necessary, according to his lawyer Michael Alexander.
“What’s at stake here is not one doctor’s right to express himself on issues related to COVID,” Mr. Alexander said. “The question is, are we going to allow state censorship in the country?”
Dr. Phillips was permanently suspended by the CPSO, ruling him “incompetent” and saying he undermined the public health response to COVID-19.
On June 6, 2023, the tribunal found that Phillips “engaged in disgraceful, dishonourable or unprofessional conduct, failed to maintain the standard of practice of the profession, [and] failed to respond appropriately or within a reasonable time to a written inquiry from the College.”
Mr. Phillips told The Epoch Times in June the cost of challenging the decision was too much.
He said to challenge the CPSO’s ruling, which he would have been “guaranteed to lose,” he would have had to pay $10,000 per day for a trial. He also said he decided to move on because the “last few years have made me miserable.”BC Class-Action Lawsuit
A class-action lawsuit has been filed in the B.C. courts on behalf of unionized public service workers. 
The BCPS Employees for Freedom Society said union member Jason Baldwin filed the lawsuit and is asking the courts to certify it as a class action on behalf of all public service employees impacted by public health orders and the provincial vaccine mandate.
The case names the Province of B.C. and Provincial Health Officer Dr. Bonnie Henry as defendants.
Andrew Chen, Tara MacIsaac and Matthew Horwood contributed to this report. 
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Japan: Patriot Missiles as Smoke and Mirrors [Fri, 29 Dec 14:57]South Korean Navy's destroyer Yulgok Yi I (R), U.S. Navy's aircraft carrier USS Nimitz (C), and Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force's Umigiri (L) sail in formation during a joint naval exercise in international waters off South Korea's southern island of Jeju on April 4, 2023. (South Korean Defense Ministry via Getty Images)



	
China’s Middle Class Is a Myth [Fri, 29 Dec 14:23]A man walks inside a Dolce &#038; Gabbana shop in Beijing on Nov. 22, 2018. (Nicolas Asfouri/AFP/Getty Images)



	
California Political Playbook 2024: A Wild and Crazy Year [Fri, 29 Dec 14:17]President Joe Biden (R) talks with California Gov. Gavin Newsom after disembarking Air Force One at San Francisco International Airport in San Francisco on Nov. 14, 2023. (Brendan Smialowski/AFP via Getty Images)



	
A Victory for Female Athletes [Fri, 29 Dec 13:04]Bloomfield High School transgender athlete Terry Miller (2L) wins the final of the 55-meter dash over transgender athlete Andraya Yearwood (L) and other runners in the Connecticut girls Class S indoor track meet at Hillhouse High School in New Haven, Conn., on Feb. 7, 2019. (Pat Eaton-Robb/AP Photo)



	
The Global Litmus Test [Fri, 29 Dec 12:58]Shen Yun Performing Arts World Company’s curtain call at the National Theater of Korea in Seoul, South Korea, on Feb. 17, 2023. (Kim Guk-hwan/The Epoch Times)



	
Cory Morgan: I’ve Seen What State Dependency Does; Universal Basic Income Is No Path to Prosperity [Fri, 29 Dec 12:52]People stroll along a street in Ottawa's Westboro Village neighbourhood on Dec. 23, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Justin Tang)



	
‘Cratocide’ of the Republics? [Fri, 29 Dec 12:44]The Imperial State Crown is pictured during the annual State Opening of Parliament in London on Nov. 18, 2009. (Toby Melville/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Our Razor’s Edge [Fri, 29 Dec 10:55]Signs read "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free" at a protest, at the Memorial Auditorium, on Nov. 18, 2023, repeating the anti-Semitic, pro-Palestinian slogan calling for an eradication of the state of Israel. (Paul Kitagaki Jr./The Sacramento Bee via Tribune Content Agency)



	
A 2024 Wish List: Sanity at Home and Stability Abroad [Fri, 29 Dec 10:29]Revellers pose in front of a sign with the 2024 numerals after an illumination ceremony in Times Square in New York on Dec. 20, 2023. (David Dee Delgado/Getty Images)



	
Iran’s Undeclared Hezbollah War Against Israel [Fri, 29 Dec 10:19]Supporters of Hezbollah gather at al-Ashoura square to listen to the speech of Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah in Beirut, Lebanon, on Nov. 3, 2023 . (Marwan Tahtah/Getty Images)



	
Consumers Are Rejecting the Great Reset [Fri, 29 Dec 09:25]Electrical vehicle chargers in Irvine, Calif., on July 12, 2023. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)



	
Advice for Vivek Ramaswamy, Even If He Doesn’t Want It [Fri, 29 Dec 06:04]Republican presidential candidate businessman Vivek Ramaswamy speaks to guests during a campaign stop at AmericInn in Webster City, Iowa, on Dec. 19, 2023. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)
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Japan: Patriot Missiles as Smoke and Mirrors
[image: Japan: Patriot Missiles as Smoke and Mirrors]South Korean Navy's destroyer Yulgok Yi I (R), U.S. Navy's aircraft carrier USS Nimitz (C), and Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force's Umigiri (L) sail in formation during a joint naval exercise in international waters off South Korea's southern island of Jeju on April 4, 2023. (South Korean Defense Ministry via Getty Images)
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Commentary
Japan recently announced that it will transfer some number —reportedly “dozens”—of license-built Patriot missiles to the United States in order to bolster American missile stocks depleted by two years of supplying Ukraine in its defense against the Russian invasion.
This is Japan’s first time to export military weaponry owing to longstanding—though informal—policy restrictions.
It makes for a good headline, and some analysts view it as a significant step and a sign Japan is stepping up to its global security responsibilities.
But on closer look, it seems more smoke and mirrors, intended to keep the Americans in the Asia-Pacific and on the hook to defend Japan (and Taiwan). And from shifting more resources and attention to Europe and the Middle East. I’ll explain.The Missiles
The news Japan would hand over Patriot missiles raised some eyebrows among people who follow Japan’s defense.
One wasn’t aware that the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) was flush with extra Patriot missiles for its own batteries.
In fact, JSDF arsenals and magazines are believed to have inadequate stocks of missiles, artillery shells, bombs, and ammunition—not at all enough of what’s needed to fight a war.
So it’s puzzling that Japan will provide the Americans with Patriot missiles when they don’t have enough for themselves.
The Wall Street Journal report mentions “dozens” of missiles to be transferred to the United States.
Dozens? The number will probably turn out to be even fewer. Say, 30 or 40 missiles?
Unless these missiles have magic properties, this isn’t enough to compensate for the American missile shortfall.
It’s mentioned that Japan will step up missile production. But this will take some time, and one fairly doubts the output will be sufficient to make a difference for the Americans—or even for the JSDF.A Political Move?
This all seems like a political move. One observer calls it “virtue signaling”—intended to demonstrate Japan’s support for the overstretched United States, which is heavily engaged with Ukraine and also supplying Israel with armaments.
In return, the American commitment to defend Japan is “solidified.”
Viewed this way, it’s a strategic investment. Japan supplies a small number of missiles and potentially gets the full weight of available U.S. military support in return when the time comes to deal with China—and possibly North Korea and Russia.
Meanwhile, Team Biden can point to Japanese backing for the administration’s policy toward Ukraine at a time when a number of European and some other countries—not to mention U.S. legislators—are hesitant or opposed to future support for Kyiv.Is This Really a Sea Change for Japan?
An optimist might point out that Japan’s willingness to export missiles (lethal weapons) made under U.S. license to the United States shows that Japan is getting over its allergy to national defense.
Yes, it is progress in the sense that it has never been done before.
But one feels that Tokyo is looking to do just enough—or even a little less.
Despite plans to double defense spending, revise key defense guidelines, and order some long-range attack missiles, Japan still isn’t taking enough of the concrete steps necessary to improve its defenses. And sending along a handful of missiles to the United States doesn’t change this reality.
The JSDF, the Japanese government, and the public are not ready to fight a war.
Indeed, Tokyo’s agreement on Patriot missiles brings to mind then-Prime Minister Shinzo Abe giving President-elect Donald Trump an expensive golf club as a gift. One needn’t be a total cynic to suggest the Japanese wanted to put Mr. Trump in a good mood, so he didn’t ask or demand Japan to do more defense-wise. It, by and large, worked.
A small number of Patriot missiles may be intended to have the same effect as the Abe-Trump golf club.But Aren’t You Being Overly Harsh, Newsham?
After all, Japan is making progress and finally exporting lethal weapons (sort of).
That’s true. But it needed to do this—and start other defense improvements 10 years ago.
Japan doesn’t have time to dither and isn’t moving anywhere near fast enough.
Excuses are easier and still the coin of the realm in Tokyo. “Too hard,” “too expensive,” “politically difficult,” and “the constitution won’t allow it.”
But Japan has always been willing to reinterpret laws and the constitution to modify unwritten policies restricting defense activities and do what is necessary when it thinks it must.
The Americans haven’t given the Japanese a reason to think they must.
And it appears Japan’s enemies still haven’t either.
When it comes to defense, “Japan is serious about getting serious”—but not much beyond that.
A few Patriot missiles are not serious.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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China’s Middle Class Is a Myth
[image: China’s Middle Class Is a Myth]A man walks inside a Dolce & Gabbana shop in Beijing on Nov. 22, 2018. (Nicolas Asfouri/AFP/Getty Images)
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Commentary
China is the world’s second-richest country, yet its citizens rank only 72nd among the world’s wealthiest people.
A nation’s wealth is gauged by its gross domestic product (GDP), the total value of all finished goods and services produced in a country during a given period. The United States boasts the world’s highest GDP at $25.462 trillion, with China in second place at $17.963 trillion.
While China ranks as the second-richest country globally by GDP, this metric doesn’t provide insight into the average citizen’s quality of life. To gauge this, we divide the GDP by the population to derive the GDP per capita, offering a broad approximation of the average person’s income. The United States holds the 8th position, boasting a GDP per capita of $75,269, whereas China ranks 72nd, with a per capita GDP of only $12,598. This places China significantly behind developed nations like Singapore and Japan and even lags behind countries such as Lithuania, Estonia, and Spain, all with a per capita GDP more than twice that of China.
There is a measure called purchasing power parity (PPP), favored by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and China apologists, who argue that lower prices in China amplify the buying power of its citizens, making them better off despite having a lower nominal salary. To some extent, they have a point. For example, men can still get a $5 haircut in Shanghai, while finding one below $20 in New York is challenging. However, the rent-to-income ratio in New York is 68.5 percent, indicating that the average rent constitutes a staggering 68.5 percent of the average salary. In Shanghai, this ratio is even higher at 90 percent. Therefore, although nominal prices are higher in New York, the cost is lower relative to income. This difference becomes even more extreme when buying an apartment, with the average home price in Shanghai being 50 times the average salary, whereas in New York, it is only 10.5 times.
Education represents a significant expense for Chinese families. In the United States, only around 9 percent of children attend private schools, and a smaller percentage receive paid tutors or supplemental education, typically for a limited time. In contrast, in China, most children attend supplemental lessons, with 30 percent of parents reporting monthly costs ranging from $140 to $400.
Another area where PPP measures fall short is in imported goods and raw materials, which are priced in nominal U.S. dollars, making them more affordable for the average American. For example, Chinese consumers have a penchant for American cars. However, even excluding import duties and taxes, the average American car costs almost four years’ worth of income for a Chinese consumer while representing just over half a year’s salary for the average American.
Furthermore, the contrast extends to education. Most Americans do not feel the need to send their children abroad for education, whereas the United States has been the primary destination for Chinese families. Foreign students pay up to triple the tuition, plus living expenses in the United States, amounting to an average of $100,000 per year.
In addition to the fact that many necessities cost proportionately more than the average income in China, the average person does not earn the average income. The Gini coefficient measures income disparity in a country on a scale of 1 to 100, where 1 would signify complete equality. In 2022, China scored 46.7, making it more unequal than most of Western Europe or Japan.
According to data from China’s National Bureau of Statistics, in 2015, the top 20 percent of earners made 5.3 times more than the bottom 20 percent. However, by 2022, this gap had widened, with the richest 20 percent of urban households earning 6.3 times that of the poorest 20 percent. In rural areas, the gap was even greater at 9.2 times. Nationwide, the wealthiest 1 percent of the population holds more than 31 percent of the country’s household wealth.
China claims the title of the world’s largest middle class, with nearly half a billion members. However, the majority of China’s middle class is not as affluent as that in developed countries, as 75 percent of them earn $10 to $20 a day. Consequently, approximately 60 percent of the Chinese population lives on $2 to $10 per day.
Chinese leader Xi Jinping and the CCP often take credit for lifting 800 million Chinese out of poverty. However, one must question why China initially had such a large number of people living in poverty. Instead, the CCP could have relinquished control over society and the economy, allowing living standards to naturally rise through free markets, as seen in the United States and other developed countries.
Furthermore, the achievement of lifting people out of poverty needs to be considered in the context of nominal income and wealth disparity, raising the question of whether the CCP has, in essence, lifted people out of poverty only to make them poor.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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California Political Playbook 2024: A Wild and Crazy Year
[image: California Political Playbook 2024: A Wild and Crazy Year]President Joe Biden (R) talks with California Gov. Gavin Newsom after disembarking Air Force One at San Francisco International Airport in San Francisco on Nov. 14, 2023. (Brendan Smialowski/AFP via Getty Images)
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Commentary
Next year is going to be a doozy in California politics. The following are not predictions, but parameters.
1. Gov. Gavin Newsom could become the Democratic Party’s nominee for president. Top Democrat strategist David Axelrod in November suggested President Joe Biden ought to end his reelection bid and concentrate on his job as president. That’s obviously what a lot of Democrats are thinking as the president visibly is deteriorating in each public appearance.
With Vice President Kamala Harris not liked within the party for her performance, the logical replacement would be Mr. Newsom. If Mr. Biden drops out early enough, the primaries would be wide open. In October, the Sacramento Bee reported Mr. Newsom had already raised more than $4 million for Mr. Biden’s campaign. That donation spigot easily could be switched to a Newsom for President campaign.
In March, he plunked $10 million into his Campaign for Democracy fund, which helps fellow party members campaign across the country.
The PredictIt betting site currently lists Mr. Biden at 74 cents to be the Democrat Party’s nominee, to 16 cents from Mr. Newsom, 8 cents for Ms. Harris, and 4 cents for Hillary Clinton.
2. Lt. Gov. Eleni Kounalakis could become governor. If Mr. Newsom does run for president, he likely would resign as governor to devote all his time to campaigning. It’s tough enough doing one big job, let alone two. That would elevate the lieutenant governor to the governor’s chair. But if Mr. Newsom keeps his current office, then wins the presidency in November, Ms. Kounalakis would become governor when Mr. Newsom assumed his new post next Jan. 20.
Although Ms. Kounalakis has not been well known, she made a major political faux pas when she called for California to emulate the Colorado Supreme Court in keeping former President Trump off the 2024 primary ballot, as I mentioned in “California Democrats Attack Democracy Over Trump Eligibility.”
By contrast, the more politically astute Mr. Newsom said, “There is no doubt that Donald Trump is a threat to our liberties and even to our democracy. But in California, we defeat candidates at the polls. Everything else is a political distraction.”
As lieutenant governor himself for eight years under Gov. Jerry Brown, Mr. Newsom learned such nuances.
3. The estimated $68 billion budget deficit, as calculated by the Legislative Analyst’s Office, is going to cause havoc all year. Mr. Newsom will present his budget proposal on Jan. 10 for fiscal year 2024–25, which begins on July 1. The thing to watch for is if he includes tax increases in this already wildly overtaxed state.
Even if he doesn’t run for president this year, 2028 beckons after that. He’s operating on a national stage now, and people in low-tax swing states aren’t going to be happy about a tax-giddy candidate. Starting Jan. 1, the Golden State’s gold-stealing top income tax rate will be 14.1 percent. Here are the top state income tax rates in some of the swing states, all much lower:	Arizona 2.50
	Georgia 5.75
	Michigan 4.25
	Nevada 0.00
	Ohio 3.99
	North Carolina 4.75
	Pennsylvania 3.07
	Wisconsin 7.65

4. Can Republicans end the Democrats’ two-thirds supermajorities in both houses of the Legislature? I was state Sen. John Moorlach’s press secretary in 2018 when the Senate switched from Republicans having more than one-third of votes, meaning they had to be consulted on tax and other issues, to having less than one-third, meaning they were ignored. It was a big difference.
Republicans need 14 of 40 seats in the Senate and 28 of 80 in the Assembly to rise above one-third. Currently, they hold just eight in the Senate, meaning they need six more. And they hold 18 in the Assembly, meaning they need 10 more. Each goal is a tall order. But even gaining several seats would hold promise of gaining more in 2026.
5. Can California Republicans keep their 12 of 52 seats in the U.S. House of Representatives? In 2024, the race again will be tight for which party gains a majority in the House. Right now it’s 221 Republicans to 213 Democrats, with one vacant, that of expelled New York Republican George Santos.
In January, former Republican House Speaker Kevin McCarthy also is leaving, and is from California. Columnist Dan Walters wrote, “McCarthy’s ouster leaves California’s GOP House delegation politically vulnerable.” He said the four main vulnerable incumbents are David Valadao in the San Joaquin Valley, Mike Garcia in suburban Los Angeles County, and Orange County’s Young Kim and Michelle Steel.
6. Can Republicans even make the ballot for U.S. Senate? As happened in 2016 and 2018, it could be both Democrats who make it to the Nov. 5 runoff under the state’s undemocratic Top Two system, with Republicans left off the ballot.
A Dec. 19 Politico poll showed Rep. Adam Schiff in the lead for the March 5 primary at 26 percent, followed by former baseball player Steve Garvey at 15 percent, Rep. Katie Porter at 14 percent, and Rep. Barbara Lee at 12 percent, with 19 percent undecided. Mr. Garvey is a Republican, the others Democrats. Following them were two more Republicans, businessman James Bradley at 5 percent and lawyer Eric Early at 4 percent.
CalMatters reported Dec. 21, “Steve Garvey starts campaigning for U.S. Senate, sort of.” His website so far shows mainly pictures of him in his Los Angeles Dodgers and San Diego Padres baseball uniforms during his playing days. Under “Steve’s Vision” are included only such soporifics as, “In baseball, it’s not about the individual; it’s about the team. Steve believes the same holds true for politics. It’s time we come together, find common ground, and work towards a brighter future.”
It’s easy to see how Mr. Schiff and Ms. Porter win the two primary slots and advance to November, giving Republicans no choice again.
Finally, voters also will face decisions on numerous ballot measures, if they pass court challenges. These include the Taxpayer Protection Act, which would make it harder to raise taxes. Opposing it is an initiative dropping to 55 percent the threshold for passing housing and infrastructure taxes.
Another initiative would raise the minimum wage to $18 from the $16 going into effect on Jan. 1, 2025. Opposing it will be an initiative repealing Assembly Bill 257, which would impose a $22 minimum wage for fast-food employees.
It’s going to be another loud year of campaigning with voters making numerous decisions. Followed by haggling over what the decisions mean.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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A Victory for Female Athletes
The plaintifs have succeeded in persuading an important panel of judges that letting males compete in female sports might constitute a civil-rights violation.
[image: A Victory for Female Athletes]Bloomfield High School transgender athlete Terry Miller (2L) wins the final of the 55-meter dash over transgender athlete Andraya Yearwood (L) and other runners in the Connecticut girls Class S indoor track meet at Hillhouse High School in New Haven, Conn., on Feb. 7, 2019. (Pat Eaton-Robb/AP Photo)
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Commentary
Four young women—Selina Soule, Chelsea Mitchell, Alanna Smith, and Ashley Nicoletti—were star athletes at high school girls’ track meets in their home state of Connecticut. Ms. Mitchell, in particular, earned four statewide running championships, making her the fastest young female runner in the state in 2019.
But Ms. Mitchell—and the other three young women who also outran their female competitors at various events—forfeited all those championships to two male runners identifying as transgender who were allowed to compete against them and sweep the races under a pro-transgender athletics policy adopted for public and private K-12 schools in Connecticut in 2013. That meant the four girls also forfeited titles, medals, and opportunities for college scholarships.
And now, finally, after three years of litigation in federal court, the four, who are now college students, have won a ruling from the full Second U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals that allows them to proceed with a lawsuit for damages over alleged violations of Title IX of the Civil Rights Act, which bans discrimination on the basis of sex by educational institutions.
All 15 active judges on the Second Circuit voted unanimously to let the lawsuit go forward, overturning decisions by a federal district judge in 2021 and a three-judge panel of the Second Circuit in 2022 holding that the girls’ claims of injury were too nebulous to merit either money damages or an injunction they sought that would recognize their actual achievements in relation to the biological females they competed against. The full court’s Dec. 15 opinion carefully avoided speculating whether Ms. Mitchell and her co-plaintiffs would actually win their case after a trial, but it did say they had a “plausible” claim.
This in itself was a huge victory—and not just against the Connecticut Interscholastic Athletic Conference, which set the “Transgender Participation” policy, and the school boards where the girls resided that adopted it. An entire education, civil rights, and political establishment insists that there are no general differences in strength, agility, and running speed between human males and females, that “gender” is merely a matter of which sex one happens to identify as, and that being able to compete in sports as a member of one’s self-identified gender is a fundamental civil right.
This is in the face of widely documented physiological differences between male and female bodies post-puberty, including larger, denser bones, larger hearts, and more muscle mass in men’s bodies than women’s, together with an average of five more inches of height. For that reason, equipment standards are different in men’s and women’s athletics: larger basketballs and higher hurdles for men than women. No woman has yet run a four-minute mile, although for top male runners, breaking four minutes is routine.
The Connecticut imbroglio began in 2017, when Andraya Yearwood, a male high school freshman who identified as a girl, started competing in—and winning—girls’ running events. The next year, Terry Miller, who also identified as a girl, switched from boys’ track to girls’ track and started compiling championships. By 2019, the two transgender athletes were competing at top levels. Between them, they broke 17 girls’ track records and took 15 state championship titles. Media photos abounded of the conspicuously tall transgender athletes sailing to first and second place in races while girls struggled behind them.
When Ms. Mitchell and her co-plaintiffs filed their Title IX suit, all the legal and political cards seemed stacked against them. Federal District Judge Robert Chatigny refused to let the young women’s lawyers, affiliated with the nonprofit Alliance Defending Freedom, use the term “biological males”: they were “transgender girls,” Judge Chatigny ordered. In 2021, he dismissed the suit, ruling that the young women lacked standing to sue on what he regarded as a vague and unfocused claim of injury. The Second Circuit’s three-judge panel agreed, writing that the four women, in seeking to have the record corrected to show them as the true winners of the medals, had been asking for mere “psychic satisfaction”—which wasn’t a court’s job to give. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), whose lawyers represent the two transgender athletes as intervenors in the lawsuit, argued in a brief: “Girls who are transgender are girls who were [mistakenly] assigned a male sex at birth.”
Ms. Mitchell and her co-plaintiffs Ms. Soule, Ms. Smith, and Ms. Nicoletti have a long way to go—but they have succeeded in persuading an important panel of judges that a claim that letting males compete in sports designed to give females the opportunity to prove their athletic prowess might constitute a civil-rights violation. That’s a highly significant legal advance.
Around the world, in sports ranging from running to cycling to swimming to weightlifting, women have suffered the loss of championship titles that ought to be theirs, and sometimes devastating physical injuries as well, as has happened with MMA fighting. Some 23 states now ban transgender participation in youth athletics—but those laws are under fire. In August, the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals struck down a recently enacted Idaho statute on the grounds that it denied transgender people equal protection of the law—and the ACLU is challenging similar statutes elsewhere. Cheerleading those challenges are most of the major media and such self-described feminist organizations as the National Organization for Woman and the League of Women Voters.
It seems self-defeating for women—and men—who call themselves feminists to advocate for policies that reduce the number of actual women and girls in athletic winning ranks, but such is the steamrolling power of fashionable gender ideology that says you’re the sex that you call yourself. For three years, it looked as if the claims of four talented and brave young women runners were steamrollered as well, ignored and belittled. Their victory in the Second Circuit isn’t just a legal and moral one. It’s a victory for biological reality.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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The Global Litmus Test
These days, governments all over the world face an increasingly starker choice between the Chinese Communist Party and having a real future.
[image: The Global Litmus Test]Shen Yun Performing Arts World Company’s curtain call at the National Theater of Korea in Seoul, South Korea, on Feb. 17, 2023. (Kim Guk-hwan/The Epoch Times)
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Commentary
These days, governments all over the world face an increasingly starker choice between the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and having a real future.
It isn’t a choice between China and the United States. Neither is it some regular power struggle between two powerful countries, one the incumbent and one the challenger.
Would anyone really like to live in a world where the CCP is the hegemon? Where not only would all the rights and freedoms we’re used to be abolished—freedom of faith, of expression, of speech, etc.—but also where a culture of lies, viciousness, and endless struggle permeates everywhere. Where the only loyalty is to the regime and its ever-changing “truths,” and children “rat out” their parents for “wrong thoughts” and vice versa, etc.
How many people are right now trying to enter the United States legally and illegally for a better future? How many are trying to enter China? Actually, the rich and powerful in China are sending their families and money abroad, and trying to get foreign passports.
Of course, no man and no country is perfect, and all carry the burden of past wrongs in history, including this union of the United States. Yet more and more so in recent decades, Marxism has entered through the back door and is now striving for dominance here and in other Western countries, as evidenced by the support for Hamas immediately after the Oct. 7 massacre by groups who have been “struggling against racism and oppression,” and many people have been duped. Actually, children are starting to “rat out” their parents for “wrong thoughts” here, too.
The real economic decoupling happening now between China and the world, and the ever-growing polarization of global alliances and more, make it harder and harder for governments, businesses, and individuals to sit on the fence, “having a foot in two boats,” to paraphrase a Chinese proverb.
Governments can and do express their intentions through actions, not just words. It can be through positive defense alliances, such as Australia and AUKUS. Or in the abandoning of negative alliances, such as Italy’s recent withdrawal from the “Belt and Road Initiative,” the faltering CCP infrastructure debt trap program. In my eyes, these are all positive developments.The Korean Case
A recent Epoch Times investigation revealed that the Chinese Embassy in South Korea used financial and diplomatic leverage to pressure the theaters not to host Shen Yun, a U.S.-based performing arts company.
Han Minho, the former director general of South Korea’s Ministry of Culture, Sports, and Tourism, said in an interview that whether Shen Yun can ultimately perform in South Korea is a “litmus test” for “whether Korea is truly an ally to the United States.”
Shen Yun Performing Arts is dedicated to bringing back the beauty of authentic Chinese culture through dance and music as it existed before communist rule.
According to the company’s website, Shen Yun’s artists, including dancers, musicians, and choreographers, draw their inspiration from the spiritual discipline Falun Gong, which is rooted in traditional Chinese culture.
I agree with the former director general saying this is a litmus test. Maybe the litmus test. Arms deals and economic deals have positives and negatives, with greed and power involved. But, as is being discovered in the United States and other Western cultures, the traditions of culture and universal values provide the basis for our way of life, and when these are undermined, the political and economic spheres become vulnerable.
So this is actually a distillation of the core difference between life under CCP rule and normal life. Being able to make a clear choice in this matter, backed by consistent actions, is a clear statement of one’s position.
Otherwise, why the enormous efforts by the CCP to block and defame Shen Yun—a cultural show that no one has to go to, but is a voluntary choice?
So, since it’s a priority for the CCP, and an issue that goes to the core of the choice facing all governments, a positive decision to support or host Shen Yun would send the clearest signal to all those watching—from informed citizens to all the intelligence agencies, the U.S. government, and the CCP.
Editor’s note: The Epoch Times has been a media sponsor of Shen Yun Performing Arts since 2006.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Cory Morgan: I’ve Seen What State Dependency Does; Universal Basic Income Is No Path to Prosperity
[image: Cory Morgan: I’ve Seen What State Dependency Does; Universal Basic Income Is No Path to Prosperity]People stroll along a street in Ottawa's Westboro Village neighbourhood on Dec. 23, 2023. (The Canadian Press/Justin Tang)
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Commentary
The longer I sit, the lazier I get.
For most of my career in the oil industry, my work was seasonal. I would work for months with only a handful of days off. When spring came or oil prices dropped, I found myself out of work for weeks or months at a time. For the first few weeks off, I would be active and productive. I would catch up on household tasks, visit friends and family, and take part in events.
Slowly but surely, I would find myself getting up a little later, putting off tasks a little longer, and going out less often. After a couple of months out of work, I wasn’t letting the world fall apart around me but I was becoming less productive. My drinking would increase and my social relationships would be pressured. Then I would finally get another contract and get back into the field to get myself together. It would take a week or two to get into working mode again and that was after only a month or two off work. Imagine how it is once people have fallen into years of unemployment.
Not everybody is like I am, of course. Some folks are excellent and productive with extended periods of idle time. We can’t pretend there isn’t a large segment of the population that would slip into a state of permanent state dependency if allowed to do so under something like a Universal Basic Income (UBI) scheme. There are enough people trapped in the welfare rut as it is.
In my travels, I have seen examples of communities dependent upon the state and how terrible it becomes. The longer people remain in that condition, the tougher it is to wean them from it. That’s why I always get very concerned when discussions of implementing a UBI system start hitting the news.
About 12 years ago, I managed an oil and gas exploration  program in Steubenville, Ohio. It’s a small city across the Ohio River from West Virginia and in severe socioeconomic dire straits. The city is surrounded by steel mills and was once a prosperous place to be. Since the mills closed in the 1980s, it has less than half the population it had at its peak. People with means, transferable skills, and ambition fled Steubenville for other population centres. The bulk of the people left behind sank into a cycle of dependency that they can’t pull themselves free from.
I needed to hire some labourers while there. I went to a government employment/welfare office and asked if they could help me out. A very enthusiastic employment counsellor told me he would spread the word right away. I didn’t care about the education level or experience of applicants. I wanted an in-person interview, though, so I could see their teeth and arms. Addiction was running rampant and I didn’t want to hire someone in need of treatment.
My phone began ringing and I quickly set up over a dozen interviews to be held at my hotel. During the two afternoons I had set aside for interviews, a grand total of zero applicants showed up. I ended up having to hire some subcontractors from upstate New York to fill the void. The employment counsellor I had spoken with phoned me and asked how it went. I explained what happened and he candidly admitted he had expected that. People applied for the job so they could tell their social workers they were trying, but they didn’t want to actually get hired. They had been sitting for far too long. They had no interest in working.
We need social safety nets. People fall on hard times sometimes due to events beyond their control or poor personal choices. As a compassionate society, most people support programs that offer people a hand up when they are down and out, whether it’s addiction treatment or employment training. We also support programs that ensure people aren’t homeless or starving.
Economic support should always be considered temporary, though, and not an end in itself. Recipients shouldn’t be shamed, but they should always be encouraged to become economically independent.
UBI programs don’t work that way. UBI gives people a flat amount of money with no expectations that they ever stop taking it. It is a perfect program to expand dependency among people.
Many naively think there aren’t many people who would take on UBI as a career. Sadly, whether we like it or not, many people would.
We are facing many economic challenges and must prepare for them.
UBI schemes don’t offer a path to prosperity. They only breed dependency and social dysfunction. Whenever the UBI idea balloon is floated, it must be quickly shot down. The time to shoot that balloon down is right now.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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‘Cratocide’ of the Republics?
In many areas of the world, the move toward the restoration of monarchies reflects the declining influence of the United States.
[image: ‘Cratocide’ of the Republics?]The Imperial State Crown is pictured during the annual State Opening of Parliament in London on Nov. 18, 2009. (Toby Melville/AFP via Getty Images)
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Commentary
The transformation of the global strategic architecture is well advanced, bringing with it the slow death of some of the structures begun in the Industrial Revolution, and the slow birth or rebirth of identities seeking sovereign security.
Thomas Hobbes, in his “Leviathan” (1651), noted: “Nothing can be immortal, which mortals make.” The past two centuries witnessed the mortality of many monarchies when they were once the state structure’s predominant form.
The global transformation—upheavals—of the early 21st century seemed, however, to augur a new cycle of history: a decline of republics and a potential rise of monarchical states in forms that would not have been recognized before the industrial revolutions, as we will discuss.
In terms of individual human lives, this seems a slow process, like watching the hands of a clock move before an important deadline. But the inertia is brief in historical terms.
The birth and death of states have been a preoccupation of scholars since humanity began to structure into durable communities. In 2006, I created—with the help of Greek Cypriot scholar Marios Evriviades—the words “cratocide” (the murder of nations) and “cratogenesis” (the birth of nations) for the book, “The Art of Victory.” Shortly afterward, we added the word “cratometamorphosis” to describe the total reorganization of societies.
Perhaps we are not yet seeing the cratocide of some of the recent republics, but rather their cratometamorphosis through a period of upheaval and change, leading in some cases to the more traditional—and yet modernized and streamlined—monarchical form of society. But, in the process, a number of ancient countries and cultures are reemerging, just as we saw with the breakup of the USSR and the Russian Empire, and the breakup of Yugoslavia. We will see this in the breakup of former colonial structures of Africa and possibly other regions.
It is usually only wars that cause nation-states to appear or disappear in an instant, even though the historical evolution of their appearance or disappearance is there. At the end of 2023, for example, it was possible that conflict could conceivably eliminate the modern, republican geopolitical entity of the Palestinian Authority from the prospect of statehood. When, in history, had it been a sovereign entity, even though it was a constant cultural identity in the Levant for millennia?
Norman Davies, in his outstanding 2012 historical overview, “Vanished Kingdoms: The Rise and Fall of States and Nations,” cited the modern theory that, in a world in which terra nullius (no man’s land) had ended, the extinction of preexisting states was a precondition for the creation of new ones. That, in part, is where the world was progressing in the 21st century, but it would be more complex than that. “New” states would likely be carved out of existing states in a process in which ancient identities resurge to break away from a collapsing larger state that had, in effect, grown through the absorption of lesser societies.
Other modern, multi-societal states may escape breakup in such a fashion by the process of cratometamorphosis in which failing, dysfunctional, or internally convulsed states abandon divisive political republicanism and seek reunification under a common cultural umbrella through the restoration of hierarchical symbolism, streamlined for modern conditions. Again, we will discuss.
What is significant is that history is mostly understood through the progress of ancient and iconic forms of monarchy, the ones that Mr. Davies describes, for example, in “Vanished Kingdoms,” which dealt largely with European monarchies. But the vanished republics of history rarely make their marks in history. And given the temporal approach of most republics and their focus on immediate gratification, perhaps their societies and leaders do not care. Yet despite the short-term approach of most republics, most individuals gain personal stability and purpose by believing in the long-term, embedded aspects of their culture, values, and families.
The transformation of the world away from its recent cyclical trend favoring republicanism and toward the refreshed version of monarchism will never be absolute, just as the republican trend was not sweeping all of the world. Indeed, the concept of republicanism per se was never cohesive and, therefore, lacked specific or successful champions for it as a globally applicable solution. Mostly, its adherents moved in the direction of republicanism based on a denial of a failed, failing, or oppressive form of monarchism and were given great impetus by the success of the United States of America.
[image:  A portrait of China's Dowager Empress Cixi in the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery in Washington on March 26, 2019. (Mandel Ngan/AFP/Getty Images)] A portrait of China's Dowager Empress Cixi in the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery in Washington on March 26, 2019. (Mandel Ngan/AFP/Getty Images)


And even as major republics begin to crumble as empires, they will, in many instances, break into components that may themselves be splinter republics, just as the fratricide of Imperial China after the death of Empress Dowager Cixi in 1908 saw greater China polarize into warlord fiefdoms, kingdoms, and regional emperors, not least being the Manchukuo Empire (1934–45). The nominal shaping of the first generation of splinter states as republican empires break up may well be thought of as republican. Still, they have the opportunity to create hierarchies that identify the specific national characteristics—the cultural identity—of the origins of the society that sought to break from the recent republic.
Significantly, the United States, as well as the League of Nations, fought hard to maintain the “territorial integrity” of China in the 1920s and 1930s, and the whole canon of the United Nations after World War II has been on preserving the “territorial integrity” of its member states. But is that what people desire?
States such as the United States, China, Russia (and the USSR, which briefly interrupted it), the United Kingdom, France, Germany, ad infinitum, have all invested their power and prestige in eliminating loyalties to the traditional societies—as well as the ethnic identities and languages—which they absorbed.
And yet these identities are reluctant to go away, as we see from the rapid restoration of some levels of historical identity of the post-Soviet/post-Russian Empire Central Asian states. Or as we continued to see with the urge by some Scots to restore Scottish sovereignty. Indeed, China may well have had greater success in reducing “Chinese” identification with a range of cultures and languages and in ensuring the dominance of the Han peoples over the Manchu and other societies.
How will China once again break up, as it has done on numerous occasions over the millennia? Will it, like Yugoslavia, break open a Pandora’s Box of suppressed identities, bringing forth a violent resurgence of real and imagined historical claims?
To say that this could not happen—that China could break apart, or that the United States would remain “united,” and so on—is to say, or pretend, that we as individuals cannot die because we choose not to think upon death. We have already seen the creation of more than 60 “new” countries since the end of World War II, and numerous others as hatchlings attempting to survive as independent states (Somaliland, Palestinian Authority, etc.).
Many of these new or revived states emerged after World War II as constitutional monarchies (Brunei, Papua New Guinea, many of the Caribbean states, Libya, Cambodia, and so on). So why can we not imagine the future or remember the past?
Former communist states in the Balkans, in particular, were anxious for their restoration as monarchies but were thwarted by politicians, mostly once-communists who became conservative and were reluctant to share power. But the 2023 elections in Serbia, for example, saw the monarchists begin to take seats in parliament three decades after the collapse of the Cold War and of “monolithic communism” in much of Eurasia and Eastern Europe.
[image:  An Orthodox icon of the last Russian tsar Nicholas II and his family in the Savior on Blood Cathedral in Yekaterinburg, Russia, on Aug. 19, 2017. (Mladen Antonov/AFP via Getty Images)] An Orthodox icon of the last Russian tsar Nicholas II and his family in the Savior on Blood Cathedral in Yekaterinburg, Russia, on Aug. 19, 2017. (Mladen Antonov/AFP via Getty Images)


The Russian nationalists who were instrumental in destroying the power of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) in 1990–91 were not opposed to the restoration of the Romanov Imperial Family, and, at that time, it was the Romanov family itself that was unprepared. Even well into the first decades of the 21st century, Russian President Vladimir Putin was rebuilding the physical memorials of his nation’s crowned past, as well as rebuilding respect for it.
Will Mr. Putin’s final act be, like that of the caudillo of Spain, Generalissimo Francisco Franco, to restore the monarchy in Russia?
In Libya, still in ruins in 2023 after the foreign interference in the domestic movement of 2011 to remove the republican dictatorship of Muammar al-Gaddafi, there were finally moves to restore the properties of the former Senussi royal family, and—even at a United Nations level—to look again at the 1963 Constitution to bring legitimacy and national acceptance back to governance. Such a move would restore the unifying role of the Senussi crown.
In many areas of the world, the move toward the restoration of monarchies reflects the declining influence of the United States. Countries such as Egypt and Ethiopia, for example, are in a position to rebuild their sense of national pride and unity by restoring their historical crowns without necessarily radically reshaping their political or governmental structures.
As with Malaysia, a post-World War II creation, the monarchy can be the constitutional and psychological glue that dampens internal divides and adds to the prestige of the state. In the case of Ethiopia, for example, the process could be as simple as replacing the non-executive office of the president with the Solomonic Crown. Even in Egypt, the executive presidency could remain with the Crown serving as a symbolic focus above political office.
The options are as varied as the nations and societies of the planet. At its core, however, most people crave an idealized ethos: values and nobility, which transactional politics denies them. In states such as the United States of America, while there may be a splintering of traditional (native American) societies seeking actual sovereign recognition of their ancient hierarchies, or Hawaii may seek the restoration of its historical monarchy and sovereignty, much of the amalgam of U.S. peoples seek something more intangible: the restoration of the “crown” of an untarnished Constitution.
The question is whether the United States can return to that status.
But it is in Africa that the outrage is most palpable against the banality of ignoble politicians in many states that had been created colonially to transcend their historical identities, seeking power merely for corrupt purposes. There, we see a revival of respect for traditional leadership, which exemplifies what many regard as important as food and shelter: nobility. This is a wealth of a different dimension, creating productivity and national prestige and, in turn, creating national security and stability through the rise of national influence.
It is happening, but not overnight. The mills of God grind slowly, but exceedingly fine.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Our Razor’s Edge
[image: Our Razor’s Edge]Signs read "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free" at a protest, at the Memorial Auditorium, on Nov. 18, 2023, repeating the anti-Semitic, pro-Palestinian slogan calling for an eradication of the state of Israel. (Paul Kitagaki Jr./The Sacramento Bee via Tribune Content Agency)
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Commentary
At the end of the year, we are on the razor’s edge of many things that soon may blow up.
Americans are far beyond President Joe Biden’s serial untruths of some eight years that he never discussed Hunter Biden’s various get-rich-quick schemes.
All were predicated on the perception of foreign interests purchasing from the Biden family the influence of then-senator, vice president, and possibly soon-to-be President Joe Biden.
The Bidens now risk exposure to criminal charges of multimillion-dollar tax fraud, perjury, influence selling, and bribery as congressional committees and a special prosecutor unravel years of tangled-up quid pro quos.
A newly indicted Hunter remains reckless and unpredictable. He continues to publicly blame his mounting legal problems on everyone and everything other than his own selfish excesses.
Hunter deliberately involves his family and may even bring down his own father. His tax lawyers have previously threatened to call President Biden to testify on his behalf under oath.
He continues to court public scandal by hawking amateurish “representational” paintings to the quid-pro-quo wealthy and wannabes wishing for clout with the White House.
His laptop messages reveal a prodigal son angry that his bagman services were never fully appreciated by his familial beneficiaries.
Hunter’s wayward laptop is a felonious trove of drug-addled, illicit Petronian excess and sex, interspliced with his self-incriminating family communications on the distributions of pay-for-play payoffs.
Hunter’s business aides will be called back to elaborate on their already incriminating testimonies.
The contents of President Biden’s various alias emails will soon see new scrutiny.
Given Biden’s physical and ethical frailties, age, and bad polling, the left-wing media and Democratic hierarchy may cease circling the wagons around him. Instead, some may fuel the effort to sandbag a 2024 Biden candidacy by releasing or even leaking incriminating evidence.
Harvard President Claudine Gay’s tenure is even more tenuous than Biden’s. Harvard can either claim to be the nation’s preeminent academic institution or continue to protect a plagiarist as president—not both.
It can profess to be at the center of academia’s moral and intellectual universe, but not if its president cannot punish those on campus who daily call for the destruction of Israel and the genocide of the Jewish people. Gay cannot lie to Congress that Harvard in the past has also allowed “hate speech” against entire groups the way it now allows against Jews.
Nor is it sustainable for Gay to fob off calls for her resignation as “racist.” In fact, the more the public learns about her academic career, the more she seems to be a lifetime beneficiary, not a victim, of racially-weighted policies.
Since the Oct. 7 Hamas’ massacre of 1,200 Jews, anti-Israeli/pro-Hamas protests, often violent, have swept the Western world, particularly in the big cities and on campuses of America.
Protestors no longer distinguish being anti-Israeli from being anti-Jewish. Now they just openly mouth anti-Semitic chants and harass individual Jews.
Almost every hallowed monument—from the Lincoln Memorial to the White House gates, nearly every cherished national icon from the famed Christmas tree in New York’s Rockefeller Center to New York’s Naivety Scene, and our most famous infrastructure from the Manhattan Bridge to the Golden Gate Bridge—has either been swarmed, defaced, or disrupted by pro-Hamas demonstrators.
Americans are growing weary of these escalating protests for a variety of reasons. Most remember that the October 7 war started not with Israeli preemptive attacks on an independent Gaza, but only after Hamas killers launched a sneak attack to commit atrocities against Jews residing in Israel.
The current war is waged between a constitutional state of free elections and a cruel, autocratic terrorist clique.
Indeed, Hamas has refused negotiations over a ceasefire that would have led to internationally conducted free elections for the people of Gaza—something forbidden by enriched Hamas kingpins ensconced in luxury abroad.
Many of the loudest and most violent anti-Jewish protestors in the United States are immigrants, green card holders, or on student visas. That fact is confusing to Americans.
Why would those who have fled despotic regimes in the Middle East to study, work, or reside in a free America, once safely here, rally for the very dictatorships they left behind and apparently do not wish to return to?
Why trash the very foundation and values of their American hosts who ensure their newfound freedoms?
For weeks, the American people have been relatively silent as they digested these ongoing catastrophes. But at some point, their patience will run out.
Americans will then collectively conclude that President Biden has never been truthful about vast ill-gotten funds that have enriched his family; that Harvard is no longer preeminent or even prestigious; and that people who do not like us, our laws, and our values should try cheering on the work of Hamas from their own homes.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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A 2024 Wish List: Sanity at Home and Stability Abroad
[image: A 2024 Wish List: Sanity at Home and Stability Abroad]Revellers pose in front of a sign with the 2024 numerals after an illumination ceremony in Times Square in New York on Dec. 20, 2023. (David Dee Delgado/Getty Images)
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Commentary
The calendar turns to 2024, and the world under President Joe Biden’s watch is burning.
The United States’ southern border has reached a historically catastrophic state; overrun border towns such as Lukeville, Arizona and Eagle Pass, Texas are the laughingstocks of the world. Further south in our hemisphere, socialist thug Nicolás Maduro of Venezuela threatens to infringe upon neighboring Guyana’s territorial sovereignty.
In Eastern Europe, the Russia-Ukraine war, now nearly two years in the making, shows little sign of abating. In the Middle East, Israel’s multifront war against Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and other extremists in Judea and Samaria is spilling over to a regional conflagration. U.S. military bases in Iraq and Syria have been attacked over 100 times since Hamas’ Oct. 7 pogrom; the Iran-funded Houthis in Yemen fire indiscriminately at commercial tankers and control the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait, a crucial global trade chokepoint.
In the Far East, Communist China’s hegemonic ambitions grow clearer by the day; strongman Xi Jinping openly threatens the Philippines, and Taiwan sits squarely in Beijing’s crosshairs. If that weren’t scary enough, the U.S. arsenal is so depleted that Japan, which has been largely demilitarized since World War II, recently sold Patriot guided missiles to the United States.
At home, Americans have not been this politically or culturally divided since the 1850s. And “Bidenomics,” which this president stubbornly makes the basis for his reelection campaign, remains less popular than venereal disease.
Let’s hope things don’t get much worse in 2024. Here is a partial wish list for what I would like to see in the new year:
1. Defeat Joe Biden in November. It is difficult to describe just how disastrous the Biden presidency has been. Beginning with the botched withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021, the world has imploded under his negligent watch. At home, inflation has reached four-decade highs, the economy entered a recession, real wages have stagnated, and skyrocketing mortgage rates have put homeownership out of reach for an entire generation. Meanwhile, this most divisive of presidents censors dissident speech, compares his leading opponent to Hitler, and sadistically sics the full power of the federal government on his partisan opponents. At this late hour of the republic, it is incumbent that Joe Biden be retired to his Delaware basement.
2. End America’s Drug Overdose Epidemic. The single most under-discussed but disproportionately important issue in the United States is the sickening rate at which Americans—especially younger ones—are committing suicide and dying of drug overdose-induced “deaths of despair.” Whereas in 1992, drug overdose deaths in America tallied just over 5,000 annually, last year the number was roughly 110,000. Consider that the entire world partially shut down for years to fight COVID-19, which we now know was hardly any more dangerous than the flu. Our drug epidemic is far deadlier than COVID ever was. It is past time to conduct a whole-of-government effort against the lethal synthetic narcotics, such as fentanyl and the newly discovered opioid “nitazenes,” that amount to Chinese-manufactured chemical warfare, dutifully laundered by the Mexican drug cartels, against America’s youth.
3. End the Useless Proxy War in Ukraine. For over a year and a half now, the Volodymyr Zelenskyy regime in Kyiv has not been in any real risk of falling. Over that time, Ukraine’s fight against its Russian aggressors has continued, but it has been primarily relegated to disputed areas of the Crimean peninsula and the ethnically divided Donbas region of far eastern Ukraine. It is not remotely obvious—nor has it ever been obvious—how the U.S. national interest is implicated over Russia and Ukraine sparring over towns and subregions that historically switched hands between sovereign powers and are today ethnically divided. “Support Ukraine’s maximal demands to defend Taiwan and deter China!” shout the neoconservatives. Far better to simply do that: Redeploy our limited arms to our allies in the strategic Indo-Pacific region.
4. Support Israel in Its War Against Barbaric Jihad. Unlike the situation in Ukraine, the United States has an unequivocal interest in supporting Israel to the hilt in its now-multifront war against Sunni and Shiite jihadists. Many American citizens were killed in Hamas’ Oct. 7 pogrom, and many more remain hostages in Gaza. Furthermore, the global jihad has been remarkably emboldened since Oct. 7, and Israel must now deal a fatal blow to the forces of darkness so that their vile supporters all over the world pipe down and take a seat. Finally, stability in the Middle East, a core U.S. interest, is best achieved when Israel is fully supported and otherwise left to its own devices; the Abraham Accords peace agreements are an enduring testament.
May this be a year where the forces of civilizational sanity prosper, and the forces of civilizational arson and barbarism are vanquished. Happy New Year to all.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Iran’s Undeclared Hezbollah War Against Israel
[image: Iran’s Undeclared Hezbollah War Against Israel]Supporters of Hezbollah gather at al-Ashoura square to listen to the speech of Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah in Beirut, Lebanon, on Nov. 3, 2023 . (Marwan Tahtah/Getty Images)
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Commentary
A Lebanese terrorist group called Hezbollah is tempting fate. Iran’s most powerful anti-Israel and anti-American proxy is lobbing missiles and rockets at small communities in northern Israel, including on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. Over 1,000 Hezbollah attacks since Oct. 7, the day of the Hamas massacre, forced 86,000 Israelis to flee their northern homes.
Hezbollah attacked not only Jewish communities but, in the past, less defended Christian Arab villages. The Christian Arabs fear more such attacks are coming. Hezbollah now engages in daily attacks on the north and joined Iran and Hamas in cyberattacks that go beyond their former cyberespionage to the targeting of utilities, shipping, and communications infrastructure throughout Israel. Iran seeks to impose maximum economic damage and instability.
The Hezbollah fight is, therefore, now a “northern front” in an “undeclared war” by Iranian proxies.
Hezbollah is more powerful than Hamas in terms of troops, missiles, and strategic depth. It can tactically retreat into the interior of Lebanon and then later reemerge to attack Israel’s north. Hezbollah connects directly to Iran overland through Iranian networks in Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq.
While Hamas militants are primarily of the Sunni faith, as in Egypt and Saudi Arabia, Hezbollah is Shia, like Iran and the majority of Iraq. The mullahs who rule Iran tend to have more influence in coreligionist communities and promote a pan-Islamic doctrine of geographic expansionism.
Both Hezbollah and Hamas, according to an Israeli research organization, have used Iranian and North Korean expertise to build terrorist tunnel networks that sometimes stretch beneath borders, including between Gaza and Egypt, and Lebanon and Israel. Hezbollah tunnels in Lebanon are more advanced than those built by Hamas in Gaza.
The response of Israel to Hamas killing approximately 1,200 Israelis on Oct. 7 was an overwhelming bombing campaign with AI-enabled targeting that—along with a blockade of food, fuel, and water—killed over 20,000 Palestinians. The Israeli Defense Force (IDF) is threatening to do the same to Hezbollah if it keeps attacking. The Israeli assassination of a top Iranian terrorist leader in Syria on Christmas, and threats from Iran, in response, suggest future tension in Israel’s north.
Already, IDF retaliation against Hezbollah is causing over 10 times the casualties imposed on Israel, as is typical for IDF counter-strikes. Since Oct. 7, the IDF killed approximately 100 Hezbollah terrorists, 17 Lebanese civilians, and a Lebanese soldier, according to Lebanese sources. Israeli casualties in the north are so far just seven soldiers and four civilians.
Israel’s counter-strikes are typically from fighter jets, tanks, and artillery, hitting Hezbollah launch points with pinpoint and immediate precision to eradicate terror teams. Reinforced Israeli troops are stacked at the border ready to invade Lebanon, and came close to doing so right after the Oct. 7 attacks, according to The Wall Street Journal.
While Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu appears to want to de-escalate in the north so as to avoid the developing second front, Israeli strikes against immediate threats there are apparently forcing Hezbollah to withdraw some of its feared Radwan special forces from near the Israeli border. Hezbollah is banned south of the Litani River according to a 2006 U.N. Security Council resolution. Still, it continues to occupy territory close to Israel, from which it launched the most recent attacks. Some Israeli observers advocate pushing Hezbollah at least 5 miles (8 km) from the Israeli border, which is the range of the terror group’s anti-tank guided missiles (ATGM).
Despite Hezbollah’s attacks, the terror group appears to be raising the temperature just enough so it appears to support Hamas but does not risk too much retaliation. Israel, on the other hand, responds with just enough force to eradicate active Hezbollah launch teams while not resorting to a costly ground invasion. Neither side is sufficiently confident to want a full-scale war in the north. Still, a miscalculation, for example, large-scale civilian casualties by a misdirected Israeli airstrike, could increase public anger in Lebanon and encourage Hezbollah into a much faster rate of missile attack that would force another IDF invasion. The attacks on both sides are thus a form of brinkmanship designed to achieve gains without falling into the kind of war being fought against Hamas.
The Gaza war, plus the reinforced northern border, is already taking a toll on Israel’s economy. As Iran is responsible for destabilizing the situation through its proxies—including Hezbollah, Hamas, and the Houthis—the international community should force Tehran to pay reparations that would go to not only rebuilding Gaza after the war but making Israel whole, including families who lost loved ones and the cost of Israel’s defense against all of Iran’s extended forms of terrorism. If costs are imposed upon the responsible parties, perhaps that will deter further violence for a return to diplomacy and, ultimately, to peace.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Consumers Are Rejecting the Great Reset
[image: Consumers Are Rejecting the Great Reset]Electrical vehicle chargers in Irvine, Calif., on July 12, 2023. (John Fredricks/The Epoch Times)
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Commentary
A friend got a rental of a Tesla over the holidays. It’s undoubtedly the industry standard for EVs and a complete blast to drive. The problem: It’s not a practical car at all. He was driving in the cold, and the car was nearly drained after two hours. Searching for a charge was no easy task. The first one didn’t work. The second one stated that it would be charged in 10 hours, which he didn’t have. The third one charged in one hour but that was a full hour wasted.
His conclusion: This is indeed a glorified golf cart designed to keep you at home and under the thumb of the manufacturer. And this is just a test. The repairs are worse. Keep in mind that this is the best the industry has to offer. The other manufacturers of these things make products not nearly as high-rated, which is why so many of them are sitting on lots unsold and why orders for the machines are plummeting.
It seems like the EV craze has peaked already. Growth in gas cars is now far higher than electrics, flipping a trend from 12 months ago. Finally, consumers are figuring it out. This is a good second car, provided you’re driving in your own town, you have a hook-up at home and can charge it overnight, and you don’t suddenly have to go out of town. It’s a toy, sometimes a fun one, but not a real car. For that, you need gas.
The idea that this car is going to transition the United States to “clean energy” is absurd. If every car were electric, the grid would crash and rationing would be the norm. And maybe that’s the whole point. You drive only with permission. Nothing about your transportation is within your control. Authorities will decide everything for you. It’s a perfect strategy for creating a society of dependents.
Fortunately, consumers aren’t playing along. We still live with the remnants of a capitalist system whereby manufacturers have to make profits. So that’s a serious problem for the whole industry. It could very well collapse in 2024.
Sure, Tesla will still be around making luxury cars and trucks for well-to-do urbanites, and bless them for it. But it’s not for everyone. It isn’t even for anyone who has a long way to go. Even now, the only substantial pockets of broad ownership (above 20 percent) are California and D.C. The heartland knows better and so do people in very cold latitudes.
As long as we’re on the topic of fails, consider fake meat. Remember how it was going to replace real meat? Well, take a look at the grocery stores today. This is another product that has peaked. The stock for Beyond Meat was $196 in 2019. It has fallen and fallen. Today it’s a bargain at $8.72, with no one being particularly interested. It looks like this one isn’t long for this world either, which makes you wonder why muckety-mucks are still pushing this nonsense on us. Consumers aren’t having it anymore.
The same goes for COVID-19 vaccines, for which your tax dollars paid. The companies have stock sales and patents and a seeming public demand. Except for one thing: They don’t work. They’re also highly dangerous. This is an incredible disaster for both Moderna and Pfizer. The Pfizer stock is down to $28 from $59 in two years. Moderna has fallen to $100 from $384 in the same timeframe. They’re both sitting on massive stockpiles of these vaccines, with almost no remaining public demand for their endless boosters. They also face lawsuits with claims that the companies wildly exaggerated the benefit. In any case, they were never necessary for the vast majority of people and certainly not for children. They paid off the Food and Drug Administration to give them permission to even sell products that would never have been approved under normal conditions.
Once again, we have the remnants of capitalism to thank for this. Government tried to force everyone to get the vaccine. They succeeded among some segments of the population for a time. They also enlisted Hollywood stars and every manner of “influencer” (I hate that term) to browbeat people into getting them. Whole cities (New York, New Orleans, Chicago, and Boston) were even shut to the unvaccinated. At the very least, the companies and cooperating government officials should apologize for this disaster.
And so long as we’re engaged in this fit of schadenfreude, consider Mark Zuckerberg’s alternative to X (Twitter) called Threads. It came out earlier this year to great fanfare. Here’s a social media service that’s thoroughly censored! As if that’s some kind of marketing pitch. It was always ridiculous. It started with 4 million users, mostly by drafting the users of Instagram. Today it’s down to 1 million, but even they’re hardly active at all.
For my part, when I saw how Instagram was being abused, I immediately deleted my account and a thousand images with it. What a relief! As it turns out, I hated that thing anyway. Good riddance!
Threads was a disaster for this company, adding to the other disaster of Mr. Zuckerberg’s Metaverse itself, which is completely empty and boring. It turns out that Mr. Zuckerberg isn’t a good businessman at all. Maybe the movie The Social Network was correct that he merely stole the whole idea of Facebook itself. He never really had business acumen. And speaking of Facebook, good grief, what happened to this thing? There’s essentially no reach on the platform.
Facebook has turned into nothing more than an advertising platform that markets your data. It’s really only useful for its marketplace. Otherwise, what’s the point of this thing anymore? It’s a wonder that its stock price hasn’t been hit, not just yet.
Another piece of toast this year has been online learning. Frankly, people are sick of it. Classrooms should be real. The fakery of remote classes is obvious to one and all.
Even DEI has hit the skids! Wisconsin just dialed back all funding and froze the programs.
Are you noticing a pattern here? Markets in the real world are rejecting the “Great Reset.” Whether eating bugs, driving EVs, munching fake meat, or living in the metaverse with censorship, none of it’s working. We can only hope that this trend continues in 2024 and that it bankrupts the companies that threw themselves into the whole racket. Let’s hope the consumer marketplace can render its final judgment before all of this jazz becomes mandatory, which is the real goal.
In the meantime, let’s be grateful for every amount of capitalism we have remaining, because markets mean consumer choice. And when given the choice, we know now that consumers don’t like Klaus Schwab’s plans for our lives, no matter how much Bill Gates endorses them.
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Advice for Vivek Ramaswamy, Even If He Doesn’t Want It
[image: Advice for Vivek Ramaswamy, Even If He Doesn’t Want It]Republican presidential candidate businessman Vivek Ramaswamy speaks to guests during a campaign stop at AmericInn in Webster City, Iowa, on Dec. 19, 2023. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)
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Commentary
It’s none of my business what presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy does with his life, although I have spent time with him and happen to like him.
I mean who am I, just another “shlep with Underwood,” as Jack Warner is said to have dubbed screenwriters back in Hollywood’s heyday. (Mr. Warner may have used another Yiddish term that might be too vulgar for The Epoch Times)?
Nevertheless, a lot of evanescent digital ink is being spilled over Mr. Ramaswamy’s announcement on X that he’s suspending his TV advertising where he has spent many millions, much of it from his own account.
“Presidential TV ad spending is idiotic, low-ROI [return on investment] & a trick that political consultants use to bamboozle candidates who suffer from low IQ.”
True that, though our friends at The Daily Beast prefer to make fun of his use of the word “idiotic” when it’s entirely accurate.
In fact, as I have written, those political consultants are the bête noire of American politics, inflating the cost of running beyond our wildest imaginations, usually for their own profit, while simultaneously dumbing down the conversation (aka the “messaging”) to a series of purposefully mind-numbing clichés.
Mr. Ramaswamy’s press secretary Tricia McLaughlin explained the approach to NBC News:
“We are focused on bringing out the voters we’ve identified—best way to reach them is using addressable advertising, mail, text, live calls and doors to communicate with our voters on Vivek’s vision for America, making their plan to caucus and turning them out.”
Mr. Ramaswamy has been paying his person-to-person dues in Iowa. By the Jan. 15 caucus, he will have done the “Full Grassley” (campaigning in all 99 Iowa counties) twice.
But this doesn’t prevent some from interpreting his no-TV announcement as the equivalent of throwing in the towel—or at least keeping some of his abundant cash should he not perform well enough in the early caucus and primary states.
Still hovering in the single digits in the polling, short of a miracle, that looks to be the case.
At the outset, his campaign seemed to be taking off, but, perhaps due to inexperience, he got ahead of himself and started to look unnecessarily erratic.
Lately, however, he has been making something of a comeback.  The supposedly trendy Daily Beast thinks otherwise.
Their Mark Alfred writes: “[Ramaswamy] has leaned into conspiracy theories in recent weeks, claiming the Jan. 6 Capitol riot looks like ‘an inside job,’ and touting the Great Replacement Theory.”
Conspiracy theories?
I guess Mr. Alfred missed the myriad times that FBI Director Christopher Wray evaded congressional questions on FBI or other government infiltration on Jan. 6, not to mention all the other suspicious evidence of unknown figures urging demonstrators into the Capitol.
Further, he offers no possible explanation to replace the Great Replacement Theory that would explain why millions upon millions of illegal aliens—including drug dealers, child traffickers, and jihadists—have been allowed into the USA unvetted during the Biden administration from more than 150 countries, a fair number of which are our enemies.
Vivek having the courage to point these things out is the reason many of us admire him and see his great potential.  Of all the ... shall we call them also-ran ... candidates, he has run the most interesting and original campaign.
Which leads me to my free advice.
Mr. Ramaswamy has said he has no interest in serving in a Trump administration.
I have no insight into whether this is entirely true or whether it is just the pro forma statement one makes, as many have, during the heat of a campaign.
After all, Nikki Haley has said she wouldn’t serve as Donald Trump’s vice president; she “doesn’t run for second,” she has insisted. True or not, that’s now irrelevant since, according to the Wall Street Journal and Donald Trump Jr. himself, “Don Jr. banishes [has banished] the 2024 presidential candidate from the Trump coalition.”
In the real world, I don’t think 45 is likely to pick Vivek for his vice president.  He doesn’t add much to the ticket that Trump doesn’t have, and the former president has already indicated his preference for a woman, not that it’s written in stone.
But I wouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Ramaswamy is offered a position in the Trump cabinet.
In fact, without the slightest inside knowledge, I would bet on it.
If the job is decent—and I further suspect it would be—I would urge Mr. Ramaswamy to take it.
If he performs well, he will likely become the heir apparent to MAGA and, with a modicum of luck, an odds-on favorite for the presidency in 2028.
If he rejects the job in favor of more entrepreneurship, something at which he has already proven himself, he won’t fade into obscurity; however, he will look less serious about his political ambitions and desire to help this country, not having been willing to take an apprenticeship position at the highest level.
As the great Yogi Berra famously said, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.”
In other words, forget what you have promised, Vivek. No one will remember ... or care. Take the job.
We’re rooting for you.
(FULL DISCLOSURE:  Mr. Ramaswamy has given a glowing blurb to my new book. Factor that into the praise you read here. Nevertheless, I mean it.)
Views expressed in this article are opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Resilient Economy Energizes Investors, as Financial Markets End 2023 Up 24 Percent
[image: Resilient Economy Energizes Investors, as Financial Markets End 2023 Up 24 Percent]People pass the front of the New York Stock Exchange in New York on March 21, 2023. (Peter Morgan/AP Photo)



By The Associated Press
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





NEW YORK—The S&P 500 closed out 2023 with a gain of more than 24 percent and the Dow finished near a record high, as easing inflation, a resilient economy, and the prospect of lower interest rates buoyed investors, particularly in the last two months of the year.
Stocks closed Friday with modest losses.
The S&P 500 slipped 13.52 points, or 0.3 percent, to 4,769.83. The benchmark index still posted a rare ninth consecutive week of gains and is just 0.6 percent shy of an all-time high set in January of 2022.
The Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 20.56 points, or 0.1 percent, to 37,689.54 after setting a record Thursday.
The Nasdaq slipped 83.78 points, or 0.6 percent, to 15,011.35, but that was barely a blemish on an annual gain of more than 43 percent, its best performance since 2020.
For most of the year, gains in the broader market were driven largely by seven stocks—Apple, Microsoft, Alphabet, Amazon, Nvidia, Meta Platforms, and Tesla. Dubbed the Magnificent 7, they accounted for about two-thirds of the gains in the S&P 500 this year, according to S&P Dow Jones Indices. Nvidia lead the group with a gain of about 239 percent, driven by the mania surrounding artificial intelligence.
A strong rally in November and December marked a big psychological shift for investors, said Quincy Krosby, chief global strategist at LPL Financial, because it went beyond the big technology companies. The Russell 2000 index of smaller companies jumped more than 20 percent over the two months and finished 2023 with a 15.1 percent gain after falling 21.6 percent in 2022.
“It was broad participation in the market that reinforced and confirmed gains for smaller company stocks that were particularly important,” Ms. Krosby said.
Investors in the United States came into this year bearing the bruises of sharp losses for both stocks and bonds in 2022. They expected inflation to ease further as the Federal Reserve pushed interest rates higher. The trade-off would be a weaker economy and possibly a recession. But while inflation has come down to around 3 percent, the economy has chugged along thanks to solid consumer spending and a healthy job market.
The stock market is now betting the Fed can achieve a “soft landing,” where the economy slows just enough to snuff out high inflation, but not so much that it falls into a recession. As a result, investors now expect the Fed to begin cutting rates as early as March.
The Fed has signaled three quarter-point cuts to its benchmark interest rate next year. That rate is currently sitting between 5.25 percent and 5.50 percent, its highest level in two decades.
Lower rates could add more fuel to the broader market’s momentum in 2024. Wall Street is forecasting stronger earnings growth for companies next year after a largely lackluster 2023, when companies wrestled with higher input and labor costs and a shift in consumer spending.
Bond market investors appeared headed for a third losing year in a row until things turned around starting in late October. Excitement about potential cuts to interest rates sent bond prices soaring and yields dropping. The yield on the 10-year Treasury, which hit 5 percent in October, stood at 3.88 percent Friday, up from 3.85 percent on Thursday.
The yield on the two-year Treasury, which more closely tracks expectations for the Fed, fell to 4.25 percent from 4.28 percent from late Thursday. It also surpassed 5 percent in October.
Many global markets also saw solid gains this year. Indexes in France and Germany made double-digit advances, while Britain’s has climbed just under 4 percent.
Tokyo’s Nikkei 225 gained 27 percent in 2023, its best year in a decade as the Japanese central bank inched toward ending its longstanding ultra-lax monetary policy after inflation finally exceeded its target of about 2 percent.
The Shanghai Composite index lost about 3 percent this year and the Hang Seng index in Hong Kong fell nearly 14 percent. Weakness in the property sector and in global demand for China’s exports, as well as high debt levels and wavering consumer confidence have weighed on the country’s economy and the stock market.
U.S. and international crude oil prices were relatively stable on Friday. The price of oil tumbled by more than 10 percent this year, defying predictions from some experts that it could cross $100 per barrel.
Despite production cuts from OPEC, a war involving energy exporter Russia and another in the Middle East, U.S. benchmark crude dropped nearly 11 percent in 2023, and a whopping 21 percent in the final three months of the year.
Increased production in the United States, now the top oil producer in the world, as well as Canada, Brazil, and Guyana offset the reduced output from OPEC. Not all OPEC members participated in the cuts and some countries like Iran and Venezuela are pumping more oil, energy analysts say.
By Damian J. Troise
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Closing Prices for Crude Oil, Gold, and Other Commodities (Dec. 29)
[image: Closing Prices for Crude Oil, Gold, and Other Commodities (Dec. 29)](Blue Andy/Shutterstock)



By The Associated Press
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/29/2023





Benchmark U.S. crude oil for February delivery fell 12 cents to $71.65 per barrel Friday. Brent crude for March delivery fell 11 cents to $77.04 per barrel.
Wholesale gasoline for January delivery rose 1 cent to $2.10 a gallon. January heating oil fell 1 cent to $2.55 a gallon. February natural gas fell 5 cents to $2.51 per 1,000 cubic feet.
Gold for February delivery fell $11.70 to $2,071.80 per ounce. Silver for March delivery fell 28 cents to $24.09 per ounce, and March copper fell 3 cents to $3.89 per pound.
The dollar fell to 141.03 yen from 141.47 Japanese yen. The euro fell to $1.1040 from $1.1064.
The Epoch Times copyright © 2023. The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors. They are meant for general informational purposes only and should not be construed or interpreted as a recommendation or solicitation. The Epoch Times does not provide investment, tax, legal, financial planning, estate planning, or any other personal finance advice. The Epoch Times holds no liability for the accuracy or timeliness of the information provided.
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How Major US Stock Indexes Fared Dec. 29
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Stocks slipped on the final trading day of the year, which nonetheless boasted surprisingly robust gains for Wall Street.
The benchmark S&P 500 index inched lower Friday but ended 2023 with a 24.2 percent gain for the year. The Dow Jones Industrial Average rose more than 13 percent this year. The Nasdaq soared 43 percent for the year, driven by gains in big technology companies, including Nvidia, Amazon and Microsoft.
Treasury yields were mixed and crude oil prices were relatively stable.
On Friday:
The S&P 500 fell 13.52 points, or 0.3 percent, to 4,769.83.
The Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 20.56 points, or 0.1 percent, to 37,689.54.
The Nasdaq composite fell 83.78 points, or 0.6 percent, to 15,011.35.
The Russell 2000 index of smaller companies fell 31.26 points, or 1.5 percent, to 2,027.07.
For the week:
The S&P 500 is up 15.20 points, or 0.3 percent.
The Dow is up 303.57 points, or 0.8 percent.
The Nasdaq is up 18.38 points, or 0.1 percent.
The Russell 2000 is down 6.89 points, or 0.3 percent.
For the year:
The S&P 500 is up 930.33 points, or 24.2 percent.
The Dow is up 4,542.29 points, or 13.7 percent.
The Nasdaq is up 4,544.87 points, or 43.4 percent.
The Russell 2000 is up 265.83 points, or 15.1 percent.
The Epoch Times copyright © 2023. The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors. They are meant for general informational purposes only and should not be construed or interpreted as a recommendation or solicitation. The Epoch Times does not provide investment, tax, legal, financial planning, estate planning, or any other personal finance advice. The Epoch Times holds no liability for the accuracy or timeliness of the information provided.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/bright/how-major-us-stock-indexes-fared-dec-29-post-5555559



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


Business & MarketsPersonal Finance

IRS ‘Collection Notices’ Going Out to Millions of Americans Starting Next Week
The IRS is sending out the notices to millions of people starting in January.
[image: IRS ‘Collection Notices’ Going Out to Millions of Americans Starting Next Week]In a file photo, a postal worker is seen putting stamps envelopes bound for the IRS.  (Monika Graff/Getty Images)
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The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) next week will start sending letters to millions of Americans regarding unpaid tax bills, resuming a practice that was suspended several years ago.
The federal tax agency said in a recent news release that automated letters and “collection notices” will start going out “in January,” although it did not provide a specific timetable.
The letters will be sent to people with tax debts before to the tax year 2022 as well as tax exempt organizations, businesses, and trusts and estates with tax debts before 2023.
“These notices and letters were previously paused due to the pandemic and high inventories at the IRS but will gradually resume during the next several months,” the release says. “Current tax year 2022 individual and third quarter 2023 business taxpayers began receiving automated collection notices this fall as the IRS took steps to return to business as usual.”
The pandemic-related pause in letters “meant that some taxpayers who have long-standing tax debt have not received a formal letter or notice from the IRS in more than a year while some of this older collection work has been paused,” it said. “To help the taxpayers in this category as the normal processes resume, the IRS will be issuing a special reminder letter to them starting next month.”
What the letter will include is a reminder to the taxpayer regarding their “liability” and will tell them to contact the agency or make “alternative arrangements” to settle the debt. Taxpayers are also urged to “carefully read any letter or notice they receive” before they call the IRS.
“This letter will remind taxpayers about their tax liability, giving them an opportunity to address the tax issue before the next round of letters are issued. After receiving the reminder mailing, these taxpayers with long-standing unresolved tax issues will receive the next notice, informing them of a more serious step in the tax collection process,” it said.
The IRS said it is also waiving failure-to-pay penalties for certain taxpayers who were impacted during the tax years 2020 and 2021, estimating that some 5 million tax returns are eligible for the penalty relief.Warnings
Generally, the CP14 notice is the first one the agency sends out for an unpaid tax balance, which is usually followed by three to four reminder letters that are sent out every five weeks or so, said Darren Guillot, who previous served as an IRS deputy commissioner.
“You can’t bury your head and pretend it’ll go away,” he told CNBC earlier this month. “The vast majority of taxpayers can set up a payment plan for themselves” by scanning a QR code, he added.
Multiple tax specialists warned that Americans who receive these letters could face significant penalties, including funds being taken out of their bank accounts by the federal agency.
Daniel Gibson, a tax partner at accounting firm EisnerAmper in New Jersey, told The Messenger that anyone who receives the letter from the IRS should attempt to resolve it.
“People have been sticking their head in the sand since time immemorial,” he said. “They see something from the IRS, and they don’t want to open the envelope.”
If the IRS sends a final notice, “you can wake up one morning and see money is taken out of your account” to pay the Treasury Department, he warned.



A third letter sent by the IRS will likely include a demand to pay the IRS within 90 days or file an appeal, Mr. Gibson noted. When that happens, the taxpayer will be “dealing with revenue agents, and their objective in life is to collect money. They can be somewhat ruthless,” he said.
For millions of Americans, the initial notices sent in 2024 “will be an unpleasant wake-up call,” Niles Elber, a tax lawyer at Caplin & Drysdale, told the outlet. It’s because many likely have not received the notices for the past two years due to the pandemic-related pause.
“Ignoring the problem will not stop the notices from coming, which will ratchet up in intensity and ultimately lead to tax liens and levies,” he added. “Taxpayers who have outstanding balances should start thinking now about how they are going to pay their tax debt.”
The final notice ‘is your Notice of Intent to Levy,“ and ”if you don’t pay the amount due immediately, the IRS can levy your income and bank accounts, as well as seize your property or your right to property including your state income tax refund to pay the amount you owe,” the IRS website says.
According to a report issued by the IRS last year, more than 9 million Americans owed some $120 billion in back-taxes, penalties, and interest as of September 2022. Tax debt accumulates because there is “usually some sort of a calamity that’s happened, like a health issue, a divorce, a gambling problem,” said Mr. Gibson. “There’s always a story when it comes to the collection problems I’ve seen.”
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Expert Warns Bud Light Won’t ‘Fully Recover’ in 2024
Bud Light has suffered significant losses since April 2023.
[image: Expert Warns Bud Light Won’t ‘Fully Recover’ in 2024]Bud Light, made by Anheuser-Busch, sits on a store shelf in Miami, Fla., on July 27, 2023. (Joe Raedle/Getty Images)
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A top industry analyst said Thursday that Bud Light likely will not fully recover its losses in 2024 amid a sustained boycott after the brand engaged with a transgender social media influencer.
Bump Williams, president and CEO of Bump Williams Consulting, told CNN that the brand still continues to face consistent year-over-year losses, saying that its distributors “still feel insulted, slighted and minimized by corporate’s lack of apology and insensitive comments about how little Bud Light’s volume has had on their global business and volume trends.”
Earlier this year, Bud Light drew significant backlash after it produced a customized beer can for transgender activist Dylan Mulvaney, who posted images of the can on social media. The brand and its parent company, Anheuser-Busch InBev, immediately attempted to distance itself from the controversy, and Bud Light has since attempted to pivot back to its more traditional, NFL-related advertising.
But Mr. Williams said that he does not think that Bud Light will “fully recover its losses in 2024 and probably would have suffered greater declines” if it wasn’t for an announced Anheuser-Busch financial program that it set up with some Bud Light distributors.
A former Anheuser-Busch U.S. executive, Anson Frericks, told a Fox Business show earlier this week that certain companies, including Bud Light, will have a lengthy “road to recovery.” He noted that major corporations spend years building their brands via advertising and marketing campaigns.
“Finally, people are seeing that when companies get involved in these social and political issues that have nothing to do with their mission and their stock price plummets—that’s bad for these companies, that’s bad for people relying on them just to make them money so they can retire with dignity,” he added.
As Bud Light sales tanked, the Anheuser-Busch U.S. division head, Brendan Whitworth, said in late April his company did not want to be “part of a discussion that divides people,” although he did not directly address the Mulvaney controversy.
Later, in May, Anheuser-Busch InBev CEO Michel Doukeris insisted that there was no partnership between Bud Light and the transgender activist, claiming that social media “misinformation” was, in part, the cause of the brand’s losses.  He told investors that it was “the result of one can” and that one social media post was made.
In October, Anheuser-Busch reported a 13.5 percent loss for its third-quarter revenue in the United States, while Bud Light’s sales have since been surpassed by Modelo Especial. It noted that the decline was “primarily due to the volume decline of Bud Light.”
Mr. Williams, during the interview with CNN, said that other beers, including ones owned by Anheuser-Busch, will take over some of Bud Light’s sales. In recent weeks, brands like Modelo, Miller Lite, Coors Light, Pabst Blue Ribbon, and Yeungling Lager are gaining in volume and dollars as Bud Light continues to post losses, he said.
Meanwhile, he “sees no reason” to suspect that Modelo Especial, a brand owned by New York-based Constellation Brands, will lose its title as the No. 1-selling brand in the United States next year.
In August, Coors said that combined sales of Miller Lite and Coors Light were 50 percent higher than Bud Light’s sales in the months after the boycott.
“Over the past few years, long before controversy upended the U.S. beer industry, we changed how we invest, market, and operate, and we changed our future. Today we believe we are built for growth, we expect growth, and we are delivering growth,” Molson Coors’ CEO Gavin Hattersley said in a statement to investors at the time.
Bud Light’s sales in stores were down by 28 percent in the four weeks ending Dec. 9 compared to the same period last year, reported the Wall Street Journal report that cited data from NielsenIQ and Bump Williams Consulting.
“This year in particular AB is driving the decline in the industry,” David Steinmann, vice president and executive editor of Beer Marketer’s Insights, told the New York Post in response to the sales decline.Moving Ahead?
This week, a report indicated that overall beer sales declined throughout 2023, likely in part due to Bud Light’s decline. Beer shipments decreased by more than 5 percent during the first nine months of 2023, according to data from Beer Marketer’s Insights, it was reported.
[image:  UFC President Dana White is seen during UFC 261 at VyStar Veterans Memorial Arena in Jacksonville, Fla., on April 24, 2021. (Alex Menendez/Getty Images)] UFC President Dana White is seen during UFC 261 at VyStar Veterans Memorial Arena in Jacksonville, Fla., on April 24, 2021. (Alex Menendez/Getty Images)


In November, Bud Light said it was becoming the “official beer partner” of the UFC in a deal, while UFC CEO Dana White has repeatedly defended the partnership in multiple interviews, saying that people should be “drinking gallons” of the beer. Meanwhile, Kid Rock, who helped spur the boycotts by shooting cans of the beer earlier this year, told Tucker Carlson in an interview that he is now drinking the beer again.
Amid the controversy, Anheuser-Busch said this week that it remains optimistic for 2024.
In response, an Anheuser-Busch spokeswoman said that for next year, “we will continue to focus on what we do best—brewing great beer for everyone and earning our place in the moments that matter,” a reported the Wall Street Journal this week.
Katabella Roberts contributed to this report.
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Amazon Prime Ads on Movies and TV Shows Will Begin in Late January
[image: Amazon Prime Ads on Movies and TV Shows Will Begin in Late January]The Amazon Prime Video streaming app is seen on an iPad screen, in Baltimore on March 19, 2018. (Patrick Semansky/AP Photo)
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If you are an Amazon Prime Video user, get ready to see ads on movies and TV shows starting next month.
Prime will include ads beginning on Jan. 29, the company said in an email to U.S. members this week, setting a date for an announcement it made back in September. Prime members who want to keep their movies and TV shows ad-free will have to pay an additional $2.99 per month.
Amazon is also planning to include advertisements in its Prime service in the United Kingdom and other European countries, as well as Canada, Mexico, and Australia next year.
The tech giant follows other major streamers—such as Netflix and Disney—who have embraced a dual model that allows them to earn revenue from ads and also offer subscribers the option to opt out with a higher fee.
Amazon said in its email that it will “aim to have meaningfully fewer ads” than traditional TV and other streaming providers.
The ads, the company said, “will allow us to continue investing in compelling content and keep increasing that investment over a long period of time.”
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Thrift Savings Plan Participants Should Be Aware of SECURE 2.0 Changes
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The Thrift Savings Plan (TSP) is a retirement plan established exclusively for members of the military, the Ready Reserve, and federal government employees. It is similar in benefits to a 401(k). Recent changes made by the Setting Every Community Up for Retirement Enhancement (SECURE) 2.0 Act that affected many civilian retirement accounts have also made changes to the TSP that you need to know about.
The SECURE 2.0 Act became law in December 2022. The goal of the act, the Federal News Network says, is to make it easier to save for retirement. Some of these changes will take effect as soon as January 2024.Roth Balances Now Have No Required Minimum Distributions
Any Roth accounts under a TSP are now free of having to take required minimum distributions (RMDs)—at any time. The account owner can leave the money in the account for their lifetime and let it continue to earn interest if they choose to do so. Other retirement accounts, such as individual retirement accounts (IRAs) and traditional 401(k)s still have RMDs.The Age to Start Taking RMDs Has Changed 
Instead of having to take RMDs when you turn 72, the age requirement has changed. As of 2023, it is not necessary to start taking mandatory withdrawals until you are 73. A date was established when the required age would change again. Starting in 2033, withdrawals will be necessary when you turn 75. This new rule only applies to people born on or after Jan. 1, 1951.
The reasoning behind the increased age is to enable you to build up a larger retirement fund before you start taking withdrawals. Many seniors now have little, if anything, saved for retirement. This change will help many retire more comfortably.
Account managers help TSP participants avoid the RMD withdrawal penalty. TSP says that if you fail to withdraw enough money for an RMD, they will send you a supplemental payment to cover the difference before the end of the year.TSP Contribution Limits
The contribution limit for a Thrift Savings Plan in 2024 is $23,000. HR.NIH says you will not receive matching contributions if you contribute the maximum amount. Matching contributions of 4 percent are only given to those participants contributing at least 5 percent of their gross pay each biweekly period. A 1 percent contribution is automatically added each time you get paid.
Government and military employees 50 and over can also make catch-up contributions. It enables them to contribute an additional $7,500, bringing the total to $30,500. When choosing your elected contribution amounts, you should only enter one number on the form since once you have reached the standard limit, additional amounts will automatically count toward your catch-up contributions. These contributions will also continue to receive matching contributions as long as you contribute at least 5 percent of your gross pay each bi-weekly period.The Five-Year Rule for Roth TSPs
Serving Those Who Serve says that when you open or transfer funds to a Roth account, you must wait five years before making any withdrawals. If you do not wait, there will be a 10 percent penalty on any amount withdrawn on the interest. The five-year period starts from Jan. 1 of the year the deposit is made—even if you deposit it in July. You will also face a 10 percent penalty if you withdraw any money before you are 59½ years old.Pay Tax on Contributions Now or Later
Any contributions to a TSP account get taxed according to the type of account. TSP IRAs or 401(k)s are only taxed when a withdrawal occurs. Money contributed to the account is tax-deductible in the year of the contribution. Contributions to Roth accounts are made after tax, which enables you to make withdrawals without any taxes—even on the interest.
Rollover amounts from TSP IRAs or 401(k)s into Roth accounts are also taxed. Because of the taxes, you should make rollovers over several years rather than doing it all at once.
If you choose to have all your contributions go into a Roth account, SmartAsset reveals that your matching funds will be put into a standard TSP account. It means you will have money in both types of accounts.Some Catch-Up Contributions Must Be Made to Roth Accounts
SECURE 2.0 requires people earning at least $145,000 annually to make TSP contributions to a Roth account. It means that all contributions in this category would be with after-tax money. The Government Executive says that because of the administration complications it would cause, retirement program managers and employers asked for a delay. The requirement has been delayed until January 2026. In the meantime, you can make contributions as you did in previous years.Higher Catch-Up Contributions Between Ages 60–63
Starting January 2025, some TSP participants can contribute more than usual. During those four years, participants between 60 and 63 are allowed to contribute $10,000 per year.Invest in Mutual Funds
The same year the SECURE 2.0 Act passed, TSP began offering mutual funds. This option gives more choices for people with TSP accounts. DistrictCapitalManagement mentions that the qualifications will limit who can participate because only those with $40,000 in their TSP can take advantage of the offerings and must invest a minimum of $10,000 to get started.
If you have a Thrift Savings account, talking to a financial advisor or plan manager will help you understand the details of the Secure 2.0 Act and how it affects your money. You may also want to make some changes that will enable you to save more money.
The Epoch Times copyright © 2023. The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors. They are meant for general informational purposes only and should not be construed or interpreted as a recommendation or solicitation. The Epoch Times does not provide investment, tax, legal, financial planning, estate planning, or any other personal finance advice. The Epoch Times holds no liability for the accuracy or timeliness of the information provided.
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Wall Street Opens Subdued on Last Day of Cheery 2023, Rate Cuts in View
[image: Wall Street Opens Subdued on Last Day of Cheery 2023, Rate Cuts in View]Traders work on the floor at the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) in New York City on Dec. 15, 2023. (Brendan McDermid/Reuters)
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Wall Street’s main indexes opened muted on the final day of an upbeat year which has seen the benchmark S&P 500 rally close to a record peak due to growing expectations the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates early next year.
The Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 8.47 points, or 0.02 percent, at the open to 37,701.63. The S&P 500 opened lower by 0.47 points, or 0.01 percent, at 4,782.88, while the Nasdaq Composite gained 4.06 points, or 0.03 percent, to 15,099.20 at the opening bell.
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Using Powers of Attorney to Avoid Court-Ordered Guardians and Conservators—How to Avoid Probate for Everyone (19)
How to Avoid Probate for Everyone: Protecting Your Estate for Your Loved Ones
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All states have laws that provide for protection and care of adults and minors who cannot, due to age or mental and/or physical impairment, care for themselves. The two types of court-ordered care are guardianship, where someone is appointed to take care of the day-to-day and physical needs of a person; and conservatorship, where someone is appointed to manage the money of a minor or disabled adult. These are good laws and necessary in a society that takes care of those who cannot care for themselves. However, this care comes with significant side effects.
Court oversight is the perceived advantage of both guardianships and conservatorships. Judges take a very conservative view of the dealings of conservators. They are held to stringent rules in many cases as to what expenditures and investments are approved as appropriate. Some courts will only allow the funds being managed to be put into low- or no-interest bank accounts at specific banks. The conservator might believe that a particular expenditure is reasonable based on the amount of money being held, but the court might disagree. As an example, I saw a case where the conservator for a seventeen-year-old wanted to buy a car for the teenager to go to and from school. There was a fund approaching three-quarters of a million dollars from an aunt’s estate being held for her. The conservator, who was the teenager’s mother, just wanted to buy a used car. The judge vetoed the idea as not necessary.
Had the girl’s money been held in trust for her with the girl’s mother as trustee, rather than conservator, there would have been no court oversight and no judge’s agreement would have been needed. This was a failure of estate planning on the aunt’s behalf.
Conservatorships for adults who are incapacitated are similarly unneeded if the incapacitated person has set up a durable power of attorney and a trust. Since the person named as POA and trustee could legally transact business and manage the money of the disabled person on a fiduciary basis, no court-ordered conservatorship would be needed.
This is important because in many states anyone can petition the local adult protective services branch of government to file for a conservatorship if there is evidence that the person needs protection. Typically, these petitions are filed to stop someone from mismanaging or taking the adult’s assets.
The petition for conservatorship or guardianship can be contested by the person who would be the subject of the guardian/conservator petition (the ward), and evidence of the existence of a power of attorney and trust could defeat the petition. Upon filing the petition, the court appoints a guardian ad litem (guardian at law or GAL), usually an attorney, who then visits the alleged incapacitated person (the ward of the court, if the petition is successful) and files a written report with the court detailing the ward’s condition. This GAL is supposed to protect the rights of the allegedly incapacitated person. All at attorney fee rates, of course.
It might be that the GAL reports to the court and says no permanent guardian or conservator is needed, but this too can be contested and witnesses, including the ward, can be brought in to testify. The problem is that even if the petition is defeated, and no permanent guardian is appointed, the subject of the petition has to pay the fees of the court-appointed GAL. Even though they win, they lose. It’s better to cut this off early by disclosing the documents to the court that eliminate the need for a conservator and guardian. Judges are typically happy to not increase their own caseload and may summarily dismiss the petition. I have used this tactic successfully.

Using Powers of Attorney to Defeat Probate Court Conservatorships
A power of attorney is basically just a permission slip giving someone the legal authority to do things for you. It might be limited to a particular transaction such as buying or selling a piece of real estate, with the power ending when the transaction is completed. Or it might be to do any kind of business on your behalf unlimited in time or scope and ends when either it is rescinded or you die. It could be to make medical decisions for you, including end-of-life decisions.
A so-called springing power of attorney is one that only becomes effective upon the occurrence of a particular action or situation. Mental or physical incapacity is the most common type of occurrence that allows a power of attorney to spring into effect. This avoids the need to go to court to transact business on behalf of someone temporarily or permanently mentally disabled. How to determine incapacity is spelled out in the POA document. Note that the trust document contains similar language and gives a successor trustee similar powers over trust assets. Be sure that these two do not conflict. It is far better practice to have one person fulfill both roles.
Here is one example:
Until I am certified as incapacitated as provided hereunder, this Power of Attorney shall have no force or effect. All authority granted in this Power of Attorney shall be subject to establishment of incapacity as provided hereunder. For purposes of establishing incapacity, whenever two licensed, practicing medical doctors who are not related to me or to any beneficiary or heir at law by blood or marriage certify in writing that I am unable to manage my financial affairs because of mental or physical infirmity and the certificates are personally served upon me, then the attorney(s)-in-fact named herein shall assume all powers granted in this Power of Attorney.
Anyone dealing with the attorney(s)-in-fact may rely upon written medical certificates or a photocopy of them presented to them along with the original Power of Attorney document, and shall incur no liability for any dealings with any designated attorney(s)-in-fact in good faith reliance on said certificate and the original Power of Attorney document. This provision is inserted in this document to encourage third parties to deal with my attorney(s)-in-fact without the need for court proceedings.
This is not language carved in stone. You might specify one doctor rather than two, or a particular type of physician specialty. Lawyers will likely write the provision differently, but the intent and legal effect is the same. The person named as attorney-in-fact has no authority to do anything unless and until the criteria for determining incapacity are met.
This type of POA is also called a durable power of attorney, since it stays effective even after a person is deemed incompetent. In that case the following sentence is used, which refers to the durable nature of the document:
After this Power of Attorney becomes effective, it shall not be affected by any subsequent incapacity which I may hereafter suffer or the passage of time. 
The reason we use the durable language is because a POA by definition gives the agent the power to do anything that the person giving the power could legally do. If a person becomes incapacitated, they are no longer legally able to enter into contracts or sign legal documents, so the agent who is acting as the principal’s surrogate would likewise have no power to do those things.
Not all POAs have the springing language. If it is left out, the power is effective when the document is signed and delivered to the attorney-in-fact. There are good reasons why you might not want the springing power. A person who is elderly or medically disabled, still mentally competent, but who needs help conducting their normal business dealings such as taxes, paying bills, or managing investments will often use an immediate POA.
A probate court-supervised conservatorship is not necessary when a person has a properly prepared POA. The purpose of a conservatorship is to protect and manage the assets of those who are incapacitated and/or mentally incompetent and cannot take care of their own financial affairs. Combined with a revocable trust and a medical power of attorney, the court will likely not appoint either a guardian or a conservator.

Medical Powers of Attorney as a Way of Avoiding Adult Guardianships
Just as disabled or incompetent people might need someone to handle their business affairs, they usually need someone to do medical decision-making for them, such as consenting to hospitalization or surgery. All medical and dental decisions need to be made as well as decisions regarding end-of-life situations. Should life support be terminated or continued? What religious objections might a person have to certain procedures or drugs, and who is going to make these known? Even things that need to be done like picking up prescriptions or dealing with health insurance, Medicare, or Medicaid.
If the person has no medical power of attorney or advance directive, physicians and hospitals might well refuse to listen to family members regarding serious health issues. Liability is a big deal to health-care workers, and they may insist on a court-ordered guardianship to protect themselves. Once a person becomes incapacitated, it is too late to sign the documents naming a health- care advocate. The only recourse then is to the courts if the medical facility will not accept the family’s making medical decisions without the written medical directive.
Most states and many hospitals have fill-in-the-blank forms for a medical power of attorney. In some states a physician can appoint a health-care surrogate to make medical decisions for a disabled patient who has no health-care POA, but it is always better to be able to have a person you choose to make those decisions.
(To be continued...)
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To read other articles of this book, click here.
To buy this book, click here.
The Epoch Times copyright © 2023. The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors. They are meant for general informational purposes only and should not be construed or interpreted as a recommendation or solicitation. The Epoch Times does not provide investment, tax, legal, financial planning, estate planning, or any other personal finance advice. The Epoch Times holds no liability for the accuracy or timeliness of the information provided.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/bright/using-powers-of-attorney-to-avoid-court-ordered-guardians-and-conservators-how-to-avoid-probate-for-everyone-19-post-5554595



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


Business & MarketsCompaniesMedia & Big Tech

X Says Platform Now Scanning All Videos, GIFs for Child Abuse Material in Safety Update
From January to November of 2023, X permanently suspended over 11 million accounts for violations of its child sexual exploitation policies, the company said.
[image: X Says Platform Now Scanning All Videos, GIFs for Child Abuse Material in Safety Update]A man uses a computer keyboard in Toronto in this Oct. 9, 2023, photo illustration. (Graeme Roy/The Canadian Press)
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Elon Musk’s X is now scanning videos and GIFs uploaded to the platform for child sexual abuse materials (CSAM) as part of wider efforts to crack down on child sexual exploitation online.
The social media site announced the new measure in a Dec. 28 blog post in which its safety team stressed tackling child sexual exploitation (CSE) online is a top priority.
“At X, we have zero tolerance for child sexual exploitation, and we are determined to make X inhospitable for actors who seek to exploit minors in any way,” the company said.
The platform’s safety team also noted it has “strengthened enforcement and refined detection mechanisms” throughout the year as part of efforts to crack down on child sexual abuse materials on the site, and has increased the number of referrals sent to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC).
From January to November of 2023, X permanently suspended over 11 million accounts for violations of its CSE policies, the company said.
In 2022, prior to Mr. Musk taking over the platform, which was then called Twitter, the site suspended just 2.3 million accounts, officials said.
In the first six months of this year, X sent a total of 430,000 reports to the NCMEC CyberTipline compared to just over 98,000 reports sent in 2022, according to Thursday’s blog post.New Measures Help Tackle Child Exploitation
“Not only are we detecting more bad actors faster, we’re also building new defenses that proactively reduce the discoverability of posts that contain this type of content,” the company said. One such measure that we have recently implemented has reduced the number of successful searches for known Child Sexual Abuse Material (CSAM) patterns by over 99 percent since December 2022.”
That measure, a “Search Intervention for CSE Keywords” allows the platform to entirely block search results for certain terms. Since December 2022, X has added more than 2,500 CSE keywords and phrases to that list to prevent users from searching for common CSE terms, officials said.
Additionally, the social media platform has rolled out “Expanded Hash Matching” for videos and GIFs, whereby employees evaluate all videos and gifts uploaded to the site for CSAM.
Since introducing that feature in July 2023, X said it has matched over 25,000 pieces of media.
Along with implementing various measures aimed at cracking down on child abuse materials on the site, X said it is also consistently working with various trusted organizations including NCMEC and the Tech Coalition—a global alliance of technology companies working to fight child abuse online—as well as WeProtect—which includes government and private sector experts working to protect children from sexual abuse online—to tackle emerging threats and behaviors.
The platform is also working in close coordination with law enforcement, according to the blog post.
[image:  A photo illustration of the X (formerly Twitter) logo in London, England, on July 24, 2023. (Dan Kitwood/Getty Images)] A photo illustration of the X (formerly Twitter) logo in London, England, on July 24, 2023. (Dan Kitwood/Getty Images)


‘Critical Bad Actors Are Brought to Justice’
“Ultimately, it is critical that the bad actors be brought to justice and that law enforcement has the tools and information they need to prosecute these heinous crimes. X cooperates with law enforcement around the world and provides an online portal to submit removal requests, information requests, preservation requests, and emergency requests,” the company said.
“Ongoing dialogue and knowledge sharing with law enforcement is key to achieving our mission,” it added.
The update from X comes after the Australian eSafety Commissioner (eSafety) began civil penalty proceedings against X for failing to comply with government requirements regarding child sexual exploitation materials.
The commission alleges the social media giant failed to hand over information about how they are addressing child sexual exploitation and abuse materials and activities on the site; specifically by not complying with a transparent notice and not preparing a report in the required manner and form.
A month earlier in September, the commission fined the platform Australian $610,500 (US $414,400) over its alleged failure and gave it 28 days to either pay the fine or provide the information requested.
In its blog post on Thursday, X said putting an end to child sexual exploitation will remain a top priority in the year ahead.
“Until child sexual exploitation is brought to an end, our work will never stop,” the social network said. “In 2024, we will continue our strong investment in this critical area and expand our efforts to educate our users about the importance of helping us to combat child sexual exploitation online.”
“We are committed to making X a place where freedom of expression and users’ safety are not compromised in the public conversation,” it concluded.
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Mortgage Rates Slide to Lowest Since May: Freddie Mac
[image: Mortgage Rates Slide to Lowest Since May: Freddie Mac]Residential single-family homes by KB Home are shown under construction in the community of Valley Center, Calif., on June 3, 2021. (Mike Blake/Reuters)
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The interest rate on the most common type of U.S. home loan fell for a ninth straight week this week to close out the year at their lowest level since May, according to data released Thursday by Freddie Mac.
The interest rate on a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage averaged 6.61 percent as of Dec. 28, down from 6.67 percent a week earlier. The rate has declined each week since hitting the highest level in 22 years in late October, tumbling 1.18 percentage points in that span.
Rates, which had tumbled to below 3 percent during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, had surged starting in 2022 when the Federal Reserve began an aggressive rate hiking campaign to rein in inflation.
The Fed recently signaled that it is done with rate hikes and is likely to start lowering them in 2024. Bond markets have responded with a ferocious end-of-year rally that has brought yields on the 10-year Treasury note used to set mortgage rates to below 4 percent from around 5 percent in late October.
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US Applications for Jobless Benefits Rise but Labor Market Remains Solid
[image: US Applications for Jobless Benefits Rise but Labor Market Remains Solid]A hiring sign is displayed at the Department of Motor Vehicles office in Deerfield, Ill., on Dec.12, 2023. (Nam Y. Huh/AP Photo)
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More Americans applied for unemployment benefits last week, but not enough to raise concern about the labor market or broader economy.
Jobless claims rose to 218,000 for the week ending Dec. 23, an increase of 12,000 from the previous week, the Labor Department reported Thursday. The four-week average of claims, which smooths out week-to-week ups and downs, fell by 250 to 212,000.
Overall, 1.88 million Americans were collecting jobless benefits during the week that ended Dec. 16, an increase of 14,000 from the previous week.
Weekly unemployment claims are a proxy for layoffs. They have remained at extraordinarily low levels in the face of high interest rates.
The Federal Reserve started raising interest rates early last year to try to beat down the inflation that surged after an unusually strong economic rebound from the COVID-19 recession of 2020. The Fed has raised its benchmark rate 11 times since March of 2022.
Inflation has eased, but remains slightly above the Fed’s 2 percent target. The Fed has left rates alone at its last three meetings and is now signaling that it could cut rates three times next year.
When the Fed started raising rates, many economists predicted that the U.S. economy would slide into recession. But the economy and the job market have proven surprisingly resilient. The unemployment rate has come in below 4 percent for 22 straight months, the longest such streak since the 1960s. Hiring has slowed but remains healthy.
The combination of decelerating inflation and low unemployment has raised hopes that the Fed is managing a so-called soft landing: raising rates just enough to bring down prices without causing a recession.
By Matt Ott
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Dollar Set to Snap 2-year Winning Streak on 2024 Rate Cut Bets
[image: Dollar Set to Snap 2-year Winning Streak on 2024 Rate Cut Bets]Four thousand U.S. dollars are counted out by a banker counting currency at a bank in Westminster, Colo., on Nov. 3, 2009. (Rick Wilking/Reuters)
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LONDON—The dollar edged higher on Friday but was still set to end 2023 with a loss, reversing two straight years of gains, dragged down by market expectations that the U.S. Federal Reserve could begin easing interest rates as early as March.
The greenback crept higher on the last trading day of the year although currency moves were mostly subdued amid a holiday lull leading up to the New Year.
Since the Fed launched its aggressive rate-hike cycle in early 2022, expectations of how far U.S. rates would have to rise have been a huge driver of the dollar.
But as economic data subsequently pointed to signs that inflation in the United States is cooling, investors turned their focus to how soon the Fed could begin cutting rates—expectations that gathered steam after a dovish tilt at the central bank’s December policy meeting.
Against a basket of currencies, the greenback was up 0.12 percent on Friday to 101.35, rising from a five-month trough of 100.61 hit in the previous session.
The dollar index was still on track to lose more than 2 percent for the month and for the year.
“Markets are looking for a cut earlier in the U.S. and are less certain that the European Central Bank (ECB) will cut as quickly, so that’s why the dollar is very soft,” said Niels Christensen, chief analyst at Nordea.
“We also have positive risk appetite which is another negative for the dollar. Going into 2024, the soft dollar will be a theme towards the March central bank meetings.”
A weakening dollar, meanwhile, brought relief to other currencies, with the euro last at $1.1049, hovering just below a five-month peak of $1.11395 reached on Thursday and on track to rise more than 3 percent for the year, its first positive year since 2020.
Sterling was on track for a 5 percent yearly gain, its best performance since 2017. The British pound was last 0.2 percent lower on the day at $1.2711.
While policymakers at the ECB and the Bank of England (BoE) did not signal any imminent rate cuts at their policy meetings this month, traders continue to bet that a Fed pivot and the prospect of lower U.S. rates next year would give room for other major central banks to follow suit.
“While it feels like the market might have moved too far too fast, the facts are that growth is non-existent in Europe, slowing in the U.S., and inflation is falling globally,” said CJ Cowan, portfolio manager at Quilter Investors.
“The ECB is famously slow to change policy course so almost two cuts priced by April looks aggressive, even if it might be the right thing to do.”
Elsewhere in Europe, the Norwegian crown strengthened against both the euro and the dollar on Friday after the Norwegian central bank said it would sharply reduce its purchase of foreign exchange for the sovereign wealth fund in January, cutting it to 350 million Norwegian crowns ($34.41 million) per day from 1.4 billion previously.
“It was a surprise that they announced such a low number,” Nordea’s Christensen said.
“It’s good news for the Norwegian crown and supports the rally that we’ve seen in December.”Asia Contrast
The yen is set to fall more than 7 percent in 2023, extending its losses into a third straight year, as the Japanese currency continues to come under pressure from the Bank of Japan’s (BOJ) ultra-loose monetary policy stance.
While market expectations are for the BOJ to exit negative interest rates in 2024, the central bank continues to stand by its dovish line and has provided little clues on if, and how, such a scenario could play out.
“The outlook for Japan is encouraging going into 2024, with expectations of robust economic growth and improving inflation that shows signs of being sustainable,” said Aadish Kumar, international economist at T. Rowe Price, citing a weak currency and accommodative policy stance as “key supports” to the view.
“Any potential moves to tighten policy via a hike in interest rates represent a key risk to the outlook. Given the BOJ will not want to risk undoing all the good work achieved to date, we believe it will remain dovish in its communication and keep policy accommodative.”
The yen was last 0.3 percent weaker at 141.835 per dollar.
In China, the onshore yuan was headed for a yearly loss of nearly 3 percent, pressured by a faltering post-COVID-19 recovery in the world’s second-largest economy.
The yuan last stood at 7.111 per dollar, while its offshore counterpart was last at 7.1286 per dollar.
($1 = 10.1702 Norwegian crowns)
By Samuel Indyk and Rae Wee
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Oil Prices Set to End Year 10 Percent Lower as Demand Concerns Snap Winning Streak
[image: Oil Prices Set to End Year 10 Percent Lower as Demand Concerns Snap Winning Streak]Crude oil and grease is seen caked on a pump jack in the Permian Basin in Loving County, Texas on Nov. 25, 2019. (Angus Mordant/Reuters)
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LONDON—Oil prices are set to end 2023 about 10 percent lower after two years of gains as geopolitical concerns, production cuts, and central bank measures to rein in inflation triggered wild fluctuations in prices.
On Friday, oil climbed after falling 3 percent the previous day as more shipping firms prepared to transit the Red Sea route. Major firms had stopped using Red Sea routes after Yemen’s Houthi group began targeting vessels.
Brent crude futures were up 58 cents, or 0.8 percent, at $77.73 a barrel at 1113 GMT, the last trading day of 2023, while U.S. West Texas Intermediate (WTI) crude futures were up 42 cents, or 0.6 percent, at $72.19.
Yet the two benchmarks are on track for their lowest year-end levels since 2020, when the pandemic battered demand and sent prices nosediving.
Production cuts by the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries and allies led by Russia, or OPEC+, have proved insufficient to prop up prices, with the benchmarks down nearly 20 percent from the year’s highs.
OPEC+ is currently cutting output by around 6 million barrels per day representing about 6 percent of global supply.
OPEC is facing weakening demand for its crude in the first half of 2024 just as its global market share declines to the lowest since the COVID-19 pandemic on output cuts and member Angola’s exit.
A Reuters survey of 34 economists and analysts forecast Brent crude would average $82.56 in 2024, down from November’s $84.43 consensus, as they predicted weak global growth would cap demand, while geopolitical tensions could provide support.
Oil’s weak year-end performance contrasts with global equities, which are on track to end 2023 higher.
The MSCI equity index, which tracks shares in 47 countries, is up about 20 percent as investors ramp up bets on rapid-fire rate cuts from the U.S. Federal Reserve next year.
In the currency market, the dollar was on the back foot and headed for a 2 percent decline this year after two years of strong gains.
By Ahmad Ghaddar
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Space Force Sends Highly Classified Unmanned Plane Back Into Orbit [Fri, 29 Dec 10:30]The Boeing-built X-37B Orbital Test Vehicle (OTV) at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center in Fla, on Nov. 12, 2022. (Boeing/U.S. Space Force via AP)
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Space Force Sends Highly Classified Unmanned Plane Back Into Orbit
[image: Space Force Sends Highly Classified Unmanned Plane Back Into Orbit]The Boeing-built X-37B Orbital Test Vehicle (OTV) at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center in Fla, on Nov. 12, 2022. (Boeing/U.S. Space Force via AP)
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A fiery light returned to the skies over Cape Canaveral, Florida, shortly after sunset on Dec. 28 as a SpaceX Falcon Heavy rocket blazed another trail into the heavens. Its passenger was the United States Air Force’s (USAF) secret unmanned spaceplane known as the X-37B.
This launch was the ninth flight of the three-core launch vehicle—which is currently the second-most powerful in operation after the Space Launch System (SLS), the new moon rocket from the National Aeronautic and Space Administration (NASA)—and the seventh flight of the X-37B.
The pair was previously scheduled to launch on Dec. 10 but reported issues with ground equipment 30 minutes before liftoff, which caused the event to be pushed back 18 days.
Officially dubbed USSF-52, the unmanned vehicle will venture into different types of orbit around the Earth and serve as a testing ground for NASA’s study of the effects of long-duration exposure to space on organic materials.
The mission will also include experiments with technology for “space domain awareness,” which the USSF defines as the ability  to “rapidly detect, warn, characterize, attribute, and predict threats to national, allied, and commercial space systems.”
“This seventh flight of the X-37B continues to demonstrate the innovative spirit of the United States Space Force,” Secretary of the Air Force Frank Kendall said in a press release.
Testing of such threat-detection technologies comes as tensions between the United States and a space-faring communist China remain high.
The Falcon Heavy has now launched five times in 2023, and while the space-enamored public is becoming more familiar with it, its cargo largely remains a mystery.
First launched in April 2010, much of the 29-foot-long robotic vehicle’s activities during its 3,774 total days in space remain classified. Even its return date remains unknown.
Designed by Boeing and operated by the United States Air Force Rapid Capabilities Office, the X-37B—also known as OTV-7—can fly as high as 500 miles above the Earth’s surface and carry out missions lasting 270 days.
Featuring several similarities to the retired space shuttle—such as a cargo bay, black-tiled heat shield, and ability to land like an airplane—it is one-fourth the size, offering what Boeing describes on its website as “the best of aircraft and spacecraft into an affordable system that is easy to operate and maintain.”
Previous missions, according to the USSF, have included experiments involving technology from the Naval Research Laboratory designed to harness solar energy and transmit power to the ground, testing the effects of organic material’s long-duration exposure to space and offering an opportunity for U.S. Air Force Academy cadets to design, operate, and launch their own spacecraft.
The United States Space Force did not respond to The Epoch Times request for comment.
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Google to Settle $5 Billion Lawsuit for Allegedly Tracking Users in ‘Incognito’ Mode [Fri, 29 Dec 13:36]A picture taken on November 20, 2017 shows logos of US multinational technology company Google displayed on computers' screens. / AFP PHOTO / LOIC VENANCE        (Photo credit should read LOIC VENANCE/AFP via Getty Images)
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Google to Settle $5 Billion Lawsuit for Allegedly Tracking Users in ‘Incognito’ Mode
The company is alleged to have collected an individual’s IP address, geolocation, browser and device platform details, and search queries.
[image: Google to Settle $5 Billion Lawsuit for Allegedly Tracking Users in ‘Incognito’ Mode]A picture taken on November 20, 2017 shows logos of US multinational technology company Google displayed on computers' screens. / AFP PHOTO / LOIC VENANCE        (Photo credit should read LOIC VENANCE/AFP via Getty Images)
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Google agreed to settle a potentially $5 billion lawsuit alleging that the tech giant collected data of internet users when they browsed in “private” mode on Google’s Chrome or other browsers.
The class-action lawsuit was filed in 2020 by five plaintiffs, covering millions of Google users. It accused the company of tracking user activity even after they set Google’s Chrome browser to “Incognito” mode. The complaint alleged that this tracking was also done when using the “private” browsing mode in other browsers. As such, when a user visits a website containing Google’s Analytics or other codes via any browser, the tech company collects private information like IP address and location data despite being on “private” browsing, the lawsuit alleged.
The complaint insisted that Google violated California’s privacy laws as well as federal wire-tapping regulations. It demanded a minimum of $5,000 in damages per affected user, with the total amount of the lawsuit amounting to at least $5 billion.
On Tuesday, Google and the lawsuit plaintiffs submitted a notice in the U.S. District Court of the Northern District of California, agreeing to a deal that would “resolve the claims in this litigation” provided the court approves it.
The parties asked the court to stay the litigation “in its entirety” and vacate the trial date so they could “focus their efforts entirely on finalizing the settlement.”
A trial date on the case was scheduled for Feb. 5, 2024. But the U.S. District Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers put the trial date on hold on Thursday. The settlement terms were not revealed.
However, lawyers claimed to have agreed upon a binding term sheet, which is a nonbinding agreement outlining the basic terms and conditions of a deal. The two sides are expected to present a formal settlement agreement for court approval by Feb. 24, according to Reuters.
Google tried to have the case dismissed. In August, Judge Rogers rejected the company’s bid for a summary judgment—a judgment entered by the court for a party against another party without conducting a full trial.The Complaint
“Since June 1, 2016, Google represented to plaintiffs it would not collect their information while they browsed privately,” Judge Rogers said in her ruling denying the company’s summary judgment request.
However, “it did so anyway, collecting, aggregating, and selling plaintiffs’ private browsing data without their consent.”
When a user visits a website running Google services like Analytics and Ad Manager, the company’s software “directs the user’s browser to send a separate communication to Google,” which happens even when the user is in private browsing mode. This is unknown to the user or the website developers, the ruling stated.
Google then collects private information about the user, including the individual’s IP address, geolocation, browser and device platform details, how the person interacts with a website, and search queries on the site.
Plaintiffs argued that Google uses this private browsing history to build up user profiles, allowing the company to display better-targeted advertisements.
“This is at the core of Google’s business: the bulk of Google’s hundreds of billions of dollars in revenue comes from selling targeted advertisements to other companies,” the ruling said.
“By selling users’ information, Google prevents users from monetizing their own data. The value of this data can be quantified: for example, Google itself has piloted a program to pay users $3.00 per week to track them.”Judgment
Google argued in court that the plaintiffs’ claim of the company violating Section 632 of the California Invasion of Privacy Act (CIPA) does not stand as the communications, which are the core issue of the case, are not confidential.
Section 632 provides liability against “every person who, intentionally and without the consent of all parties to a confidential communication, by means of any electronic amplifying or recording device, eavesdrops upon or records the confidential communication.”
In her ruling, Judge Rogers noted that when users choose the Incognito mode in a Chrome browser, they are presented with a splash screen that says:	They can “browse privately, and other people who use this device won’t see your activity.”
	Their activity “might still be visible to” websites they visit, their employer or school, or their internet service provider.

“Notably absent from that list is Google itself,” the judge notes.
Google argued that the Incognito Splash screen makes it clear that privacy has its limits. It insisted that since plaintiffs agreed that they could be “overheard” by someone else, they should have no expectation of privacy, even against Google.
But the judge pointed out that “plaintiffs had an expectation of privacy against Google even if they knew others could be listening in.”
“Sufficient evidence exists that plaintiffs have suffered an injury in fact. Plaintiffs have shown that there is a market for their browsing data, and Google’s alleged surreptitious collection of the data inhibited plaintiffs’ ability to participate in that market.”
The $5 billion potential deal is the latest settlement Google has agreed to.
Last week, Google announced it would pay $700 million to settle a lawsuit filed by multiple U.S. states that accused the company of running a monopoly on its Play Store. The complaint alleged that Google used the Play Store monopoly to inflate prices for the paid apps.
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Performance

Views 767 • Dec-29-2023

Ana Quintans: Soprano
Diana Vinagre: Baroque cello
Shizuko Noiri: Archlute
Miguel Jalôto: Harpsichord

Live recording: 09.11.2020
Ciclo de Música Antiga de Loures, Portugal

Credit:
Ensemble Bonne Corde – https://www.youtube.com/@ensemblebonnecorde
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Communist China Promotes Taylor Swift’s ‘Eras’ Movie
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By Carly Mayberry
12/29/2023
Updated: 12/30/2023





Unlike most Western productions that the Chinese communist dictatorship stringently gatekeeps, the state-run Chinese outlet Global Times is actually promoting the viewing of pop star Taylor Swift’s “Eras” tour film this week.
On Wednesday, the outlet praised the singer’s “unique appeal” and “unquestionable influence” and urged Chinese musicians to produce similar content at a higher quality.
“Taylor Swift: The Eras Tour” concert movie is landing in Chinese cinemas this Sunday. That makes it a rare Western production the regime has deemed appropriate for a Chinese audience.
The regime strictly guards which American movies are allowed in Chinese cinemas while the Global Times often ridicules Hollywood films once they arrive in front of Chinese audiences. That was the case with “The Little Mermaid” and the fairly recent “Indiana Jones and the Dial of Destiny.” Both performed dismally at the Chinese box office.
That’s not to say they did well in the United States either. Disney’s live-action remake of “The Little Mermaid” sunk in comparison to its previous similar tentpole films while its latest “Indian Jones” installment had a lukewarm $60 million box office debut, according to Comscore numbers.
In contrast, Ms. Swift’s film is officially the highest-grossing concert movie of all time, breaking records with its $123 million opening weekend. It was also the first concert movie to remain No. 1 at the U.S. box office for two weeks.Chinese Propaganda Promotes Viewing Domestic Movies
Typically, the Global Times and similar propaganda outlets urge Chinese audiences to support lower-quality Chinese-made movies, especially if they are communist propaganda pieces or shameless copies of American films. One example is 2023’s military action film “Born to Fly,” a limpid imitation of “Top Gun.” But the Global Times’ fawning over Ms. Swift is an exception in Chinese state media.
“Despite being shorter than the actual concert’s average duration of 3.5 hours, the film still fully captures the essence of the live performance,” the Global Times wrote.
“Taylor Swift’s unquestionable influence, with over 200 million record sales. globally and being Spotify’s most-streamed female artist, contributes to her brand advantage and convincing star power,” the review continued, saying that the film was “described by Western media as one of the most ambitious productions of the 21st century.”Swift Has Routinely Obliged China
Ms. Swift has a history of accommodating regime-friendly Chinese audiences. In 2019, she visited China and performed at a gala for the e-commerce giant Alibaba in the middle of the Hong Kong pro-democracy protests and growing awareness of China’s genocide of Uyghurs and other Turkic communities in East Turkistan. The Global Times praised her then for her effective endorsement of business. Interestingly, Alibaba Pictures controls the Chinese rights for The Eras Tour.
The Global Times also lauded Ms. Swift as a “true queen” in 2020 for calling former President Donald Trump “racist.”
Ms. Swift has long supported liberal causes, from “climate change” to actively campaigning against President Trump, while the mainstream media savors her inclinations to those causes and her encouragement of the younger generation to vote. Some Democrats are counting on the fact that Ms. Swift’s massive pop culture appeal could sway next year’s presidential election in President Joe Biden’s favor.
While she promotes herself as a climate activist, the singer regularly uses her private jet to visit her boyfriend Kansas City Chiefs tight end Travis Kelce.
Also known to criticize America’s patriarchal society, she’s thrown personal attacks at Sen. Marsha Blackburn (R-Tenn.), labeling her “Trump in a wig.”
The Epoch Times reached out to Taylor Swift’s publicist for comment.
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