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

Many of the observations made about Australia’s choice of its new ambassador to Washington, former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, are less than flattering.

A former Labor Premier and Senate Deputy Leader, Kristina Keneally, once described him on Sky News as a “psychopathic narcissist.” She made those observations confirming other Labor colleagues shared her assessment when there was speculation Rudd was wanting the U.N. Secretary General’s position.

One wonders what her observations would be today on his appointment to such a vital post as Australia’s ambassador to the United States.

Not being able to set his own agenda and having to spend his life trying to make others look good besides being polite and courteous is not a task that will come naturally to His Excellency Ambassador Rudd.

His non-stop game-playing, which saw him ultimately become the leader of the Australian Labor Party, was a show to behold.

Two leaders under whom Rudd served, Mark Latham and Julia Gillard, have also been scathing of his behaviour. One allegedly accused him of targeted leaking from Cabinet, and the other alleged Rudd has a need to be always liked.

He is even alleged to have leaked a private conversation he had with U.S. President George W. Bush, which allegedly built himself up at the president’s expense. Most comers would be exceptionally wary of sharing with a character of such a disposition.

His prime ministerships were marked by an incapacity to delegate based on what insiders advised was a lack of trust in others’ loyalty or ability.

With these antecedents, the newly installed Labor government in Australia has appointed Rudd as the ambassador to Washington, undoubtedly the most significant diplomatic post for Australia.

Australia’s relationship with the United States is at its most significant, especially from a defence and security consideration.

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

The nuclear submarine acquisition under the AUKUS treaty is overwhelmingly considered a vital recalibration of Australia’s defence posture. But Rudd was unable to contain himself and criticised the much-heralded deal by even writing a scathing critique of it for a French newspaper.

This is hardly suggestive that Rudd is on Team Australia’s side.

Now Rudd will be charged with helping to oversee its smooth delivery and ensuring its success which, if successful, would highlight Rudd’s poor initial judgement. He won’t be able to say he was wrong. The spin will be a delight to observe.

But one wonders from an American perspective how welcome Rudd will be. He clearly isn’t in the category of previous appointments like Andrew Peacock or Kim Beazley in terms of charm and capacity.

So time will tell, and we will need to be patient as to how his appointment will play out. His previous ambivalent approach to the United States and his fawning towards the Communist dictatorship in China will be difficult for him to overcome, but overcome it he must.

For Australia to have an untrusted ambassador in the United States will do exceptional damage to our most important diplomatic relationship.

No matter what we might think of the appointment, the Chinese dictatorship will be pleased, as it comes at a time when the CCP is flexing its military muscle and using debt-trap foreign policy approach with third-world countries to tie them into its geopolitical sphere. At a time such as this, solidarity between freedom-loving countries of the world is vital, especially between the United States and Australia.

The one aspect of Rudd’s appointment, which will be leveraged by Rudd himself and the government, is that he is a former Australian prime minister. Whether that will outweigh all the other flaws based on lived experience remains to be seen.

The announcement of his appointment has not stopped Rudd from recently telling the United States to stop throwing its Asia-Pacific allies under the proverbial economic bus if regional security cooperation is to be maintained.

Rudd’s defence of his comments was that he hadn’t turned into an ambassadorial pumpkin just yet, noting his appointment starts in March.

True, but as soon as the announcement was made, the government was entitled to expect a greater degree of circumspection from their ambassador-designate.

Suffice it to say neither a clever nor diplomatic utterance for the designated ambassador to make.

However, Rudd’s flagging reputation both at home and abroad will be vitally boosted if he can repudiate the doubters and be a team player, knuckling down to do his duty for Australia and foster its most important relationship.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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John Bolton said Friday he will be running for U.S. president in the 2024 election “primarily on the basis that we need a much stronger foreign policy.”

Bolton’s announcement to be the Republican nominee for the presidency was made just under two months since former President Donald Trump announced his own bid.

Bolton, a former national security adviser who served under the Trump administration, told ITV’s “Good Morning Britain” in an exclusive interview about his ambitions that his priorities would be to “completely reset U.S. foreign relations with countries like Russia and China.”

“I think it’s important that it’s understood not just in Moscow but [also] in Beijing that unprovoked aggression against your neighbors is not something the United States and its allies will tolerate,” the 74-year-old former diplomat said.

“I wouldn’t run as a vanity candidate. If I didn’t think I could run seriously, then I wouldn’t get in the race,” he told the program, which does not air in the United States.

[image: trump bolton] Then-National Security Advisor John Bolton (R) listens to then-President Donald Trump talk to reporters during a meeting of his cabinet in the Cabinet Room at the White House in Washington on Feb. 12, 2019. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


Bolton, a longtime diplomat who had previously worked in the Reagan and George W. Bush administrations, joined the Trump administration in April 2018, replacing H.R. McMaster. Trump ousted Bolton in September 2019. At the time, Trump expressed that he and others in his administration had “disagreed strongly with many of” Bolton’s ideas.

Trump and Bolton were not aligned on many fronts, including matters related to U.S. relations with North Korea, Syria, Afghanistan, and Venezuela.

After being fired from the White House, Bolton became a critic of Trump and in 2020 published a memoir titled “The Room Where It Happened.”

The Trump administration in June 2020 sued Bolton over the book, with officials arguing that it contained classified information that would compromise national security if it were published without a government review.

Trump, at the time, accused Bolton of “disseminating, for profit, highly classified information.” But prosecutors in June 2021 dropped the case and dropped a grand jury investigation related to the book.
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Utility: No Gas Leaks Found Near Blast That Leveled 3 Homes
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PHILADELPHIA—Utility officials say they found no natural gas leaks in the vicinity of an explosion that left three homes destroyed in a northeast Philadelphia neighborhood and sent five people to hospitals a few hours into the new year.

Officials from Philadelphia Gas Works spoke to more than 100 people at a meeting Wednesday night about the 3 a.m. Sunday blast in Port Richmond that reduced two buildings to rubble and left a third ready for demolition. More than 40 other homes and a number of nearby cars were also damaged, officials said.

Assistant Fire Chief Charles Walker said two people managed to free themselves but one person had to be dug out of the rubble. Five people were taken to hospitals, two with critical injuries, authorities said.

PGW spokesperson Melanie McCottry said the utility is responsible for gas mains along roadways and service lines that feed into a property’s meter as well as infrastructure along other streets, and all appeared in “good operating condition.”

Anything beyond the meter, however, is a property owner’s responsibility, and officials can’t determine the condition of pipes or appliances beyond the meter in any of the properties, McCottry said. Other tests were planned when the fire department and city licensing and inspection officials allow that, she said.

The Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission said Wednesday the information is preliminary and could change as the probe continues, but a full investigation could take a year or longer to complete.
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						[image: Citizens help emergency workers search for the avalanche victims near near the Town of Winter Park in unincorporated Grand County, Colo., on Jan. 7, 2023. (Grand County Sheriff's Office)]
Citizens help emergency workers search for the avalanche victims near near the Town of Winter Park in unincorporated Grand County, Colo., on Jan. 7, 2023. (Grand County Sheriff's Office)
						

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




				

				


								January 8, 2023
								Updated: January 9, 2023
							


DENVER—Searchers have located the body of a second snowmobiler killed in a Colorado mountain avalanche, authorities said Sunday.

Crews using dogs and probing the avalanche field with poles recovered the body of a 52-year-old Colorado man in the area of Corona Pass outside Winter Park on Sunday, the Grand County Sheriff’s Office said in a statement.

The man’s identity and cause of death will be released by the county coroner’s office “when appropriate,” the statement said.

The avalanche occurred Saturday. Another snowmobiler was found after the slide on Saturday but could not be revived, authorities said. The sheriff’s office said that victim was a 58-year-old Colorado man.

Avalanche danger in the high country over the weekend was rated “considerable,” or midway up a five-tier scale from “low” to “extreme,” according to the Colorado Avalanche Information Center.

Avalanches have killed at least four people in Colorado so far this winter. On New Year’s Eve, an avalanche buried the president of the University of Northern Colorado and his 22-year-old son while they were backcountry skiing near Breckenridge, killing the son.

Winter Park is a popular ski destination about an hour’s drive west of Denver.
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WASHINGTON—Elon Musk has urged a federal judge to shift a trial in a shareholder lawsuit out of San Francisco because he says negative local media coverage has biased potential jurors against him.

Instead, in a filing submitted late Friday—less than two weeks before the trial was set to begin on Jan. 17—Musk’s lawyers argue it should be moved to the federal court in the western district of Texas. That district includes the state capital of Austin, which is where Musk relocated his electric car company, Tesla, in late 2021.

The shareholder lawsuit stems from Musk’s tweets in August 2018 when he said he had sufficient financing to take Tesla private at $420 a share—an announcement that caused heavy volatility in Tesla’s share price.

In a victory for the shareholders last spring, Judge Edward Chen ruled that Musk’s tweets were false and reckless.

If moving the trial isn’t possible, Musk’s lawyers want it postponed until negative publicity regarding the billionaire’s purchase of Twitter has died down.

“For the last several months, the local media have saturated this district with biased and negative stories about Mr. Musk,” attorney Alex Spiro wrote in a court filing. Those news items have personally blamed Musk for recent layoffs at Twitter, Spiro wrote, and have charged that the job cuts may have even violated laws.

The shareholders’ attorneys emphasized the last-minute timing of the request, saying, “Musk’s concerns are unfounded and his motion is meritless.”

“The Northern District of California is the proper venue for this lawsuit and where it has been actively litigated for over four years,” attorney Nicholas Porritt wrote in an email.

The filing by Musk’s attorneys also notes that Twitter has laid off about 1,000 residents in the San Francisco area since he purchased the company in late October.

“A substantial portion of the jury pool … is likely to hold a personal and material bias against Mr. Musk as a result of recent layoffs at one of his companies as individual prospective jurors—or their friends and relatives—may have been personally impacted,” the filing said.

Musk has also been criticized by San Francisco’s mayor and other local officials for the job cuts, the filing said.

By Christopher Rugaber
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California Braces for ‘Parade of Cyclones’ After Storms Kill 12
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SACRAMENTO, Calif.—California on Sunday braced for more severe weather after a week of torrential downpours and damaging winds killed at least 12 people in the past 10 days and knocked out power for hundreds of thousands of homes and businesses.

Forecasters with the National Weather Service warned that northern and central California were still in the path of a “relentless parade of cyclones,” promising little relief for the region until the middle of the week.

Two overlapping phenomena—an immense airborne stream of dense moisture from the ocean called an atmospheric river and a sprawling, hurricane-force low-pressure system known as a bomb cyclone—have caused devastating flooding and record snowfall over the past week.

At least 12 people have died from weather-related incidents in California in the past 10 days, Governor Gavin Newsom told a news conference. Among the victims was a toddler who was killed by a redwood tree that fell and crushed a mobile home in northern California.

A woman living in a homeless encampment along the Sacramento River died Saturday night during a raging storm when a tree branch fell on her tent.

Joe Costa, the woman’s neighbor in the encampment, told Reuters on Sunday that he had found her barely breathing.

“I started yelling for 911 … I opened her side of her tent and pulled her out, and she was unresponsive,’ Costa recalled.

First responders attempted to resuscitate the woman before taking her to a hospital, where she was pronounced dead, according to local news reports.

Some 424,000 California homes and business remained without power as Sunday afternoon, state officials said at a news conference.

Another severe storm was supposed to hit on Monday, and another atmospheric river, the sixth of the season, was expected later in the week, state officials said.

“We expect to see the worst of it still ahead of us,” Newsom said.

In the last week, severe weather spawned violent wind gusts that toppled trucks, flooded the streets of small towns along northern California’s coast and churned up storm surge that destroyed a pier in Santa Cruz.

The heavy rain and snow have caused significant flooding and ground saturation, meaning the next storm to move through this week would bring an additional flood threat, the National Weather Service said.

Five feet of snow could fall on the Sierra Nevada mountains by Tuesday.

Newsom declared a state of emergency on Wednesday and said he had asked the White House to issue a federal emergency declaration ahead of the coming storms.
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Idaho Murder Suspect Was Socially Awkward and Abused Drugs: Classmates and Acquaintances
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Idaho murder suspect Bryan Kohberger has been described as a socially awkward outcast who was overweight and unpopular with girls in high school.

Kohberger is also said to have been a heavy heroin user in his late teens, according to statements by some of his classmates.

By his senior year of high school, Kohberger underwent a drastic transformation, to the extent that he became almost unrecognizable to his fellow students.

“I remember seeing him and thinking it was a new student. He was so heavy and he lost so much weight, he almost looked sickly or like it was an obsession. Around the same time, he became more aggressive and I think he became more of an outcast at that point. He became more withdrawn,” according to Dominique Clark, who attended elementary and high school with Kohberger, the New York Post reported.

Kohberger’s transformation took place just before his senior high school year. He previously appeared stocky in his fourth-grade yearbook at Pleasant Valley High School in Brodheadsville, but by his senior year he lost around 80 pounds, according to Clark.

Clark also described him as very bright but awkward–especially with girls.

“If he liked or was interested in a girl and she wasn’t, he didn’t understand why or just didn’t accept her saying no and move on and so he would have been labeled as a creep or something along those lines. He hung out with the people who were outcasts together. He tried to hang out with people who were smart, he just didn’t really fit in with anybody,” she said.

According to another classmate, Sarah Healey, Kohberger was frequently bullied by girls in high school. Something, she believes, may have been a motivating factor for him.

“It was bad. There was definitely something off about him, like we couldn’t tell exactly what it was,”  she told Fox News. “I honestly think that’s what led up to this, because he didn’t get the proper help, and it was mainly females that bullied him.”

Classmates say his disposition changed from victim to aggressor. Another classmate said that he was also using substantial amounts of heroin at the time. A series of videos were posted by fellow student Casey Arntz, where she delved deeper into Kohberger’s past.

Some scenes depict a mostly expressionless Kohberger next to Arntz and other school friends and others show screenshots of messages exchanged between the two.

“I really didn’t have ‘Old Friend of a Murderer’ on my 2022 bingo list,” she told the New York Post.

Kohberger told Arntz at the time that he was clean from drug use.

“It was nice to see him clean up,” Arntz said. “He seemed like he was better. Obviously that wasn’t true.”

According to another classmate at his college, Kohberger’s drug addiction went far beyond his high school years. It also became apparent to others acquainted with him.

Rich Pasqua, a former acquaintance of Kohberger, said that he seemed just like an average guy—polite, yet eager to be liked and fit in. Pasqua told Fox News in an interview:

“I met him through some friends and they told me that he was a little weird and he was a little socially awkward, I guess you could say, but he wasn’t a bad guy,” Pasqua said. “He needed a job, so I worked at a pizza shop at that time and they were hiring and I said, ‘Yeah, come on in and apply.’ And he did, and he got the job. So I worked with him for a little bit, but he was quiet, though.”

Pasqua also confirmed his drug use, saying Kohberger and him were both heroin addicts who bought heroin from the same dealers.

“I work in treatment and everything, but back then I was using. And so that’s how I know for a fact he was using. I’ve got high with him a couple of times and used with him,” he said.

He added that he and Kohberger had not spoken in years when he heard about the murders.

“I haven’t heard from him in so long, and then I heard about this and they said that he was going to college,” Pasqua said.

“I said, I haven’t heard from him. I guess that’s what he’s been doing. He must have cleaned up, I know he was in and out of rehab a couple of times, but he really did, he cleaned up and was going to college all these years.”

[image: Bryan Kohberger] Bryan Kohberger, (L), who is accused of killing four University of Idaho students in November 2022, looks toward his attorney, public defender Anne Taylor, (R), during a hearing in Latah County District Court in Moscow, Idaho, on Jan. 5, 2023. (Ted S. Warren/AP Photo, Pool)


Kohberger, 28, has been charged with the murders of students Kaylee Goncalves, 21; Madison Mogen, 21; Xana Kernodle, 20; and Ethan Chapin, 20. The four students were stabbed while asleep on Nov. 13. He was arrested in Albrightsville, Pennsylvania, on Dec. 30.

Kohberger appeared first at Latah County Court on Jan. 5.

To date, no motive for the massacre has been established and no connection between the assailant and the murder victims has been revealed.

From NTD News
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Colorado to Halt Busing Illegal Immigrants to Democrat-Run Cities
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Colorado Gov. Jared Polis’s office said Saturday that the state will halt sending busloads of illegal immigrants to Chicago and New York City, a move that triggered outcry from the two cities’ Democratic mayors.

Polis, a Democrat, announced on Tuesday that the state government would step in to make sure illegal immigrants who recently arrived in Denver safely reach Chicago and New York City by bus, saying that most of those individuals don’t consider Colorado their “desired final destination.” It didn’t take until Saturday for him to cease that plan.

According to the governor’s office, Polis decided to reverse course after discussing the matter with his fellow Democrats who run those “sanctuary” and “welcoming” cities.

“The Governor had a very productive conversation with Mayor Adams and Mayor Lightfoot today where he shared that there are no more buses scheduled for migrants from Denver to Chicago at this time, and the final chartered transportation to New York City will be successfully completed tomorrow,” a press release from Polis’s office read.

“Now that nationwide travel has returned to the status quo because the holidays and the impact of weather have normalized transportation pathways, Colorado has been in the process of scaling back this transportation,” the statement added.

Saturday’s decision comes after Lightfoot and Adams, whose cities have been overwhelmed with an influx of tens of thousands of illegal immigrants since the spring of 2022, asked Polis in an open letter to not add more to their burden. Many of those illegal immigrants crossed the U.S.-Mexico border into Texas before voluntarily accepting a one-way bus ticket to Democrat-run metros.

Chicago, according to the letter, has “welcomed 3,854 migrants bused to its city from Texas” since the end of August 2022. Meanwhile, New York City’s emergency shelter system is struggling to serve an estimated 36,400 “asylum seekers,” a spiraling crisis that the city plans to spend $1 billion to address.

“You must stop busing migrants to Chicago and New York City,” the mayors wrote. “These actions do not live up to the values of a proclaimed welcoming state and should stop immediately.”

Denver Declares State of Emergency

In December, Denver Mayor Michael Hancock declared a state of emergency in response to a dramatic influx of illegal immigrants being dropped off in the city.

“Let me be frank: This influx of migrants, the unanticipated nature of their arrival, and our current space and staffing challenges have put an immense strain on city resources to the level where they’re on the verge of reaching a breaking point at this time,” Hancock said at a Dec. 15 press conference.

According to the mayor’s office, more than 900 illegal immigrants arrived in Denver over several months, including more than 600 since Dec. 2. The sheltering effort has already cost the city more than $800,000, and that amount is expected to “increase significantly.”

Republican Bus Programs Continue

The past year has seen Republican governors of Texas and Arizona busing at least 18,000 of those who illegally entered their states to “sanctuary” and “welcoming” cities around the country.

According to Texas Gov. Greg Abbott, the Lone Star State has sent more than 9,100 illegal immigrants to Washington, more than 4,900 to New York City, more than 1,500 to Chicago, and more than 840 to Philadelphia. This include three busloads of people who were dropped off near the residence of Vice President Kamala Harris on Christmas Eve.

While the White House criticized the bus initiatives as “cruel” and “shameful,” Abbott responded by saying that the Biden administration’s flawed border policies is to blame for the crisis that border communities have had to face for years.

“These communities and the state are ill-equipped to do the job assigned to the federal government—house the thousands of migrants flooding into the country every day. With perilous temperatures moving into the area, many of these migrants are at risk of freezing to death on city streets,” Abbott said in an open letter.

“The need to address this crisis is not the job of border states like Texas. Instead, the U.S. Constitution dictates that it is your job, Mr. President, to defend the borders of our country, regulate our nation’s immigration, and manage those who seek refuge here.”
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Man Arrested in Westminster Crash That Killed 3-Year-Old Girl
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WESTMINSTER (CNS) – A 26-year-old man turned himself in to Westminster police following a crash that killed a 3-year-old girl, police said Jan. 7.

Bautista Decastilla of Westminster was booked into the Orange County Jail on suspicion of vehicular manslaughter after he appeared at the Westminster police station and spoke with investigators, Commander Kevin MacCormick said.

The crash occurred at 6:30 p.m. Friday at Goldenwest and 21st streets, MacCormick said.

Arriving officers provided medical aid until Orange County Fire Authority paramedics rushed the injured girl to Children’s Hospital of Orange County where she was pronounced dead, the commander said.

The Westminster Police Department’s Serious Traffic Accident Response team was investigating the crash. MacCormick said neither drugs nor alcohol appeared to be a factor in the accident.

Anyone who witnessed the crash was asked to call Sgt. Anil Adam at 714- 548-3770, or Orange County Crime Stoppers at 1-855-TIP-OCCS.
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Brazilian President Orders ‘Federal Security Intervention’ After Rioters Damage Government Buildings [Mon, 09 Jan 04:16]Protesters, many of whom support Brazilian former President Jair Bolsonaro, surround several governmental buildings as they are confronted by security forces in Brasilia on Jan. 8, 2023. (Ton Molina/AFP via Getty Images)



	
China Again Stages Combat Drills Around Taiwan: Over 50 Warplanes, 4 Naval Vessels Involved [Mon, 09 Jan 01:40]Chinese fighter jets fly in the sky near Taiwan in a still from a video released by Chinese state-run media CCTV on Aug. 7, 2022. (CCTV via Reuters/Screenshot via The Epoch Times)
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Is Risky Rudd Ready to Put Service Before Self? [Mon, 09 Jan 00:44]Former Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd poses for a portrait at his office in Brisbane, Australia, on Dec. 20, 2022. Rudd will be Australia's next ambassador to the United States, the government has announced. (AAP Image/Darren England)



	
Plunging Australian Home Values Break 40-year Record [Mon, 09 Jan 00:40]A pedestrian moves past the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) building in Sydney, Australia, on Oct. 18, 2022. (Lisa Maree Williams/Getty Images)



	
German Police Detain Iranian Suspected of Planning ‘Islamist-Motivated’ Attack [Sun, 08 Jan 23:59]TV cameras are set up in front of a building where German police have taken a 32-year-old Iranian citizen into custody, suspected of having procured deadly poisons cyanide and ricin to commit an "Islamist-motivated" attack, in Castrop-Rauxel, Germany, on Jan. 8, 2023. (Stephane Nitschke/Reuters)



	
Homebuyers Hope ‘Patience Pays Off’ as Prices Drop, Recession Predictions Loom [Sun, 08 Jan 23:47]A new home is displayed for sale in Ottawa on July 14, 2020. (Sean Kilpatrick/The Canadian Press)



	
Mazatlán Mayor Reassures Canadians and Other Visitors Following Cartel Violence [Sun, 08 Jan 23:43]A heavily armed army convoy departs the prosecutor's building where Ovidio Guzmán, one of the sons of former Sinaloa cartel boss Joaquin "El Chapo" Guzmán, is in custody in Mexico City, Jan. 5, 2023. (The Canadian Press/AP-Fernando Llano)



	
Djokovic Saves Match Point to Beat Korda for Adelaide Crown [Sun, 08 Jan 23:32]Serbia's Novak Djokovic (L) poses with the trophy after winning the final alongside runner-up Sebastian Korda of the United States at the Adelaide International in Adelaide, Australia, on Jan. 8, 2023. (Loren Elliott/Reuters)







| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |





| Next | Section menu | Main menu | 


Brazilian President Orders ‘Federal Security Intervention’ After Rioters Damage Government Buildings


						[image: Protesters, many of whom support Brazilian former President Jair Bolsonaro, surround several governmental buildings as they are confronted by security forces in Brasilia on Jan. 8, 2023. (Ton Molina/AFP via Getty Images)]
Protesters, many of whom support Brazilian former President Jair Bolsonaro, surround several governmental buildings as they are confronted by security forces in Brasilia on Jan. 8, 2023. (Ton Molina/AFP via Getty Images)
						

							
							Americas							
						
By Mimi Nguyen Ly
				[image: Mimi Nguyen Ly]
				Mimi Nguyen Ly
Reporter



				Mimi Nguyen Ly is a senior reporter for the Epoch Times. She covers U.S. news and world news. Contact her at mimi.nl@epochtimes.com

				


								January 9, 2023
								Updated: January 9, 2023
							
Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva late on Jan. 8 visited the nation’s presidential palace, Congress, and the Supreme Court to assess the damage after rioters breached and defaced the three buildings earlier in the day.

Ongoing post-election demonstrations have played out in Brazil since Oct. 30, 2022, when Lula, a socialist, was declared the winner of the presidential election with 50.9 percent of the vote. He was sworn in on Jan. 1 as president for the third time.

Many of former Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro’s supporters cast doubt over the authenticity of the result and have alleged potential election fraud.

Late Sunday, Lula ordered a “federal security intervention” in Brasilia until at least Jan. 31 in response to the day’s events. The move provides the federal government with extraordinary powers to take control of security in the federal district.

Meanwhile, Brasilia Gov. Ibaneis Rocha was removed from office for 90 days by Brazil’s Supreme Court, which cited security flaws in the capital for the decision.

Brazil Supreme Court Justice Alexandre de Moraes also ordered social media platforms Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok to block accounts of users who spread messages deemed anti-democratic or coup-mongering.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Supporters of Brazilian former President Jair Bolsonaro hold a demonstration at the Esplanada dos Ministerios in Brasilia on Jan. 8, 2023. (Evaristo Sa/AFP via Getty Images)


Vandalism

It comes after rioters on Jan. 8 flooded the three government buildings overlooking the Three Powers Square in Brasilia, with many donning the yellow and green national Brazilian flag as they smashed windows, toppled furniture, destroyed art works, stole the country’s original 1988 Constitution, and vandalized other structures in the three buildings, leaving the interiors in states of ruin.

Besides those who left a trail of destruction, thousands of protesters outside the buildings appeared mostly peaceful.

[image: Brazil] Rioters destroy a window of the the plenary of the Supreme Court in Brasilia on Jan. 8, 2023. (Ton Molina/AFP via Getty Images)


Hours went by before control of the buildings on Brasilia’s vast Three Powers Square was reestablished, with hundreds of people arrested. There were no immediate reports of deaths or injuries. More than 400 people had been arrested by the end of the day,

Speaking at a news conference in Brazil’s most populous state Sao Paulo prior to visiting the capital late Sunday, Lula called those who carried out the destruction “fanatical fascists,” adding, “these people need to be punished.”

Bolsonaro Condemns Attack

Earlier in the day, Lula accused Bolsonaro of having played a role in encouraging the uprising.

“They took advantage of the silence on Sunday, when we are still setting up the government, to do what they did,” Lula wrote on Twitter, referring to the rioters. “And you know that there are several speeches by the former president encouraging this. And this is also his responsibility and the parties that supported him.”

Bolsonaro, who had flown to Florida less than two days ahead of Lula’s Jan. 1 inauguration, pushed back against Lula’s statements while condemning the attacks.

“Peaceful demonstrations, in the form of the law, are part of democracy,” Bolsonaro said, according to a translated version of his Twitter post. “However, depredations and invasions of public buildings as occurred today, as well as those practiced by the left in 2013 and 2017, crossed the line.

“In addition, I repudiate the accusations, without evidence, attributed to me by the current head of the executive of Brazil,” he added. “Throughout my mandate, I have always been within the four lines of the Constitution, respecting and defending the laws, democracy, transparency and our sacred freedom.”

Ivan Pentchoukov, Reuters, and The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Taiwan strongly condemned military combat drills held by China on Monday, the second such drills around the democratically-governed island in less than a month.

Taiwan’s Defense Ministry said it had detected 57 Chinese aircraft and four naval vessels around Taiwan at 6 a.m. local time on Sunday, with 28 of those aircraft entering Taiwan’s air defense identification zone (ADIZ) and crossing the Taiwan Strait median line.

The Taiwanese ministry said it scrambled aircraft, naval vessels, and land-based missile systems to monitor the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA’s) activities. The PLA is the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP’s) military wing.

Meanwhile, Taiwan’s presidential office issued a statement saying both Taiwan and China have the responsibility to maintain peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait. The office also said that China was making “groundless accusations”—a response to remarks from the PLA’s Eastern Theatre Command.

The statement from the Chinese command said that the goal of the military drills was to counter what it called “provocative actions” by Taiwan and external forces. It added that forces held “joint combat readiness patrols and actual combat drills” in Taiwan’s sea and airspace, with a focus on “land strikes and sea assaults.”

[image: USS Chung-Hoon] A file image of USS Chung-Hoon as it sat ready to be placed in active service before its commissioning ceremony on Ford Island at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on Sept. 18, 2004. (Lucy Pemoni/Reuters)


The PLA’s exercises around Taiwan come just days after the United States sent a warship—the U.S. guided-missile destroyer USS Chung-Hoon—to transit Taiwan Strait on Jan. 5.

The U.S. Indo-Pacific Command said in a statement the move was part of its routine activity: “Chung-Hoon’s transit through the Taiwan Strait demonstrates the United States’ commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific. The United States military flies, sails, and operates anywhere international law allows.”

In a statement, the CCP accused the United States of “frequently flexing muscles in the name of exercising freedom of navigation” and vowed to maintain its military readiness “to all threats and provocations.”

Taiwan has been a self-governing democracy since the Chinese civil war ended in 1949, but the CCP views Taiwan as its own territory. It regards Taiwan as a breakaway province that must be united with mainland China by any means necessary, and CCP leadership has not ruled out the use of force to achieve this goal.

The CCP regularly uses its military to intimidate Taiwan, as seen on Christmas Day when it sent 71 planes and seven ships toward the island in its largest show of force since House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) visited Taiwan in August 2022.

AFP reported that a total of 1,727 Chinese aircraft crossed into Taiwan’s ADIZ in 2022, surpassing 960 in 2021, citing data released by Taiwan’s defense ministry.

[image: China helicopter] A Navy Force helicopter under the Eastern Theatre Command of China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) takes part in military exercises in the waters around Taiwan, at an undisclosed location, on Aug. 8, 2022, in a handout picture released on Aug. 9, 2022. (Eastern Theatre Command/Handout via Reuters)


China-Taiwan War Not ‘Inevitable’

Jake Sullivan, the White House’s national security adviser, said that tensions between the United States and Beijing can still be solved peaceably, albeit with great difficulty. He believes that the CCP can still be deterred from invading Taiwan.

“There is a risk of conflict with respect to Taiwan, but I believe that with responsible stewardship, we can ensure that this contingency never comes to pass,” Sullivan said during a Jan. 5 interview with NPR.

“It will require us following through on the commitments of the Taiwan Relations Act, which for 40 years now has said we will provide defensive articles to Taiwan. And it will require direct diplomacy with the [CCP].”

To that end, Sullivan said that maintaining the peace would require “hard work” and close “coordination with allies” to ensure that catastrophic conflict never erupted in the Indo-Pacific.

CCP leader Xi Jinping personally made veiled threats to Biden about the issue during a July teleconference, in which he suggested the United States would be damaged by any attempt to prevent China’s takeover of Taiwan.

“Playing with fire will set you on fire,” Xi told Biden. “I hope the U.S. can see this clearly.”

Sullivan reframed the issue of Biden and Xi’s contentious discussions and said that the duo’s meeting in November provided “greater stability” to the Biden-Xi relationship and underscored that the two nations could still work together on other issues like climate change.

The United States formally recognizes, but does not endorse, the CCP’s position. The U.S. does not have formal diplomatic relations with Taiwan, but it’s bound by the Taiwan Relations Act to provide Taiwan with the arms necessary for self-defense and to prevent any unilateral changes to the status quo.

Andrew Thornebrooke and Reuters contributed to this report.
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Commentary

Prior to the Protestant Reformation, many European Christians believed that they could buy their way out of punishment in the afterlife. It was reputed that some sellers of indulgences used the jingle, “As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”

As much as that was a caricature of Christian faith, there were worse practices.

One of them was “proxy penance,” a process in medieval times by which “a powerful man, rich in friends” could avoid his own punishment by paying other people to take on his penance.

For example, a murderer subject to a punishment of seven-years fasting could have it all over in three days by paying a number of other people to fast on his behalf.

The idea that we can absolve ourselves of our wrongdoing by paying others to suffer for us seems corrupt, ineffective, and somewhat comical.

Indeed, in medieval times, instead of being a way of rectifying wrongdoing and dissuading people from sinning again, “proxy penance” seemed to simply be a licence for wealthy people to keep up their wrongdoing.

We may laugh at such medieval practices until we realise that, in our supposedly enlightened society, we are doing the same thing.

Delegating Environmental Responsibilities to Others

We are told that we can cover up our “environmental sins” by purchasing carbon credits, by paying special taxes and levies, and by sending our waste off for recycling.

The futility of it all came into sharp focus recently. The recycling business REDcycle was meant to have been collecting soft plastics from Australia supermarkets for the purpose of recycling them. But shoppers can now see signs in supermarkets saying that collections of plastics have stopped.

That is because of claims that REDcycle has been “dumping more than 260 tonnes of plastics into landfill” and storing another 3,000 tonnes in warehouses. Supermarkets voiced their disappointment, the federal environment minister said an investigation was warranted, and charges have been laid against the operator.

The deeper issue, though, is consumer behaviour.

The promise of recycling lured people into a false sense of environmental responsibility because they thought that other people were taking on their burdens.

That mindset was highlighted by a study that showed that, after Germany initiated a deposit-return scheme for single-use plastic bottles, the use of those bottles actually increased in comparison to reusable (and more environmentally friendly) glass bottles.

Researcher Jenny van Doorn suggested that when people pay for the recycling, they are actually encouraged to use more of the plastic containers.

That is, “these initiatives potentially increase waste rather than preventing it.”

This issue affects plastics, but it is also a factor in carbon credits. Passengers on a jet may pay for credits to make their flight “carbon neutral.”

But what is really happening? The jet still spews huge amounts of carbon into the atmosphere. But, by the miracle of carbon credits, the airline pays a broker, who sub-contracts a carbon credit manager, who then pays a farmer in in a remote area to pay for some workers to plant some trees that will ideally absorb our flight’s carbon emissions.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A plane comes into land at Heathrow Airport in London, England, on March 16, 2007. (Matt Cardy/Getty Images)


It would be reasonable to be sceptical of carbon credits. The trees purchased with those credits are located thousands of miles away, and hardly available to effective scrutiny.

Perhaps the story that best sums up the danger of putting faith in credits was when the Catholic Church fell victim to a carbon scam. The Vatican Climate Forest was meant to offset the Vatican’s carbon emissions.

But no trees were planted and no emissions were offset.

Environmental protection is a worthy cause. But the way money is spent and resources are used nowadays is cause for concern.

The medieval Christian church was corrupted by people who thought they could convince others to spend their way into righteousness. So too, many of today’s environmental initiatives do not encourage people to do the right thing, but instead encourage people to pay for others to take on their “guilt.”

In some cases, these initiatives actually make things worse.

If we don’t change our own conduct but instead pay others to bear our burdens, it seems that we have learned nothing from history and instead are making the same mistakes again.

Are environmental initiatives really a way of protecting our environment? Or are they just licences to keep polluting.

It seems that we will find the answer if we “follow the money.”

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Australia’s carbon credit trading scheme, oft-accused of harbouring businesses attempting to circumvent environmental obligations, has been given the tick of approval by an independent review.

A six-month review led by scientist Ian Chubb, as well as three other leading scientists, said the scheme had been working effectively after 11 years of operation.

Carbon trading puts a price on emissions and allows landowners to trade “credits” that can determine how many emissions are produced.

The system has come under criticism, notably from Andrew Macintosh from the Australian National University, who published a report in March 2022 claiming the system was flawed and did not result in real cuts.

According to his team’s research, around 70 to 80 percent of the carbon credits being traded did not represent a genuine reduction in emissions.

“Unfortunately, Australia’s carbon market currently suffers from a distinct lack of environmental integrity,” Macintosh said in a statement.

“All of the major emission reduction methods have serious integrity issues, either in their design or the way they are being administered.”

However, on Jan. 9, Chubb’s team released their report disagreeing with Macintosh’s study’s claims.

“The [four-person] Panel does not share this view. While the Panel was provided with some evidence supporting that position, it was also provided with evidence to the contrary,” the report stated.

“There may be several reasons for the polar-opposite views. One is likely to be a lack of transparency, meaning that third parties cannot access the relevant data and so different conclusions can be drawn, and all genuinely held.”

Carbon Credit System “Fundamentally Well-Designed”

The Panel said the system was “fundamentally well-designed” but noted that after 11 years of operation, transparency of the scheme could be improved including lifting restrictions on data sharing.

The review also called for a “new body, differently constituted” to manage the scheme in the future, calling for more resourcing, noting there was “no practical or cheap alternative.”

Such a body would be tasked with helping the Labor government achieve a 43 percent reduction in emissions by 2030 and net zero by 2050—a goal that is currently being backed with billions of investments from federal and state governments around the country.

Current Climate Change Minister Chris Bowen said the federal government would adopt all 16 recommendations highlighted in the report.

“The Panel’s recommendations will help ensure Australia’s carbon crediting scheme has the highest integrity and contributes to achieving Australia’s emission targets,” he said.
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Commentary

Many of the observations made about Australia’s choice of its new ambassador to Washington, former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, are less than flattering.

A former Labor Premier and Senate Deputy Leader, Kristina Keneally, once described him on Sky News as a “psychopathic narcissist.” She made those observations confirming other Labor colleagues shared her assessment when there was speculation Rudd was wanting the U.N. Secretary General’s position.

One wonders what her observations would be today on his appointment to such a vital post as Australia’s ambassador to the United States.

Not being able to set his own agenda and having to spend his life trying to make others look good besides being polite and courteous is not a task that will come naturally to His Excellency Ambassador Rudd.

His non-stop game-playing, which saw him ultimately become the leader of the Australian Labor Party, was a show to behold.

Two leaders under whom Rudd served, Mark Latham and Julia Gillard, have also been scathing of his behaviour. One allegedly accused him of targeted leaking from Cabinet, and the other alleged Rudd has a need to be always liked.

He is even alleged to have leaked a private conversation he had with U.S. President George W. Bush, which allegedly built himself up at the president’s expense. Most comers would be exceptionally wary of sharing with a character of such a disposition.

His prime ministerships were marked by an incapacity to delegate based on what insiders advised was a lack of trust in others’ loyalty or ability.

With these antecedents, the newly installed Labor government in Australia has appointed Rudd as the ambassador to Washington, undoubtedly the most significant diplomatic post for Australia.

Australia’s relationship with the United States is at its most significant, especially from a defence and security consideration.

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

The nuclear submarine acquisition under the AUKUS treaty is overwhelmingly considered a vital recalibration of Australia’s defence posture. But Rudd was unable to contain himself and criticised the much-heralded deal by even writing a scathing critique of it for a French newspaper.

This is hardly suggestive that Rudd is on Team Australia’s side.

Now Rudd will be charged with helping to oversee its smooth delivery and ensuring its success which, if successful, would highlight Rudd’s poor initial judgement. He won’t be able to say he was wrong. The spin will be a delight to observe.

But one wonders from an American perspective how welcome Rudd will be. He clearly isn’t in the category of previous appointments like Andrew Peacock or Kim Beazley in terms of charm and capacity.

So time will tell, and we will need to be patient as to how his appointment will play out. His previous ambivalent approach to the United States and his fawning towards the Communist dictatorship in China will be difficult for him to overcome, but overcome it he must.

For Australia to have an untrusted ambassador in the United States will do exceptional damage to our most important diplomatic relationship.

No matter what we might think of the appointment, the Chinese dictatorship will be pleased, as it comes at a time when the CCP is flexing its military muscle and using debt-trap foreign policy approach with third-world countries to tie them into its geopolitical sphere. At a time such as this, solidarity between freedom-loving countries of the world is vital, especially between the United States and Australia.

The one aspect of Rudd’s appointment, which will be leveraged by Rudd himself and the government, is that he is a former Australian prime minister. Whether that will outweigh all the other flaws based on lived experience remains to be seen.

The announcement of his appointment has not stopped Rudd from recently telling the United States to stop throwing its Asia-Pacific allies under the proverbial economic bus if regional security cooperation is to be maintained.

Rudd’s defence of his comments was that he hadn’t turned into an ambassadorial pumpkin just yet, noting his appointment starts in March.

True, but as soon as the announcement was made, the government was entitled to expect a greater degree of circumspection from their ambassador-designate.

Suffice it to say neither a clever nor diplomatic utterance for the designated ambassador to make.

However, Rudd’s flagging reputation both at home and abroad will be vitally boosted if he can repudiate the doubters and be a team player, knuckling down to do his duty for Australia and foster its most important relationship.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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The Reserve Bank’s aggressive rate-hiking cycle has triggered the housing market’s biggest decline in more than four decades.

The 8.4 percent drop between May 2022 and January 2023 is the deepest peak-to-trough fall on CoreLogic’s records, which go back to 1980.

It surpasses the previous record-breaking slide between 2017 and 2019, as well as the downturn prompted by the Global Financial Crisis.

Sydney home values led this latest nosedive, falling 13 percent from their highest point.

Brisbane prices plummeted 10 per cent while Melbourne dwelling values tanked 8.6 percent from peak to trough.

The Reserve Bank’s combined 300 basis points in interest rate increases have shrunk the amount buyers can borrow and generally cooled their confidence.

High household indebtedness may have increased the housing market’s sensitivity to interest rates, CoreLogic head of research Eliza Owen said.

“Higher inflationary pressures, combined with a post-lockdown surge in spending, has also eroded household savings, which could be utilised for a home loan deposit,” she added.

The market may also be enduring a “hangover” from higher sales and activity in 2021 that’s left a vacuum in demand.

The market is unlikely to have bottomed out, with further cash rate increases from 3.1 percent likely to continue driving prices lower in 2023.

Markets are pricing-in a cash rate peak of about four per cent, while forecasts by economists average to a more subdued 3.6 percent.

“Ongoing increases in interest rates will further erode the borrowing capacity and likely prolong the country’s housing downturn until interest rates stabilise,” Owen said.

Weakening property prices and high building costs continue to weigh on new building projects, with housing approvals falling nine per cent in November.

Building approvals, the key indicator of future activity in the construction industry, have sunk by 21.7 percent since August.

Australian Bureau of Statistics data released on Monday marked the third consecutive month of lower council approvals.

The November decline was led by the more-volatile private attached dwelling segment, which fell 22.7 percent. Approvals for private sector houses dipped 2.5 percent.

Total dwelling approvals fell in NSW, Western Australia, South Australia and Queensland but lifted in Tasmania and South Australia.

The value of non-residential building approvals remained robust, however, lifting two percent in November.

Master Builders Australia CEO Denita Wawn said the November building approvals numbers highlighted the economic pressure faced by the industry.

“Higher-density home building approvals, which are particularly sensitive to interest rate movements, had shown momentum during 2021 but this is now on the way down,” she said.

Wawn said rising interest rates, as well as labour and material shortages, were weighing on new home building.

CommSec economist Craig James said building approvals are often volatile but had been trending downwards since the HomeBuilder program wrapped up.

He expected to see building approvals edge lower as financial conditions worsened and high borrowing costs subdued demand for housing.

“However, the return of overseas migration to a very high level and subsequent stronger population growth is likely to provide a headwind to approvals, the broader housing market and place a further strain on the rental market,” James said.
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German Police Detain Iranian Suspected of Planning ‘Islamist-Motivated’ Attack
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CASTROP-RAUXEL, Germany—German police have taken into custody a 32-year-old Iranian citizen suspected of having procured deadly poisons cyanide and ricin to commit an “Islamist-motivated” attack, authorities in western Germany said on Sunday.

The residence of the suspect in the city of Castrop-Rauxel was searched as part of the investigation, according to a joint press release from the Duesseldorf public prosecutor’s office and police in the cities of Recklinghausen and Muenster.

Police said the Iranian was suspected of having planned a “serious act of violence endangering the state” by allegedly procuring cyanide and ricin to commit an Islamist-motivated attack. This carries a prison sentence of between 6 months to 10 years.

“Germany continues to be a direct target of Islamist terrorist organisations. Islamist-motivated lone perpetrators are another considerable danger,” German Interior Minister Nancy Faeser said following news of the investigation.

“Our security authorities therefore expect preparations for an attack at any time,” she said, adding that since 2000 German security authorities had prevented 21 Islamist attacks in Germany.

Police seized electronic storage devices but found neither cyanide nor ricin during the search in Castrop-Rauxel, Holger Heming of the Duesseldorf public prosecutor’s office told Reuters TV.

‘Tip-Off’

Castrop-Rauxel is located in North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany’s most populous state, whose Interior Minister Herbert Reul said: “We had a serious tip-off that prompted the police to intervene during the night. The authorities are now investigating at full speed.”

Heming said the tip came from a security agency of a “friendly state,” without elaborating.

Police said a second individual was detained as part of the searches, adding a decision on whether to issue an official arrest warrant would be made at a later date as the investigation is continuing.

Heming confirmed the person to be the suspect’s brother.

Ricin, found naturally in castor beans, can cause death within 36 to 72 hours from exposure to an amount as small as a pinhead. No known antidote exists.

According to German domestic intelligence services, the number of members or supporters of Islamist causes has shrunk by 1.5 percent to 28,290 individuals in 2021, citing the “military breakup” of the ISIS terrorist group.

On Dec. 19, 2016, Anis Amri, a failed Tunisian asylum seeker with Islamist links, drove a truck into a crowded western Berlin Christmas market, killing 11 people and injuring dozens.
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Homebuyers Hope ‘Patience Pays Off’ as Prices Drop, Recession Predictions Loom
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Andrew Hamilton and his wife bid farewell to their home in Toronto’s Junction neighbourhood roughly a year and a half ago, when housing prices were soaring, but finding a new abode proved tricky.

With no available homes meeting their needs or price range, the couple opted to temporarily use the equity they got from selling their house on a rental property in Etobicoke.

But they still have one eye on the market and are hoping the current cool-down will deepen enough for them to snag another home.

“Patience, I think, will pay off,” said Hamilton.

His sentiments are common throughout the sector, especially with prospective buyers, who have lamented the torrid pace Canada’s real estate market has moved at in recent years.

But many feel 2023 may be the year their luck changes. Prices have steadily declined since last spring, bidding wars are less frequent and economists foresee an end to the Bank of Canada’s quick succession of interest rate hikes that have added hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars to monthly mortgage payments.

“It just takes time,” said Despina Zanganas, a Toronto Realtor with PSR Brokerage.

She expects buyers who delayed purchases will feel more comfortable this year as the changed housing market sinks in.

“They’re getting used to it,” she said.

“People are saying that they don’t have to go into bidding wars and put in unconditional offers. Now they have the freedom to put in conditional offers, so that’s giving a lot of people a bit more confidence.”

But there’s at least one major change that could be on the horizon. Economists have been predicting 2023 will be the year Canada enters another recession, though it’s unclear how severe the downturn will be.

Douglas Porter sees a 25 to 30 percent chance Canada’s economy nails a soft landing when inflation and interest rate hikes gently end, helping avoid a recession. There’s a 50 percent chance of a shallow downturn and a 20 to 25 percent chance of “something more serious.”

“All of those have implications for the housing market,” said the chief economist at BMO Capital Markets.

“Clearly, the less intense the hit to the economy, the better the news is for the housing market.”

Even in current conditions, he sees the housing market as one of the weakest parts of the economy—a phenomenon unseen in years, if not, decades.

His forecast predicts that by the time the current economic cycle is complete, home prices will have fallen by between 20 and 25 percent from their peak, noting they have already dropped 10 percent.

The Canadian Real Estate Association said last month that the actual national average home price was $632,802 in November, a 12 percent decline from the same month last year.

As prices tick down, Porter said the market sits in “suspended animation” with sellers wary of listing their properties because they won’t fetch what neighbours did last year and buyers sitting on the sidelines waiting for better mortgage rates and more inventory.

“Certainly, you don’t want to jump in and buy when it looks as if prices can drop a whole lot more,” Porter said.

The decreases seen so far have been offset by a rapid string of hikes to the Bank of Canada’s key interest rate, which sits at 4.25 percent—the highest it’s been since January 2008.

Allison Van Rooijen, vice-president of consumer credit at Meridian Credit Union, estimated the latest hike—half a percentage point in December—would bump payments on a $450,000 variable-rate mortgage on a 25-year amortization up another $130 or so every month. Since the beginning of 2022, rising rates have amounted to roughly $1,000 more per month for the same mortgage.

“To me the interest rates story is the biggest one this year that will have the biggest effect by far,” said Porter.

“The reality is the price correction we’ve seen so far really hasn’t even made up for the run up in interest rates. I would still assert that the market is still digesting the interest rate increase and we haven’t seen it fully reflected in prices yet.”

The Toronto Regional Real Estate Board said Thursday that the average price sat at $1,051,216 in December, a 9.2 percent fall from a year ago.

A day earlier, the Real Estate Board of Greater Vancouver reported the composite benchmark price now sits at $1,114,300, a three percent decrease from December 2021, and on Tuesday, the Calgary Real Estate Board revealed the average price was up four percent to $495,231.

Porter expects the Prairies to be the most resilient market because it didn’t encounter as much of an overvaluation as other regions did in the first years of the COVID-19 pandemic.

He sees the Atlantic provinces and some parts of British Columbia in the middle of the pack because they didn’t have quite the boom that Ontario had but are now grappling with an increase in immigration.

He’ll be watching medium-sized cities in southwestern Ontario, like Hamilton, Kitchener, London and Windsor, most closely because they “absolutely took off” during the pandemic but have since slid into a “deep” correction.

Porter will be looking to see whether they are showing signs of stabilization, which could be an omen for the broader market.

But he warns the unprecedented nature of the pandemic makes the current housing market tough for anyone to predict.

“The housing market might hold up a bit better than what we’re anticipating just because it is such an unusual cycle,” he said.

“But I don’t think any of us can have a great deal of confidence in our forecasts these days because there’s so many unique aspects to this economy that we’re dealing with.”
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Mazatlán Mayor Reassures Canadians and Other Visitors Following Cartel Violence
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The mayor of a Mexican city caught up in a wave of drug cartel violence last week wasted little time reassuring Canadians and other foreign visitors that his city is safe for travellers.

Edgar Gonzalez, in a video posted online by the City of Mazatlán, strolled through his city’s historic centre on Friday, shaking hands and posing for pictures with tourists.

“These same tourists who are practically established in Mazatlán are very confident, very calm, we see them in the historic centre relaxed, calm, no problems, not worried, they are in the restaurants, in the streets, in the galleries, on the boardwalk, everywhere completely relaxed, calm,” Gonzalez said in a news release that was translated and posted to Facebook by a regional travel organization.

A number of Canadian tourists in the northwestern area of Mexico had to remain in their hotels for several days after the arrest of a major alleged drug cartel leader led to violence in the region.

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

Several airports that had closed due to the violence had reopened by Saturday, and flights resumed from Mazatlán to cities in Western Canada including Calgary, Edmonton, Winnipeg and Vancouver.

Global Affairs on Sunday continued to advise Canadians travelling in Sinaloa, the state where Mazatlán is located, to avoid non-essential travel “due to high levels of violence and organized crime,” but exempted Mazatlán itself from that warning.

Gonzalez noted that many tourists who visit the city return to live there, and that they themselves defend and promote that Mazatlán is calm and should be visited.

“It gives me a lot of peace and joy to see that everyone is on the streets,” Gonzalez said in the news release.

Alyssa Johnson of Onward and Outward Travel in Edmonton said customers didn’t seem to be put off by news reports about the violence.

“I think it’s pretty isolated in one area,” Johnson said, noting she’d just booked a trip for the Cancun area.

Mazatlán also posted a news release that noted business associations stepped up to help travellers whose flights out of the region were delayed due to the events, providing a number of free hotel rooms and meals.

Priority was given to low-income tourists, the elderly and those with disabilities, the release stated.

The violence followed the arrest of alleged drug trafficker Ovidio (The Mouse) Guzman, who is a son of former cartel boss Joaquin (El Chapo) Guzman.

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

People who posted to a social media group for expats in Mexico said the violence was limited to isolated areas, and that they felt the advisories were just for precaution.
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Djokovic Saves Match Point to Beat Korda for Adelaide Crown
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ADELAIDE, Australia—Novak Djokovic dug deep to save a match point on the way to a battling 6–7(8) 7–6(3) 6–4 victory over Sebastian Korda in the Adelaide International 1 final on Sunday ahead of this month’s Australian Open.

A day after he overwhelmed Daniil Medvedev in the semifinal despite sustaining a hamstring injury, Djokovic moved freely on court but was pushed hard by Korda before the Serb made a late charge to deny his opponent a potentially career-defining win.

“I hope you enjoyed the show tonight,” Djokovic said. “I want to say a few words to Seb and his team. Amazing tournament, amazing effort today. I’ll probably say that you were closer to the victory today than I was.

“The future is bright for you so just keep going.”

Korda broke for a 5–4 lead in a tense first set and was 40–0 up on serve when Djokovic hit back to level the scores, but the world number five came undone in the tiebreak as the American soaked up the pressure to convert his seventh set point.

A fuming Djokovic yelled at and banished two members of his entourage from their courtside seats before the second set, in which he uncharacteristically struggled with his returns to allow Korda to dominate the rallies.

But with the crowd behind him on his return to Australia after his deportation last year due to his unvaccinated coronavirus status, Djokovic raised his game to save a match point before forcing a tiebreak which the top seed won.

Djokovic held for a 5–4 lead in the final set and the 35-year-old closed out victory with a break of serve as Korda finally felt the pressure and double-faulted before making two errors.

Djokovic thanked his team for tolerating him in good and bad times.

“Today I’m sure they didn’t have a blast with me going back and forth with them,” Djokovic said before addressing the crowd. “It definitely felt like playing at home. You guys made me feel very welcome, so thank you.”

Victory also helped Djokovic go level with his great rival Rafa Nadal on 92 ATP singles titles in the open era, with only Ivan Lendl (94), Roger Federer (103), and Jimmy Connors (109) ahead of the duo.

Djokovic is bidding for a record-extending 10th Australian Open title at the Jan. 16–29 tournament to draw level with Nadal on 22 Grand Slam titles.
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In the recent COVID-19 escalation in Hong Kong, the daily cases increased throughout December and peaked at 24,895 on Dec. 28, 2022, and in the first week of the new year, although cases were falling, they were still running at a 7-day average of 20,500 on Jan. 6.

Center for Health Protection Report

On Jan. 6, The Center for Health Protection announced that 19,722 new confirmed cases were recorded in Hong Kong, including 19,527 local cases and 195 imported cases.

A further 55 patients passed away, bringing the total number of deaths during the fifth wave of the pandemic in Hong Kong to 11,991.

In 22 nursing homes, 39 new positive cases were recorded, including 37 elderly residents and two employees, and in 10 disability homes, 11 residents and two employees were diagnosed with COVID-19.

In education institutions, 840 schools reported 1,791 new coronavirus cases, including 1,486 students and 305 teaching staff.

As of Jan. 5, the Center for Health Protection of the Health Authority has found 226 cases of XBB, 6 cases of XBD, and 8 cases of BA 2.75.2, seven instances of BA. 4.6, 13 cases of BF. 7, and 38 BQ. 1.1 sub-lineage confirmed patients in imported cases. A total of 169 XBB, 18 XBD, 1 BA.2.75.2, 24 BF.7, and 195 BQ.1.1 subseries cases were found in local cases.

So far, there have been 1,190,532 nucleic acid-positive cases and 1,549,445 rapid antigen-positive cases in Hong Kong, and 12,204 people have died from COVID-19.

Hospital Authority Report

On Jan. 6, The Hospital Authority announced that 5,032 COVID-19 patients were hospitalized in public hospital facilities; of those, 517 were newly diagnosed patients, 2,952 were quarantined in isolation facilities, 827 people were receiving oxygen treatment, 92 patients required ventilators to help with breathing and the remaining 736 patients were receiving normal treatment.

The hospital Authority reported 49 COVID-19 confirmed patients had died in public hospitals during the previous 24 hours. According to a preliminary analysis, the cause of death of 30 patients was due to the epidemic, and 19 died for other reasons.

As of Jan. 6, there are 215 critical and 248 severe coronavirus patients hospitalized, and 54 patients in serious condition have received intensive care treatment.

On Jan. 5, 600 patients recovered from COVID-19, and 506 patients were discharged from hospital care.

The overall occupancy of hospital beds in internal medicine in emergency hospitals is at 114 percent.
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Shen Yun Presents Chinese Culture ‘In a Very Beautiful, Professional Way,’ Says Former Ballerina
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						Professional ballerina Dawn Hereth attended Shen Yun Performing Arts at the Atlanta Symphony Hall, on Jan. 8, 2023. (Frank Xie/The Epoch Times)
					

						ATLANTA—Shen Yun translates as “the beauty of divine beings dancing,” and former ballerina Dawn Hereth experienced that beauty when she watched Shen Yun Performing Arts on Jan. 8 at the Atlanta Symphony Hall.

Ms. Hereth said that she had seen the performance before. As a former professional ballet dancer, she looked for very specific signs of professionalism among Shen Yun’s dancers and was pleased by what she saw.

“I love the performance,” she said. “I think their technique is great! You look for things like, are their arms altogether, are their legs the same height? Are their faces going the same way and things like that—their connection between each other? Those are the things you look for and I find that it’s very professional. Love it!”

Based in New York, Shen Yun was founded in 2006 by leading Chinese artists and quickly became the world’s premier classical Chinese dance and music company. Shen Yun’s mission is to revive traditional Chinese culture, which is intricately tied to spiritual teachings from Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. However, these beliefs were abolished when the atheist communist regime took power.

I think that we’re definitely created as spiritual beings, so when we see something that speaks to our soul, we can relate to that.





Ms. Hereth found some resonance with the spiritual side of Chinese culture. “I do love the spiritual side of it,” she said. “I think that we’re definitely created as spiritual beings, so when we see something that speaks to our soul, we can relate to that.”

“The dancers are inspiring and have the gift to present your culture in a very beautiful, professional way.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Beau and Kristin Foister at Shen Yun Performing Arts at the Atlanta Symphony Hall, on Jan. 8, 2023. (Roland Ree/The Epoch Times)


Also in the audience were dancers and studio owners Beau and Kristin Foister. They brought a group of about 20 of their students to see Shen Yun, which they had been wanting to see for a long time. The Foisters were not disappointed.

“The synchronicity was amazing,” said Mrs. Foister. “The passion of the dancers—their movement, their quality of movement … It was like they all emotionally connected to the music together, and that’s hard to achieve.”

The Foisters also showed appreciation for Shen Yun’s live orchestra, which combines Eastern and Western instruments.

 The music was beautiful, and the choreography went with the music, and it was great.





“I love when there is a live orchestra,” said Mrs. Foister. “That’s very special because you don’t see that all the time. The music was beautiful, and the choreography went with the music, and it was great.”

Mr. Foister enjoyed the way Shen Yun connected culture and spirituality. “I totally agreed with the spirituality of the show,” he said. “I am so glad that people can still incorporate that for a mass audience.”

Reporting by Frank Xie, Roland Ree, and Wandi Zhu.

The Epoch Times is a proud sponsor of Shen Yun Performing Arts. We have covered audience reactions since Shen Yun’s inception in 2006.
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— Dawn Hereth— Kristin Foister
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Brazilian President Orders ‘Federal Security Intervention’ After Rioters Damage Government Buildings
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Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva late on Jan. 8 visited the nation’s presidential palace, Congress, and the Supreme Court to assess the damage after rioters breached and defaced the three buildings earlier in the day.

Ongoing post-election demonstrations have played out in Brazil since Oct. 30, 2022, when Lula, a socialist, was declared the winner of the presidential election with 50.9 percent of the vote. He was sworn in on Jan. 1 as president for the third time.

Many of former Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro’s supporters cast doubt over the authenticity of the result and have alleged potential election fraud.

Late Sunday, Lula ordered a “federal security intervention” in Brasilia until at least Jan. 31 in response to the day’s events. The move provides the federal government with extraordinary powers to take control of security in the federal district.

Meanwhile, Brasilia Gov. Ibaneis Rocha was removed from office for 90 days by Brazil’s Supreme Court, which cited security flaws in the capital for the decision.

Brazil Supreme Court Justice Alexandre de Moraes also ordered social media platforms Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok to block accounts of users who spread messages deemed anti-democratic or coup-mongering.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Supporters of Brazilian former President Jair Bolsonaro hold a demonstration at the Esplanada dos Ministerios in Brasilia on Jan. 8, 2023. (Evaristo Sa/AFP via Getty Images)


Vandalism

It comes after rioters on Jan. 8 flooded the three government buildings overlooking the Three Powers Square in Brasilia, with many donning the yellow and green national Brazilian flag as they smashed windows, toppled furniture, destroyed art works, stole the country’s original 1988 Constitution, and vandalized other structures in the three buildings, leaving the interiors in states of ruin.

Besides those who left a trail of destruction, thousands of protesters outside the buildings appeared mostly peaceful.

[image: Brazil] Rioters destroy a window of the the plenary of the Supreme Court in Brasilia on Jan. 8, 2023. (Ton Molina/AFP via Getty Images)


Hours went by before control of the buildings on Brasilia’s vast Three Powers Square was reestablished, with hundreds of people arrested. There were no immediate reports of deaths or injuries. More than 400 people had been arrested by the end of the day,

Speaking at a news conference in Brazil’s most populous state Sao Paulo prior to visiting the capital late Sunday, Lula called those who carried out the destruction “fanatical fascists,” adding, “these people need to be punished.”

Bolsonaro Condemns Attack

Earlier in the day, Lula accused Bolsonaro of having played a role in encouraging the uprising.

“They took advantage of the silence on Sunday, when we are still setting up the government, to do what they did,” Lula wrote on Twitter, referring to the rioters. “And you know that there are several speeches by the former president encouraging this. And this is also his responsibility and the parties that supported him.”

Bolsonaro, who had flown to Florida less than two days ahead of Lula’s Jan. 1 inauguration, pushed back against Lula’s statements while condemning the attacks.

“Peaceful demonstrations, in the form of the law, are part of democracy,” Bolsonaro said, according to a translated version of his Twitter post. “However, depredations and invasions of public buildings as occurred today, as well as those practiced by the left in 2013 and 2017, crossed the line.

“In addition, I repudiate the accusations, without evidence, attributed to me by the current head of the executive of Brazil,” he added. “Throughout my mandate, I have always been within the four lines of the Constitution, respecting and defending the laws, democracy, transparency and our sacred freedom.”

Ivan Pentchoukov, Reuters, and The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Commentary

Prior to the Protestant Reformation, many European Christians believed that they could buy their way out of punishment in the afterlife. It was reputed that some sellers of indulgences used the jingle, “As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”

As much as that was a caricature of Christian faith, there were worse practices.

One of them was “proxy penance,” a process in medieval times by which “a powerful man, rich in friends” could avoid his own punishment by paying other people to take on his penance.

For example, a murderer subject to a punishment of seven-years fasting could have it all over in three days by paying a number of other people to fast on his behalf.

The idea that we can absolve ourselves of our wrongdoing by paying others to suffer for us seems corrupt, ineffective, and somewhat comical.

Indeed, in medieval times, instead of being a way of rectifying wrongdoing and dissuading people from sinning again, “proxy penance” seemed to simply be a licence for wealthy people to keep up their wrongdoing.

We may laugh at such medieval practices until we realise that, in our supposedly enlightened society, we are doing the same thing.

Delegating Environmental Responsibilities to Others

We are told that we can cover up our “environmental sins” by purchasing carbon credits, by paying special taxes and levies, and by sending our waste off for recycling.

The futility of it all came into sharp focus recently. The recycling business REDcycle was meant to have been collecting soft plastics from Australia supermarkets for the purpose of recycling them. But shoppers can now see signs in supermarkets saying that collections of plastics have stopped.

That is because of claims that REDcycle has been “dumping more than 260 tonnes of plastics into landfill” and storing another 3,000 tonnes in warehouses. Supermarkets voiced their disappointment, the federal environment minister said an investigation was warranted, and charges have been laid against the operator.

The deeper issue, though, is consumer behaviour.

The promise of recycling lured people into a false sense of environmental responsibility because they thought that other people were taking on their burdens.

That mindset was highlighted by a study that showed that, after Germany initiated a deposit-return scheme for single-use plastic bottles, the use of those bottles actually increased in comparison to reusable (and more environmentally friendly) glass bottles.

Researcher Jenny van Doorn suggested that when people pay for the recycling, they are actually encouraged to use more of the plastic containers.

That is, “these initiatives potentially increase waste rather than preventing it.”

This issue affects plastics, but it is also a factor in carbon credits. Passengers on a jet may pay for credits to make their flight “carbon neutral.”

But what is really happening? The jet still spews huge amounts of carbon into the atmosphere. But, by the miracle of carbon credits, the airline pays a broker, who sub-contracts a carbon credit manager, who then pays a farmer in in a remote area to pay for some workers to plant some trees that will ideally absorb our flight’s carbon emissions.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A plane comes into land at Heathrow Airport in London, England, on March 16, 2007. (Matt Cardy/Getty Images)


It would be reasonable to be sceptical of carbon credits. The trees purchased with those credits are located thousands of miles away, and hardly available to effective scrutiny.

Perhaps the story that best sums up the danger of putting faith in credits was when the Catholic Church fell victim to a carbon scam. The Vatican Climate Forest was meant to offset the Vatican’s carbon emissions.

But no trees were planted and no emissions were offset.

Environmental protection is a worthy cause. But the way money is spent and resources are used nowadays is cause for concern.

The medieval Christian church was corrupted by people who thought they could convince others to spend their way into righteousness. So too, many of today’s environmental initiatives do not encourage people to do the right thing, but instead encourage people to pay for others to take on their “guilt.”

In some cases, these initiatives actually make things worse.

If we don’t change our own conduct but instead pay others to bear our burdens, it seems that we have learned nothing from history and instead are making the same mistakes again.

Are environmental initiatives really a way of protecting our environment? Or are they just licences to keep polluting.

It seems that we will find the answer if we “follow the money.”

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

Many of the observations made about Australia’s choice of its new ambassador to Washington, former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, are less than flattering.

A former Labor Premier and Senate Deputy Leader, Kristina Keneally, once described him on Sky News as a “psychopathic narcissist.” She made those observations confirming other Labor colleagues shared her assessment when there was speculation Rudd was wanting the U.N. Secretary General’s position.

One wonders what her observations would be today on his appointment to such a vital post as Australia’s ambassador to the United States.

Not being able to set his own agenda and having to spend his life trying to make others look good besides being polite and courteous is not a task that will come naturally to His Excellency Ambassador Rudd.

His non-stop game-playing, which saw him ultimately become the leader of the Australian Labor Party, was a show to behold.

Two leaders under whom Rudd served, Mark Latham and Julia Gillard, have also been scathing of his behaviour. One allegedly accused him of targeted leaking from Cabinet, and the other alleged Rudd has a need to be always liked.

He is even alleged to have leaked a private conversation he had with U.S. President George W. Bush, which allegedly built himself up at the president’s expense. Most comers would be exceptionally wary of sharing with a character of such a disposition.

His prime ministerships were marked by an incapacity to delegate based on what insiders advised was a lack of trust in others’ loyalty or ability.

With these antecedents, the newly installed Labor government in Australia has appointed Rudd as the ambassador to Washington, undoubtedly the most significant diplomatic post for Australia.

Australia’s relationship with the United States is at its most significant, especially from a defence and security consideration.

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

The nuclear submarine acquisition under the AUKUS treaty is overwhelmingly considered a vital recalibration of Australia’s defence posture. But Rudd was unable to contain himself and criticised the much-heralded deal by even writing a scathing critique of it for a French newspaper.

This is hardly suggestive that Rudd is on Team Australia’s side.

Now Rudd will be charged with helping to oversee its smooth delivery and ensuring its success which, if successful, would highlight Rudd’s poor initial judgement. He won’t be able to say he was wrong. The spin will be a delight to observe.

But one wonders from an American perspective how welcome Rudd will be. He clearly isn’t in the category of previous appointments like Andrew Peacock or Kim Beazley in terms of charm and capacity.

So time will tell, and we will need to be patient as to how his appointment will play out. His previous ambivalent approach to the United States and his fawning towards the Communist dictatorship in China will be difficult for him to overcome, but overcome it he must.

For Australia to have an untrusted ambassador in the United States will do exceptional damage to our most important diplomatic relationship.

No matter what we might think of the appointment, the Chinese dictatorship will be pleased, as it comes at a time when the CCP is flexing its military muscle and using debt-trap foreign policy approach with third-world countries to tie them into its geopolitical sphere. At a time such as this, solidarity between freedom-loving countries of the world is vital, especially between the United States and Australia.

The one aspect of Rudd’s appointment, which will be leveraged by Rudd himself and the government, is that he is a former Australian prime minister. Whether that will outweigh all the other flaws based on lived experience remains to be seen.

The announcement of his appointment has not stopped Rudd from recently telling the United States to stop throwing its Asia-Pacific allies under the proverbial economic bus if regional security cooperation is to be maintained.

Rudd’s defence of his comments was that he hadn’t turned into an ambassadorial pumpkin just yet, noting his appointment starts in March.

True, but as soon as the announcement was made, the government was entitled to expect a greater degree of circumspection from their ambassador-designate.

Suffice it to say neither a clever nor diplomatic utterance for the designated ambassador to make.

However, Rudd’s flagging reputation both at home and abroad will be vitally boosted if he can repudiate the doubters and be a team player, knuckling down to do his duty for Australia and foster its most important relationship.

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



Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin met virtually on Dec. 30, touting the usual and expected bilateral economic and political engagement, cooperation, and development. 



But increasingly, one gets the sense that the marriage between Beijing and Moscow is one of convenience and necessity, not friendship. And Xi, the Chinese Communist Party chairman, may slowly be gaining the upper hand. 



Each country faces its own issues. Russia is mired in a costly and increasingly unpopular war against Ukraine. It faces international sanctions and a sizable portion of its foreign reserves are frozen. Putin, its longtime president, has become persona non grata on the global stage. 



China has more internal problems. We won’t detail all of the issues here but they are urgent and span across the economy, the real estate market, rampant COVID infections and hospitalizations, and escalating citizen unrest. Beijing is also believed to have ambitions of annexing Taiwan, and knowing the ramifications currently facing Russia, it must be prepared to face similar consequences including being cut off from global trade. 



We’ve previously discussed China, Russia, and other nations potentially forming their own global reserve currency backed by commodities and/or gold. That would form another global trade hegemony and free China (and others) from having to transact in dollars. This would be helpful in a post-globalist, more regional economic and political paradigm, especially if China joins Russia as a global pariah. 



China has also sought to secure its flow of natural resources. In late December, Putin touted that Russia has become China’s leading supplier of oil and gas. Almost 14 billion cubic meters of gas were sent from Russia to China during the first 11 months of 2022 between pipeline and liquefied natural gas (LNG). And thanks to the embargo on Russian oil by most of the developed world, Russia has replaced Saudi Arabia as China’s top oil supplier, and at a discounted price. 



For the most part, Russia lacks pipelines to carry gas from Siberia to China or Europe. Siberia is historically underdeveloped with clusters of towns and cities, poor infrastructure, and inadequate transportation. As of December, the “Power of Siberia” pipeline is now fully operational and can carry gas from Russia all the way to Shanghai, at a maximum 38 billion cubic meters per year capacity by 2027. The Russian portion of the pipeline was completed in 2019. Moscow has plans to build “Power of Siberia II” to supply more gas to China, but it isn’t a strategic priority budget-wise given its war in Ukraine.

With Moscow now fully distracted in its war in the west, China and Xi now have the upper hand in this uneasy marriage. While Xi has publicly supported Putin, privately Xi has raised “concerns.” China also failed to appeal most Western sanctions against Russia nor has provided Russia with any military aid. It’s a bit of duplicitous diplomacy.

At this point, China is simply using Russia. Their relationship, despite today’s public harmony, has been an uneasy one for centuries. China and Russia often vie for hegemony over Eastern and Central Asia. 

We’re projecting a bit here. But Russia has been among the top beneficiaries of Chinese development funding through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). China has now secured Russian oil and gas supplies. It benefits both nations for China to take over the development of Siberia, and Russia has very little wherewithal to challenge. China’s BRI capital has dried up since the Ukraine invasion—fearing Western sanctions—but if China eventually is sanctioned itself then BRI would become a full go. 

China craves more natural resources. Siberia has an abundance of oil, gas, coal, diamond, gold, iron ore, and rare earth minerals. Yet Russia has little capital and Moscow is too far to supply the necessary equipment. China is very close to Siberia. 

Moscow needs the cash to sustain its costly war in Ukraine. Its economy is woefully undiversified and reliant upon energy and mineral exports. Russia needs China. China can provide the capital for development and take over Siberia, if not legally then certainty in practice.

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

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP), we’re told, is building a military to invade Taiwan by the end of the decade. In recent times, however, this building process has hit a rather sizable stumbling block that could derail its plans of “unification” with its iron-willed neighbor.

The South China Morning Post’s Amber Wang recently discussed how a mental health crisis is weakening China’s military. Take China’s submarine force, for example. One in five male sailors, noted Wang, have experienced mental health problems (a vague description that can refer to just about anything, from eating disorders to suicidal ideation). In a desperate attempt to address the crisis, the People’s Liberation Army has introduced various counseling services and courses designed to equip troops with the tools necessary to cope with the stresses of physical combat. A brigade from the 73rd Group Army just launched online psychological services to assist officers and soldiers experiencing “fearful emotions” after participating in demanding field training exercises. As people are the “decisive factor in combat,” writes Wang, “mental stability is key to effectiveness.” Indeed. She’s 100 percent right.

Unfortunately, these members of the Chinese military happen to reside in a country where a stigma surrounding mental health issues reigns supreme. After all, this is communist China we are talking about, a country ruled by a party that has inflicted unimaginable amounts of physical and psychic suffering on its citizens. Beijing’s draconian COVID-19 policies, only abandoned a few weeks ago after tens of thousands of protesters took to the streets, were so severe that some people chose to take their own lives.

The only reason Beijing is so concerned about its military members struggling with various mental health issues is that the CCP needs them to be ready for war, to function as cold-blooded killers unburdened by unnecessary “distractions.” They are receiving treatment because they are preparing for battle. If these individuals do play a role in the invasion of Taiwan, then the United States is likely to intervene. Which begs the question: What about the mental state of U.S. military members?

[image: Epoch Times Photo] U.S. Military Academy cadets attend the 2020 graduation ceremony at West Point, New York, on June 13, 2020. (Timothy A. Clary/AFP via Getty Images)


In March 2022, Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin announced the creation of a special committee designed to assess and improve the military’s mental health and suicide prevention programs. The announcement was well-received on both sides of the political aisle (although some could ask, what took so long?).

Between 2015 and 2020, suicides among active-duty service members jumped by a staggering 40 percent. According to a 2021 report by the Costs of War Project, a team consisting of dozens of scholars, legal experts, medical doctors, and human rights practitioners, since 9/11, four times as many active duty members have taken their lives than have died in combat. Specifically, at the time of the report, 30,177 had died by suicide, and 7,057 individuals had been killed in post-9/11 active duties. The report stressed that rates of suicide for “both veterans and active duty personnel” are fast, overtaking those of the general population. This, the authors added, marks “an alarming shift,” as suicide rates among the general population have historically been far higher than suicide rates among service members. The report found that multiple factors have played a role in higher suicide rates, including trauma, stress, military culture (more on this point in a minute), easy access to guns, and extreme difficulty readjusting to civilian life.

Previously, when researchers asked soldiers at Fort Carson, a U.S. Army post located south of Colorado Springs, why they attempted to commit suicide, the majority of respondents cited a burning desire to put an end to the “intense emotional distress” that they were experiencing.

This is concerning on many levels. Although the United States is not China, there is significant work to be done when it comes to views on mental health issues. Unfortunately, across the country, the stigma surrounding certain mental illnesses like schizophrenia and alcoholism is on the rise. The U.S. military is known for its heavy-drinking culture; in fact, it is America’s heaviest-drinking profession. The association between alcohol abuse and mental health struggles is well known.

When we discuss war, we often discuss the countries involved, forgetting that these wars are fought by human beings who struggle with the anxieties and concerns that plague everyday civilians. China isn’t the only country struggling to help its members cope with the realities of war. The United States has significant work to do. Now, more than ever, the brave men and women sacrificing their lives for the United States need all the help they can get.

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Once again, the U.S. government has extended the vaccination-only policy for foreign travelers, this time to April and probably later. It’s a devastating announcement for millions of people without U.S. passports who want to come to the United States to visit friends and family or otherwise engage in professional and educational activities the way they used to. Potentially some 3 billion people are affected.

The U.S. government says, once again, only the jabbed may visit.

Unless you are on “diplomatic or official foreign government travel.” So of course government exempts itself. Only the elites—among whom those who do not fly commercial—get a pass, just like in totalitarian dystopia. The enforcement takes place when the tickets and boarding passes are issued, so if you can bypass that, you are good to go.

And I’ll say what you are already thinking: of course this policy does not apply to the Southern border. But it does apply to everywhere else in the world and travelers who buy plane or train tickets. They must get the shot or will be denied entry.

This is very personal to me and the rest of us at Brownstone Institute because it means that our 2023 Fellow, Professor Julie Ponesse, cannot even cross the U.S.-Canada border to engage in an academic colloquium we have scheduled.

It also affects a friend of mine in the UK, who is a highly specialized expert in Renaissance choral music who wants to come to conduct choirs in the United States. There are probably thousands of institutions and companies that could tell similar stories of exclusion. Meanwhile, it’s not even clear that most U.S. citizens know about this rule at all. The United States is one of the few countries in the world that maintains them.

It should go without saying that the restrictions are pointless. It’s not a news flash that COVID is already here and fast making its way toward endemicity. Even if people arrived sick as dogs, there is enough immunity in the population for COVID to be treated like the flu or a cold. It is also incredibly clear, and has been for 18 months at least, that the shots protect against neither infection nor spread, nor do they meet the safety stands of traditional vaccines.

That some people in the world declined them is a credit to their decision-making fortitude, and exactly the kind of visitors we need.

This is a grave embarrassment to the United States of course. But there is even more at stake. This one rule represents a repudiation of a policy of permission that built the modern world as we know it. It symbolizes a return to isolation, parochialism, detachment, and feudalistic fear, and ignorance and narrow mindedness along with it. Before modernity dawned, this was the default: knowing only what is around us: language, religion, and custom. What made the world great—and what vastly improved our immune systems—was fearless exposure to the broader world.

This is the 150th anniversary of Jules Verne’s mighty classic “Around the World in 80 Days,” written at the height of the Belle Epoch in 1872. Several amazing innovations dawned at once: the Suez Canal, the U.S. transcontinental railroad, and the linking of the Indian railway through the subcontinent. This made it possible to circumnavigate the world in two and a half months. Maybe. A high-born English aristocrat (Phileas Fogg) and a wiley French assistant (Jean Passepartout) set out on the great journey based on a wager made with a friend.

In each telling of the story in movies, the rendering takes on a different cast. In the earliest, the English gentleman encounters every manner of deeply regrettable traditions and practices and variously rescues situations by way of his high English morals, manners, and principles. You get the impression of England going out to civilize the world, as was the attitude of the time. More modern filmmakers flip the script and have gentle and fascinating foreign people school the Englishman in other ways of the world. The book has come to be this type of template.

Whichever view you hold, the point remains: exposure to foreign cultures and peoples is good for everyone. This gets us out of our isolation and lets us see the world in a different way. It broadens our minds, makes us curious about languages and history, and generally increases familiarity and thus humane treatment of others. In other words, travel promotes human understanding and human rights. This is the idea, beautifully embodied in this literary classic.

It’s heartbreaking to read this book today and understand the broadness of the great dream of a world connected. There were no restraints other than technology and weather in their travels. The world had no passports. Those came during and after the Great War. There certainly were not vaccination mandates for travelers. Even for new U.S. immigrants in those days, there were some tests for disease before the granting of citizenship but travelers could come and go. And so it has been for a very long time. Without question.

Jules Verne was right: the world was getting better, more connected, and with no end in sight.

And then March 12, 2020 arrived, when Trump was talked into slamming shut the right to travel for people from Europe, UK, and Australia. This was following his January closure of travel from China. Nothing like this had ever happened, especially not on the edict from one man without any vote from Congress. When it became obvious that this was a pointless exercise, people in the Trump administration tried to get it reversed but there was no one really in charge of making the decision. Everyone just passed the buck to everyone else, and thus did the Biden administration inherit and extend them, now for two more years.

For almost three years now, many wonderful artists, intellectuals, students, business professionals, and musicians have been locked out of U.S. borders, even just to tour around and see this great land and meet up with friends. It’s simply barbaric and yet there it is.

Why does this persist? Maybe the U.S. government wants to leave in place the remnants of at least some kind of precedent on which to build a health-passport system on the way to constructing a China-style social credit system. Certainly we are being surveilled and tracked as never before, and the shot is part of that. Or maybe it is to perpetuate the legalities of emergency rule under which the shots can continue to be authorized under emergency use. Or some combination.

Also, there is a broader ideological orientation that should concern us, best embodied by the policy papers of the World Economic Forum and the writings of Anthony Fauci, Bill Gates, and others. It’s a new ideology I’ve called lockdownism but it might also be called techno-primitivism. It’s a combination of digital technology plus a rollback into previous ages of existence to a time without fossil fuels and meat plus geographical isolation and limited choices for average people. In other words, it’s a step back to feudalism: the lords of the manor are digital titans and the rest of us are peasants toiling in the fields and eating bugs when the food runs out.

You could say that such speculation is delirium but, these days, I don’t think so. Three years ago, no one could have imagined that an academic from Canada or a conductor from Britain would not be allowed to enter the United States because they refused an experimental shot to ward off a disease that is no threat to them and which doesn’t accomplish the goal anyway. No one would have imagined closed churches, schools, and businesses. We have seen and experienced horrible things and are told to be grateful for the freedoms we have.

We are turning back the clock: away from high civilization to a much lower form without a solid guarantee of even the freedom to travel, while giving up the dream of universal human rights. The confidence that Phileas Fogg had in a better world with more human connection is being replaced by isolation, fear, and compliance as guiding principles. The price will be very high. In the end, what we are losing is human connection and hence the core of civility itself. The price paid will not be apparent this year or next but over the long term as the idealism that birthed the old modern ideal recedes into the past.

Verne says this at the end of his book:

“Phileas Fogg had won his wager, and had made his journey around the world in eighty days. To do this he had employed every means of conveyance—steamers, railways, carriages, yachts, trading-vessels, sledges, elephants. The eccentric gentleman had throughout displayed all his marvelous qualities of coolness and exactitude. But what then? What had he really gained by all this trouble? What had he brought back from this long and weary journey?

“Nothing, say you? Perhaps so; nothing but a charming woman, who, strange as it may appear, made him the happiest of men!

“Truly, would you not for less than that make the tour around the world?”

[Coda: Several people have written me that at no time coming and going from the United States has the TSA or Customs or Passports asked for the vaccine status. Indeed. Most agents are unaware that this is even an issue. The reason is that last year, the responsibility for enforcement was passed on to the airlines themselves who will not issue a boarding pass on a U.S.-board flight without proof of vaccinated status. This develops a digital footprint and works as an enforcement tool, seemingly without involving border agents at all. So fair warning if you have heard that you can get in without it: there will be checks, and enforcement, and you will be barred entry, just not in the usual way.]

From the Brownstone Institute

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Anthony Furey: Concern Over Canada’s Immigration Targets Becomes Mainstream
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Commentary

One of the first major pledges of the Liberal government of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau upon forming government in 2015 was to bring in a large number of Syrian refugees within a short period of time.

There was both political and public will to see this happen, as Canadians watched with concern as war in Syria caused a growing refugee crisis.

But there was one set of voices that at one point in the process wanted to temporarily pause the rush of arrivals to Canada. They weren’t anti-immigrant voices. In fact, it was the opposite. Refugee resettlement agencies were, for a brief period, calling on the feds to slow things down.

Bringing in tens of thousands of people so rapidly was causing logistical challenges, they said. They didn’t have the staffing resources and they hadn’t identified adequate housing for the refugees.

It was an interesting little footnote to that whole episode, learning that the most pro-refugee groups out there knew there were limits to the number of people you can bring into Canada in an orderly and successful fashion within a certain time frame.

This microcosm of an incident now appears to be happening on a much larger scale, as Canadians from various sectors and walks of life are asking critical questions about the Liberals’ growing targets for immigration more broadly.


The new plan is to bring in 465,000 permanent residents in 2023, 485,000 in 2024, and a whopping 500,000 by 2025. It’s a big leap and it’s happening quickly. To give a sense of how much that target has ballooned, the 2016 number was 250,000 newcomers. We’re doubling the volume in under 10 years.

There was a time when people were sheepish about publicly critiquing immigration numbers as being “too much.” Anyone who criticized the volume of the intake was seen as also criticizing the country of origin or race and ethnicity of the newcomer. (And of course that remains the motivation for some people’s criticism of immigration.)

But concerns around immigration targets have now become mainstream as Canadians grapple with challenges that include housing costs, health-care systems in tatters, and worsening congestion.

A public opinion survey conducted by Leger in November found that half of respondents believe Trudeau’s new targets are too high.

It’s no wonder. Let’s use the City of Brampton as an example. The 2021 census listed the west GTA community as the country’s fastest-growing urban centre. A stone’s throw away from Pearson International Airport, Brampton is the home of choice for many newcomers yet it is underserved in terms of infrastructure.

For years, there has been talk of getting the city a second full-service hospital. That project is only now being sped up thanks to the light shone on hospital capacity issues by the pandemic. However, construction isn’t expected to start until late this year with a completion date of 2027. The city will only grow between now and then.

Another challenge Brampton is facing is that its urban boundary hits up against a region known as the Greenbelt. This is land that’s largely protected from development for a variety of reasons, some of them environmental. But the explicit purpose of the Greenbelt is also to contain the urban sprawl of the Toronto area. It’s literally about forcing a growing population to increasingly live cheek by jowl.

Progressive thinkers say the solution is to build up, not out. Their vision to tackle congestion and the housing crisis is one where we all live close to where we work, walking or bicycling to our destinations.

But economists and real estate industry experts have been pointing out for months now that we face a shortage of millions of housing units. Converting a few standalone houses into triplexes isn’t going to cut it.

The Liberals are aware that rising immigration numbers disproportionately affect cities. “The plan also brings an increased focus on attracting newcomers to different regions of the country, including small towns and rural communities,” the government notes in a press release from last November. The question though is whether people will choose these smaller communities.

Whatever happens, something’s got to give. You can’t be slow to build services that people rely on while at the same time be faster at bringing in people to use those services.

This is the math that more Canadians are doing, and they’re quickly learning it doesn’t add up.



Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Is the Fed Trying to Wean Markets Off Monetary Policy?
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Commentary

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

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

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

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

[image: image1] (Source: RealInvestmentAdvice.com)


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

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


While many want to suggest the Federal Reserve’s monetary interventions do not affect financial markets, the correlation between the two is extremely high.

[image: image-3] (Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve, Refinitiv, RealInvestmentAdvice.com)


However, the result of more than a decade of unbridled monetary experiments led to a massive wealth gap in the U.S. economy which has become front and center of the political landscape.

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


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

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

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

Pavlov’s Great Experiment

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

The Great Unwinding

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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Phares Book Exposes the Deal Behind the Iran Nuclear Deal


						[image: Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, left, awards Iran's Defense Minister Hossein Dehghan with the Medal of Honor for his role in the implementation of a nuclear deal with world powers, in Tehran on Feb. 8, 2016. (Atta Kenare/AFP via Getty Images)]
Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, left, awards Iran's Defense Minister Hossein Dehghan with the Medal of Honor for his role in the implementation of a nuclear deal with world powers, in Tehran on Feb. 8, 2016. (Atta Kenare/AFP via Getty Images)
						

							
							Viewpoints							
						

				
					[image: John Rossomando]
					
						John Rossomando
											
				
			
								January 7, 2023
								Updated: January 8, 2023
							


Commentary

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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WASHINGTON—E-commerce billionaire Jack Ma will give up control of Ant Group, the leading Chinese financial technology provider he founded.

In a statement posted Friday, Ant Group said that after an ownership restructuring, “no shareholder, alone, or with other parties” will have “control over Ant Group.” The company is an affiliate of e-commerce giant Alibaba, which Ma also founded.

The move follows other efforts over the years by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to rein in Ma and the country’s tech sector more broadly. Two years ago, the once high-profile Ma largely disappeared from view for 2.5 months after criticizing China’s regulators.

The regime at the same time also forced Ant Group to call off a highly-anticipated IPO that would have raised over $3 billion, just days before it was to launch.

“Jack Ma’s departure from Ant Financial, a company he founded, shows the determination of the Chinese leadership to reduce the influence of large private investors,” said Andrew Collier, managing director of Orient Capital Research.

“This trend will continue the erosion of the most productive parts of the Chinese economy.”

Reuters contributed to this report.
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‘Well-Designed’: Review Defends Australia’s Carbon Offset Scheme
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Australia’s carbon credit trading scheme, oft-accused of harbouring businesses attempting to circumvent environmental obligations, has been given the tick of approval by an independent review.

A six-month review led by scientist Ian Chubb, as well as three other leading scientists, said the scheme had been working effectively after 11 years of operation.

Carbon trading puts a price on emissions and allows landowners to trade “credits” that can determine how many emissions are produced.

The system has come under criticism, notably from Andrew Macintosh from the Australian National University, who published a report in March 2022 claiming the system was flawed and did not result in real cuts.

According to his team’s research, around 70 to 80 percent of the carbon credits being traded did not represent a genuine reduction in emissions.

“Unfortunately, Australia’s carbon market currently suffers from a distinct lack of environmental integrity,” Macintosh said in a statement.

“All of the major emission reduction methods have serious integrity issues, either in their design or the way they are being administered.”

However, on Jan. 9, Chubb’s team released their report disagreeing with Macintosh’s study’s claims.

“The [four-person] Panel does not share this view. While the Panel was provided with some evidence supporting that position, it was also provided with evidence to the contrary,” the report stated.

“There may be several reasons for the polar-opposite views. One is likely to be a lack of transparency, meaning that third parties cannot access the relevant data and so different conclusions can be drawn, and all genuinely held.”

Carbon Credit System “Fundamentally Well-Designed”

The Panel said the system was “fundamentally well-designed” but noted that after 11 years of operation, transparency of the scheme could be improved including lifting restrictions on data sharing.

The review also called for a “new body, differently constituted” to manage the scheme in the future, calling for more resourcing, noting there was “no practical or cheap alternative.”

Such a body would be tasked with helping the Labor government achieve a 43 percent reduction in emissions by 2030 and net zero by 2050—a goal that is currently being backed with billions of investments from federal and state governments around the country.

Current Climate Change Minister Chris Bowen said the federal government would adopt all 16 recommendations highlighted in the report.

“The Panel’s recommendations will help ensure Australia’s carbon crediting scheme has the highest integrity and contributes to achieving Australia’s emission targets,” he said.
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Plunging Australian Home Values Break 40-year Record
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The Reserve Bank’s aggressive rate-hiking cycle has triggered the housing market’s biggest decline in more than four decades.

The 8.4 percent drop between May 2022 and January 2023 is the deepest peak-to-trough fall on CoreLogic’s records, which go back to 1980.

It surpasses the previous record-breaking slide between 2017 and 2019, as well as the downturn prompted by the Global Financial Crisis.

Sydney home values led this latest nosedive, falling 13 percent from their highest point.

Brisbane prices plummeted 10 per cent while Melbourne dwelling values tanked 8.6 percent from peak to trough.

The Reserve Bank’s combined 300 basis points in interest rate increases have shrunk the amount buyers can borrow and generally cooled their confidence.

High household indebtedness may have increased the housing market’s sensitivity to interest rates, CoreLogic head of research Eliza Owen said.

“Higher inflationary pressures, combined with a post-lockdown surge in spending, has also eroded household savings, which could be utilised for a home loan deposit,” she added.

The market may also be enduring a “hangover” from higher sales and activity in 2021 that’s left a vacuum in demand.

The market is unlikely to have bottomed out, with further cash rate increases from 3.1 percent likely to continue driving prices lower in 2023.

Markets are pricing-in a cash rate peak of about four per cent, while forecasts by economists average to a more subdued 3.6 percent.

“Ongoing increases in interest rates will further erode the borrowing capacity and likely prolong the country’s housing downturn until interest rates stabilise,” Owen said.

Weakening property prices and high building costs continue to weigh on new building projects, with housing approvals falling nine per cent in November.

Building approvals, the key indicator of future activity in the construction industry, have sunk by 21.7 percent since August.

Australian Bureau of Statistics data released on Monday marked the third consecutive month of lower council approvals.

The November decline was led by the more-volatile private attached dwelling segment, which fell 22.7 percent. Approvals for private sector houses dipped 2.5 percent.

Total dwelling approvals fell in NSW, Western Australia, South Australia and Queensland but lifted in Tasmania and South Australia.

The value of non-residential building approvals remained robust, however, lifting two percent in November.

Master Builders Australia CEO Denita Wawn said the November building approvals numbers highlighted the economic pressure faced by the industry.

“Higher-density home building approvals, which are particularly sensitive to interest rate movements, had shown momentum during 2021 but this is now on the way down,” she said.

Wawn said rising interest rates, as well as labour and material shortages, were weighing on new home building.

CommSec economist Craig James said building approvals are often volatile but had been trending downwards since the HomeBuilder program wrapped up.

He expected to see building approvals edge lower as financial conditions worsened and high borrowing costs subdued demand for housing.

“However, the return of overseas migration to a very high level and subsequent stronger population growth is likely to provide a headwind to approvals, the broader housing market and place a further strain on the rental market,” James said.
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UAW Workers Reject CNH Offer, Extending 8-month Strike


						[image: Members of United Auto Workers Local 807 picket after going on strike at a CNH plant in Burlington, Iowa, on May 2, 2022. (John Loveretta/The Hawk Eye via AP)]
Members of United Auto Workers Local 807 picket after going on strike at a CNH plant in Burlington, Iowa, on May 2, 2022. (John Loveretta/The Hawk Eye via AP)
						

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




				

				


								January 8, 2023
								Updated: January 9, 2023
							
More than 1,000 striking CNH Industrial workers in Iowa and Wisconsin rejected the “last, best, and final offer” from the maker of construction and agricultural equipment Saturday night, extending their eight-month stoppage.

In a statement, the United Auto Workers (UAW) union announced the result of the vote by members who work for CNH and said the union’s bargaining committee “will meet to discuss next steps to take with” the company.

It was the first vote on an offer since the workers walked off the job months ago. The UAW said last week that it had decided to put the offer before members, but didn’t offer details.

Workers at the plants in Burlington, Iowa, and Racine, Wisconsin, previously rejected at the start of the strike a three-year deal that included 18.5 percent raises because of concerns that the proposed raises wouldn’t cover soaring inflation and health insurance costs. The UAW has not provided many updates on what CNH has offered since the strike began last May.

[image: United Auto Workers] Members of United Auto Workers Local 807 carry picket signs after going on strike at a CNH plant in Burlington, Iowa, on May 2, 2022. (John Loveretta/The Hawk Eye via AP)


Workers on the picket line in Burlington told WQAD television Monday that they wanted to go back to work but only if they receive a fair contract.

There was no immediate response to AP email messages requesting comment from the company late Saturday.

CNH Industrial, which is based in the United Kingdom, has more than 37,000 employees worldwide. In its most recent earnings report, CNH reported a profit of $559 million in the third quarter. That’s up nearly 22 percent from the previous year’s $460 million net income as it increased the prices of its tractors, backhoes, and other equipment.

The CNH strike is one of the longest ones over the past couple of years as workers have increasingly demanded better pay and working conditions coming out of the pandemic. There have been a number of strikes, including a high profile monthlong strike involving 10,000 Deere & Co. workers, and several new unions have been established at Starbucks stores and Amazon warehouses although some locations have rejected unions. The Deere workers secured 10 percent raises and improved benefits after their strike.
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Seattle Schools Sue Tech Giants Over Social Media Harm


						[image: The logos of Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and Snapchat on mobile devices in a combination of 2017–2022 photos. (AP Photo)]
The logos of Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and Snapchat on mobile devices in a combination of 2017–2022 photos. (AP Photo)
						

							
							Media & Big Tech							
						
By The Associated Press
				[image: The Associated Press]
				The Associated Press




				

				


								January 8, 2023
								Updated: January 8, 2023
							
SEATTLE—The public school district in Seattle has filed a novel lawsuit against the tech giants behind TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, and Snapchat, seeking to hold them accountable for the mental health crisis among youth.

Seattle Public Schools filed the lawsuit Friday in U.S. District Court. The 91-page complaint (pdf) says the social media companies have created a public nuisance by targeting their products to children.

It blames them for worsening mental health and behavioral disorders including anxiety, depression, disordered eating, and cyberbullying; making it more difficult to educate students; and forcing schools to take steps such as hiring additional mental health professionals, developing lesson plans about the effects of social media, and providing additional training to teachers.

“Defendants have successfully exploited the vulnerable brains of youth, hooking tens of millions of students across the country into positive feedback loops of excessive use and abuse of Defendants’ social media platforms,” the complaint said. “Worse, the content Defendants curate and direct to youth is too often harmful and exploitive.”

While federal law—Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act—helps protect online companies from liability arising from what third-party users post on their platforms, the lawsuit argues that provision does not protect the tech giants’ behavior in this case.

“Plaintiff is not alleging Defendants are liable for what third-parties have said on Defendants’ platforms but, rather, for Defendants’ own conduct,” the lawsuit said. “Defendants affirmatively recommend and promote harmful content to youth, such as pro-anorexia and eating disorder content.”

In emailed statements Sunday, Google and Snap said they had worked to protect young people who use their platforms.

Snap launched an in-app support system called Here For You in 2020, to help those who might be having a mental health or emotional crisis find expert resources, and it also has enabled settings that allow parents to see whom their children contact on Snapchat, though not the content of those messages. It also has recently expanded content about the new 988 suicide and crisis phone system in the United States.

“We will continue working to make sure our platform is safe and to give Snapchatters dealing with mental health issues resources to help them deal with the challenges facing young people today,” the company said in a written statement.

José Castañeda, a spokesperson for Google, said Google, which owns YouTube, had also given parents the ability to set reminders, limit screen time and block certain types of content on their children’s devices.

“We have invested heavily in creating safe experiences for children across our platforms and have introduced strong protections and dedicated features to prioritize their well being,” Castañeda said.

Meta and TikTok did not immediately respond to requests for comment.

The lawsuit says that from 2009 to 2019, there was on average a 30 percent increase in the number of Seattle Public Schools students who reported feeling “so sad or hopeless almost every day for two weeks or more in a row” that they stopped doing some typical activities.

The school district is asking the court to order the companies to stop creating the public nuisance, to award damages, and to pay for prevention education and treatment for excessive and problematic use of social media.

While hundreds of families are pursuing lawsuits against the companies over harms they allege their children have suffered from social media, it’s not clear if any other school districts have filed a complaint like Seattle’s.

Internal studies revealed by Facebook whistleblower Frances Haugen in 2021 showed that the company knew that Instagram negatively affected teenagers by harming their body image and making eating disorders and thoughts of suicide worse. She alleged that the platform prioritized profits over safety and hid its own research from investors and the public.

By Gene Johnson





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/seattle-schools-sue-tech-giants-over-social-media-harm_4970002.html



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


Musk Says He Can’t Get Fair Trial in California, Wants Texas
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WASHINGTON—Elon Musk has urged a federal judge to shift a trial in a shareholder lawsuit out of San Francisco because he says negative local media coverage has biased potential jurors against him.

Instead, in a filing submitted late Friday—less than two weeks before the trial was set to begin on Jan. 17—Musk’s lawyers argue it should be moved to the federal court in the western district of Texas. That district includes the state capital of Austin, which is where Musk relocated his electric car company, Tesla, in late 2021.

The shareholder lawsuit stems from Musk’s tweets in August 2018 when he said he had sufficient financing to take Tesla private at $420 a share—an announcement that caused heavy volatility in Tesla’s share price.

In a victory for the shareholders last spring, Judge Edward Chen ruled that Musk’s tweets were false and reckless.

If moving the trial isn’t possible, Musk’s lawyers want it postponed until negative publicity regarding the billionaire’s purchase of Twitter has died down.

“For the last several months, the local media have saturated this district with biased and negative stories about Mr. Musk,” attorney Alex Spiro wrote in a court filing. Those news items have personally blamed Musk for recent layoffs at Twitter, Spiro wrote, and have charged that the job cuts may have even violated laws.

The shareholders’ attorneys emphasized the last-minute timing of the request, saying, “Musk’s concerns are unfounded and his motion is meritless.”

“The Northern District of California is the proper venue for this lawsuit and where it has been actively litigated for over four years,” attorney Nicholas Porritt wrote in an email.

The filing by Musk’s attorneys also notes that Twitter has laid off about 1,000 residents in the San Francisco area since he purchased the company in late October.

“A substantial portion of the jury pool … is likely to hold a personal and material bias against Mr. Musk as a result of recent layoffs at one of his companies as individual prospective jurors—or their friends and relatives—may have been personally impacted,” the filing said.

Musk has also been criticized by San Francisco’s mayor and other local officials for the job cuts, the filing said.

By Christopher Rugaber
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Australian Borrowers Should Prepare for More Mortgage Stress in 2023: Lending Experts
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Lending and mortgage experts have warned Australian borrowers to prepare for steeper interest rate hikes, and more mortgage stress in 2023 as many homeowners have shown signs of struggling.

Australian mortgagors had a tough year in 2022 as they witnessed the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) lifting the official cash rate from the historic low of 0.1 percent in May to 3.1 percent in December.

While the rate rises were of the fastest pace in decades, the RBA is unlikely to put a brake on its monetary tightening any time soon as it flagged more potential rate rises in the new year to curb inflation in the December meeting minutes.

Australia’s big four banks have forecasted different peak official cash rates to which the RBA could raise in 2023, with the lowest being 3.35 percent by the Commonwealth Bank and the highest being 3.85 percent by ANZ and Westpac.

According to financial comparison website RateCity, if the cash rate goes up to 3.85 percent under Westpac’s prediction, a homeowner with a typical $500,000 (US$344,000) home loan on a 25-year term will have to pay $1,075 more compared to April 2022, when interest rates were still at a record low.

Homeowners Struggle with Mortgage Repayments

As interest rates climb rapidly, a proportion of homeowners across Australia are having difficulty keeping up with rising mortgage repayments, especially under the context of higher living costs due to inflation.

There have been stories of mortgagors who are forced to consider taking a second job and quitting the university to meet their repayments.

Meanwhile, some less fortunate households are under direr circumstances and have started to miss repayments.
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“We are now seeing some missing their repayments. Some are coming back to us saying, ‘look, can we refinance as soon as possible’, or some are having to sell because they may not be able to afford that property anymore,” Mortgage broker Gracious Chidhakwa said, reported the ABC.

“Some are having to make some significant cuts, [whether] that’s stopping their children from going to private schooling, put their children back into public schools just to make ends meet.”

Mortgage Experts’ Warning

While more Australians are facing pressures from sharply rising repayments, Chidhakwa noted that it would take some more time for households to feel the full effect of the recent interest rate rises, which suggests more mortgage stress in the coming months.

Echoing the sentiment, AMP Capital’s chief economist Shane Oliver said further interest rate rises by the central bank would lead to record-high mortgage payments.

“This is likely to result in a sharp rise in mortgage stress–particularly as fixed-rate loans reset this year,” he said, reported the Herald Sun.

According to an RBA’s report in October, around 35 percent of Australia’s outstanding home loans were fixed rate, with two-thirds of these loans due to expire by the end of 2023.

Meanwhile, RateCity research director Sally Tindall warned prospective home buyers to make better preparations if they want to get into the housing market at this time.

“Make sure you can make your monthly repayments even if there’s three, potentially four more rate hikes and make sure that’s in the budget because the time to make changes is now, not in six months’ time,” she said.

Tindall also said that banks and financial institutions would likely impose stricter requirements on borrowers under the current market conditions.

“Buyers will still need to get the green light of approval from the bank, and that’s not easy to do at significantly higher rates,” she said.

“These people are having to prove that they can still make their mortgage repayments at rates of 8 percent or over, and that’s going to be a significant hurdle.”
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State Opposition Locks Horns With Government Over Housing Affordability
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Housing affordability has become the next political battleground in Australia’s most populous state as the state Labor Party offers to cut stamp duty (a one-off tax to the government) for 46,000 first-home buyers.

New home buyers around the country have struggled to keep up with rising property prices over the last decade; and while there was respite during the pandemic, recent interest rate rises have ratcheted up the pressure again.

New South Wales opposition leader Chris Minns said if elected, his Labor government would waive stamp duty—a one-off tax on property transactions—for new and existing homes valued up to $800,000.

The current program waives stamp duty for new homes valued up to $800,000 and existing homes of up to $650,000.

An additional measure will be partly waiving stamp duty for homes worth up to $1 million, up from the current limit of $800,000.

The Parliamentary Budget Office estimates that the expanded scheme will include an additional 46,000 people and cost the New South Wales state budget $733 million over the next four years.

“I want more singles, couples, and families realising this dream. What I will not do is saddle first home buyers with a new, yearly tax bill that increases every year,” said opposition leader Chris Minns.

The move is a response to the current Liberal government’s land tax reform passed in November 2022 that will allow homeowners to choose between paying a one-off stamp duty cost or paying an annual land tax (at a much lower rate) in continuity for properties worth up to $1.5 million.

Stamp duty was deemed a major hurdle for new home buyers trying to enter the market and an unpredictable revenue source for governments.

In response, the Labor Party labelled the reform a “forever tax” and vowed to scrap it if it wins power in March 2023.

Housing Affordability Continues to Plague Australians

Housing affordability continues to plague Australia’s capital cities, with Sydney recording a median price of $1.03 million in November 2022.

Interstate migration away from Melbourne and Sydney—due to lockdowns and the advent of work-from-home—has also seen affordable properties in Brisbane get snapped up by desperate buyers.

Further, due to global supply chain problems and worker shortages, construction work for new homes has been hamstrung, resulting in major delays.

This comes as multiple Australian governments have been accused of relying too heavily on short-term stimulus measures to deal with affordability rather than providing more supply, according to a July report from the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute.

The report stated that the focus on demand-side policy was politically driven and not a viable long-term approach.

“Indeed, pursuit of such approaches may serve as a form of displacement activity: a distraction from the need to countenance the much more far-reaching reforms needed to fundamentally enhance home-ownership affordability,” the report said.
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Bipartisan Appalachian Governments Work to Become One of Many ‘Hydrogen Hubs’
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A bipartisan group of Appalachian governors is coming together to focus on hydrogen and its uses in the future as a fuel and energy source. The group is part of several around the country working to secure funding from the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) to fund regional hydrogen hubs.

The Appalachian Regional Clean Hydrogen Hub (ARCH2) came together as a part of a bipartisan infrastructure bill passed in Congress in 2021, which allocated $7 billion to the DOE to create regional clean hydrogen hubs (H2Hubs) around the U.S. as a part of “America’s future clean energy economy.”

The H2Hubs are meant to bring jobs to local economies through “clean energy investments,” while adding to the nation’s energy security, according to the DOE, a part of President Joe Biden’s goal of “a net-zero carbon economy by 2050.”

The DOE announced plans for six to ten of the regional hubs in the coming years, with the first round of funding to be announced later this year after applications are submitted in April.

“These H2Hubs are a once-in-a-generation opportunity to lay the foundation for the clean hydrogen future President Biden is building—one that will lift our economy, protect the planet, and improve our health,” said U.S. Secretary of Energy Jennifer M. Granholm. “With input from America’s brightest scientists, engineers, community organizers, and entrepreneurs, this national hydrogen strategy will help us accelerate the development and deployment of technologies to realize the full potential of clean hydrogen energy for generations to come.”

Appalachia’s Shift to Alternative Fuel Sources

While the governors in Appalachian states are not the only ones seeking to become an H2Hub, it is notable as Appalachia has historically been seen as the country’s main coal production hotspot. According to a report (pdf) from the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), coal output in Appalachia declined by 65 percent from 2005 to 2020.

Coal production has dipped so sharply due to a major uptick in natural gas, a competitor to coal electric power generation, that the price is cheaper and thus has become much more popular, according to the ARC.
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“The Appalachian Basin is the largest gas producing region in the US, spanning parts of Ohio, West Virginia, Pennsylvania and Kentucky, and ARCH2 is expected to be a major economic and environmental investment,” according to Gas Pathways.

The DOE reports hydrogen energy has the power to cut emissions while creating new economic opportunities.

“Getting hydrogen right would mean unlocking a new source of clean, dispatchable power, and a new method of energy storage,” according to the DOE. “It would mean another pathway for decarbonizing heavy industry and transportation.”

Appalachian Hydrogen Hub

“The region is the ideal location for a clean hydrogen hub, due to its unique access to ample low-cost natural gas feedstock, end-user demand, workforce and technology capability, and carbon sequestration potential,” according to H2 Bulletin, a hydrogen industry market intelligence provider.

H2 Bulletin reports the Appalachian team is composed of entities spanning the region, “including the National Energy Technology Laboratory, consultants, academic institutions, community organizations, and NGOs that will provide commercial, technical, and programmatic leadership for the development and buildout of the hub.”

Another key point of the ARCH2 project is its already existing resources and critical infrastructure such as existing pipelines, transportation networks, and proximity to the Midwest and Northeast markets.

West Virginia began working on the ARCH2 early last year after the federal infrastructure bill passed in November 2021, centering itself as the epicenter of the ARCH2 hub alongside Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Kentucky.

“Under the leadership of Gov. Jim Justice, West Virginia is prepared to lead in this initiative, and others like it, that continue to diversify and grow the energy portfolio of our state and our region while spearheading the expansion of energy options for the nation,” said W.V. Secretary of Economic Development Mitch Carmichael. “

He added the leadership of the state is following the state’s history of “supplying the energy needs of the United States.”

Ohio’s Clean Hydrogen Hub Alliance (OH2Hub) announced support for the Appalachian hub last fall.

“Ohio continues to support efforts to lead in the innovation of new technology, including the clean hydrogen market,” said Republican Ohio Gov. Mike DeWine on Dec. 8. “My administration will continue to support these efforts so that Ohioans may share in the benefits from the development of hydrogen as part of the country’s long-term energy strategy.”

In Kentucky, Gov. Andy Beshear, a Democrat, threw his support behind the project and the state’s mission to work alongside fellow governors of both parties.
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“Kentucky’s leadership in the automotive and logistics sectors position us as a natural location for economic development in hydrogen,” Beshear said. “We are looking forward to working with our Appalachian region governors and industry partners to continue to shape a hydrogen economy in Kentucky and across this region.”

The governor noted hydrogen can be made through fossil, renewable, and nuclear resources. The energy density and energy-carrying capacity of hydrogen make it an attractive fuel option for transportation, aviation, and industrial uses, as well as electricity generation.

Beshear notes Kentucky’s strategic location as well, as the epicenter of a 34-state distribution area for shipping products by truck or rail across the eastern United States and is within a day’s drive of two-thirds of the U.S. population.

Kentucky is also working alongside several midwestern states to create a Midwest Hydrogen Coalition (MH2 Coalition) and with utilities in the south to support a Southeast Hydrogen Hub, potentially setting the state up to be the center of several hubs.

Last year the Federal Highway Administration announced three interstate highways in Kentucky as future hydrogen corridors, something the Gov.’s office said “signals the importance of transportation connectivity to a nationwide hydrogen economy.”
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China Bulks Up Gold Reserves, Reduces US Treasury Bond Holdings
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China added 1.03 million ounces (32 tons) of gold to its reserves in November 2022, according to an official statement by China’s State Administration of Foreign Exchange (SAFE) on Dec. 7.  Meanwhile, its holdings of U.S. treasury bonds fell to a 12-year low.

Analysts speculate that while China augments its gold reserves to hedge against risk, reducing U.S. dollar assets aims to mitigate possible sanctions for its support of Russia’s Ukraine invasion.

The increase brings China’s reported gold holdings to 63.67 million ounces (1,980 tons), worth about $112 billion. The SAFE statement is the first official update on China’s reserve assets since September 2019.

China’s holdings of U.S. treasury bonds dropped for the second month, to their lowest level since June 2010. The decrease left its holdings below $1 trillion for the sixth straight month.

A Global Trend

The move was in line with the overall demand for gold in 2022, as central banks around the world increased their gold reserves. Data published by World Gold Council on Dec. 2 showed that international gold reserves sustained a 41 percent increase in October. They are currently at their highest level since 1974, totaling 36,782 tons of gold.

In the third quarter of 2022, the total amount of gold purchased by global central banks was estimated to be almost 400 tons, worth around $20 billion. It was the largest single-quarter gold purchase globally since 2000, based on data published by World Gold Council in November.

As central banks scramble to purchase gold, total holdings of U.S. treasury bonds have declined. The volume of U.S. treasury bonds held by overseas central banks shrank continuously in September and October.

The number slid from $7.5386 trillion at the end of August to $7.1854 trillion at the end of October, according to data released by the U.S. Treasury Department on Dec. 15. The decrease totaled $353.2 billion.

Japan, the top foreign owner of U.S. treasury debt, reduced its holdings for four consecutive months in 2022; they stood at $1.078 trillion in October. 

The price of U.S. treasuries has been dropping since August 2020 when the price of  30-year treasury bonds stood at over $182. The price was slightly over $125 on Dec. 30.

Given the current tendency to buy gold and sell U.S. treasury bonds, some experts suggest that the measures are intended to compensate for losses caused by the falling price of U.S. securities, and as a hedge against inflation.

Complex Motives

China’s motives may be more complex, however.

Albert Song is a researcher at Tianjun, a political and economics think tank. He told The Epoch Times on Dec. 31: “It may not be the top priority for the CCP to offset the adverse impact of falling prices of U.S. treasury bonds.”

While Song acknowledged that China may wish to hedge against risk, he emphasized that the CCP also “wants to avoid the latent risk of sanctions for its clandestine support for the Russian invasion of Ukraine.’

Moreover, he added, “The salient facts are the escalating tension of U.S.–China relations and [China’s] decoupling on every front.”

Song said he suspects that the CCP frequently provides false data to present an inflated image of China’s economy.

“Although the CCP’s central bank has disclosed that it has increased its gold reserves by 32 tons by the end of November, the published data is overstated to some extent,” he said, noting that “the amount is smaller than that of other gold-exporting countries, which may indicate that gold has been used for other purposes.”

To illustrate the discrepancy, Song pointed to data showing that Switzerland shipped 80.1 tons of gold to China in July, the second-highest monthly total since 2012.

Gold’s Unique Functions

Global gold prices fluctuated wildly in 2022. In March, due to the outbreak of the Russia–Ukraine war, gold soared to $2,000 per ounce, then fell as a consequence of the Federal Reserve’s strong interest rate hike. It witnessed a rebound later in the year, and started the new year at a six-month high.

In a world of intensifying political and economic uncertainty, augmenting gold reserves becomes a priority, Song said.

“Gold, as the hard currency favored by both the government and the people for hundreds of years, bears unique functions of hedge and appreciation, which ordinary currencies lack. Gold becomes germane particularly when a government is increasing money supply excessively.”
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Prior to the Protestant Reformation, many European Christians believed that they could buy their way out of punishment in the afterlife. It was reputed that some sellers of indulgences used the jingle, “As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”

As much as that was a caricature of Christian faith, there were worse practices.

One of them was “proxy penance,” a process in medieval times by which “a powerful man, rich in friends” could avoid his own punishment by paying other people to take on his penance.

For example, a murderer subject to a punishment of seven-years fasting could have it all over in three days by paying a number of other people to fast on his behalf.

The idea that we can absolve ourselves of our wrongdoing by paying others to suffer for us seems corrupt, ineffective, and somewhat comical.

Indeed, in medieval times, instead of being a way of rectifying wrongdoing and dissuading people from sinning again, “proxy penance” seemed to simply be a licence for wealthy people to keep up their wrongdoing.

We may laugh at such medieval practices until we realise that, in our supposedly enlightened society, we are doing the same thing.

Delegating Environmental Responsibilities to Others

We are told that we can cover up our “environmental sins” by purchasing carbon credits, by paying special taxes and levies, and by sending our waste off for recycling.

The futility of it all came into sharp focus recently. The recycling business REDcycle was meant to have been collecting soft plastics from Australia supermarkets for the purpose of recycling them. But shoppers can now see signs in supermarkets saying that collections of plastics have stopped.

That is because of claims that REDcycle has been “dumping more than 260 tonnes of plastics into landfill” and storing another 3,000 tonnes in warehouses. Supermarkets voiced their disappointment, the federal environment minister said an investigation was warranted, and charges have been laid against the operator.

The deeper issue, though, is consumer behaviour.

The promise of recycling lured people into a false sense of environmental responsibility because they thought that other people were taking on their burdens.

That mindset was highlighted by a study that showed that, after Germany initiated a deposit-return scheme for single-use plastic bottles, the use of those bottles actually increased in comparison to reusable (and more environmentally friendly) glass bottles.

Researcher Jenny van Doorn suggested that when people pay for the recycling, they are actually encouraged to use more of the plastic containers.

That is, “these initiatives potentially increase waste rather than preventing it.”

This issue affects plastics, but it is also a factor in carbon credits. Passengers on a jet may pay for credits to make their flight “carbon neutral.”

But what is really happening? The jet still spews huge amounts of carbon into the atmosphere. But, by the miracle of carbon credits, the airline pays a broker, who sub-contracts a carbon credit manager, who then pays a farmer in in a remote area to pay for some workers to plant some trees that will ideally absorb our flight’s carbon emissions.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A plane comes into land at Heathrow Airport in London, England, on March 16, 2007. (Matt Cardy/Getty Images)


It would be reasonable to be sceptical of carbon credits. The trees purchased with those credits are located thousands of miles away, and hardly available to effective scrutiny.

Perhaps the story that best sums up the danger of putting faith in credits was when the Catholic Church fell victim to a carbon scam. The Vatican Climate Forest was meant to offset the Vatican’s carbon emissions.

But no trees were planted and no emissions were offset.

Environmental protection is a worthy cause. But the way money is spent and resources are used nowadays is cause for concern.

The medieval Christian church was corrupted by people who thought they could convince others to spend their way into righteousness. So too, many of today’s environmental initiatives do not encourage people to do the right thing, but instead encourage people to pay for others to take on their “guilt.”

In some cases, these initiatives actually make things worse.

If we don’t change our own conduct but instead pay others to bear our burdens, it seems that we have learned nothing from history and instead are making the same mistakes again.

Are environmental initiatives really a way of protecting our environment? Or are they just licences to keep polluting.

It seems that we will find the answer if we “follow the money.”

Views expressed in this article are the opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of The Epoch Times.
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A bipartisan group of Appalachian governors is coming together to focus on hydrogen and its uses in the future as a fuel and energy source. The group is part of several around the country working to secure funding from the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) to fund regional hydrogen hubs.

The Appalachian Regional Clean Hydrogen Hub (ARCH2) came together as a part of a bipartisan infrastructure bill passed in Congress in 2021, which allocated $7 billion to the DOE to create regional clean hydrogen hubs (H2Hubs) around the U.S. as a part of “America’s future clean energy economy.”

The H2Hubs are meant to bring jobs to local economies through “clean energy investments,” while adding to the nation’s energy security, according to the DOE, a part of President Joe Biden’s goal of “a net-zero carbon economy by 2050.”

The DOE announced plans for six to ten of the regional hubs in the coming years, with the first round of funding to be announced later this year after applications are submitted in April.

“These H2Hubs are a once-in-a-generation opportunity to lay the foundation for the clean hydrogen future President Biden is building—one that will lift our economy, protect the planet, and improve our health,” said U.S. Secretary of Energy Jennifer M. Granholm. “With input from America’s brightest scientists, engineers, community organizers, and entrepreneurs, this national hydrogen strategy will help us accelerate the development and deployment of technologies to realize the full potential of clean hydrogen energy for generations to come.”

Appalachia’s Shift to Alternative Fuel Sources

While the governors in Appalachian states are not the only ones seeking to become an H2Hub, it is notable as Appalachia has historically been seen as the country’s main coal production hotspot. According to a report (pdf) from the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), coal output in Appalachia declined by 65 percent from 2005 to 2020.

Coal production has dipped so sharply due to a major uptick in natural gas, a competitor to coal electric power generation, that the price is cheaper and thus has become much more popular, according to the ARC.

[image: A Toyota Project Portal hydrogen fuel cell electric semi-truck] A Toyota Project Portal hydrogen fuel cell electric semi-truck is shown during an event in San Francisco, Calif., U.S., Sept. 13, 2018. (Stephen Lam/Reuters)


“The Appalachian Basin is the largest gas producing region in the US, spanning parts of Ohio, West Virginia, Pennsylvania and Kentucky, and ARCH2 is expected to be a major economic and environmental investment,” according to Gas Pathways.

The DOE reports hydrogen energy has the power to cut emissions while creating new economic opportunities.

“Getting hydrogen right would mean unlocking a new source of clean, dispatchable power, and a new method of energy storage,” according to the DOE. “It would mean another pathway for decarbonizing heavy industry and transportation.”

Appalachian Hydrogen Hub

“The region is the ideal location for a clean hydrogen hub, due to its unique access to ample low-cost natural gas feedstock, end-user demand, workforce and technology capability, and carbon sequestration potential,” according to H2 Bulletin, a hydrogen industry market intelligence provider.

H2 Bulletin reports the Appalachian team is composed of entities spanning the region, “including the National Energy Technology Laboratory, consultants, academic institutions, community organizations, and NGOs that will provide commercial, technical, and programmatic leadership for the development and buildout of the hub.”

Another key point of the ARCH2 project is its already existing resources and critical infrastructure such as existing pipelines, transportation networks, and proximity to the Midwest and Northeast markets.

West Virginia began working on the ARCH2 early last year after the federal infrastructure bill passed in November 2021, centering itself as the epicenter of the ARCH2 hub alongside Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Kentucky.

“Under the leadership of Gov. Jim Justice, West Virginia is prepared to lead in this initiative, and others like it, that continue to diversify and grow the energy portfolio of our state and our region while spearheading the expansion of energy options for the nation,” said W.V. Secretary of Economic Development Mitch Carmichael. “

He added the leadership of the state is following the state’s history of “supplying the energy needs of the United States.”

Ohio’s Clean Hydrogen Hub Alliance (OH2Hub) announced support for the Appalachian hub last fall.

“Ohio continues to support efforts to lead in the innovation of new technology, including the clean hydrogen market,” said Republican Ohio Gov. Mike DeWine on Dec. 8. “My administration will continue to support these efforts so that Ohioans may share in the benefits from the development of hydrogen as part of the country’s long-term energy strategy.”

In Kentucky, Gov. Andy Beshear, a Democrat, threw his support behind the project and the state’s mission to work alongside fellow governors of both parties.

[image: Mike DeWine] Ohio Gov. Mike DeWine answers a question while taking part in a panel discussion during a Republican Governors Association conference in Orlando, Fla., on Nov. 16, 2022. (Phelan M. Ebenhack/AP Photo)


“Kentucky’s leadership in the automotive and logistics sectors position us as a natural location for economic development in hydrogen,” Beshear said. “We are looking forward to working with our Appalachian region governors and industry partners to continue to shape a hydrogen economy in Kentucky and across this region.”

The governor noted hydrogen can be made through fossil, renewable, and nuclear resources. The energy density and energy-carrying capacity of hydrogen make it an attractive fuel option for transportation, aviation, and industrial uses, as well as electricity generation.

Beshear notes Kentucky’s strategic location as well, as the epicenter of a 34-state distribution area for shipping products by truck or rail across the eastern United States and is within a day’s drive of two-thirds of the U.S. population.

Kentucky is also working alongside several midwestern states to create a Midwest Hydrogen Coalition (MH2 Coalition) and with utilities in the south to support a Southeast Hydrogen Hub, potentially setting the state up to be the center of several hubs.

Last year the Federal Highway Administration announced three interstate highways in Kentucky as future hydrogen corridors, something the Gov.’s office said “signals the importance of transportation connectivity to a nationwide hydrogen economy.”
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The rate of scientific breakthroughs has been falling over the years, especially in the fields of physics and chemistry according to a recent study, with researchers unsure what is causing the phenomenon.

In recent decades, there has been an “exponential growth” in the volume of new technological and scientific knowledge, which created conditions necessary for major advances in those fields, states the study, published in Nature magazine on Jan. 4. But contrary to such expectations, the study found that progress is slowing down in several fields.

“You don’t have quite the same intensity of breakthrough discoveries you once had,” said Russell Funk, co-author of the study.

The research team looked at 45 million papers and 3.9 million patents. They used a new quantitative metric called the “CD index” to identify how papers and patents “change networks of citations in science and technology.”

The team found that papers and patents are increasingly less likely to push science and technology into newer directions, a trend that is breaking away from the past.

“We link this decline in disruptiveness to a narrowing in the use of previous knowledge, allowing us to reconcile the patterns we observe with the ‘shoulders of giants’ view,” the study said.

“We find that the observed declines are unlikely to be driven by changes in the quality of published science, citation practices, or field-specific factors. Overall, our results suggest that slowing rates of disruption may reflect a fundamental shift in the nature of science and technology.”

Burden of Research

The study is the first one to “emphatically, convincingly” document that there is a decline of disruptiveness in science and technology spanning all major fields, lead author Michael Park said in an interview with AFP.

The largest decline in disruptiveness was observed in physical sciences like chemistry and physics. A popular theory that seeks to explain the falling growth in scientific breakthroughs is that the “low-hanging fruit” of science has already been plucked.

However, Park disputes that idea by pointing out that the decline in disruptiveness would have fallen at an even faster pace should this have been the case. Instead, the team found that the declines are “pretty consistent” in their speeds and timing across all major fields.

As such, the team is proposing that the “burden of research” is the reason behind the decline in disruptiveness, meaning that there is now so much knowledge that scientists need to master that they have little time to push for breakthroughs.

This makes scientists “focus on a narrow slice of the existing knowledge, leading them to just come up with something more consolidating rather than disruptive,” Park said.

Another reason might be that “there’s increasing pressure in academia to publish, publish, publish, because that’s the metric that academics are assessed on.”

Boosting Disruptiveness

To promote disruptiveness in science and technology, the study proposes encouraging scholars to read widely and that they be given enough time to keep up with the rapidly growing body of knowledge.

Instead of focusing on quantity, universities might be better off focusing on and rewarding research quality as well as fully subsidizing “year-long sabbaticals to allow academics to read and think more deeply.”

When it comes to federal agencies, they should seek to invest in “riskier and longer-term individual awards” that would give scholars the time needed to produce consequential work rather than waste it on the “publish or perish culture,” the study suggested.

“Understanding the decline in disruptive science and technology more fully permits a much-needed rethinking of strategies for organizing the production of science and technology in the future,” it said.

A slowdown in innovation was an idea explored in a 2009 study which theorized that if knowledge accumulates as technology advances, then successive generations of innovators can face a greater burden of education.

Social Justice Versus Science

At present, the pursuit of science is also under attack from “social justice” ideologies like critical race theory (CRT), queer theory, and so on. While CRT insists that white men are oppressive toward people from other races, queer theory rejects the idea that we can collect objective verifiable information about reality, and refers to the biological division of human sexuality into male and female as oppressive.

These ideologies can lead to compromise in true scientific pursuit in certain instances. For instance, diversity, inclusion, and equity (DIE), which are based on CRT and Queer Theory, can end up excluding talented people from science.

Writing for the National Post, Patanjali Kambhampati, an immigrant to the United States, reveals that he was denied science funding in North America twice by Canada’s federal science foundations because he insisted on hiring research assistants on merit rather than their gender, ethnicity, or cultural background.

“Over the past year, the encroachment of the cult of DIE into academia has only grown. There are now many positions that are simply off-limits to straight white men who are not handicapped. One must pledge allegiance to these illiberal principles in order to be a practicing scientist in 2022,” Kambhampati said.
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SEATTLE—The public school district in Seattle has filed a novel lawsuit against the tech giants behind TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, and Snapchat, seeking to hold them accountable for the mental health crisis among youth.

Seattle Public Schools filed the lawsuit Friday in U.S. District Court. The 91-page complaint (pdf) says the social media companies have created a public nuisance by targeting their products to children.

It blames them for worsening mental health and behavioral disorders including anxiety, depression, disordered eating, and cyberbullying; making it more difficult to educate students; and forcing schools to take steps such as hiring additional mental health professionals, developing lesson plans about the effects of social media, and providing additional training to teachers.

“Defendants have successfully exploited the vulnerable brains of youth, hooking tens of millions of students across the country into positive feedback loops of excessive use and abuse of Defendants’ social media platforms,” the complaint said. “Worse, the content Defendants curate and direct to youth is too often harmful and exploitive.”

While federal law—Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act—helps protect online companies from liability arising from what third-party users post on their platforms, the lawsuit argues that provision does not protect the tech giants’ behavior in this case.

“Plaintiff is not alleging Defendants are liable for what third-parties have said on Defendants’ platforms but, rather, for Defendants’ own conduct,” the lawsuit said. “Defendants affirmatively recommend and promote harmful content to youth, such as pro-anorexia and eating disorder content.”

In emailed statements Sunday, Google and Snap said they had worked to protect young people who use their platforms.

Snap launched an in-app support system called Here For You in 2020, to help those who might be having a mental health or emotional crisis find expert resources, and it also has enabled settings that allow parents to see whom their children contact on Snapchat, though not the content of those messages. It also has recently expanded content about the new 988 suicide and crisis phone system in the United States.

“We will continue working to make sure our platform is safe and to give Snapchatters dealing with mental health issues resources to help them deal with the challenges facing young people today,” the company said in a written statement.

José Castañeda, a spokesperson for Google, said Google, which owns YouTube, had also given parents the ability to set reminders, limit screen time and block certain types of content on their children’s devices.

“We have invested heavily in creating safe experiences for children across our platforms and have introduced strong protections and dedicated features to prioritize their well being,” Castañeda said.

Meta and TikTok did not immediately respond to requests for comment.

The lawsuit says that from 2009 to 2019, there was on average a 30 percent increase in the number of Seattle Public Schools students who reported feeling “so sad or hopeless almost every day for two weeks or more in a row” that they stopped doing some typical activities.

The school district is asking the court to order the companies to stop creating the public nuisance, to award damages, and to pay for prevention education and treatment for excessive and problematic use of social media.

While hundreds of families are pursuing lawsuits against the companies over harms they allege their children have suffered from social media, it’s not clear if any other school districts have filed a complaint like Seattle’s.

Internal studies revealed by Facebook whistleblower Frances Haugen in 2021 showed that the company knew that Instagram negatively affected teenagers by harming their body image and making eating disorders and thoughts of suicide worse. She alleged that the platform prioritized profits over safety and hid its own research from investors and the public.

By Gene Johnson
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Meta Platforms Inc.’s WhatsApp said on Thursday users of the messaging app will now be able to use proxy servers to access the service in countries where the app is blocked.

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

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

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

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

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

Iran restricted access to Meta’s Instagram and WhatsApp after protests broke out in response to the death of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini, who was arrested by morality police in Tehran for “unsuitable attire.”
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The United States and Japan have agreed to strengthen their operational collaboration on cybersecurity, according to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

An updated memorandum of cooperation was signed by Japanese Trade Minister Yasutoshi Nishimura and U.S. Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas during their meeting in Washington on Jan. 6, the DHS said in a statement.

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

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




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

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






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

Japan’s Ministry of Trade and Industry stated that the memorandum signifies the beginning of the U.S.–Japan cooperation in cybersecurity following Japan’s national security strategy approved in December 2022.

Japan–Australia Cybersecurity Pact

Japan signed a bilateral security agreement with Australia in October 2022, covering military, intelligence, and cybersecurity cooperation to counter the deteriorating security outlook driven by China’s increasing assertiveness.

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

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

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

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

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

Growing Cyberattacks

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

Japan’s e-Gov website, which provides administrative information, and several other ministry websites were targeted by hackers in September 2022, for which a pro-Russian hacker group named Killnet reportedly claimed responsibility, saying that it was “revolting against Japan’s militarism.”

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

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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								January 8, 2023
								Updated: January 8, 2023
							


LOS ANGELES—Adam Rich, the child actor with a pageboy mop-top who charmed TV audiences in the late 1970s as “America’s little brother” on “Eight is Enough,” has died. He was 54.

Rich died Saturday in the Brentwood section of Los Angeles, said Lt. Aimee Earl of the Los Angeles County Medical-Examiner Coroner’s office. The cause of death was under investigation but was not considered to be suspicious.

Rich had a limited acting career after playing Nicholas Bradford, the youngest of eight children, on the ABC hit dramedy that ran from from 1977 to 1981.

He had several run-ins with police related to drugs and alcohol—and sought treatment at the Betty Ford Center in Rancho Mirage.

Rich suffered from a type of depression that defied treatment and he had tried to erase the stigma of talking about mental illness, said publicist Danny Deraney. He unsuccessfully tried experimental cures over the years and had remained sober.

Deraney said he and others close to Rich were worried in recent weeks when they couldn’t reach him.

“He was just a very kind, generous, loving soul,” Deraney told The Associated Press. “Being a famous actor is not necessarily what he wanted to be … He had no ego, not an ounce of it.”

Rich frequently discussed his condition on Twitter and noted in October that he’d been sober for seven years. He said he wasn’t perfect—referring to arrests, many stints in rehab, several overdoses, and “countless detoxes [and] relapses”—and urged his nearly 19,000 followers to never give up.

[image: Adam Rich] Former “Eight is Enough” child actor Adam Rich appears in a court in Van Nuys, Calif., on Aug. 20, 1991. (Nick Ut/AP Photo)


“Human beings weren’t built to endure mental illness,” Rich had posted on Twitter in September. “The mere fact that some people consider those to be weak, or have a lack of will is totally laughable … because it’s the total opposite! It’s takes a very, very strong person … a warrior if you will … to battle such illnesses.”

Rich also posted on Twitter a picture of himself from his heyday with one-time child star Mickey Rooney.

“Everyone used to say to me, ‘You are the modern day Mickey Rooney,’” he wrote on Twitter. “But when Mickey Rooney told me that himself, it meant a helluva a lot more to me!”

Rich became known as the little brother to a generation of TV viewers as the youngest child to a syndicated newspaper columnist played by Dick Van Patten, who has to raise eight children alone after the death of his wife in the first season of the show.

Rich starred in the series “Code Red” from 1981–82 and voiced the character of Presto the Magician on “Dungeons and Dragons” from 1983–85. He also reprised his most famous role in two “Eight is Enough” TV movie reunions.

But the balance of his acting career was in single-episode appearances on some of the most popular TV shows of the time: “The Love Boat,” “The Six Million Dollar Man,” “Silver Spoons,” and “Baywatch.”

By Brian Melley
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								Updated: January 8, 2023
							


HOUSTON—The man charged with murder in the fatal shooting of Migos rapper Takeoff in Houston has been released on $1 million bond.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Clark is scheduled to appear in court again on March 9.
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ATLANTA—Rapper Young Thug, accused by prosecutors of co-founding a criminal street gang responsible for violent crimes and using his songs and social media to promote it, is set to go to trial starting Monday.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The other two alleged co-founders of the YSL gang—Walter Murphy and Trontavious Stephens—also each pleaded guilty last month to one count of conspiracy to violate the RICO Act. Murphy was sentenced to 10 years, with one year commuted to time served and nine years of probation. Stephens also got 10 years, with two years commuted to time served and eight years of probation.
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Today Weather Anchor Al Roker Shares New Details About His Health Battle
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								Updated: January 7, 2023
							
Al Roker returned to the Today Show on Friday morning after being away for two months and revealed more details about his health issues.

Roker’s wife, ABC News correspondent Deborah Roberts, joined him in the broadcast to give an update on what happened during his ordeal.

“He is a living, breathing miracle,” said Roberts. “He really is, and I have to say—I’m not overstating it, I don’t think—Al was a very, very, very sick man. And I think most people did not know that.”

“He was medical mystery for a couple weeks,” Roberts added. “It was the most tumultuous, frightening journey we have ever been on.”
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A post shared by Al Roker (@alroker)







Roker, 68, revealed that he was dealing with blood clots in his lungs and legs, as well as internal bleeding.

“I lost half my blood, and they were trying to figure out where it was,” Roker said, describing what the medical team at the NewYork-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center had to do to save his life.

He was admitted to the ICU for the first time and underwent surgery. His medical team discovered he had two bleeding ulcers. They had to resection his colon, take out his gallbladder, and redo his duodenum, part of the small intestine.

“I went in for one operation, I got four free,” he joked.

Roker attributed his recovery to the medical team at New York Presbyterian, the support he received from family and viewers, and his walking regimen.

“The prayer, you could feel it,” he added.

Roberts knew that he would pull through the moment he started talking about what he wanted for Christmas dinner.

“Al and I were sitting there one day in the … hospital and through this very scratchy voice—and he was so gaunt and exhausted—he said, ‘I’m going to make a spatchcock turkey,’” Roberts said. “I didn’t know whether to burst into tears or just to beam. That was the moment. … I just knew at that point that [Al’s] will, that drive is so, so strong.”

“As a guy, I think you don’t want your family seeing you vulnerable,” Roker said. “You’re supposed to be the strength.”

Roberts was also amazed by all the kind wishes and prayers Roker received, from people they knew and total strangers.

“The amount of goodwill toward you, I will never, ever, ever forget, and never, ever, ever take for granted,” she said.
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