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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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White House Denies Saudi Arabia Helped Mediate Brittney Griner’s Release
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December 9, 2022Updated: December 9, 2022


The Biden administration has said that the release of WNBA basketball player Brittney Griner from a Russian penal colony was negotiated only between the United States and Russia and there was no involvement from Saudi Arabia.

Griner, 32, was released by Russian authorities in a prisoner swap on Dec. 8, which saw her exchanged for convicted arms dealer Viktor Bout, 55, who was serving a 25-year sentence.

In a joint statement at the time of her release, the United Arab Emirates president and Saudi crown prince praised the “success of joint Emirati–Saudi mediation” regarding the release and exchange of the two prisoners.

During a White House press conference on Dec. 8, press secretary Karine Jean-Pierre was asked by reporters whether the Biden administration is thanking Saudi for its alleged role in the negotiations, but she quickly shot down the idea.

“The only countries that negotiated this deal were the United States and Russia,” Jean-Pierre said. “There was no mediation involved.”

“We are grateful for the UAE for facilitating the use of their territory for the exchange to take place. We are also grateful to other countries, including Saudi Arabia, that released [sic] the issue of our wrongfully detained Americans with Russian government—that raised that issue,” she added. “But when it comes to her release, it was between the U.S. government and Russia.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Cherelle Griner (L), wife of Brittney Griner, speaks at the White House in Washington on Dec. 8, 2022. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


UAE, Saudi Praise ‘Joint Mediation Efforts’

In their joint statement, the UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia claimed that the negotiations had been led by the UAE’s Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, and Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.

“The ministries said the success of the mediation efforts was a reflection of the mutual and solid friendship between their two countries and the United States of America and the Russian Federation,” the statement read. “They also highlighted the important role played by the leaderships of the two brotherly countries in promoting dialogue between all parties.”

Griner’s exchange with Bout took place in the UAE at Abu Dhabi airport, according to officials.

According to the joint statement on Thursday, the swap took place “in the presence of specialists from the UAE and Saudi Arabia.”

“The UAE and Saudi Arabian foreign ministries expressed the thanks of their respective governments to the governments of the U.S. and Russia for their cooperation and response, and for the joint mediation efforts made by the leaderships of the two countries,” the statement added.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A file photo of convicted arms dealer Viktor Bout who U.S. officials have called “the merchant of death.” He is alleged to have overseen the world’s biggest private arms dealing network. (Nicolas Asfouri/AFP/Getty Images)


Griner Exchanged for ‘Merchant of Death’

Griner is a two-time Olympic gold medalist who plays for the Women’s National Basketball Association’s Phoenix Mercury team.

The sports star had been playing in Russia during the league’s offseason but was arrested on Feb. 17—just days before Russia launched its invasion of Ukraine—at a Moscow airport after officials found her in possession of vape cartridges containing cannabis oil, which is illegal in Russia.

She was later sentenced to nine years in a penal colony on charges of possessing and smuggling drugs.

Bout has been dubbed the “Merchant of Death,” and was one of the most wanted men in the world before his arrest in 2008 on multiple charges related to arms trafficking to rebel groups and warlords in Africa, Asia, and South America.

Announcing Griner’s release, President Joe Biden said he had spoken to the WNBA player and that she was “safe.”

“This is a day we’ve worked toward for a long time. We never stopped pushing for her release,” Biden said, adding that it took “painstaking and intense negotiations.”

Biden made no mention of Saudi but thanked the UAE for helping to facilitate Griner’s return, noting that “that’s where she landed.”

Reuters contributed to this report.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/white-house-denies-saudi-arabia-helped-mediate-brittney-griners-release_4913666.html
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Judge Blocks Depositions of 3 High-Ranking Biden Admin Officials in Big Tech–Government Collusion Case
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								December 9, 2022
								Updated: December 9, 2022
							


A federal judge on Dec. 7 ruled that three high-ranking officials within the Biden administration will not be required to testify under oath at depositions in a lawsuit that alleges federal government collusion with Big Tech companies to censor users.

U.S. District Judge Terry Doughty in October ordered the depositions of Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) Director Jen Easterly, and Rob Flaherty, a deputy assistant to President Joe Biden, as part of a lawsuit brought in May by Republican Attorneys General Eric Schmitt of Missouri and Jeff Landry of Louisiana.

The attorneys general claim that high-ranking members of the government colluded and coerced social media companies to “suppress disfavored speakers, viewpoints, and content” or what they claimed was “misinformation” regarding COVID-19.

In November, Doughty, a Trump appointee, also said that Jen Psaki, a former White House press secretary who now works for MSNBC, must also sit for a deposition as part of the case.

However on Thursday, Doughty ruled that three of the individuals—Murthy, Easterly, and Flaherty—will no longer be required to appear for a deposition after a federal appeals court blocked the move last month, stating that the judge had failed to consider whether alternative and less “intrusive” means could be used to obtain the information being sought.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Jen Psaki, who was then-White House press secretary, speaks during her final daily press briefing at the White House in Washington, on May 13, 2022. (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)


Biden Officials Won’t Need to Testify

As a result, Doughty said on Thursday that Murthy will no longer be required to appear for a deposition.

The decision came after lawyers for Murthy, who the attorneys general say ran a “public campaign to censor individuals who spread ‘misinformation’ about COVID-19,” had stated there was no need for his deposition.

Instead, lawyers said that written materials provided by Murthy in response to discovery requests would serve as an adequate alternative. Doughty, however, ruled that Murthy’s chief of staff, Eric Waldo, can take the deposition as an alternative.

The depositions were scheduled for early December but Doughty noted on Thursday that this has been extended to Jan. 13, 2023.

Easterly, meanwhile, will also no longer be required to do a deposition after the attorneys general claimed she supervises the “nerve center” of federally directed censorship.

While the court found that Easterly has personal knowledge to be deposed, Doughty said on Thursday that plaintiffs can instead depose their suggested alternative, Brian Scully, an official at CISA.

“Scully is the most suitable alternative for Easterly based on both Federal Defendants’ and Plaintiffs’ arguments,” the judge wrote.

Doughty also said that Flaherty will not need to do a deposition and can instead provide written discovery and “interrogatories.”

Schmitt, who recently won his bid for U.S. Senate, and Landry, who recently announced he’s running for governor in 2023, claim that Flaherty “allegedly holds ongoing meetings about censorship and content modulation with representatives of social media companies.”

[image: Jen Easterly] Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency Director Jen Easterly testifies before Congress in Washington on April 28, 2022. (Kevin Dietsch/Getty Images)


Flaherty’s Answers Cannot Be ‘Vague, Evasive’

“After considering the arguments of Plaintiffs and Federal Defendants, this Court finds that there is no suitable alternative for Flaherty,” Doughty wrote. “However, because written discovery would be less intrusive than a deposition, it is authorized that written discovery be served on Flaherty, such as interrogatories and requests for production of documents, rather than a deposition.”

Plaintiffs can serve Flaherty interrogatories and requests for the production of documents within five days of Doughty’s order and the Biden deputy assistant must provide them with his answers by no later than Jan. 5, 2023.

Doughty noted, however, that if Flaherty’s answers are “vague, evasive, or non-responsive,” Schmitt and Landry will be allowed to resubmit a request for his oral deposition.

Finally, Doughty noted that the court found Psaki had indicated that she had “personal knowledge of high-level White House Officials pressuring social media companies and statements that reinforced threats of adverse legal consequences to social-media platforms if they did not increase censorship of views disfavored by federal officials.”

Psaki has attempted to quash her deposition, claiming that she shouldn’t be “unduly” burdened by having to sit for a deposition, which her lawyers called a “fishing expedition to try to identify additional members of a conspiracy that Plaintiffs have merely alleged to exist.”

Yet Doughty on Thursday ruled that Psaki’s testimony is “crucial for Plaintiffs to identify federal officials who did what Psaki publicly stated they did” and that she must appear for a deposition within the extended expedited preliminary injunction-related discovery period.

The White House has denied claims that it colluded with social media companies to censor free speech on multiple topics, including COVID-19.
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Republican Party of Arizona Calls for RNC Chair Ronna McDaniel to Resign
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The Republican party of Arizona (RPAZ) has called on the chair of the Republican National Committee (RNC), Ronna McDaniel, to resign shortly after GOP lawmakers failed to win control of the Senate.

In a press release on Thursday, the party pointed to the RNC leader’s alleged failure to support the election of Republicans across the country, among other issues, as reasoning for her to step down.

“Tonight, the Executive Committee of the RPAZ unanimously passed a resolution to support fresh and bold leadership as RNC Chair,” the RPAZ said. “We challenge every state committee to meet and tell their RNC Members how they expect them to vote in January at the RNC reorganizational meeting.”

The meeting is set to take place next month in southern California and will see the 168-strong RNC members vote on the next chair.

The call for McDaniel to step down comes shortly after GOP Senate nominee Herschel Walker’s narrow defeat on Tuesday night to Democratic candidate Sen. Raphael Warnock (D-Ga.) in the high-profile Georgia election race, which entered a runoff.

That defeat gave Democrats a 51-seat majority in the Senate, meaning Democrats now hold a majority and won’t have to rely on Vice President Kamala Harris to serve as a tiebreaker for key legislative issues in the previously evenly divided chamber.

In Thursday’s announcement, the RPAZ noted that it is “the responsibility of Republican leadership in the RNC to hold these elected officials accountable to winning and supporting all our Republican candidates in General elections by all means possible.”

‘New and Bold Leadership’ Needed

RPAZ, therefore, is calling on members of the RNC to elect “new and bold leadership” in the January 2023 meeting in an effort to “recast a courageous vision to contrast with the disastrous failing policies implemented by the Biden Administration.”

McDaniel, who has been chair of the RNC since 2017, has said she plans to run for another term as RNC chair, despite a disappointing midterm election for Republicans.

She currently has endorsements from 101 RNC members, meaning she has enough votes to secure a fourth term.

However, the current RNC chair will also be fending off challenges from Harmeet Dhillon, a legal adviser to the Trump 2020 presidential campaign, and MyPillow CEO Mike Lindell.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Harmeet Dhillon at the 2020 CPAC Convention in National Harbor, Md.. (Samira Bouaou/The Epoch Times)


Dhillon announced this week that she will make a bid for RNC chair, stating on Fox News that she was doing so because “Republicans are tired of losing, and I think that we really need to radically reshape our leadership in order to win. And we can’t keep running elections like we did in the 90s and the 2000s.”

Her announcement came shortly after McDaniel named her as co-chair of a committee reviewing the party’s performance in the mid-term elections and planning for the 2024 election.

Elsewhere, Lindell told The Epoch Times that McDaniel, whom he refers to as “‘McFail” should step down from the role or risk “leaving the country to be run by the uni-party and the Democrats.”

The Epoch Times has contacted McDaniel for comment.
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Holmes’ Former Partner Gets Nearly 13 Years in Theranos Case
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SAN JOSE, Calif.—Former Theranos executive Ramesh “Sunny” Balwani was sentenced Wednesday to nearly 13 years in prison for his role in the company’s blood-testing hoax — a punishment slightly longer than that given to the CEO, who was his lover and accomplice in one of Silicon Valley’s biggest scandals.

Balwani, 57, was convicted in July of fraud and conspiracy connected to the company’s bogus medical technology that duped investors and endangered patients. His sentencing came less than three weeks after Elizabeth Holmes, the company’s 38-year-old founder and CEO, received more than 11 years in prison for her part in the scheme, which has been dissected in a book, an HBO documentary and an award-winning TV series.

Balwani’s sentence was less than the 15 years sought by federal prosecutors, who depicted him as a ruthless, power-hungry figure. But it is substantially longer than the four to 10 months recommended by his lawyers.

The scandal revolved around the company’s false claims to have developed a device that could scan for hundreds of diseases and other potential problems with just a few drops of blood taken with a finger prick.

After years of promoting the technology, Holmes and Balwani were warned that the blood tests were inaccurate, but they continued to raise money from investors, including from billionaires such as software magnate Larry Ellison and media magnate Rupert Murdoch, and deployed the technology in some Walgreens stores.

All told, Theranos raised nearly $1 billion before its collapse in 2018, relying partly on financial statements that predicted revenue was about to soar.

U.S. District Judge Edward Davila said those numbers drawn up by Balwani “weren’t just projections, they were lies” and “a true flight from honest business practices.”

As he did before sentencing Holmes last month, Davila reflected upon Theranos’ “tragic” transformation from an ambitious startup aiming to transform health care into a sham.

“I think it is that enduring question: Why did such a promising company come to such an end?” Davila said.

It’s a question that Balwani never attempted to answer. Unlike Holmes, he chose not to testify in his own defense during his trial. He also declined Davila’s invitation to make a statement Wednesday, a contrast to the teary-eyed apology Holmes gave during her sentencing.

Instead, Balwani left all the speaking to his attorney, Jeffrey Coopersmith, who tried to convince the judge that Balwani never sought the fame and fortune that Holmes seemed to bask in while appearing on the cover of business magazines that compared her to Apple co-founder Steve Jobs.

“If you think Ms. Holmes is Icarus and flew too close to the sun, Mr. Balwani did not seek the sun,” Coopersmith said, referring to a story from Greek mythology about the dangers of hubris.

Federal prosecutor Jeffrey Schenk asserted that Balwani’s aversion to the limelight simply allowed him to commit his crimes in the shadows.

“That he did not seek fame or recognition is not something that Mr. Balwani should get credit for,” Schenk said.

After the sentencing, Coopersmith indicated that Balwani is likely to file an appeal. Holmes has already started that process in an effort to avoid going to prison April 27, shortly after the expected birth of her second child.

Balwani was ordered to report to prison March 15.

The Theranos case threw a bright light on Silicon Valley’s dark side, exposing how its culture of hype and boundless ambition could veer into lies.

Both Holmes and Balwani could have gotten up to 20 years in prison.

Former federal prosecutor Amanda Kramer said the harsher sentence for Balwani seemed appropriate, given that he was convicted on every count while jurors in Holmes’ separate case acquitted her on some charges and deadlocked on others.

“It’s not surprising that he got a more severe sentence because his misconduct was was more severe,” Kramer said.

[image: Elizabeth Holmes] Former Theranos CEO Elizabeth Holmes arrives at federal court in San Jose, Calif., on Oct. 17, 2022. (Jeff Chiu/AP Photo)


Balwani spent six years as Theranos’ chief operating officer while remaining romantically involved with Holmes until a bitter split in 2016.

While on the witness stand in her trial, Holmes accused Balwani of manipulating her through years of emotional and sexual abuse. Balwani’s attorney has denied the allegations.

Federal prosecutors also want the judge to order Balwani to pay $804 million in restitution to defrauded investors — the same amount sought from Holmes.

Davila deferred a decision on restitution to a later hearing, just as he did during Holmes’ Nov. 18 sentencing, when she received 11 1/4 years in prison.

In court documents, Balwani’s lawyers painted him as a hardworking immigrant who moved from India to the U.S. during the 1980s to become the first member of his family to attend college. He graduated from the University of Texas in 1990 with a degree in information systems.

He later moved to Silicon Valley, where he first worked as a computer programmer for Microsoft before founding an online startup that he sold for millions of dollars during the dot-com boom of the 1990s.

Balwani and Holmes met around the same time she dropped out of Stanford University to start Theranos in 2003. He became enthralled with her and her quest to revolutionize health care.

Balwani’s lawyers said he eventually invested about $5 million in a stake in Theranos that eventually became worth about $500 million on paper — a fraction of Holmes’ one-time fortune of of $4.5 billion.

Balwani “is not Ms. Holmes. He did not pursue the same path she did,” Coopersmith said Wednesday.

Their wealth evaporated after Theranos began to unravel in 2015.

Echoing similar claims made by Holmes’s lawyers before her sentencing, Balwani’s attorneys also argued that he has been adequately punished by the intense media coverage of Theranos.

“When you look at the circumstances, there is no way that Mr. Balwani will have another crack at a company like Theranos,” Coopersmith said.

By Michael Liedtke
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Loudoun County School Board Appoints Interim Superintendent at Emergency Meeting
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ASHBURN, Va.—Thursday night, the Loudoun County school board appointed Daniel Smith as the interim superintendent at an emergency board meeting after firing the previous superintendent, Scott Ziegler, who was entangled in scandals of lying to the public and mishandling school sexual harassment cases.

In accepting the interim position, Daniel Smith, chief of staff at Loudoun County Public Schools (LCPS) since April 18, said, “I accept the challenges that come with my new role. And I look forward to refocusing the efforts of our employees on maintaining and improving a world-class school division.”

School board chair Jeff Morse said the board would embark on a nationwide search for a permanent superintendent to have the recruit in place by July 1 to be ready for the 2023–2024 school year.

Speaking to the press, Morse acknowledged “a complete breakdown of leadership” and vowed to “restore trust with the new superintendent, acting superintendent, and the next school board. All board seats are up for re-election in November 2023.

“The action that we took tonight is the first step to try and to demonstrate the fact that Loudoun County is eager to solve the problems we’ve addressed and to move on and to get back to education,” he added.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Loudoun County school board chair Jeff Morse (L) and vice chair Ian Serotkin speak to the media in Ashburn, Va., on Dec. 8, 2022. (Terri Wu/The Epoch Times)


In terms of the timing of firing the previous superintendent Ziegler, Morse said that the board wasn’t waiting for the grand jury report to take action.

“The board has made decisions based on the information available at hand. Obviously, there were some things in the grand jury report that we were unaware of. They caught us by surprise,” Morse told The Epoch Times, refusing to disclose the surprise items.

However, Morse confirmed “the board was misled” by Ziegler and other individuals whose positions were named in the grand jury report. When asked whether deputy superintendent Ashley Ellis or anyone else mentioned in that report should be fired, he replied that he wouldn’t comment until the board evaluated the full report.

Morse said he and vice chair Ian Serotkin reached out to Smith for the position because they viewed Smith as “an important stabilization factor” when observing him closely as chief of staff. In addition, Smith wasn’t present during the two sexual assaults in May and October 2021.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Loudoun County school board member Tiffany Polifko (L) speaks as chair Jeff Morse looks on in Ashburn, Va., on Dec. 8, 2022. (Terri Wu/The Epoch Times)


Smith, 43, was installed in his new position Thursday night following a 6–1 vote on the nine-member board. Denise Corbo and John Beatty were absent, and Tiffany Polifko voted against the nomination.

In her statement, Polifko, who joined the board through a special election in November, said that taxpayers, parents, and other constituents of LCPS were “lacking severe trust with the current state of affairs.” She said she firmly believed that the acting superintendent should hold the school system and senior staff accountable for the mishandling of two sexual harassments, the subject of a special grand jury investigation, of which the report (pdf) was released on Monday.

The report concluded, “LCPS as an organization tends to avoid managing difficult situations by not addressing them fully. Whether intended or not, this practice conveys to the public a sense of apathy.”

It continued, “The culture needs to change. Stronger leadership would address problems head-on instead of letting them snowball.”

Smith assured the reporters on the night of his appointment, “Absolutely, our kids are safe, and that’ll remain our priority.” He said his priorities would be ensuring that the school division “focused on teaching and learning of our kids.”

In response to The Epoch Times’ question about learning loss, Smith said he would address it and use the remaining federal recovery funds to support the need.

Serotkin, who may become the board chair in January, said, “It’s been a very busy week.” But, according to him, the board has taken “significant and strong actions within 36 hours of receiving the grand jury report.”

He said the school board and interim superintendent might not reach out to the sexual assault victims’ families “given ongoing legal issues regarding those cases.”





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/loudoun-county-school-board-appoints-interim-superintendent-at-emergency-meeting_4913605.html



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


Australia Fines Uber $21 Million for Overestimating Prices and Misleading Customers
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December 9, 2022Updated: December 9, 2022


Australian Federal Court has fined rideshare company Uber $21 million (US$14.2 million) for overestimating service fees and falsely advertising a cancellation fee for its Australian services between 2017 and 2021.

In a federal court ruling, Justice Michael O’Bryan found that Uber breached Australian Consumer Law in two instances.

The first one involves misleading representations concerning cancellation messages displayed on Uber’s mobile app between December 2017 and September 2021.

During this period, when a customer proceeded to cancel a trip within Uber’s free cancellation period, they would receive a message which stated: “You may be charged a small fee since your driver is already on their way.”

The free cancellation period was specified in the “cancellation policy” section of Uber’s website and app. An example of such a period was five minutes after a driver accepted the trip for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort customers.

Despite displaying the message, the company did not charge the cancellation fee as it did not have the legal right to do so.

The court found that the message was incorrectly displayed in approximately 7.39 million trips for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort services, and 27,313 trips were ultimately not cancelled between December 2018 and August 2021.

Uber Pool customers received the cancellation message nearly 75,000 times, but only 332 trips were not cancelled.

At the same time, Uber was found to have made misleading representations and engaged in deceptive conduct by overestimating the prices consumers would pay for an Uber Taxi ride (a service available only in Sydney) between June 2018 and August 2020.

While Uber displayed the fares within a certain range, customers ended up paying less than those amounts in 89 percent of the trips.

Details of the Fines

Prior to the court hearing, Uber and the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), which brought the case against the rideshare company, agreed to settle the lawsuit with a $26 million payment.

However, the judge made some changes to the penalty amount.

In normal circumstances, the penalty of a civil lawsuit is agreed upon by the parties and needs the judge’s approval before becoming official.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A close-up of an Uber app is seen on an iPhone in Cardiff, Wales, on Feb. 19, 2021. (Matthew Horwood/Getty Images)


O’Bryan said the suggested $26 million penalty greatly exceeded the amount he considered appropriate because of the inadequate evidence he had been given to back up the proposed fines.

In the offence of overestimating fares, the judge reduced a proposed $8 million penalty for that contravention to $3 million for several reasons, including no evidence of any loss or damage to customers and drivers.

“It is important to emphasise that UBV (Uber) overestimated the fare at the time of booking, and the consumer ultimately paid a lower fare,” O’Bryan said in the ruling.

However, the judge agreed that the $18 million proposed penalty for the offence concerning the misleading cancellation message was appropriate.

As such, O’Bryan ordered Uber to pay $21 million for the two offences, plus another $200,000 to cover ACCC’s cost of prosecuting the case.

In addition, the rideshare giant needs to publish corrections and implement a compliance program to ensure that it follows the Australian Consumer Law.

Parties’ Response

In a statement issued following the court hearing, Uber apologised to customers and said that it had made changes to its platform based on the concerns raised by the ACCC, including discontinuing the Uber Taxi option in 2020 and changing the cancellation messaging.

Meanwhile, ACCC Chair Gina Cass-Gottlieb said the federal court’s penalty sent businesses a message that misleading consumers about the cost of a product or service was a serious matter.

“We note Justice O’Bryan’s statement that the ordered penalty should not be understood as any reduction in the Court’s resolve to impose penalties appropriate to achieve the statutory objective of deterring contraventions of the Australian Consumer Law,” she said in a statement.

“We took this important case because we understand that consumers rely on apps, like the Uber app, to provide accurate information to inform their purchasing decisions because they cannot independently check or monitor whether the information displayed is accurate.”
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Twitter Software Update Will Let Users See ‘True Account Status,’ Appeal Shadowbans: Musk
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Elon Musk announced more changes to Twitter on Thursday after releasing the second volume of the “Twitter files” revealing the social media platform’s “secret blacklists.”

The billionaire businessman, who finalized his purchase of Twitter in October for $44 billion, said the company will now start telling users if their content is being made undiscoverable.

Twitter will also provide a way for users to appeal such cases, Musk said.

“Twitter is working on a software update that will show your true account status, so you know clearly if you’ve been shadowbanned, the reason why and how to appeal,” Musk wrote on Thursday.

The Tesla CEO’s post came shortly after Bari Weiss, founder, and editor of The Free Press, released the second wave of so-called “Twitter files” detailing how conservative commentators had their tweets censored by the platform.

A week prior, independent journalist Matt Taibbi, with Musk’s endorsement, detailed how Twitter staff had worked to suppress a New York Post article about Hunter Biden’s laptop ahead of the 2020 election.

In the latest trove of internal Twitter documents, Weiss, a former New York Times columnist, said that the company had placed a number of accounts under a “Trends Blacklist” or a “Search Blacklist” making either their content undiscoverable or their accounts harder to search.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Stanford University Dr. Jay Bhattacharya speaks remotely with The Epoch Times on COVID-19 data and criticism from other faculty on Sept. 21, 2021. (Cynthia Cai/The Epoch Times)


Twitter ‘Prevents Disfavored Tweets From Trending’

“A new #TwitterFiles investigation reveals that teams of Twitter employees build blacklists, prevent disfavored tweets from trending, and actively limit the visibility of entire accounts or even trending topics—all in secret, without informing users,” Weiss wrote on Twitter.

Accounts placed on a “Trends Blacklist” included those belonging to Dr. Jay Bhattacharya, a professor of medicine at Stanford University School of Medicine who opposed COVID-19 lockdowns due to concerns about children’s mental health, and the popular Libs of TikTok account.

The account of conservative commentator Dan Bongino was also allegedly placed on a “Search Blacklist,” according to Weiss, while a photograph of the account of Turning Point USA President Charlie Kirk appeared to be marked “Do Not Amplify.”

Weiss also shared a screenshot of an alleged message from Yoel Roth, Twitter’s former head of global trust and safety, in which he asked for more research support on “non-removal policy interventions like disabling engagements and deamplification/visibility filtering.”

“The hypothesis underlying much of what we’ve implemented is that if exposure to, e.g., misinformation directly causes harm, we should use remediations that reduce exposure, and limiting the spread/virality of content is a good way to do that,” Roth wrote.

Weiss also claimed that Twitter had a “secret group” that consisted of Roth, Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s former head of legal policy and trust; and former CEOs Jack Dorsey and Parag Agrawal, among others, called the “Site Integrity Policy, Policy Escalation Support”, or “SIP-PES”.

“This is where the biggest, most politically sensitive decisions got made. ‘Think high follower account, controversial,’ another Twitter employee told us. For these ‘there would be no ticket or anything,'” Weiss said.

Musk has pledged that Twitter’s policy is “freedom of speech, but not freedom of reach” and has welcomed back to Twitter a string of previously banned accounts.

Weiss said on Thursday that Taibbi will release the third installment of the “Twitter files”, although it is unclear exactly when.

Caden Pearson contributed to this report.
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Washington State Man Charged in 34-Year-Old Wisconsin Murder
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APPLETON, Wis.—A Washington state man has been charged in the 1988 slaying of a Wisconsin woman after he was identified using “familial DNA searching” to examine records of people who may be related to the suspect.

Gene C. Meyer, 66, is charged with first-degree murder and first-degree sexual assault with use of a dangerous weapon in the killing of 60-year-old Betty Rolf, WLUK-TV in Green Bay, Wisconsin, reported Thursday.

Meyer lived about a mile from where Rolf’s body was found on Nov. 7, 1988, just outside of Appleton, Wisconsin. The complaint alleges that Meyer fled to Washington after the slaying. He now lives in Eastonville.

Rolf had been sexually assaulted, beaten, and strangled.

Meyer was arrested Wednesday, the sheriff’s department in Outagamie County, Wisconsin, said. He was jailed in Washington pending extradition to Wisconsin.

The criminal complaint says investigators had a DNA prolife from a sample taken from Rolf’s body and searched a DNA database for any close biological relatives to the suspect. Based on that sarch, police determined the only suspects could be Meyer or his brother.

The brother provided a DNA sample that eliminated him as a suspect, the complaint said.

FBI agents tracked down Meyer to Washington, and obtained DNA samples from the door handle of his truck. The complaint says the samples matched those obtained from Rolf’s body during an autopsy.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/washington-state-man-charged-in-34-year-old-wisconsin-murder_4912743.html



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


Police Say Iowa Couple Drowned Newborn in Apartment Bathtub
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Authorities said a northern Iowa couple drowned their newborn in a bathtub shortly after she was born, fearing her cries would draw the attention of police. They’re charged with first-degree murder, even though the baby’s remains have not been found in weeks of searching.

Brandon D. Thoma, 31, and Taylor K. Blaha, 24, both of Fort Dodge, were charged Wednesday in the presumed death of the infant, and Thoma also was charged with a felony count of abusing a corpse, court documents show.

In an arrest affidavit, Webster County Sheriff’s Detective Amy Stringer said police received a call on Nov. 22 from a caseworker who said Blaha had shown up at a Fort Dodge hospital saying she had given birth days earlier at the apartment she shared with Thoma, the father of the baby and of Blaha’s 2-year-old child.

In a subsequent interview with Stringer, Blaha said she had discovered in April that she was pregnant, and that she gave birth on Nov. 16 in the apartment bathroom after Thoma gave her methamphetamine to deal with the pain, the affidavit said.

Blaha confirmed that the baby was born alive, Stringer said, and was crying, moving her arms and legs, and opening her eyes. Blaha said she and Thoma agreed to name the baby Kayleen Lee.

Blaha said they planned to give the baby to Blaha’s sister to adopt, but grew fearful her cries would draw the attention of neighbors and police, so they held the baby underwater in the bathtub until she drowned. Thoma then placed the baby’s body in a plastic storage container, wrapped the container in trash bags, and carried it out of the apartment in a backpack, the affidavit said.

[image: Taylor K Blaha] Taylor K. Blaha. (Webster County Jail via AP)


“Thoma and Blaha have both confirmed … that once Kayleen was born, Thoma cut the umbilical cord with a pair of scissors that was present within their apartment and shortly thereafter cut additional sections of the cord to be kept to remember the baby,” Stringer wrote in the affidavit.

A search of the apartment turned up what appeared to be a piece of umbilical cord or placental remains in a dresser drawer.

Stringer said she also questioned Thoma, who admitted to drowning the baby, saying he feared police would discover meth in her system and take their 2-year-old child from them.

The affidavit said text messages between Blaha and Thoma indicate he dumped the baby’s body in a wooded area, but a search there turned up nothing. Thoma also led police to an area where he said he had buried the baby, but extensive excavation also turned up nothing. Police have also searched an area landfill, but have been unable to find the remains.

Cellphones and other devices belonging to the couple showed searches for how to force a miscarriage, police said, and Blaha told the detective that she and Thoma tried unsuccessfully to cause a miscarriage, the affidavit said.

The Mason City Public Defender’s office has been appointed to represent Blaha, but said Thursday that an attorney had not yet been assigned. Story County Public Defender Paul Rounds, representing Thoma, declined to comment except to say that Thoma will plead not guilty.

Both were ordered held Thursday on bonds of $1 million, with preliminary hearings set for Dec. 15.

By Margery A. Beck
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White House Denies Saudi Arabia Helped Mediate Brittney Griner’s Release [Fri, 09 Dec 05:31]President Joe Biden (center L) and Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (C) arrive for the family photo during the "GCC+3" (Gulf Cooperation Council) meeting at a hotel in Saudi Arabia's Red Sea coastal city of Jeddah on July 16, 2022. (Mandel Ngan/Pool Photo via AP)



	
Nurse Who Pretended to Give COVID-19 Vaccine to Thousands of Elderly in Germany Avoids Prison [Fri, 09 Dec 01:47]A nurse prepares the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine in a file image. (Jeff Kowalsky/AFP via Getty Images)



	
South Korea Toughens Stance on Truckers Strike Amid Supply Disruptions [Fri, 09 Dec 01:05]A man stands amongst trucks parked as part of a strike in a parking lot near a container port in Incheon on June 14, 2022, on the eighth day of a protest over rising fuel costs that have further snarled global supply chains. (Anthony Wallace/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Australia Fines Uber $21 Million for Overestimating Prices and Misleading Customers [Fri, 09 Dec 00:36]The Uber logo in London on March 17, 2021. (Hollie Adams/Getty Images)



	
Australia’s Record Grain Harvest Leads to Strong Demand for Export Services: Report [Fri, 09 Dec 00:20]A photo taken shows a paddock of wheat being harvested on a farm near Inverleigh, Australia, on Jan. 12, 2021. (William West/AFP via Getty Images)



	
One Woman Dead, Another Injured in Stabbing at Toronto Subway Station [Thu, 08 Dec 23:36]The Toronto Police Services emblem is photographed during a press conference at TPS headquarters, in Toronto on May 17, 2022. (The Canadian Press/Christopher Katsarov)



	
How Will the ‘Voice’ Contribute to ‘Reconciliation’? [Thu, 08 Dec 22:53]Indigenous dancers perform during a Smoking Ceremony during the state funeral service for Uncle Jack Charles at Hamer Hall in Melbourne, Australia, on Oct. 18, 2022. (AAP Image/Diego Fedele)



	
Conservative MP Removed From House for Accusing Liberal MP of ‘Lying’ About Gun Control Bill [Thu, 08 Dec 22:00]Standing Committee on Public Safety and National Security Chair Raquel Dancho waits to begin a meeting in Ottawa on Aug. 16, 2022. (Adrian Wyld/The Canadian Press)



	
Former Australian PM Issues Warning to Beijing on Taiwan Issue [Thu, 08 Dec 21:50]Soldiers of The People's Liberation Army (PLA) take part in military exercises after a snowfall on Jan. 24, 2018 in Tianshui, Gansu Province of China.  (Getty Images)



	
Convoy Organizers Denied Access to $200,000 for Legal Fees [Thu, 08 Dec 21:30]Families join the Freedom Convoy protest in downtown Ottawa after police distributed arrest notices to truckers and their supporters occupying Wellington St. and the Parliament Hill area on Feb. 16, 2022. (Richard Moore/The Epoch Times)
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White House Denies Saudi Arabia Helped Mediate Brittney Griner’s Release
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The Biden administration has said that the release of WNBA basketball player Brittney Griner from a Russian penal colony was negotiated only between the United States and Russia and there was no involvement from Saudi Arabia.

Griner, 32, was released by Russian authorities in a prisoner swap on Dec. 8, which saw her exchanged for convicted arms dealer Viktor Bout, 55, who was serving a 25-year sentence.

In a joint statement at the time of her release, the United Arab Emirates president and Saudi crown prince praised the “success of joint Emirati–Saudi mediation” regarding the release and exchange of the two prisoners.

During a White House press conference on Dec. 8, press secretary Karine Jean-Pierre was asked by reporters whether the Biden administration is thanking Saudi for its alleged role in the negotiations, but she quickly shot down the idea.

“The only countries that negotiated this deal were the United States and Russia,” Jean-Pierre said. “There was no mediation involved.”

“We are grateful for the UAE for facilitating the use of their territory for the exchange to take place. We are also grateful to other countries, including Saudi Arabia, that released [sic] the issue of our wrongfully detained Americans with Russian government—that raised that issue,” she added. “But when it comes to her release, it was between the U.S. government and Russia.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Cherelle Griner (L), wife of Brittney Griner, speaks at the White House in Washington on Dec. 8, 2022. (Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images)


UAE, Saudi Praise ‘Joint Mediation Efforts’

In their joint statement, the UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia claimed that the negotiations had been led by the UAE’s Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, and Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.

“The ministries said the success of the mediation efforts was a reflection of the mutual and solid friendship between their two countries and the United States of America and the Russian Federation,” the statement read. “They also highlighted the important role played by the leaderships of the two brotherly countries in promoting dialogue between all parties.”

Griner’s exchange with Bout took place in the UAE at Abu Dhabi airport, according to officials.

According to the joint statement on Thursday, the swap took place “in the presence of specialists from the UAE and Saudi Arabia.”

“The UAE and Saudi Arabian foreign ministries expressed the thanks of their respective governments to the governments of the U.S. and Russia for their cooperation and response, and for the joint mediation efforts made by the leaderships of the two countries,” the statement added.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A file photo of convicted arms dealer Viktor Bout who U.S. officials have called “the merchant of death.” He is alleged to have overseen the world’s biggest private arms dealing network. (Nicolas Asfouri/AFP/Getty Images)


Griner Exchanged for ‘Merchant of Death’

Griner is a two-time Olympic gold medalist who plays for the Women’s National Basketball Association’s Phoenix Mercury team.

The sports star had been playing in Russia during the league’s offseason but was arrested on Feb. 17—just days before Russia launched its invasion of Ukraine—at a Moscow airport after officials found her in possession of vape cartridges containing cannabis oil, which is illegal in Russia.

She was later sentenced to nine years in a penal colony on charges of possessing and smuggling drugs.

Bout has been dubbed the “Merchant of Death,” and was one of the most wanted men in the world before his arrest in 2008 on multiple charges related to arms trafficking to rebel groups and warlords in Africa, Asia, and South America.

Announcing Griner’s release, President Joe Biden said he had spoken to the WNBA player and that she was “safe.”

“This is a day we’ve worked toward for a long time. We never stopped pushing for her release,” Biden said, adding that it took “painstaking and intense negotiations.”

Biden made no mention of Saudi but thanked the UAE for helping to facilitate Griner’s return, noting that “that’s where she landed.”

Reuters contributed to this report.
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Nurse Who Pretended to Give COVID-19 Vaccine to Thousands of Elderly in Germany Avoids Prison
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A nurse who injected thousands of elderly people with saline solution instead of a COVID-19 vaccine has avoided time in jail.

Red Cross nurse Antje T, 39, was found guilty of six counts of intentional assault by Oldenburg District Court in Lower Saxony state, Germany, on Nov. 30 and had her license revoked.

However, she was given just six months of probation, according to Daily Mail, although the verdict may be re-appealed.

According to prosecutors, the nurse injected around 8,600 elderly individuals, comprising mainly of hospital workers, educators, and doctors aged over 70 years with saline as opposed to the COVID-19 vaccine.

The shots were administered between March 5 and April 2021 while the nurse was working at a vaccination center in Friesland, prosecutors said.

While saline injections are harmless, the individuals believed they were receiving the BioNTech Pfizer vaccine and were subsequently left without  “protection” against the virus, according to prosecutors.

Older people, particularly those with underlying health conditions, are more at risk of hospitalization or death from the virus, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) which recommends older adults get vaccinated.

Health officials noted that there was no indication that severe COVID-19 infections had occurred in the more than 8,000 individuals as a result of having saline injections instead of the vaccine.

Nurse ‘Shared Various Conspiracy Theories’ Online

Health authorities in Lower Saxony said that the nurse was able to replace the vials of vaccines with saline because she was responsible for the preparation of the shots and was preparing them during her working hours in the vaccination center.

However, she was reported in April last year by another employee who claimed to have witnessed her swapping the vaccines for saline solution and injecting it into six patients.

According to news agency DPA, the nurse told police and health officials at the time that it was a one-off accident and that she had used the saline solution because she had accidentally broken six vials of the Pfizer vaccine and was worried she might be fired from her job if she told management.

She also told police that the shots she administered to the individuals did contain the Pfizer vaccine but that it had been diluted with saline.

However, antibody tests were subsequently conducted on some of the individuals she had “vaccinated” by the nurse and revealed they had not been administered the Pfizer shot.

Police also noted a number of social media posts shared by the nurse expressing skepticism about the COVID-19 vaccines.

“The accused had shared various conspiracy theories on the Internet and on social media,” a court spokesperson said on Wednesday. “However, the chamber could not determine with the necessary certainty that this set of ideas was the motive for her actions and that she then acted to sabotage a vaccination campaign.”

The nurse was initially charged with 15 counts of intentional assault last year, but nine of them were later dropped due to a lack of evidence.
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South Korea Toughens Stance on Truckers Strike Amid Supply Disruptions
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South Korea’s government on Thursday issued a second back-to-work order to thousands of striking truckers, toughening its stance after the ongoing truckers’ strike disrupted the country’s supply chains.

President Yoon Suk-yeol approved issuing the order on truckers in the petrochemical and steel industries, just a week after a similar order was issued for truckers in the cement industry, Yonhap News Agency (YNA) reported.

Those who violate the order can face up to three years in prison or a 30 million won ($23, 084) fine.

The truckers’ union responded by holding a vote on Friday to decide whether to continue its nationwide walkout.

Prime Minister Han Duck-soo urged striking truckers to end their “prolonged unjustifiable refusal of transportation,” saying that the strike was “seriously damaging” the local industry and economy.

“In particular, disruptions in shipments of steel and petrochemical products are likely to expand to key industries, such as automobiles, shipbuilding, and semiconductors, spreading to the overall crisis of the Korean economy,” he told the cabinet.

Han reaffirmed the government’s hard line on the nationwide truckers’ strike, saying that it “will not compromise on the illegality and hold them accountable.”

An official from the Presidential Office told YNA that the government is willing to open a negotiation table if truckers end their strike and return to work, but there can be no preconditions.

South Korean truckers went on a strike for the second time in a year to demand that the Safe Trucking Freight Rates System—designed to guarantee minimum freight rates for truckers— be extended.

While the government had agreed to extend the system for another three years, truck drivers refused to end their strike until it was made permanent and expanded to include more truckers. They claimed that spikes in fuel prices threatened their livelihoods.

Massive Disruptions in Production

The strike has cost the country an estimated 1.3 trillion won ($1 billion) in losses, with the output in the petrochemical sector hovering at 20 percent of average days and steel shipments decreasing to 48 percent, according to the Finance Ministry.

Finance Minister Choo Kyung-ho said that the prolonged strike is hurting the national economy when the country is dealing with inflation and high-interest rates.

“When petrochemical plants also suspend their operations, it will be inevitable to suffer massive disruptions in production, as it takes at least two weeks to restart them,” Choo said told reporters, reported Yonhap.

The order issued last week resulted in cement shipments returning to normal levels, as authorities launched an on-site investigation of 33 truck operators and 778 drivers in the cement industry.

Yoon last week urged relevant ministries to mobilize their administrative powers to deal with the prolonged strike, describing it as a “political strike” that threatens people’s livelihoods and the national economy.

“If this is not done, chronic illegal strikes and resulting public damage will inevitably be repeated in the future,” the president said in a statement.
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Australia Fines Uber $21 Million for Overestimating Prices and Misleading Customers
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Australian Federal Court has fined rideshare company Uber $21 million (US$14.2 million) for overestimating service fees and falsely advertising a cancellation fee for its Australian services between 2017 and 2021.

In a federal court ruling, Justice Michael O’Bryan found that Uber breached Australian Consumer Law in two instances.

The first one involves misleading representations concerning cancellation messages displayed on Uber’s mobile app between December 2017 and September 2021.

During this period, when a customer proceeded to cancel a trip within Uber’s free cancellation period, they would receive a message which stated: “You may be charged a small fee since your driver is already on their way.”

The free cancellation period was specified in the “cancellation policy” section of Uber’s website and app. An example of such a period was five minutes after a driver accepted the trip for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort customers.

Despite displaying the message, the company did not charge the cancellation fee as it did not have the legal right to do so.

The court found that the message was incorrectly displayed in approximately 7.39 million trips for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort services, and 27,313 trips were ultimately not cancelled between December 2018 and August 2021.

Uber Pool customers received the cancellation message nearly 75,000 times, but only 332 trips were not cancelled.

At the same time, Uber was found to have made misleading representations and engaged in deceptive conduct by overestimating the prices consumers would pay for an Uber Taxi ride (a service available only in Sydney) between June 2018 and August 2020.

While Uber displayed the fares within a certain range, customers ended up paying less than those amounts in 89 percent of the trips.

Details of the Fines

Prior to the court hearing, Uber and the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), which brought the case against the rideshare company, agreed to settle the lawsuit with a $26 million payment.

However, the judge made some changes to the penalty amount.

In normal circumstances, the penalty of a civil lawsuit is agreed upon by the parties and needs the judge’s approval before becoming official.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A close-up of an Uber app is seen on an iPhone in Cardiff, Wales, on Feb. 19, 2021. (Matthew Horwood/Getty Images)


O’Bryan said the suggested $26 million penalty greatly exceeded the amount he considered appropriate because of the inadequate evidence he had been given to back up the proposed fines.

In the offence of overestimating fares, the judge reduced a proposed $8 million penalty for that contravention to $3 million for several reasons, including no evidence of any loss or damage to customers and drivers.

“It is important to emphasise that UBV (Uber) overestimated the fare at the time of booking, and the consumer ultimately paid a lower fare,” O’Bryan said in the ruling.

However, the judge agreed that the $18 million proposed penalty for the offence concerning the misleading cancellation message was appropriate.

As such, O’Bryan ordered Uber to pay $21 million for the two offences, plus another $200,000 to cover ACCC’s cost of prosecuting the case.

In addition, the rideshare giant needs to publish corrections and implement a compliance program to ensure that it follows the Australian Consumer Law.

Parties’ Response

In a statement issued following the court hearing, Uber apologised to customers and said that it had made changes to its platform based on the concerns raised by the ACCC, including discontinuing the Uber Taxi option in 2020 and changing the cancellation messaging.

Meanwhile, ACCC Chair Gina Cass-Gottlieb said the federal court’s penalty sent businesses a message that misleading consumers about the cost of a product or service was a serious matter.

“We note Justice O’Bryan’s statement that the ordered penalty should not be understood as any reduction in the Court’s resolve to impose penalties appropriate to achieve the statutory objective of deterring contraventions of the Australian Consumer Law,” she said in a statement.

“We took this important case because we understand that consumers rely on apps, like the Uber app, to provide accurate information to inform their purchasing decisions because they cannot independently check or monitor whether the information displayed is accurate.”
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Australia’s Record Grain Harvest Leads to Strong Demand for Export Services: Report
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December 9, 2022Updated: December 9, 2022
Bulk grain exports in Australia during the past two years have reached a new record, with the industry exporting a reported total of 40.6 tonnes from 2021 to 2022—61 percent higher than the industry’s yearly average.

This comes despite recent flooding events, labour shortages, and harvest delays.

According to a report (pdf) by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), the high levels of production saw exporters export more grain outside of typical shipping months.

“The ACCC understands that the continuing increase in on-farm storage (in some regions) is providing growers greater control over their marketing and transport decisions than in previous years, including when and where grain is delivered,” the report states.

Total grain production reached a record of 65.7 million tonnes in 2021-2022, an increase of 11 percent on the previous record in 2020–21.

The report also states that there was a relatively larger increase in the amount of grain shipped before and the after the peak period compared to the grain shipment increase during the peak period.

Bulk grain shipments from Australian ports typically peak during the months of February to May.

“This was likely because the peak period was close to capacity in 2020–21, meaning additional grain from the even larger 2021–22 season was mostly facilitated in off-peak periods,” the report states.

Additionally, a record number of 32 exporters participated in the national bulk grain export market during 2021–22, including two new mobile loader operations. However, several facilities are being used by a small number of exporters.

“The addition of new mobile loader operations provided extra options and pathways to export Australian grain at a time of record demand,” Mick Keogh, ACCC Deputy Chair, said in a media statement.

“While additional bulk export facilities were a welcome development, it is unclear whether the recent increase in the number of port terminal services providers and exporters will prove to be a long-term trend.”

Overview of Australian States

Western Australia (WA) took out the record for Australia’s largest grain producer and bulk export state, recording 35 percent of national production at 18.2 million tonnes as well as 54 percent of total bulk shipments.

“WA’s record bulk export season was driven by a record harvest. At 23.1 million tonnes, the 2021–22 harvest was 30 percent larger than the previous record of 17.8 million tonnes in 2016–17. Additionally, 2021–22 production was 40 percent larger than 2020–21 (a then record bulk export season), and 42 percent above the average of 16.3 million tonnes,” according to the report.

However, WA has a relatively low level of domestic grain consumption

Australia’s populous state of New South Wales came in as the country’s second-largest producer of grain, accounting for 30 percent of the national production.

Meanwhile, NSW is Australia’s largest consumer of domestic grain, with consumption levels reaching 4.9 million tonnes. The state produced 20 million tonnes of grain in 2021-2022, making it NSW’s second-largest harvest on record.

Typically, a “substantial amount” of grain produced in NSW is transferred to Queensland and Victoria for domestic consumption and export.

“This means that grain usage (domestic consumption, container, and bulk exports) within NSW is typically considerably lower than production levels,” the report states.

Victoria was recorded as the country’s third-largest bulk export state accounting for 11 percent of national exports. Victoria produced 7.3 million tonnes, exporting 6 million tonnes, and is the second largest domestic market for domestic consumption.

Nationally, the gross value of agricultural production is forecasted to reach $85 million in 2022-2023, with the combined value of agriculture, fisheries and forestry production forecasted to reach $91 billion.

Flooding Impacts and Its Cost

Extremely high rainfall and low temperatures have led to upgrades in crop production forecasts in many parts of the country, adding an additional $4 billion in crop value, according to the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (ABARES).

Moreover, the combined value of agriculture, fisheries and forestry production is forecast to reach $91 billion.

However, water logging and associated flooding have been widespread along Australia’s east coast for a second consecutive year, damaging winter crops and delaying harvest.

Flooding has also caused logistical issues for supply chains, ABARES states, adding that “it is likely” that further severe weather events will occur over the summer.

“Impacts on individuals and businesses can be devastating, but when compared to aggregate state or national production, these costs tend to be overtaken by the effects of other factors. These can include the beneficial effects of higher rainfall in other areas fortunate enough to avoid flooding,” ABARES states.

The Department also states that total crop or livestock losses due to flooding are generally isolated to low-lying paddocks and riverine areas.

“[S]o most agricultural land is not directly affected,” ABARES states.

“It is too early to tell what the true costs of flooding are, particularly given most crops are yet to be harvested.”

Additionally, ABARES states that improved prospects in large parts of the country are expected to offset reduced prospects and crop losses in parts of the eastern states caused by widespread flooding and water-logging.

Meanwhile, data released by the Insurance Council of Australia (ICA) on Nov. 30 shows that the insurance bill for storms and floods since January 2020 reached $12.3 billion.
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One Woman Dead, Another Injured in Stabbing at Toronto Subway Station
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December 8, 2022Updated: December 8, 2022


A woman is dead and another is injured after a stabbing at a subway station in west Toronto.

Toronto police say officers responded to calls about a person assaulting and stabbing people on the eastbound subway platform at High Park station just after 2 p.m. on Thursday.

They say two women were found with stab wounds and were taken to hospital.

Const. Shannon Whitehead says one of the two victims has died and the other has serious injuries but is expected to survive.

She says she cannot confirm the ages of the victims.

Whitehead says one man has been arrested.

The Toronto Transit Commission says subway service has been halted between Keele and Jane stations, with shuttle buses running instead, but buses are not stopping near High Park station.

Police say they are investigating.
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How Will the ‘Voice’ Contribute to ‘Reconciliation’?
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Commentary

There is no denying the reality that a constitutional convention held in 2017 near Uluru galvanised a movement to amend the Australian Constitution. The “Uluru Statement from the Heart” (pdf) invites people to walk with Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders “in a movement of the Australian people for a better future.”

To that purpose, it is expected that sometime next year, a referendum will be held to enshrine a “First Nations Voice” in the Constitution. Although the federal government is pressing forward with this project, the details of it have not been disclosed, except that it will supposedly contribute to “reconciliation” with Australia’s Indigenous population.

There is, however, utter confusion as to who is to be regarded as Aboriginal, how the members of the Voice will be chosen, and what the powers of that body—often described as “advisory”—will be.

The constant speculation about the shape and the function of the Voice overlooks the question of why its proponents deem it necessary to establish this body for “reconciliation” purposes. This question is almost never asked and hence, not considered and answered.

Even conceding the importance of this “reconciliation” project, the inordinate amount of interest of the media in the “Voice” is genuinely curious.

The media is effectively treating the “Voice” as a byword for “reconciliation,” which has become one of the most used but least understood words in political and social discourse. Often, it simply means the adoption of a swath of privileges available only to those who identify as Indigenous.

Australians Don’t Unanimously Support the Voice

Commenting on the present “reconciliation” developments, Peter O’Brien notes in the Quadrant that “so far, non-indigenous Australia has done all the reconciling—witness the ubiquity of the Aboriginal flag, the constant refrains of ‘we acknowledge the traditional owners,’ the Aboriginal domination of the opening ceremonies of all major public events, the Aboriginal-only study grants and job placements, the relinquishment of 60 percent of our land mass to some form of native title, and so on almost ad infinitum.”

The Leader of the Nationals, David Littleproud, announced that his party would not support the Voice. Although the party’s opposition to the Voice is not unanimous—Andrew Gee, federal MP for Calare disclosed his support—it bemoans the introduction of yet another layer of bureaucracy in Canberra.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Nationals leader David Littleproud with Nationals members and senators at a press conference at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Nov. 28, 2022. (AAP Image/Mick Tsikas)


The party argues that all people, regardless of race, who are dispossessed or live in squalid conditions or are economically deprived, should be assisted.

So, there will be no bipartisan support, although the Liberal Party has not yet voiced an opinion on the proposal.

Also, support for the Voice is not undisputed even within the Aboriginal polity of Australia, with Country Liberal Senator Jacinta Price and prominent commentator Warren Mundine cogently criticising the proposal.

The frenetic activity to establish the Voice is curious in light of the adoption, in July 2020, by the Australian government and the Coalition of Peaks—the Coalition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peak Organisations—of the National Agreement on Closing the Gap.

This initiative “stems from the belief that when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have a genuine say in the design and delivery of services that affect them, better life outcomes are achieved.”

It is unnecessary in this opinion piece to rehash the arguments for and against the Voice—these have been abundantly covered in the past in various magazines and newspapers, including this paper. Except to reiterate that the Voice, if successful at the upcoming referendum, would introduce a race-based representative body in the Australian Constitution.

Surely, such a development belittles the often-stated claim that a person’s rights, obligations, and privileges should not be dependent on a characteristic over which people have no control and therefore is irrelevant in the distribution of burdens of benefits.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] NBL Owner and Executive Chairman Larry Kestelman reacts during the NBL Indigenous Round launch at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Nov. 29, 2022. (AAP Image/Lukas Coch)


Is Australia Different?

Australia is unique in that it seeks to undo the past by enthusiastically promoting the Voice as a way of achieving reconciliation. This movement seeks to atone for the “invasion” of Australia by Captain Arthur Phillip on Jan. 26, 1788, following Lieutenant James Cook’s decision to claim the East Coast of Australia for the British on Aug. 22, 1770.

Proponents of the Voice argue that the “invasion” and consequent disruption of the cultures of Aboriginal tribes in Australia necessitates “reconciliation” as an atonement for taking the land of the inhabitants who were there at the time of European settlement.

Why should this now result in a huge race-based industry supposedly to reconcile with those who claim special privileges because of their race?

Throughout recorded history, powerful countries have invaded weaker countries and acquired them by force. Mostly, these unfortunate events have not resulted in demands for reparation, compensation, or reconciliation.

For example, Flanders, in northern Belgium, was twice the size of what it is today before 1659. But between 1659 and 1713, France under Louis XIV invaded Flanders and, over this period, gradually annexed it to France. The Flemish culture was suppressed, and the teaching of the Flemish/Dutch language was prohibited.

However, although the annexation could be characterised as an aggressive act, there is no movement to seek reconciliation between French Flemings and France. Indeed, what happened more than 300 years ago, not long before the time Australia was settled by the British, belongs to history and is firmly kept in the past.

Over time, the displaced Flemings in Northern France got on with life and are treated by the French State like all other Frenchmen. The same story has occurred over and again throughout history.

Why, then, would it be different in Australia? Indeed, in contrast, in Australia, the accommodating attitude displayed by various Australian governments to the interests of Indigenous Australians borders on sycophancy and imbues non-Indigenous Australians with a guilt complex.

Where will this development lead in the future?

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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Conservative MP Removed From House for Accusing Liberal MP of ‘Lying’ About Gun Control Bill
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Conservative MP Raquel Dancho was ejected from the House of Commons on Dec. 8, after she accused a Liberal MP of lying during question period and refused to apologize.

Vance Badawey, the parliamentary secretary to the minister of Indigenous Services, said the Conservatives have been obstructing testimony at the House public safety committee regarding the Liberals’ gun control legislation, Bill C-21. A recent proposal from the government to amend the bill would expand the scope of prohibited firearms to include hunting rifles, which some members of the opposition said would hurt the rights of legal gun owners and that of indigenous people.

In response to Tory MP Dane Lloyd, who said Bill C-21 is “attacking law-abiding hunters and indigenous treaty rights,” Badawey said the Liberal, NDP, and Bloc Québécois MPs on the committee have called for more meetings to hear more testimonies to potentially resolve the problems with the bill.

“Unfortunately, the Conservatives, Mr. Speaker, continue to be part of the problem versus being part of the solution. Mr. Speaker, the mission here is to get guns off the street and,” Badawey continued.

At this point, Dancho was heard yelling “You’re lying,” according to a parliamentary audio recording.

There is a list of “unparliamentary language” that MPs are prohibited from uttering during debates, including accusing another MP of lying. Citing House of Commons Standing Orders, the speaker asked Dancho to withdraw her statement and apologize, but she refused.

Dancho defended her statement as she spoke to reporters outside of the chamber, with several members of her party standing behind her.

“Today, I was removed from the Commons for telling the truth,” she said in a video posted on her social media. “A Liberal accusing us of being the problem, insinuating that we are obstructionist, is the most hypocritical thing I have heard in the three years I’ve been elected member of this Parliament.”

“Feedback we get from our constituents is that the Liberal government does not ask the question, but they don’t tell the truth. And so today we’ve had enough of this and I call them out for lying, which they lie. And I will say it again out here, they lied today in the House of Commons.”




The Liberals are implementing the largest assault on hunters in Canadian history.

They are lying to Canadians. I stand by my words.

Sign here to stand with our hunters against the Liberal hunting rifle ban:https://t.co/tGqRWc583b pic.twitter.com/hU8J9Z7NGb

— Raquel Dancho (@RaquelDancho) December 8, 2022








Liberal House leader Mark Holland told the National Post the speaker was right to remove Dancho, and said her actions were “inappropriate.”

“I lament the fact that she chose not to apologize. And let me reiterate that the way in which we talk to each other matters, screaming at one another is not what Canadians expect us to be doing,” he said.

Holland also defended Bill C-21, saying it’s intent is not to target hunters.

“The fact that there are concerns that have been raised by the hunting community is something that we take deeply seriously, and we’ve heard that within our own caucus, we’ve heard that within other parties. And that’s why we need to take the time,” he said.
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Former Australian PM Issues Warning to Beijing on Taiwan Issue
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Former Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison has warned that a war over Taiwan will cripple China’s economy and make it suffer far more than Western countries.

In a speech at the Hudson Institute on Dec. 7, Morrison warned of a “mutually assured destruction” if conflicts break out between Washington and Beijing over Taiwan Strait.

“There is a mutually assured destruction when it comes to questions regarding Taiwan, and I don’t believe everyone is prepared to risk everything in China on that issue,” he said.

Morrison said China “has an enormous amount” to lose if it gets wrong over the Taiwan issue.

“And the appetite for détente could be as much about securing breathing space as it is to avoid conflict,” he said.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The former prime minister and present federal Member for Cook Scott Morrison speaks to the media during a press conference in Sydney, Australia, on Aug. 17, 2022. (AAP Image/Flavio Brancaleone)


Chinese leader Xi Jinping reiterated recently that he would not renounce the use of force on Taiwan, a self-ruled democracy that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has long regarded as a renegade province.

“We will never promise to renounce the use of force, and we reserve the option of taking all measures necessary,” Xi said at the opening of the 20th Party Congress, a twice-a-decade-event, on Oct. 16.

Xi also warned President Joe Biden not to cross the red line over Beijing’s claims to Taiwan on the sidelines of the G20 in Bali, Indonesia, last month.

However, Morrison said a war in the Taiwan Strait would cripple China’s economy, for example, by disrupting supply chains and causing financial markets to panic and possibly collapse.

“Supply chains would seize up; financial markets would panic and potentially collapse,” he said.

“We know Chinese ports account for 40 percent of shipping volume in the world’s top 100 ports.

“Six of the largest ships transit through the Taiwan Strait. What would happen to the movement of capital?”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] U.S. President Joe Biden (R) and China’s leader Xi Jinping (L) meet on the sidelines of the G20 Summit in Nusa Dua on the Indonesian resort island of Bali on Nov. 14, 2022. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)


‘Sanctions would be a Devastation to the Chinese Economy’

The former Prime Minister also mentioned the sanctions that Western countries would impose on China if conflicts broke out.

“The potential impact of sanctions would be a devastation to the Chinese economy and more so than it would be in western countries,” he said.

Morrison called on like-minded countries to work together to protect the world order and increase regional certainty while reducing their dependence on China’s economy.

“Our objective should be to provide an effective counterbalance to avoid conflict, protect interests, and promote stability and improve certainty,” he said.

“We must continue across the western world to reduce our dependency on the Chinese economy. Supply chains, critical technologies, rare earths, critical minerals, trade cooperation—all of these, we must continue to diversify.”

“We must continue to align our resistance to coercion and other aggressive acts in the grey zone.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] The Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile destroyer USS Kidd and U.S. Coast Guard cutter Munro conduct Taiwan Strait transits on Aug. 27, 2021. (U.S. Navy/Handout via Reuters)


Gen. Angus Campbell, chief of the Australian Defence Force, has also recently warned of a rise in “grey-zone activities” in Indo Pacific region.

“Across our region, large-scale military modernisation is accelerating,” Campbell said ahead of a major defence review, referring to Beijing’s claims in the South China Sea.

“National sovereignty, the law of the sea, freedom of navigation are all facing challenges from both states and non-state actors alike.”

Morrison’s comment comes when the Albanese government is considering restrictions on Chinese investment in the country’s rare-earth industry.

Australian Treasurer Jim Chalmers has ordered a review committee to be established “to develop more sophisticated methods of tracking investment patterns in critical minerals in the future.”
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Convoy Organizers Denied Access to $200,000 for Legal Fees
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Two organizers of the Freedom Convoy who wanted $200,000 from funds frozen by the court, and held in trust pending a class action lawsuit for honking during the Ottawa protest earlier this year, were turned down by a judge on Dec. 6.

Chris Garrah and Benjamin “BJ” Dichter argued at a hearing on Nov. 15 that they required access to some of the roughly $5 million of funds raised for truckers now held in escrow, to pay for upcoming legal fees.

Garrah and Dichter filed the court application to unfreeze funds, stating it was to defend against an ongoing roughly $306 million lawsuit brought by Zexi Lee, a 21-year-old federal government employee, and various Ottawa businesses that allege they were harmed by incessant honking, diesel fumes, and other disruption during the three-week protest in the nation’s capital earlier this year.

Garrah and Dichter are represented by lawyer Jim Karahalios, who was kicked out of the leadership race for the Conservative Party in 2020 by then-leader Erin O’Toole. The court heard that Karaholios wanted a $100,000 retainer from each of the men to represent them, and the convoy organizers said they had limited income and could not afford counsel.

Frozen Funds

Justice Calum MacLeod, in issuing his decision denying the release of frozen funds, said both men were self-employed and did not disclose enough information. “Mr. Dichter is a truck driver and a producer of podcasts,” said the judge. Garrah told the court he was a general contractor that earned $15,000 in income in 2021 selling windows and doors.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Freedom Convoy organizers (L–R) Chris Barber, Benjamin Dichter, and Tamara Lich speak at a press conference in Ottawa on Jan. 30, 2022. (Limin Zhou/The Epoch Times)


Dichter claimed roughly $10,000 in income in 2021 plus $7,000 in corporate net income. He said a broken foot sustained during the convoy kept him from working for six months earlier this year.

Both the men were part of bringing in money raised for the convoy, which was advertised as intended to be distributed to truckers to help pay for food, fuel, and lodging during the protest.

The judge denied the release of funds, saying neither of the men “have made the kind of frank financial disclosure that might be necessary” for the court to make a finding that getting access to the funds was the only way to afford legal counsel.

“Access to the frozen funds should not be granted lightly because it would effectively subject the frozen funds to the ‘death of a thousand cuts’ and would risk undoing the effect of the agreement reached between the parties,” MacLeod said in his decision.

The court also heard that the two convoy organizers had fallen out with the others involved in the convoy, such as Tamara Lich and Chris Barber, and were no longer on the Freedom Corporation board that was initially created to manage funds for the protest’s fundraising efforts, and as such were no longer able to use lawyers representing Freedom Corporation.

While other convoy organizers represented by lawyer Norman Groot did not oppose the order, he told the court the request for funds was premature.

The judge noted that Garrah and Dichter did not put forward “any kind of proposed bill of costs or litigation budget.” Instead, said the judge, the two men seemed to pick a number “based on the amount that was released to Mr. Groot’s firm as part of the agreement establishing the escrow fund.”

Falling Out

“Even if funds ought to be released, there is no justification for simply picking an amount out of the air without a legal budget,” stated the judge.

MacLeod also made a point of noting that the source of the millions in escrow was “entirely from the fundraising done to support the convoy and not from the personal assets of the defendants.”

“I am advised that while Mr. Garrah and Mr. Dichter along with Ms. Lich are still shown as directors of the corporation … in fact these directors have now resigned from the board or have been removed. I am not privy to the details. Mr. Garrah and Mr. Dichter agree that they have been ‘kicked out’ of the corporation,” said MacLeod.

The judge also noted that lawyer Keith Wilson, who had originally acted for some of the convoy organizers, had ended up becoming a witness at the federal emergencies inquiry, and was likely going to end up a witness in the ongoing class action proceeding. The judge said the Freedom Convoy organizers “will shortly be seeking new counsel.”

The attorney general of Ontario had both criminal and civil lawyers for the province in court. The criminal counsel has requested funds raised by the convoy be forfeited and seized if certain organizers are criminally convicted at upcoming trials.

The civil counsel, meanwhile, has asked for civil forfeiture of the funds as damages when the lawsuit is resolved, and opposed Garrah and Dichter’s attempt to claim some of the money for legal fees.

The convoy board, which is made up of Tamara Lich, Chris Barber, Daniel Bulford, and others, has taken the position that all of the funds raised should revert to the corporation if they are ever released from escrow.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/convoy-organizers-denied-access-to-200000-for-legal-fees_4912868.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 

| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |




General

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.




	
Judge Blocks Depositions of 3 High-Ranking Biden Admin Officials in Big Tech–Government Collusion Case [Fri, 09 Dec 04:41]Surgeon General Dr. Vivek H. Murthy speaks during a press briefing in the Brady Briefing Room of the White House in Washington on July 15, 2021. (Saul Loeb/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Republican Party of Arizona Calls for RNC Chair Ronna McDaniel to Resign [Fri, 09 Dec 02:04]Republican National Committee Chairwoman Ronna McDaniel speaks during a press conference at the Republican National Committee headquarters in Washington on Nov. 9, 2020. (Samuel Corum/Getty Images)



	
Nurse Who Pretended to Give COVID-19 Vaccine to Thousands of Elderly in Germany Avoids Prison [Fri, 09 Dec 01:47]A nurse prepares the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine in a file image. (Jeff Kowalsky/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Holmes’ Former Partner Gets Nearly 13 Years in Theranos Case [Fri, 09 Dec 01:07]Ramesh "Sunny" Balwani (R), the former lover and business partner of Theranos CEO Elizabeth Holmes, walks into federal court in San Jose, Calif., on June 24, 2022. (Michael Liedtke/AP Photo)
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| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |





| Next | Section menu | Main menu | 


Judge Blocks Depositions of 3 High-Ranking Biden Admin Officials in Big Tech–Government Collusion Case
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A federal judge on Dec. 7 ruled that three high-ranking officials within the Biden administration will not be required to testify under oath at depositions in a lawsuit that alleges federal government collusion with Big Tech companies to censor users.

U.S. District Judge Terry Doughty in October ordered the depositions of Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) Director Jen Easterly, and Rob Flaherty, a deputy assistant to President Joe Biden, as part of a lawsuit brought in May by Republican Attorneys General Eric Schmitt of Missouri and Jeff Landry of Louisiana.

The attorneys general claim that high-ranking members of the government colluded and coerced social media companies to “suppress disfavored speakers, viewpoints, and content” or what they claimed was “misinformation” regarding COVID-19.

In November, Doughty, a Trump appointee, also said that Jen Psaki, a former White House press secretary who now works for MSNBC, must also sit for a deposition as part of the case.

However on Thursday, Doughty ruled that three of the individuals—Murthy, Easterly, and Flaherty—will no longer be required to appear for a deposition after a federal appeals court blocked the move last month, stating that the judge had failed to consider whether alternative and less “intrusive” means could be used to obtain the information being sought.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Jen Psaki, who was then-White House press secretary, speaks during her final daily press briefing at the White House in Washington, on May 13, 2022. (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)


Biden Officials Won’t Need to Testify

As a result, Doughty said on Thursday that Murthy will no longer be required to appear for a deposition.

The decision came after lawyers for Murthy, who the attorneys general say ran a “public campaign to censor individuals who spread ‘misinformation’ about COVID-19,” had stated there was no need for his deposition.

Instead, lawyers said that written materials provided by Murthy in response to discovery requests would serve as an adequate alternative. Doughty, however, ruled that Murthy’s chief of staff, Eric Waldo, can take the deposition as an alternative.

The depositions were scheduled for early December but Doughty noted on Thursday that this has been extended to Jan. 13, 2023.

Easterly, meanwhile, will also no longer be required to do a deposition after the attorneys general claimed she supervises the “nerve center” of federally directed censorship.

While the court found that Easterly has personal knowledge to be deposed, Doughty said on Thursday that plaintiffs can instead depose their suggested alternative, Brian Scully, an official at CISA.

“Scully is the most suitable alternative for Easterly based on both Federal Defendants’ and Plaintiffs’ arguments,” the judge wrote.

Doughty also said that Flaherty will not need to do a deposition and can instead provide written discovery and “interrogatories.”

Schmitt, who recently won his bid for U.S. Senate, and Landry, who recently announced he’s running for governor in 2023, claim that Flaherty “allegedly holds ongoing meetings about censorship and content modulation with representatives of social media companies.”

[image: Jen Easterly] Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency Director Jen Easterly testifies before Congress in Washington on April 28, 2022. (Kevin Dietsch/Getty Images)


Flaherty’s Answers Cannot Be ‘Vague, Evasive’

“After considering the arguments of Plaintiffs and Federal Defendants, this Court finds that there is no suitable alternative for Flaherty,” Doughty wrote. “However, because written discovery would be less intrusive than a deposition, it is authorized that written discovery be served on Flaherty, such as interrogatories and requests for production of documents, rather than a deposition.”

Plaintiffs can serve Flaherty interrogatories and requests for the production of documents within five days of Doughty’s order and the Biden deputy assistant must provide them with his answers by no later than Jan. 5, 2023.

Doughty noted, however, that if Flaherty’s answers are “vague, evasive, or non-responsive,” Schmitt and Landry will be allowed to resubmit a request for his oral deposition.

Finally, Doughty noted that the court found Psaki had indicated that she had “personal knowledge of high-level White House Officials pressuring social media companies and statements that reinforced threats of adverse legal consequences to social-media platforms if they did not increase censorship of views disfavored by federal officials.”

Psaki has attempted to quash her deposition, claiming that she shouldn’t be “unduly” burdened by having to sit for a deposition, which her lawyers called a “fishing expedition to try to identify additional members of a conspiracy that Plaintiffs have merely alleged to exist.”

Yet Doughty on Thursday ruled that Psaki’s testimony is “crucial for Plaintiffs to identify federal officials who did what Psaki publicly stated they did” and that she must appear for a deposition within the extended expedited preliminary injunction-related discovery period.

The White House has denied claims that it colluded with social media companies to censor free speech on multiple topics, including COVID-19.
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Republican Party of Arizona Calls for RNC Chair Ronna McDaniel to Resign
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The Republican party of Arizona (RPAZ) has called on the chair of the Republican National Committee (RNC), Ronna McDaniel, to resign shortly after GOP lawmakers failed to win control of the Senate.

In a press release on Thursday, the party pointed to the RNC leader’s alleged failure to support the election of Republicans across the country, among other issues, as reasoning for her to step down.

“Tonight, the Executive Committee of the RPAZ unanimously passed a resolution to support fresh and bold leadership as RNC Chair,” the RPAZ said. “We challenge every state committee to meet and tell their RNC Members how they expect them to vote in January at the RNC reorganizational meeting.”

The meeting is set to take place next month in southern California and will see the 168-strong RNC members vote on the next chair.

The call for McDaniel to step down comes shortly after GOP Senate nominee Herschel Walker’s narrow defeat on Tuesday night to Democratic candidate Sen. Raphael Warnock (D-Ga.) in the high-profile Georgia election race, which entered a runoff.

That defeat gave Democrats a 51-seat majority in the Senate, meaning Democrats now hold a majority and won’t have to rely on Vice President Kamala Harris to serve as a tiebreaker for key legislative issues in the previously evenly divided chamber.

In Thursday’s announcement, the RPAZ noted that it is “the responsibility of Republican leadership in the RNC to hold these elected officials accountable to winning and supporting all our Republican candidates in General elections by all means possible.”

‘New and Bold Leadership’ Needed

RPAZ, therefore, is calling on members of the RNC to elect “new and bold leadership” in the January 2023 meeting in an effort to “recast a courageous vision to contrast with the disastrous failing policies implemented by the Biden Administration.”

McDaniel, who has been chair of the RNC since 2017, has said she plans to run for another term as RNC chair, despite a disappointing midterm election for Republicans.

She currently has endorsements from 101 RNC members, meaning she has enough votes to secure a fourth term.

However, the current RNC chair will also be fending off challenges from Harmeet Dhillon, a legal adviser to the Trump 2020 presidential campaign, and MyPillow CEO Mike Lindell.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Harmeet Dhillon at the 2020 CPAC Convention in National Harbor, Md.. (Samira Bouaou/The Epoch Times)


Dhillon announced this week that she will make a bid for RNC chair, stating on Fox News that she was doing so because “Republicans are tired of losing, and I think that we really need to radically reshape our leadership in order to win. And we can’t keep running elections like we did in the 90s and the 2000s.”

Her announcement came shortly after McDaniel named her as co-chair of a committee reviewing the party’s performance in the mid-term elections and planning for the 2024 election.

Elsewhere, Lindell told The Epoch Times that McDaniel, whom he refers to as “‘McFail” should step down from the role or risk “leaving the country to be run by the uni-party and the Democrats.”

The Epoch Times has contacted McDaniel for comment.
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Nurse Who Pretended to Give COVID-19 Vaccine to Thousands of Elderly in Germany Avoids Prison
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A nurse who injected thousands of elderly people with saline solution instead of a COVID-19 vaccine has avoided time in jail.

Red Cross nurse Antje T, 39, was found guilty of six counts of intentional assault by Oldenburg District Court in Lower Saxony state, Germany, on Nov. 30 and had her license revoked.

However, she was given just six months of probation, according to Daily Mail, although the verdict may be re-appealed.

According to prosecutors, the nurse injected around 8,600 elderly individuals, comprising mainly of hospital workers, educators, and doctors aged over 70 years with saline as opposed to the COVID-19 vaccine.

The shots were administered between March 5 and April 2021 while the nurse was working at a vaccination center in Friesland, prosecutors said.

While saline injections are harmless, the individuals believed they were receiving the BioNTech Pfizer vaccine and were subsequently left without  “protection” against the virus, according to prosecutors.

Older people, particularly those with underlying health conditions, are more at risk of hospitalization or death from the virus, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) which recommends older adults get vaccinated.

Health officials noted that there was no indication that severe COVID-19 infections had occurred in the more than 8,000 individuals as a result of having saline injections instead of the vaccine.

Nurse ‘Shared Various Conspiracy Theories’ Online

Health authorities in Lower Saxony said that the nurse was able to replace the vials of vaccines with saline because she was responsible for the preparation of the shots and was preparing them during her working hours in the vaccination center.

However, she was reported in April last year by another employee who claimed to have witnessed her swapping the vaccines for saline solution and injecting it into six patients.

According to news agency DPA, the nurse told police and health officials at the time that it was a one-off accident and that she had used the saline solution because she had accidentally broken six vials of the Pfizer vaccine and was worried she might be fired from her job if she told management.

She also told police that the shots she administered to the individuals did contain the Pfizer vaccine but that it had been diluted with saline.

However, antibody tests were subsequently conducted on some of the individuals she had “vaccinated” by the nurse and revealed they had not been administered the Pfizer shot.

Police also noted a number of social media posts shared by the nurse expressing skepticism about the COVID-19 vaccines.

“The accused had shared various conspiracy theories on the Internet and on social media,” a court spokesperson said on Wednesday. “However, the chamber could not determine with the necessary certainty that this set of ideas was the motive for her actions and that she then acted to sabotage a vaccination campaign.”

The nurse was initially charged with 15 counts of intentional assault last year, but nine of them were later dropped due to a lack of evidence.
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Holmes’ Former Partner Gets Nearly 13 Years in Theranos Case
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SAN JOSE, Calif.—Former Theranos executive Ramesh “Sunny” Balwani was sentenced Wednesday to nearly 13 years in prison for his role in the company’s blood-testing hoax — a punishment slightly longer than that given to the CEO, who was his lover and accomplice in one of Silicon Valley’s biggest scandals.

Balwani, 57, was convicted in July of fraud and conspiracy connected to the company’s bogus medical technology that duped investors and endangered patients. His sentencing came less than three weeks after Elizabeth Holmes, the company’s 38-year-old founder and CEO, received more than 11 years in prison for her part in the scheme, which has been dissected in a book, an HBO documentary and an award-winning TV series.

Balwani’s sentence was less than the 15 years sought by federal prosecutors, who depicted him as a ruthless, power-hungry figure. But it is substantially longer than the four to 10 months recommended by his lawyers.

The scandal revolved around the company’s false claims to have developed a device that could scan for hundreds of diseases and other potential problems with just a few drops of blood taken with a finger prick.

After years of promoting the technology, Holmes and Balwani were warned that the blood tests were inaccurate, but they continued to raise money from investors, including from billionaires such as software magnate Larry Ellison and media magnate Rupert Murdoch, and deployed the technology in some Walgreens stores.

All told, Theranos raised nearly $1 billion before its collapse in 2018, relying partly on financial statements that predicted revenue was about to soar.

U.S. District Judge Edward Davila said those numbers drawn up by Balwani “weren’t just projections, they were lies” and “a true flight from honest business practices.”

As he did before sentencing Holmes last month, Davila reflected upon Theranos’ “tragic” transformation from an ambitious startup aiming to transform health care into a sham.

“I think it is that enduring question: Why did such a promising company come to such an end?” Davila said.

It’s a question that Balwani never attempted to answer. Unlike Holmes, he chose not to testify in his own defense during his trial. He also declined Davila’s invitation to make a statement Wednesday, a contrast to the teary-eyed apology Holmes gave during her sentencing.

Instead, Balwani left all the speaking to his attorney, Jeffrey Coopersmith, who tried to convince the judge that Balwani never sought the fame and fortune that Holmes seemed to bask in while appearing on the cover of business magazines that compared her to Apple co-founder Steve Jobs.

“If you think Ms. Holmes is Icarus and flew too close to the sun, Mr. Balwani did not seek the sun,” Coopersmith said, referring to a story from Greek mythology about the dangers of hubris.

Federal prosecutor Jeffrey Schenk asserted that Balwani’s aversion to the limelight simply allowed him to commit his crimes in the shadows.

“That he did not seek fame or recognition is not something that Mr. Balwani should get credit for,” Schenk said.

After the sentencing, Coopersmith indicated that Balwani is likely to file an appeal. Holmes has already started that process in an effort to avoid going to prison April 27, shortly after the expected birth of her second child.

Balwani was ordered to report to prison March 15.

The Theranos case threw a bright light on Silicon Valley’s dark side, exposing how its culture of hype and boundless ambition could veer into lies.

Both Holmes and Balwani could have gotten up to 20 years in prison.

Former federal prosecutor Amanda Kramer said the harsher sentence for Balwani seemed appropriate, given that he was convicted on every count while jurors in Holmes’ separate case acquitted her on some charges and deadlocked on others.

“It’s not surprising that he got a more severe sentence because his misconduct was was more severe,” Kramer said.

[image: Elizabeth Holmes] Former Theranos CEO Elizabeth Holmes arrives at federal court in San Jose, Calif., on Oct. 17, 2022. (Jeff Chiu/AP Photo)


Balwani spent six years as Theranos’ chief operating officer while remaining romantically involved with Holmes until a bitter split in 2016.

While on the witness stand in her trial, Holmes accused Balwani of manipulating her through years of emotional and sexual abuse. Balwani’s attorney has denied the allegations.

Federal prosecutors also want the judge to order Balwani to pay $804 million in restitution to defrauded investors — the same amount sought from Holmes.

Davila deferred a decision on restitution to a later hearing, just as he did during Holmes’ Nov. 18 sentencing, when she received 11 1/4 years in prison.

In court documents, Balwani’s lawyers painted him as a hardworking immigrant who moved from India to the U.S. during the 1980s to become the first member of his family to attend college. He graduated from the University of Texas in 1990 with a degree in information systems.

He later moved to Silicon Valley, where he first worked as a computer programmer for Microsoft before founding an online startup that he sold for millions of dollars during the dot-com boom of the 1990s.

Balwani and Holmes met around the same time she dropped out of Stanford University to start Theranos in 2003. He became enthralled with her and her quest to revolutionize health care.

Balwani’s lawyers said he eventually invested about $5 million in a stake in Theranos that eventually became worth about $500 million on paper — a fraction of Holmes’ one-time fortune of of $4.5 billion.

Balwani “is not Ms. Holmes. He did not pursue the same path she did,” Coopersmith said Wednesday.

Their wealth evaporated after Theranos began to unravel in 2015.

Echoing similar claims made by Holmes’s lawyers before her sentencing, Balwani’s attorneys also argued that he has been adequately punished by the intense media coverage of Theranos.

“When you look at the circumstances, there is no way that Mr. Balwani will have another crack at a company like Theranos,” Coopersmith said.

By Michael Liedtke
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South Korea Toughens Stance on Truckers Strike Amid Supply Disruptions
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South Korea’s government on Thursday issued a second back-to-work order to thousands of striking truckers, toughening its stance after the ongoing truckers’ strike disrupted the country’s supply chains.

President Yoon Suk-yeol approved issuing the order on truckers in the petrochemical and steel industries, just a week after a similar order was issued for truckers in the cement industry, Yonhap News Agency (YNA) reported.

Those who violate the order can face up to three years in prison or a 30 million won ($23, 084) fine.

The truckers’ union responded by holding a vote on Friday to decide whether to continue its nationwide walkout.

Prime Minister Han Duck-soo urged striking truckers to end their “prolonged unjustifiable refusal of transportation,” saying that the strike was “seriously damaging” the local industry and economy.

“In particular, disruptions in shipments of steel and petrochemical products are likely to expand to key industries, such as automobiles, shipbuilding, and semiconductors, spreading to the overall crisis of the Korean economy,” he told the cabinet.

Han reaffirmed the government’s hard line on the nationwide truckers’ strike, saying that it “will not compromise on the illegality and hold them accountable.”

An official from the Presidential Office told YNA that the government is willing to open a negotiation table if truckers end their strike and return to work, but there can be no preconditions.

South Korean truckers went on a strike for the second time in a year to demand that the Safe Trucking Freight Rates System—designed to guarantee minimum freight rates for truckers— be extended.

While the government had agreed to extend the system for another three years, truck drivers refused to end their strike until it was made permanent and expanded to include more truckers. They claimed that spikes in fuel prices threatened their livelihoods.

Massive Disruptions in Production

The strike has cost the country an estimated 1.3 trillion won ($1 billion) in losses, with the output in the petrochemical sector hovering at 20 percent of average days and steel shipments decreasing to 48 percent, according to the Finance Ministry.

Finance Minister Choo Kyung-ho said that the prolonged strike is hurting the national economy when the country is dealing with inflation and high-interest rates.

“When petrochemical plants also suspend their operations, it will be inevitable to suffer massive disruptions in production, as it takes at least two weeks to restart them,” Choo said told reporters, reported Yonhap.

The order issued last week resulted in cement shipments returning to normal levels, as authorities launched an on-site investigation of 33 truck operators and 778 drivers in the cement industry.

Yoon last week urged relevant ministries to mobilize their administrative powers to deal with the prolonged strike, describing it as a “political strike” that threatens people’s livelihoods and the national economy.

“If this is not done, chronic illegal strikes and resulting public damage will inevitably be repeated in the future,” the president said in a statement.
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Loudoun County School Board Appoints Interim Superintendent at Emergency Meeting
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ASHBURN, Va.—Thursday night, the Loudoun County school board appointed Daniel Smith as the interim superintendent at an emergency board meeting after firing the previous superintendent, Scott Ziegler, who was entangled in scandals of lying to the public and mishandling school sexual harassment cases.

In accepting the interim position, Daniel Smith, chief of staff at Loudoun County Public Schools (LCPS) since April 18, said, “I accept the challenges that come with my new role. And I look forward to refocusing the efforts of our employees on maintaining and improving a world-class school division.”

School board chair Jeff Morse said the board would embark on a nationwide search for a permanent superintendent to have the recruit in place by July 1 to be ready for the 2023–2024 school year.

Speaking to the press, Morse acknowledged “a complete breakdown of leadership” and vowed to “restore trust with the new superintendent, acting superintendent, and the next school board. All board seats are up for re-election in November 2023.

“The action that we took tonight is the first step to try and to demonstrate the fact that Loudoun County is eager to solve the problems we’ve addressed and to move on and to get back to education,” he added.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Loudoun County school board chair Jeff Morse (L) and vice chair Ian Serotkin speak to the media in Ashburn, Va., on Dec. 8, 2022. (Terri Wu/The Epoch Times)


In terms of the timing of firing the previous superintendent Ziegler, Morse said that the board wasn’t waiting for the grand jury report to take action.

“The board has made decisions based on the information available at hand. Obviously, there were some things in the grand jury report that we were unaware of. They caught us by surprise,” Morse told The Epoch Times, refusing to disclose the surprise items.

However, Morse confirmed “the board was misled” by Ziegler and other individuals whose positions were named in the grand jury report. When asked whether deputy superintendent Ashley Ellis or anyone else mentioned in that report should be fired, he replied that he wouldn’t comment until the board evaluated the full report.

Morse said he and vice chair Ian Serotkin reached out to Smith for the position because they viewed Smith as “an important stabilization factor” when observing him closely as chief of staff. In addition, Smith wasn’t present during the two sexual assaults in May and October 2021.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Loudoun County school board member Tiffany Polifko (L) speaks as chair Jeff Morse looks on in Ashburn, Va., on Dec. 8, 2022. (Terri Wu/The Epoch Times)


Smith, 43, was installed in his new position Thursday night following a 6–1 vote on the nine-member board. Denise Corbo and John Beatty were absent, and Tiffany Polifko voted against the nomination.

In her statement, Polifko, who joined the board through a special election in November, said that taxpayers, parents, and other constituents of LCPS were “lacking severe trust with the current state of affairs.” She said she firmly believed that the acting superintendent should hold the school system and senior staff accountable for the mishandling of two sexual harassments, the subject of a special grand jury investigation, of which the report (pdf) was released on Monday.

The report concluded, “LCPS as an organization tends to avoid managing difficult situations by not addressing them fully. Whether intended or not, this practice conveys to the public a sense of apathy.”

It continued, “The culture needs to change. Stronger leadership would address problems head-on instead of letting them snowball.”

Smith assured the reporters on the night of his appointment, “Absolutely, our kids are safe, and that’ll remain our priority.” He said his priorities would be ensuring that the school division “focused on teaching and learning of our kids.”

In response to The Epoch Times’ question about learning loss, Smith said he would address it and use the remaining federal recovery funds to support the need.

Serotkin, who may become the board chair in January, said, “It’s been a very busy week.” But, according to him, the board has taken “significant and strong actions within 36 hours of receiving the grand jury report.”

He said the school board and interim superintendent might not reach out to the sexual assault victims’ families “given ongoing legal issues regarding those cases.”
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Mayfield Rallies Rams Past Raiders in Final Minute, 17–16
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INGLEWOOD, Calif.—Baker Mayfield threw a 23-yard touchdown pass to Van Jefferson with 10 seconds to play to cap a 98-yard drive, and the Los Angeles Rams’ brand-new quarterback led two TD drives late in the fourth quarter of a shocking 17–16 victory over the Las Vegas Raiders on Thursday night, Dec. 8.

Just two days after the Rams (4–9) claimed Mayfield off waivers from Carolina, the former No. 1 pick went 22 of 35 for 230 yards and snapped the defending Super Bowl champions’ six-game losing streak in dramatic fashion.

Los Angeles trailed 16–3 after Daniel Carlson’s third field goal with 12:20 to play, but Mayfield engineered a 75-yard drive capped by Cam Akers’ TD run with 3:19 to play.

The Los Angeles defense stopped Derek Carr and the Raiders at the 2-minute warning, but AJ Cole dropped a 64-yard punt at the Rams 2. Undaunted and with no timeouts, Mayfield led the Rams downfield—with ample help from an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty on the Raiders’ Jerry Tillery for knocking the ball out of the quarterback’s hands after a play.

The Rams reached the Vegas 23 with 15 seconds left, and Mayfield promptly found Jefferson in the back corner of the end zone. The drive included a contested 32-yard reception by Ben Skowronek, who finished with seven catches for 89 yards.

Josh Jacobs rushed for 99 yards and the only touchdown for the Raiders (5–8), whose three-game winning streak ended in humiliating fashion. Less than four weeks after Las Vegas lost in former ESPN analyst Jeff Saturday’s NFL coaching debut with Indianapolis, the Raiders lost to a quarterback who joined his new team less than 48 hours before the game.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Las Vegas Raiders running back Josh Jacobs runs with the ball during the first half of an NFL football game against the Los Angeles Rams, in Inglewood, Calif., on Dec. 8, 2022. (Marcio Jose Sanchez/AP Photo)


Carr passed for 137 yards with no TDs and two interceptions, including a game-icing pick at midfield.

Coach Sean McVay swiftly turned over his offense to Mayfield instead of backups John Wolford and Bryce Perkins, who have both been ineffective in place of injured Matthew Stafford in recent weeks.

Mayfield was having a terrible season for the Panthers, but he improbably injected a spark into the Rams with a handful of big plays and decent drives despite minimal knowledge of McVay’s offense.

With McVay apparently giving detailed instructions into his helmet before each play, Mayfield immediately got the Rams moving with three completions of at least 20 yards in his first two series. Los Angeles had only 26 such completions in its first 12 games—third-fewest in the NFL.

And once he was warmed up, Mayfield completed 15 of his 20 passes in the fourth quarter, flawlessly directing his new teammates downfield for two scores.

Jacobs punched it in to cap the Raiders’ opening drive, and the running back got a whopping 18 carries in the first half while Vegas attempted to grind down the Rams.

Davante Adams got only four targets in the first half, but he made twojaw-dropping catches.

Akers short-circuited Mayfield’s solid second drive with a fumble in the red zone, but Rams linebacker Ernest Jones made an end-zone interception with 49 seconds left in the first half to limit Las Vegas’ lead to 13–3.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Cam Akers (3) of the Los Angeles Rams makes a reception against Tre’von Moehrig (25) of the Las Vegas Raiders during the fourth quarter at SoFi Stadium in Inglewood, Calif., on Dec. 8, 2022. (Ronald Martinez/Getty Images)


Los Angeles reached the red zone for the first time with 5 1/2 minutes to play, and Akers capitalized.

Carr’s Odometer

Carr joined Peyton Manning and Russell Wilson as the only quarterbacks to get 3,000 yards passing in each of their first nine NFL seasons.

Injuries

Jacobs injured his hand early in the second half and briefly went to the locker room, but kept playing. Aaron Donald (high ankle sprain) missed his second game due to injury in his nine-year NFL career. Raiders RG Alex Bars injured his knee on the opening drive and didn’t return. Rams WR Jacob Harris injured his shoulder playing special teams in the second half.

Up Next

Raiders: Host New England on Sunday, Dec. 18.

Rams: At Green Bay on Monday, Dec. 19.

By Greg Beacham
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Australia Fines Uber $21 Million for Overestimating Prices and Misleading Customers
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Australian Federal Court has fined rideshare company Uber $21 million (US$14.2 million) for overestimating service fees and falsely advertising a cancellation fee for its Australian services between 2017 and 2021.

In a federal court ruling, Justice Michael O’Bryan found that Uber breached Australian Consumer Law in two instances.

The first one involves misleading representations concerning cancellation messages displayed on Uber’s mobile app between December 2017 and September 2021.

During this period, when a customer proceeded to cancel a trip within Uber’s free cancellation period, they would receive a message which stated: “You may be charged a small fee since your driver is already on their way.”

The free cancellation period was specified in the “cancellation policy” section of Uber’s website and app. An example of such a period was five minutes after a driver accepted the trip for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort customers.

Despite displaying the message, the company did not charge the cancellation fee as it did not have the legal right to do so.

The court found that the message was incorrectly displayed in approximately 7.39 million trips for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort services, and 27,313 trips were ultimately not cancelled between December 2018 and August 2021.

Uber Pool customers received the cancellation message nearly 75,000 times, but only 332 trips were not cancelled.

At the same time, Uber was found to have made misleading representations and engaged in deceptive conduct by overestimating the prices consumers would pay for an Uber Taxi ride (a service available only in Sydney) between June 2018 and August 2020.

While Uber displayed the fares within a certain range, customers ended up paying less than those amounts in 89 percent of the trips.

Details of the Fines

Prior to the court hearing, Uber and the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), which brought the case against the rideshare company, agreed to settle the lawsuit with a $26 million payment.

However, the judge made some changes to the penalty amount.

In normal circumstances, the penalty of a civil lawsuit is agreed upon by the parties and needs the judge’s approval before becoming official.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A close-up of an Uber app is seen on an iPhone in Cardiff, Wales, on Feb. 19, 2021. (Matthew Horwood/Getty Images)


O’Bryan said the suggested $26 million penalty greatly exceeded the amount he considered appropriate because of the inadequate evidence he had been given to back up the proposed fines.

In the offence of overestimating fares, the judge reduced a proposed $8 million penalty for that contravention to $3 million for several reasons, including no evidence of any loss or damage to customers and drivers.

“It is important to emphasise that UBV (Uber) overestimated the fare at the time of booking, and the consumer ultimately paid a lower fare,” O’Bryan said in the ruling.

However, the judge agreed that the $18 million proposed penalty for the offence concerning the misleading cancellation message was appropriate.

As such, O’Bryan ordered Uber to pay $21 million for the two offences, plus another $200,000 to cover ACCC’s cost of prosecuting the case.

In addition, the rideshare giant needs to publish corrections and implement a compliance program to ensure that it follows the Australian Consumer Law.

Parties’ Response

In a statement issued following the court hearing, Uber apologised to customers and said that it had made changes to its platform based on the concerns raised by the ACCC, including discontinuing the Uber Taxi option in 2020 and changing the cancellation messaging.

Meanwhile, ACCC Chair Gina Cass-Gottlieb said the federal court’s penalty sent businesses a message that misleading consumers about the cost of a product or service was a serious matter.

“We note Justice O’Bryan’s statement that the ordered penalty should not be understood as any reduction in the Court’s resolve to impose penalties appropriate to achieve the statutory objective of deterring contraventions of the Australian Consumer Law,” she said in a statement.

“We took this important case because we understand that consumers rely on apps, like the Uber app, to provide accurate information to inform their purchasing decisions because they cannot independently check or monitor whether the information displayed is accurate.”
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USC QB Caleb Williams Voted AP Player of the Year
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LOS ANGELES—Southern California quarterback Caleb Williams is The Associated Press college football player of the year, becoming the school’s first winner of the award since 2005 with his stellar debut season for the Trojans.

Williams received 32 of the 46 first-place votes and 117 total points from AP Top 25 poll voters to win the award presented by Regions Bank. The Heisman Trophy favorite finished well ahead of TCU quarterback Max Duggan, who came in second with six first-place votes and 64 points.

Ohio State quarterback C.J. Stroud was third, with Tennessee’s Hendon Hooker in fourth and Georgia’s Stetson Bennett fifth.

Alabama linebacker Will Anderson Jr., the first repeat SEC Defensive Player of the Year, was the only non-quarterback in this year’s top eight vote-getters, finishing sixth after coming in fourth last season.

Stroud and Hooker got two first-place votes apiece, while one first-place vote each went to Bennett, Anderson and star running backs Bijan Robinson of Texas and Blake Corum of Michigan.

The clear favorite was Williams, the elusive passer and runner with an electrifying arm and strong leadership skills. The sophomore followed Lincoln Riley from Oklahoma to the West Coast last winter, and the duo immediately returned USC (11–2) to national prominence with a seven-win improvement on last season’s record.

Williams has passed for 4,075 yards with an FBS-leading 37 touchdowns and just four interceptions this season, completing 66.1% of his passes while winning the Pac-12’s Offensive Player of the Year award.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Southern California quarterback Caleb Williams smiles after USC defeated Notre Dame 38–27 in an NCAA college football game , in Los Angeles, Nov. 26, 2022. (Mark J. Terrill, File/AP Photo)


His ability to avoid defensive pressure has bordered on the supernatural at times, and he has racked up 372 yards rushing and 10 touchdowns while setting the USC school records for total touchdowns and total offensive yards (4,447) in a season.

“I think he’s just elegant in the way he plays the game,” USC receiver Kyle Ford said. “That’s the only word to describe it. He’s out there and he’s in the backfield, zigzagging around and doing spin moves, and he doesn’t get touched and has a first down, and he’s out of bounds. Stuff like that is amazing to me, stuff that he pulls off during a game. He’s a gamer, and he’s a winner.”

Perhaps most impressively, Williams has played a critical role in bringing cohesion, teamwork and 11 victories to a program returning from a four-win season with a new coaching staff and more than two dozen veteran player additions through the transfer portal.

Although he usually deflects questions about his own play by praising his teammates, Williams admits leadership “means everything” to him.

“I’ve been trying to lead more,” he added. “Being in a position where you can go and do something bigger, or do something that you’ve always dreamed of as a child, it brings that understanding that the time is right now.”

From his first weeks in Los Angeles, Williams welcomed the responsibility of organizing and motivating this group of new teammates. He swiftly cemented friendships across the roster with his charisma and upbeat personality.

“Talk about a dude you can count on for anything,” USC left guard Andrew Vorhees said. “A guy who genuinely cares, is supportive in every way, really tries to be a guy that brings people together. It’s a brotherhood to him.”

USC went 11-1 in the regular season, and Williams put up one spectacular game after another down the stretch, capped by rivalry victories over UCLA and Notre Dame. Although the Trojans missed out on the College Football Playoff after losing the Pac-12 title game to Utah while Williams hobbled through the evening with a hamstring injury, No. 8 USC will finish its turnaround season in the Cotton Bowl against Tulane.

Williams is the third winner of the AP award in six years for Riley, who also coached Oklahoma quarterbacks Baker Mayfield (2017) and Kyler Murray (2018) to Heisman trophies in the same years.

USC is enjoying its best season since the tenure of former coach Pete Carroll, and the Trojans now have their first AP Player of the Year since those glory days. Quarterback Matt Leinart won the award in 2004, and tailback Reggie Bush claimed it the next year.

Both went on to claim the Heisman Trophy, and Williams is favored to claim USC’s record eighth as the school’s first finalist since 2005.

Williams, Stroud, Duggan and Bennett are the finalists for the Heisman, which will be presented in New York on Saturday. The winner of the AP award has differed from the Heisman winner just twice in the past two decades.

By Greg Beacham
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Twitter Software Update Will Let Users See ‘True Account Status,’ Appeal Shadowbans: Musk
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Elon Musk announced more changes to Twitter on Thursday after releasing the second volume of the “Twitter files” revealing the social media platform’s “secret blacklists.”

The billionaire businessman, who finalized his purchase of Twitter in October for $44 billion, said the company will now start telling users if their content is being made undiscoverable.

Twitter will also provide a way for users to appeal such cases, Musk said.

“Twitter is working on a software update that will show your true account status, so you know clearly if you’ve been shadowbanned, the reason why and how to appeal,” Musk wrote on Thursday.

The Tesla CEO’s post came shortly after Bari Weiss, founder, and editor of The Free Press, released the second wave of so-called “Twitter files” detailing how conservative commentators had their tweets censored by the platform.

A week prior, independent journalist Matt Taibbi, with Musk’s endorsement, detailed how Twitter staff had worked to suppress a New York Post article about Hunter Biden’s laptop ahead of the 2020 election.

In the latest trove of internal Twitter documents, Weiss, a former New York Times columnist, said that the company had placed a number of accounts under a “Trends Blacklist” or a “Search Blacklist” making either their content undiscoverable or their accounts harder to search.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Stanford University Dr. Jay Bhattacharya speaks remotely with The Epoch Times on COVID-19 data and criticism from other faculty on Sept. 21, 2021. (Cynthia Cai/The Epoch Times)


Twitter ‘Prevents Disfavored Tweets From Trending’

“A new #TwitterFiles investigation reveals that teams of Twitter employees build blacklists, prevent disfavored tweets from trending, and actively limit the visibility of entire accounts or even trending topics—all in secret, without informing users,” Weiss wrote on Twitter.

Accounts placed on a “Trends Blacklist” included those belonging to Dr. Jay Bhattacharya, a professor of medicine at Stanford University School of Medicine who opposed COVID-19 lockdowns due to concerns about children’s mental health, and the popular Libs of TikTok account.

The account of conservative commentator Dan Bongino was also allegedly placed on a “Search Blacklist,” according to Weiss, while a photograph of the account of Turning Point USA President Charlie Kirk appeared to be marked “Do Not Amplify.”

Weiss also shared a screenshot of an alleged message from Yoel Roth, Twitter’s former head of global trust and safety, in which he asked for more research support on “non-removal policy interventions like disabling engagements and deamplification/visibility filtering.”

“The hypothesis underlying much of what we’ve implemented is that if exposure to, e.g., misinformation directly causes harm, we should use remediations that reduce exposure, and limiting the spread/virality of content is a good way to do that,” Roth wrote.

Weiss also claimed that Twitter had a “secret group” that consisted of Roth, Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s former head of legal policy and trust; and former CEOs Jack Dorsey and Parag Agrawal, among others, called the “Site Integrity Policy, Policy Escalation Support”, or “SIP-PES”.

“This is where the biggest, most politically sensitive decisions got made. ‘Think high follower account, controversial,’ another Twitter employee told us. For these ‘there would be no ticket or anything,'” Weiss said.

Musk has pledged that Twitter’s policy is “freedom of speech, but not freedom of reach” and has welcomed back to Twitter a string of previously banned accounts.

Weiss said on Thursday that Taibbi will release the third installment of the “Twitter files”, although it is unclear exactly when.

Caden Pearson contributed to this report.
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Commentary

There is no denying the reality that a constitutional convention held in 2017 near Uluru galvanised a movement to amend the Australian Constitution. The “Uluru Statement from the Heart” (pdf) invites people to walk with Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders “in a movement of the Australian people for a better future.”

To that purpose, it is expected that sometime next year, a referendum will be held to enshrine a “First Nations Voice” in the Constitution. Although the federal government is pressing forward with this project, the details of it have not been disclosed, except that it will supposedly contribute to “reconciliation” with Australia’s Indigenous population.

There is, however, utter confusion as to who is to be regarded as Aboriginal, how the members of the Voice will be chosen, and what the powers of that body—often described as “advisory”—will be.

The constant speculation about the shape and the function of the Voice overlooks the question of why its proponents deem it necessary to establish this body for “reconciliation” purposes. This question is almost never asked and hence, not considered and answered.

Even conceding the importance of this “reconciliation” project, the inordinate amount of interest of the media in the “Voice” is genuinely curious.

The media is effectively treating the “Voice” as a byword for “reconciliation,” which has become one of the most used but least understood words in political and social discourse. Often, it simply means the adoption of a swath of privileges available only to those who identify as Indigenous.

Australians Don’t Unanimously Support the Voice

Commenting on the present “reconciliation” developments, Peter O’Brien notes in the Quadrant that “so far, non-indigenous Australia has done all the reconciling—witness the ubiquity of the Aboriginal flag, the constant refrains of ‘we acknowledge the traditional owners,’ the Aboriginal domination of the opening ceremonies of all major public events, the Aboriginal-only study grants and job placements, the relinquishment of 60 percent of our land mass to some form of native title, and so on almost ad infinitum.”

The Leader of the Nationals, David Littleproud, announced that his party would not support the Voice. Although the party’s opposition to the Voice is not unanimous—Andrew Gee, federal MP for Calare disclosed his support—it bemoans the introduction of yet another layer of bureaucracy in Canberra.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Nationals leader David Littleproud with Nationals members and senators at a press conference at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Nov. 28, 2022. (AAP Image/Mick Tsikas)


The party argues that all people, regardless of race, who are dispossessed or live in squalid conditions or are economically deprived, should be assisted.

So, there will be no bipartisan support, although the Liberal Party has not yet voiced an opinion on the proposal.

Also, support for the Voice is not undisputed even within the Aboriginal polity of Australia, with Country Liberal Senator Jacinta Price and prominent commentator Warren Mundine cogently criticising the proposal.

The frenetic activity to establish the Voice is curious in light of the adoption, in July 2020, by the Australian government and the Coalition of Peaks—the Coalition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peak Organisations—of the National Agreement on Closing the Gap.

This initiative “stems from the belief that when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have a genuine say in the design and delivery of services that affect them, better life outcomes are achieved.”

It is unnecessary in this opinion piece to rehash the arguments for and against the Voice—these have been abundantly covered in the past in various magazines and newspapers, including this paper. Except to reiterate that the Voice, if successful at the upcoming referendum, would introduce a race-based representative body in the Australian Constitution.

Surely, such a development belittles the often-stated claim that a person’s rights, obligations, and privileges should not be dependent on a characteristic over which people have no control and therefore is irrelevant in the distribution of burdens of benefits.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] NBL Owner and Executive Chairman Larry Kestelman reacts during the NBL Indigenous Round launch at Parliament House in Canberra, Australia, on Nov. 29, 2022. (AAP Image/Lukas Coch)


Is Australia Different?

Australia is unique in that it seeks to undo the past by enthusiastically promoting the Voice as a way of achieving reconciliation. This movement seeks to atone for the “invasion” of Australia by Captain Arthur Phillip on Jan. 26, 1788, following Lieutenant James Cook’s decision to claim the East Coast of Australia for the British on Aug. 22, 1770.

Proponents of the Voice argue that the “invasion” and consequent disruption of the cultures of Aboriginal tribes in Australia necessitates “reconciliation” as an atonement for taking the land of the inhabitants who were there at the time of European settlement.

Why should this now result in a huge race-based industry supposedly to reconcile with those who claim special privileges because of their race?

Throughout recorded history, powerful countries have invaded weaker countries and acquired them by force. Mostly, these unfortunate events have not resulted in demands for reparation, compensation, or reconciliation.

For example, Flanders, in northern Belgium, was twice the size of what it is today before 1659. But between 1659 and 1713, France under Louis XIV invaded Flanders and, over this period, gradually annexed it to France. The Flemish culture was suppressed, and the teaching of the Flemish/Dutch language was prohibited.

However, although the annexation could be characterised as an aggressive act, there is no movement to seek reconciliation between French Flemings and France. Indeed, what happened more than 300 years ago, not long before the time Australia was settled by the British, belongs to history and is firmly kept in the past.

Over time, the displaced Flemings in Northern France got on with life and are treated by the French State like all other Frenchmen. The same story has occurred over and again throughout history.

Why, then, would it be different in Australia? Indeed, in contrast, in Australia, the accommodating attitude displayed by various Australian governments to the interests of Indigenous Australians borders on sycophancy and imbues non-Indigenous Australians with a guilt complex.

Where will this development lead in the future?

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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California Assembly GOP Plan Complicates Comeback Attempt
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Commentary

California desperately needs two-party competition. Democrats have held every state office since 2011—and but for a single year in the Assembly, 1996, they have wielded majorities in both houses of the Legislature for 50 years, with supermajorities in recent years. One-party rule is not democracy.

To try to get back in the game, Assembly Republicans on Dec. 5, the start of the new legislative session, released a new “California Promise” legislative package with 28 points. Minority leader James Gallagher (R-Yuba City) said the solutions are “desperately needed to address a number of the state’s biggest issues. Republicans are here in Sacramento to make something abundantly clear: We can have a California that is affordable to live in, safe for our families and where our kids get the best education.”

He said the Democrats “can either stand in the way of progress, or they can join us to help better the lives of millions of Californians. Republicans are the party of innovative solutions, and we’re ready to act on Day One.”

The first problem is the California Promise is clogged with 28 points, at least 10 too many. Newt Gingrich’s 1994 “Contract With America,” which helped catapult Republicans into a majority in the U.S. House of Representatives for the first time in four decades, included only 10 points. People also are familiar with a 10-point plan because of the 10 Commandments.

But a three-point plan would be even better, each point hammered home.

A plan with 28 points is just too complicated for a party trying to climb out of super-minority status, with just 17 members in the Assembly out of 80, down from 19 in the last session. And with nine in the Senate, holding steady, out of 40.

I’ll review the best 10 on the list, each with a direct appeal to voting Californians.

1. Gas tax. Repeal it. A no-brainer. This would save California drivers 54 cents a gallon at the pump. Unfortunately, it’s only a one-year suspension. And the Republicans add another plank, allowing the governor to suspend it “due to hardship on low-income and middle-class families.” They should keep it simple. Permanent repeal.

I wish they also would have advanced the proposal I’ve been making for a decade to cut the sales tax half a cent, benefitting everybody.

2. Income taxes. Increase the renters’ tax credit, which currently goes only to the very poor. Being a renter, I’m really for this one. Homeowners get a mortgage deduction. Why shouldn’t renters get something similar? Better: Make all rent deductible from state taxes up to $150,000 in income.

3. Housing and homeless. They push three ideas, none that great. Nothing about reforming the California Environmental Quality Act. Their best idea is banning homeless encampments within 500 feet of schools. The other ideas are providing a property tax bonus to cities that provide more housing. That’s too much micro-management. The other idea is redirecting money to regional shelters for the homeless.

4. Energy. Repeal the moratorium on building new nuclear power. Great idea. Even President Biden, Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and the 2020 Platform of the Democratic National Convention have backed building new, safe nuke plants.

5. Crime. Increase penalties for the sale, possession for sale and transportation of fentanyl. I don’t want a new “war on drugs,” but something has to be done when kids are dropping dead by the thousands, often from taking a single, first dose.

Unfortunately, the Republicans also want to enhance penalties for gun crimes. The Democrats do just fine increasing unneeded anti-gun legislation, thank you.

6. School curriculum. Make public-school curriculum transparent for parents. Excellent. Better: Put all curricula online.

7. Education. Expand technical education. Most kids really don’t need to go to college. Training in a high-paying technical field, such as welding or tool-and-die, is much better than running up $100,000 in debt for a useless degree in CRT-soaked psychology or sociology.

8. Water. Expedite judicial review of water projects. The Republicans bring up CEQA reform here, properly, as they should have for housing, as I mentioned above.

9. Water storage. “Codify the goal of achieving 3.7MAF (million acre feet) of new water storage by 2030 and 4MAF by 2040 set in Governor Newsom’s administration’s ‘Water Supply Strategy.’”

10. Wildfires. Accurately include wildfire emissions among state CO2 reports. In The Epoch Times in October, I reported on a study by UCLA and University of Chicago researchers, “Wildfires Canceled California’s CO2 Gains.” If this were better known, the state would be more inclined to prioritize reducing wildfires through undergrounding, instead of following such chimeras as ending the sale of all gas-powered cars by 2035.

In sum, the Republicans have come up with some mostly decent ideas. But they need to remember Thoreau’s admonition: “Our life is frittered away by detail. Simplify, simplify, simplify! I say, let your affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half a dozen, and keep your accounts on your thumb-nail.”

Especially when there are only 19 GOP assemblymembers out of 80.

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

It has been amusing to behold the evolution of the anti-Trump narrative since the midterm elections.

“Now, finally, at last, we can purge the Republican Party of all MAGA elements and return to that semi-official second-class status we had gotten used to under one-and-a-half-party-Democratic rule.”

That last bit is my interpolation. But let’s face it, Republicans had existed in a state of political dhimmitude for decades.

Trump changed that, and it seems pretty clear that Republicans cannot win without the support of his millions of voters, but forget about all that.

Now, at last, we can return to the well-pressed, clean-cut, no-mean-tweets status quo ante.

NPR, Mitt Romney, endless vistas of rice pudding.

Conservatives might not be able to get much accomplished, but at least they can rub up against one another, make deals, scratch each others’ backs, and find a spare teat to which they can attach their parched lips.

Elon Musk’s ongoing Twitter dump that is exposing the media’s collusion with Democrats to steal the 2020 election and taint all things Trump seemed for about a nanosecond as if it might upset the avocado cart of anti-Trump complacency.

Yes, it seems likely that the ongoing revelations put forward by Matt Taibbi and others will spark a certain amount of outrage on the right.

I suspect, however, that the scandalous revelations will have approximately zero effect on the congealing narrative.

I hope I’m wrong.

But the winds of anti-Trump sentiment are ubiquitous among the credentialed class.

Not, by the way, that I believe that their hot-air machine is going to make a lot of difference to what happens.

That will be decided by that hugely inconvenient but apparently ineradicable group of people: the voters.

In the meantime, though, the little eructations of hysteria have been delicious to watch.

No sooner had Taibbi’s first Twitter thread spun out than Trump took to Truth Social, his new(ish) media platform, to issue this bulletin:

“So, with the revelation of MASSIVE & WIDESPREAD FRAUD & DECEPTION in working closely with Big Tech Companies, the DNC, & the Democrat Party, do you throw the Presidential Election Results of 2020 OUT and declare the RIGHTFUL WINNER, or do you have a NEW ELECTION?”

Trump continued: “A Massive Fraud of this type and magnitude allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution. Our great “Founders” did not want, and would not condone, False & Fraudulent Elections!”

Oh, how the Punditocracy went crazy over that!

“Donald Trump’s Call to ‘Terminate’ Constitution Sparks Fury,” screamed one typical headline.

Quoth this scribe, “Donald Trump has sparked a furious backlash after he called for the ‘termination’ of parts of the Constitution to overturn the results of the 2020 election.”

What followed were the usual talking points.

Trump’s claims about there being widespread fraud in the 2020 election were “baseless,” readers were assured while a White House spokesman was wheeled out to emit the usual clichés about the Constitution being a “sacrosanct document that for over 200 years has guaranteed that freedom and the rule of law prevail in our great country,” etc., etc.

Responding to Trump’s effusion, Elon Musk tweeted that “The Constitution is greater than any President. End of story.”

That sounds pretty uplifting. Taken in isolation, I agree with it myself.

But have you run it by Woodrow Wilson, for example, or Barack Obama, or Joe Biden?

The terrible truth is that the Left thinks the Constitution is “sacrosanct” and natters on about “the rule of law” only so long as such rhetoric can be used to further its own policies.

Absent that, it’s “mostly peaceful protests,” threats against Supreme Court Justices, and the weaponization of the FBI, the IRS, and the surveillance apparatus of the deep state all the way down.

Nor is the response a matter of what Nigel Molesworth called the “tu quoque” strategy.

Sure, had anything remotely as serious as what Taibbi’s Twitter revelations are uncovering been discovered about Trump or about other Republications, it would be wall-to-wall, front-page apoplexy in the New York Times and the rest of the consulting-class press for weeks.

Just as in 2016, we’d be treated to round-the-clock denunciations, bulletins that the election was illegitimate, and demands that it be overturned.

But none of that comes near to what Trump actually said.

The ever-percipient Sarah Hoyt, writing at Instapundit, got it exactly right.

“What he’s saying,” Hoyt wrote, “is that we are PAST the rules, regulations and articles of the Constitution. Which we knew didn’t we? This was a color revolution, which means a revolution that uses the country’s rules and regulations against the country to install a usurping entity under the cover of law.”

Pay attention, now. Hoyt is on a roll. “By definition there isn’t a way to remedy this situation within the law. Because the laws were subverted against us and themselves.”

If so, then what? Again, I think Hoyt gets it in one: “Trump is—as he always does—trying to get people to talk about things. He’s not calling for war or revolution. He never did.”

This is true, though you wouldn’t know it if you peeked in on the Liz Cheney–Nancy Pelosi Jan. 6 circus.

Hoyt ends, as I will, with some sage advice: “Put you [sic] panties back on and stop twisting them. He’s trying—probably stupidly and quixotically—to solve this without calling for kinetic solutions. Because if we tip into that pot, we might never come out again as a Constitutional Republic.”

There are forces that are eager to see the back of that form of government-if-you-can-keep-it.

But the fomenters of that ambition are not named Trump even though you wouldn’t know that by listening to the omniscient folks who are determined to run your life.

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

As I write this, relations between China and Japan are at their lowest point in 50 years. Fumio Kishida, the prime minister of Japan, recently accused China of aggressively infringing on Japan’s sovereignty and escalating tensions in the region. Now, as the two neighbors vie for influence in East Asia and beyond, some commentators fear that war between China and Japan is a distinct possibility.

It is now 50 years since China and Japan normalized diplomatic ties. It’s rather unfortunate, then, that anti-Japanese hatred appears to be on the rise in China. According to a poll conducted by a Japanese think tank and a Chinese publisher, some 66 percent of Chinese citizens have a bad impression of the Japanese, and 90 percent of Japanese hold an unfavorable view of China.

For years, Tokyo and Beijing have clashed over the Japanese-controlled, Chinese-claimed Senkaku Islands (known as the Diaoyu islands in China). Although Japan has controlled the uninhabited islands since 1895, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is actively challenging Japanese control. Why? Because of the potentially lucrative gas reserves surrounding the islands. In the final week of November, a number of Chinese coast guard ships, including one vessel equipped with a 76-mm gun, were spotted in close proximity to the uninhabited islands.

At the same time, China is conducting military exercises in waters overlapping Japan’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ), an area in which Japan, a sovereign state, has jurisdiction over its resources.

[image: Chinese aircraft carrier] China’s aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, sails with other ships during a “live combat drill” in the East China Sea on April 23, 2018. A show of force by Beijing’s burgeoning navy in disputed waters that have riled neighbors. (AFP via Getty Images)


Rising Tensions

Rather worryingly, in China, the mood has soured to a point where even the smallest signs of Japanese culture are attacked. In August, a young woman was, according to credible reports, arrested, detained for hours, and accused of causing trouble. Her crime? Donning a Japanese kimono and taking photos in the streets of Suzhou, a city west of Shanghai.

Three days after police officers targeted the young woman, Akiba Takeo, the head of Japan’s National Security Secretariat, flew to China to meet with Yang Jiechi, the CCP’s senior foreign affairs adviser. The pair discussed the CCP’s intimidation of Taiwan and China’s military exercises in Japan’s EEZ. Discussions, by all accounts, were tense. As Voice of America reported, Yang told Takeo that “the Taiwan question bears on the political foundation of China-Japan relations and the basic trust and good faith between the two countries.” In other words, Japan ought to subscribe to the “one-China” principle. To make his point crystal clear, Yang added, “Japan should … shape up a right perception of China, pursue a positive, pragmatic and rational China policy, and uphold the right direction of peaceful development.”

Unlike many other countries, Japan does not recognize the CCP’s claim of “ownership” over Taiwan. Shinzo Abe, Japan’s longest-serving prime minister who was assassinated in July, played a pivotal role in strengthening ties between Taipei and Tokyo. As the Council of Foreign Relations (CFR) previously noted, before Abe became prime minister, “Japanese officials were deeply uncomfortable talking about a potential Chinese use of force against Taiwan, the implications of such a move for Japanese security, and how Japan should respond to such a scenario.” Abe, however, recognized the threat emanating from Beijing. He set about reorienting Japanese policy toward the island. Moreover, he began “publicly emphasizing shared values between Japan and Taiwan,” referring to the Taiwanese government as an “important partner” and a “precious friend.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen (center) and Taiwanese officials pose for photos with a Japanese delegation at the presidential office in Taipei, Taiwan, on July 28, 2022. (Taiwan Presidential Office via AP)


Abe is gone, but his work lives on. The people of Taiwan have a genuine fondness for the Japanese. A poll conducted by a research agency commissioned by Tokyo’s de facto embassy in Taipei found that 60 percent of Taiwanese now view Japan as their favorite foreign country, with 70 percent of respondents, a record high, viewing Taiwan-Japan relations in a favorable light. More than three-quarters of Taiwanese say they have an affinity with Japan.

The close bond between Taiwan and Japan could explain the anti-Japanese sentiments. Another close bond, the one between Tokyo and Washington, is also angering Beijing. In the eyes of the CCP, a friend of the United States is, by default, an enemy of communist China. This fact is not lost on Japan and the United States, two countries that recognize the danger posed by the despots in Beijing.

Japan is a member of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD), a strategic initiative that Abe initially introduced in 2007. Other members include Australia, India, and the United States. In 2007, the Quad was hamstrung when Kevin Rudd, then-prime minister of Australia, became nervous about growing tensions between the United States and China. The QSD was put on ice until 2017, when Abe, then-Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, and then-U.S. President Donald Trump decided to resurrect the alliance. In the five years since the group reunited, much of the dialogue has centered around China. More specifically, China’s activities in the Indo-Pacific region.

It seems Japan is firmly committed to countering the threat from the Chinese regime. But the Japanese can’t do it alone. The QSD must remain strong, especially now that the emerging China-Russia-Iran axis is desperately attempting to create a new world order. As this axis grows in power, we should expect many more “crimes and misfortunes” to occur.

In the short term, a war between the East Asian nations is unlikely. However, if relations continue to deteriorate, the prospect of future warfare shouldn’t be ruled out.

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

In ancient Greek Mythology, Tantalus was punished by being hungry and thirsty, but forever having water and fruit held just out of his reach. Hence, tantalize.

That’s what reparations for slavery and Jim Crow are for black people—something held before them by politicians, professors, political writers, and others, but which they will never get. Yet the California Reparations Task Force continues to work, figuring out how much supposedly should be paid to each of the state’s 2.5 million black residents.

In June, I wrote in The Epoch Times, on the task force’s preliminary report, about how the state doesn’t have the money, and it would be impossible to figure out exactly how much to pay and to whom.

That’s also the case for the task force’s internal preliminary number of $223,000 owed to each black Californian, according to numbers quoted by media reports, as the task force works toward releasing a final report next July.

However, Chairperson Kamilah Moore told KCRA “that some reporting about what the economic consultants’ team presented has been misleading and that ‘the task force has not recommended anything yet.'” KCRA added:

Moore said that the report by the economics group tasked with calculating California’s harms selected five areas for possible remedies: housing discrimination, unjust property takings, devaluation of Black businesses, health harms and mass incarceration and overpolicing.

“So there are different monetary figures that correspond with each of those harms,” she said.

One of those figures reported accurately by The New York Times but then mischaracterized by other outlets, Moore said, is an estimated maximum liability from more than four decades of racist redlining housing practices of $569 billion. That would amount to $223,200 per person for each of the state’s 2.5 million Black Californians, the economists noted.

But in March the task force decided to go with a lineage-based community of eligibility “so that means that not all Black Californians in the state of California will be eligible for reparations,” Moore said.

This means the $569 billion amount represents a “maximum” liability but “in reality that monetary figure for housing discrimination will probably be much lower because again, it’s based on this idea that all Blacks in California in 2021 also resided in the state between 1933 and 1977 or are the legal heirs of eligible recipients, which more than likely is not the case,” Moore said.


But instead of making matters more clear, the Moore interview revealed the task force’s calculations are descending into mind-numbing complexity. How, after all, can one quantify “overpolicing”?

Moreover, a couple of friends mentioned the story to me in passing without the nuance Moore gave to the figures. Whether she knows it or not, that $569 billion figure is floating around the Southern California community. As one friend said, based on a radio report he heard, “That’s more than double the state budget,” which clocked at $234 billion for fiscal year 2022-23, beginning on July 1.

For California blacks, this task force is tantalus-torture in three ways.

First, it makes them think they’re going to get $223,000 per person, when they’re not going to get anything. To repeat, there’s no money, and there’s no way to figure out who would get what. DNA tests? Detailed examinations of U.S. Census records? Endless court cases? It just doesn’t work however you figure it.

Second, it obscures the real problem with real estate suffered not just by blacks, but by everybody—the immense rise in housing costs in California the past 20 years. Even that $223,000 per person would only be a down payment on housing that stretches upward to $1 million per house along the California coast. Meanwhile, interest rates have soared, making it even more difficult to afford a home.

According to the California Association of Realtors, in Q3 2022, just 37 percent of first-time homebuyers could afford a home in Southern California, down from 44 percent in Q3 2021. For the United States in Q3 2002, it’s 59 percent.

Assuming the money ever were given out, a lot of recipients would just take their bonanza and move to other states where housing remains more reasonable. No wonder the U.S. Census found blacks already have gone from 7.4 percent of California population in 1990 to 6.2 percent in 2020, fleeing like all types of Californians to cheaper states.

The state actually can improve housing affordability for blacks, but only by doing so for everybody. It can cut taxes, especially that 9.3 percent income tax rate that digs the heart out of the middle class. And it could reform the California Environmental Quality Act that impedes housing construction. Instead of wasting time, energy, and worry on the reparations chimera, the state should be pushing for these real reforms.

Third, the reparations tantalization is also a detour from something that really would help blacks earn more money: reform of the California public schools that fail especially badly through the “achievement gap” blacks and Hispanics have with whites and Asians. I wrote about that last month in my interview with Lance Christensen, who lost a bid to become state superintendent of public instruction.

Test scores taken after the severe COVID lockdowns found 84 percent of black and 79 percent of Latino students flunked math standards in 2022. Christensen remarked, “The numbers on black and Latino kids on literacy and math are jaw-dropping. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend how we’re supposed to expect these kids to succeed in life.”

Reforms such as more school choice and performance pay for the best teachers continue to be rejected by the powerful California Teachers Association. The reparations tantalization only diverts attention from seeking real school reform to help these children.

Talking about money, the state now spends an average of nearly $24,000 per student. The money is there, but the structure is defective. Instead of “reparations” given to black students, what’s needed is “repairing” the existing system to give these kids the educations they need to excel.

What a waste. Real solutions exist to help black Californians, especially their children, but instead all they are given is magical numbers and false hopes.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/reparations-task-force-tantalizes-black-californians_4910765.html



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


Who’s Really Facilitating America’s Border Crisis?


						[image: U.S. Border Patrol agents check for identification of immigrants as they wait to be processed after crossing the border from Mexico in Yuma, Ariz., on June 22, 2022. (Qian Weizhong/VCG/Getty Images)]
U.S. Border Patrol agents check for identification of immigrants as they wait to be processed after crossing the border from Mexico in Yuma, Ariz., on June 22, 2022. (Qian Weizhong/VCG/Getty Images)
						

							
							Analysis							
						

				
					[image: Rob Bluey]
					
						Rob Bluey
											
				
			
								December 8, 2022
								Updated: December 8, 2022
							


News Analysis

Catholic Charities and other non-governmental organizations are working in concert with the Biden administration to facilitate the worst border crisis in American history, according to an investigation that examined the movement of 30,000 mobile devices in the United States.

The shocking report is a snapshot of the border crisis over the course of just one month and it shows how the mass resettlement of illegal aliens is impacting nearly every congressional district in America.

Using the movement patterns of anonymized cell phones, The Heritage Foundation investigation reveals how tens of thousands of illegal aliens are making their way to the U.S. interior thanks to the aid and comfort of a network of private organizations.

Those non-governmental organizations are numerous and include more than the 30 separate physical locations cited in Heritage’s report. Catholic Charities is the most recognizable name, but other faith-based organizations are represented as well.

“Overflow from Customs and Border Protection is being transferred to these organizations so that Border Patrol avoids overcrowded facilities,” Heritage wrote in a memo announcing the findings. “These organizations apply for, and receive, taxpayer money to provide processing and transportation services and infrastructure to facilitate the migration of illegal aliens into the interior of the country.”

In fiscal year 2022, ending Sept. 30, a record 2.76 million illegal aliens crossed the border, according to U.S. Customs and Border Protection. That number is more than 1 million higher than the previous annual record set in 2021.

‘Illegal Immigration Is Everywhere’

The mere 30,000 mobile devices that were analyzed by Heritage illustrate the scale of the problem: It’s a tiny sample compared to the millions of illegal aliens who have entered the United States on President Joe Biden’s watch.

Mike Howell, director of Heritage’s Oversight Project, unveiled the findings Monday during an interview on Steve Bannon’s War Room. The investigation was a collaboration between the Oversight Project and Heritage’s Border Security and Immigration Center.

“They’re doing this under the cover of night, and we caught them,” Howell said. “We’re showing this goes everywhere. It’s in every community in the United States.”




.@MHowellTweets: “We purchased bulk cell phone data and tracked illegal aliens over a 1 month period from 30 NGOs at the southern border to the interior.” #BorderInvasion 

Watch LIVE➡ https://t.co/cUOaVs2xKO

Watch more from the #WarRoom here: https://t.co/2hmdFin9Kj pic.twitter.com/mWh7Y0CJQo

— Real America's Voice (RAV) (@RealAmVoice) December 6, 2022






Heritage’s Oversight Project embarked on the project after seeing how similar data was weaponized to track movements during the COVID-19 pandemic and in the aftermath of the Jan. 6 protest at the U.S. Capitol.

Using the anonymized cell phone devices and first-hand observations of border facilities, the Oversight Project developed a series of maps that show where illegal aliens start their journey—and ultimately where they end up. Along the way, the network of private organizations is working alongside the U.S. government to support their resettlement.

“Illegal immigration is everywhere,” Howell said. “It’s fundamentally transforming this country.”

Tracking the Travel Patterns of Illegal Aliens

This first phase of the investigation examined 407 cell phone devices at the Val Verde Border Humanitarian Coalition, which provides “an efficient way to transition migrating immigrants and families to their destinations,” and the Del Rio Station, which is run by U.S. Customs and Border Protection. Those devices were later traced to 40 different U.S. states.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] This map shows the geofenced Val Verde Border Humanitarian Coalition in Del Rio, Texas.


[image: Epoch Times Photo] This map shows the geofenced Del Rio Station, operated by U.S. Customs and Border Protection.


[image: Epoch Times Photo] The 407 mobile devices at the Val Verde Border Humanitarian Coalition and Del Rio Station eventually made their way to 40 different U.S. states.


The second phase focused on 20 private organizations located in Arizona, California, and Texas. Just in January 2022, more than 22,000 unique cell phones were detected at these locations. Those devices would eventually make their way to 431 congressional districts (of the 435 nationwide).

The organizations include Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley, Good Neighbor Settlement House, Humanitarian Respite Center, Interfaith Ministries—Houston, International Rescue Committee—Abilene, International Rescue Committee—Dallas, Jewish Family & Children’s Services of Southern Arizona, Jewish Family Service of San Diego, La Posada Providencia, Mission Border Hope Refugee Services of Texas—Amarillo, Refugee Services of Texas—Austin, Refugee Services of Texas—Dallas/Greenville, Refugee Services of Texas—Dallas/LBJ, Refugee Services of Texas—Fort Worth, Refugee Services of Texas—Houston, Refugee Services of Texas—Rio Grande Valley, Refugee Services of Texas—San Antonio, and World Relief—North Texas, World Relief—SoCal.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] More than 22,000 unique mobile devices were detected at 20 facilities in Arizona, California, and Texas.


[image: Epoch Times Photo] The devices were later traced to 431 separate U.S. congressional districts in the United States.


The third phase included 13 organizations along the U.S.-Mexico border. More than 5,000 unique devices were detected at those locations, which would later travel to 434 congressional districts—all but one in the entire country.

The organizations identified on the map below include Annunciation House, Casa Alitas, Catholic Charities, Jewish Family Services, Holding Institute, International Rescue Committee, La Frontera Shelter, Mission Border Hope, and Regional Center for Border Health.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Over 5,000 unique mobile devices were identified at these 13 locations along the U.S.-Mexico border.


[image: Epoch Times Photo] Devices were later traced nationwide to 434 congressional districts out of a total of 435.


Finally, the fourth phase looked exclusively at Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley. In this single location during January 2022, nearly 3,400 devices were detected. They were later traced to 433 congressional districts.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley is located in San Juan, Texas.


[image: Epoch Times Photo] The nearly 3,400 unique mobile devices at this Catholic Charities location were later tracked to 433 congressional districts.


Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley states on its website, “The center provides a place for the countless men, women, children, and infant refugees to rest, have a warm meal, a shower, and change into clean clothing as well as receive medicine and other supplies, before continuing onto their journey.”

Catholic Charities did not respond to The Daily Signal’s request for comment.

Threat of Mass Amnesty in Congress

Heritage’s report comes amid heightened concern that Democrats and Republicans in Congress are attempting to pass immigration legislation without first addressing the border crisis.

Just this week, Sen. Kyrsten Sinema (D-Ariz.) and Thom Tillis (R-N.C.) announced an amnesty deal that could impact 2 million illegal aliens, not to mention those the aliens could later sponsor for immigration. Meanwhile, the Democrat-led House is preparing to vote on the EAGLE Act, which would eliminate per-country caps for employment-based immigrant visas.

“Once again, Congress is showing that they are not remotely interested in securing our border and upholding our laws,” Heritage visiting fellows Mark Morgan and Tom Homan said in a statement. “Instead, they’re more interested in ramming through a mass amnesty in a lame-duck session of Congress.”

Given the widespread ramifications of illegal immigration across the United States—backed up by the shocking data unveiled in Heritage’s report—lawmakers need to hit pause. They should instead insist on securing the border and impeach Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas for failing to do his job.

Reprinted by permission from The Daily Signal, a publication of The Heritage Foundation.

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

A major new autopsy report has found that three people who died unexpectedly at home with no pre-existing disease shortly after COVID vaccination were likely killed by the vaccine. A further two deaths were found to be possibly due to the vaccine.

The report, published in Clinical Research in Cardiology, the official journal of the German Cardiac Society, detailed autopsies carried out at Heidelberg University Hospital in 2021. Led by Thomas Longerich and Peter Schirmacher, it found that in five deaths that occurred within a week of the first or second dose of vaccination with Pfizer or Moderna, inflammation of the heart tissue due to an autoimmune response triggered by the vaccine had likely or possibly caused the death.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Case characteristic of five deaths likely or possibly caused by the COVID vaccines.


[image: Epoch Times Photo] Lymphocyte immune cells (white blood cells) are shown in blue and brown among the heart tissue, causing localised inflammation that proved fatal.


In total the report looked at 35 autopsies carried out at the University of Heidelberg in people who died within 20 days of COVID vaccination, of which 10 were deemed on examination to be due to a pre-existing illness and not the vaccine. For the remaining 20, the report did not rule out the vaccine as a cause of death, which Dr. Schirmacher has confirmed to me is intentional as the autopsy results were inconclusive. Almost all of the remaining cases were of a cardiovascular cause, as indicated in the table below from the supplementary materials, where 21 of the 30 deaths are attributed to a cardiovascular cause. One of these is attributed to blood clots (VITT) from AstraZeneca vaccination (the report was looking specifically at post-vaccine myocarditis deaths), leaving 20 from other cardiovascular causes.

[image: Epoch Times Photo]

For the five deaths in the main report attributed as likely or possibly due to the vaccines, the authors state:

“All cases lacked significant coronary heart disease, acute or chronic manifestations of ischaemic heart disease, manifestations of cardiomyopathy or other signs of a pre-existing, clinically relevant heart disease.”

This indicates that the authors limited themselves to deaths where there was no “pre-existing, clinically relevant heart disease,” making the report very conservative in which deaths it was willing to pin on the vaccines.

Dr. Schirmacher told me:

“We included only cases, in which the constellation was unequivocally clear and no other cause of death was demonstrable despite all efforts. We cannot rule out vaccine effects in the other cases, but here we had an alternative potential cause of death (e.g., myocardial infarction, pulmonary embolism). If there is severe ischemic cardiomyopathy it is almost impossible to rule out myocarditis effects or definitively rule in inflammatory alterations as due to vaccination. These cases were not included.

“We did not aim to include or find every case but the characteristics of definitive, unequivocal cases beyond any doubt. Only by this way you can establish the typical characteristics; otherwise less strict criteria may lead to ‘contamination’ of the collective; it is absolutely plausible that by these criteria we may have missed further cases but the intention of our study was never quantitative or extrapolation and there are numerous positive and negative bias. But we wanted to establish the fact not the size.”

It is of course very possible that the vaccines also cause death where there is an underlying cardiovascular condition, and indeed, that it is more likely to do so. Thus these five deaths are the minimum from these autopsy cases in which the vaccines are involved—those in which there is no other plausible explanation.

It is worth noting here that initially in 2021, when the autopsies were first carried out, Dr. Schirmacher stated that his team had concluded 30–40 percent of the deaths were due to the vaccines. These earlier estimates may give us a better indication of how many of the deaths the authors really think are attributable to the vaccines, when they are unconstrained by highly conservative assumptions (and looking at causes besides myocarditis). Note that these percentages are based on a selection of deaths that occurred shortly after vaccination, not a random sample of all deaths, so the authors rightly warn that no estimation of individual risk can be made from them.

Did the autopsies find spike protein from the vaccines present in the heart tissue? The samples from the five vaccine-attributed deaths were tested for infectious agents including SARS-CoV-2 (in one instance revealing “low viral copy numbers” of a herpes virus, which the authors deemed insufficient to explain the inflammation). However, no tests were done specifically for the virus spike protein or nucleocapsid protein, such as have been used successfully in other autopsies to aid attribution to the vaccine, so unfortunately this evidence was unavailable for these autopsies.

The autopsies in the report also only cover doses 1 and 2, not any booster doses, and only deaths within 20 days of vaccination, so the report doesn’t address directly the question of what’s been causing the elevated heart deaths since the booster rollouts from autumn 2021 or whether the vaccines can trigger cardiovascular death weeks or months later. (Other autopsies have confirmed that the spike protein can persist in the body for weeks or months after vaccination and trigger a fatal autoimmune attack on the heart.)

What the report does do, however, is establish that people who die suddenly in the days immediately following vaccination may well have died from a vaccine-related autoimmune attack on the heart. It also confirms how deadly even mild vaccine-induced myocarditis can be—and thus why studies like the one from Thailand, finding cardiovascular adverse effects in around a third of teenagers (29.2 percent) following Pfizer vaccination and subclinical heart inflammation in one in 43 (2.3 percent), and the study from Switzerland finding at least 2.8 percent with subclinical myocarditis and elevated troponin levels (indicating heart injury) across all vaccinated people, are so worrying.

The authors of the new study diplomatically write that the “reported incidence” of myocarditis after vaccination is “low” and the risks of hospitalisation and death associated with COVID-19 are “stated to be greater than the recorded risk associated with COVID-19 vaccination”—notably declining to commit themselves to the official propositions that they dutifully repeat.

The fact that those who die suddenly after vaccination may have died from the hidden effects of the COVID vaccine on their heart is thus now firmly established in the medical literature. The big remaining question is how often it occurs.

Stop Press: Dr. John Campbell has produced a helpful overview of the report’s findings in his latest video.



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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Can Cash Nudge Hollywood Toward Family-Friendliness?
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Commentary

When the choice is profits or profanity, or booty of one kind versus booty of another, Hollywood has for many years, perhaps surprisingly, leaned decidedly away from the increased revenues that clean fare brings.

In case you were unaware, R-rated films make less money than those you can take Junior and Princess to with a clear conscience—a lot less. And the trend seems to be increasing.

This fact was placed in the spotlight with the recent decision to re-release “Father Stu,” the true story of Stuart Long, a hard-living Montana amateur boxer whose troubled childhood included a climate of family hostility to religion after his younger brother’s death at age 4, but who experienced a conversion, entered seminary, and was allowed to be ordained as a Catholic priest despite being diagnosed, while a seminarian, with a degenerative muscle disease that would ultimately take his life.

As originally released in April the film’s profanity reached Scorsese-esque levels, with four-letter words numbering over 200, all of which producer and star Mark Wahlberg decided to edit out for re-release this month, Taking in over $21 million, “Father Stu” is already a hit. But researchers discovered long ago that the big difference between R-rated movies and others was not nudity and sexual content but the presence of curse words. Movies with characters who watch their mouths rake in more money, so Wahlberg can now count on a lucrative second wind for his powerful biopic.

There are obvious parallels between Long’s biography, which Wahlberg spent millions to bring to theaters, and the actor’s own life. During his teenage years and early adulthood, the pop icon once known as Marky Mark took part in a number of violent attacks with racial overtones, and would serve 45 days of a two-year sentence behind bars. Wahlberg is himself a beneficiary of Hollywood’s preference for the smutty; his breakthrough into cinematic stardom came with 1997’s “Boogie Nights,” a critically and commercially successful romanticization of southern California’s porn industry of the 1970s, a film for which Wahlberg has apologized.

In later years he has re-embraced his Catholic faith in a very public fashion (though apparently dissenting from the Church’s opposition to same-sex marriage), and last month he told Fox News that the cleaned-up re-release of “Father Stu” was fashioned with youths in mind. “I really wanted young people as a whole to see it, but especially young boys,” he said, adding, “We want to prevent kids from making a lot of the same mistakes that we made–certainly mistakes that I made. So anything that we can do to kind of show them an easier path to serving God and just being positive, productive members of society.”

Wahlberg realized that “lots of families didn’t feel comfortable with their children seeing” his film in its original form, “but they really wanted them to get the message … To see Stu’s journey and the struggle that he went through to find his calling, we felt, was really important for people of all ages to see.”

Significantly, Wahlberg said the expletive-deleted version of the movie didn’t undermine its message. How many other R-rated offerings from Hollywood could this also be said of? How many of their producers would admit as much?

We have a motion picture industry in which even superhero movies have leapt into the R realm faster than a speeding bullet, e.g. “Blade,” “Darkman,” “Deadpool,” “Logan,” “Suicide Squad,” and “Watchmen.” And those who think this development isn’t unfair to parents seeking to shield the eyes and ears of their children should give it a shot convincing an adolescent male that he really isn’t missing much and see how far they can get with him. 

The trend probably began with the curse word or two that was slipped into Tim Burton’s massively successful 1988 “Batman,” which earned over $411 million. But that’s light years removed from last year’s Marvel/Disney PG-13 superhero offering, “Eternals,” which includes a sex scene and marks the first time Marvel has had two homosexual characters kissing on the big screen. Similarly, Marvel’s “Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2” from 2017 is chock full of casual expletives, plus sexual references and toilet humor.

Then, of course, there is Disney’s explicit sexualization-of-children agenda, wedged in tightly with homosexual activism. Manhattan Institute senior fellow Christopher Rufo in March posted an internal Disney corporate video conference discussing strategy against Florida’s parental rights in education law, in which executive producer Latoya Raveneau boasts of implementing a “not-at-all-secret gay agenda” and regularly “adding queerness” to children’s programs.

Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis, who signed the law earlier this year, told Fox News, “Why is the hill to die on to have transgenderism injected into kindergarten classrooms, or woke gender ideology injected into second grade classrooms? Meanwhile, if we had done a bill that prohibited talking about the abuse of Uyghurs in China, Disney would have supported that legislation because they won’t say a word about that.”

Communist China actually bans men from television if they are found to be effeminate, and yet Disney, despite its “gay agenda” in America, thanked four Chinese Communist Party propaganda departments and a public security bureau in the Xinjiang region in the credits of the 2020 live-action remake of its 1998 “Mulan” animated feature. Some of the remake’s scenes were filmed in Xinjiang, a region where over 1 million Muslims, mostly Uyghurs, are held in concentration camps. Will the just-returned Disney CEO make addressing such extremism and hypocrisy part of his damage control? He recently told employees, “It’s complicated, and there’s a balance”—so the answer is unclear.

For Hollywood, clearly, it isn’t simply bare bottoms on the silver screen competing with the studios’ bottom line. There is an aggressive woke ideology embedded in the fabric of Tinseltown that all the ticket sales and streaming service fees in the world likely can’t stop.

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

In years past, when journalism was trusted by consumers much more than it is today, The New York Post might have been nominated for a Pulitzer Prize for its reporting about Hunter Biden’s laptop. New Twitter owner Elon Musk might have also won awards for his revelations of collusion between Twitter, intelligence officials who claimed the story was Russian disinformation, and leading Democrats who were in touch with social media owners to suppress stories that might have harmed President Biden’s re-election.

There is a snobbery among the journalistic elite which distrusts information that doesn’t come from certain organs, like The New York Times, The Washington Post, and major broadcast media. One of many examples occurred prior to the 2020 election when “60 Minutes” reporter Lesley Stahl interviewed President Trump. The president mentioned the Biden laptop and Stahl cut him off, twice saying “it can’t be verified.”

A few days ago and long after even some major media reluctantly “verified” the laptop and its contents, even CBS acknowledged its existence.

All of this had implications for the outcome of the 2020 presidential election and the continued decline of public trust in the major media.

As for the election, the Post reported, “Nearly four of five Americans who’ve been following the Hunter Biden laptop scandal believe that ‘truthful’ coverage would have changed the outcome of the 2020 presidential election, according to a new poll. A similar percentage also said they’re convinced that information on the computer is real, with just 11 percent saying they thought it was ‘created by Russia,’ according to the survey conducted by the New Jersey-based Technometrica Institute of Policy and Politics.”

One might think that a story big enough to influence the outcome of a presidential election and the future of the country might motivate journalists to do their job, but it appears the media’s greatest power is to ignore stories that don’t fit their largely liberal worldview, or twist stories to reflect that worldview.

Have any of those responsible for covering up the laptop story apologized for failing to do their job and verify the story when it mattered? Nope. Have the more than 50 former senior intelligence officials who signed a letter saying the laptop story “has all the classic earmarks of a Russian information operation” issued a corrective statement, admitting their error? Again, no.

Back to the Pew Center surveys of the public’s growing distrust of the media. American adults under 30 were found to trust information from social media almost as much as they do from national news outlets. This is dangerous, because an accurately informed public by trustworthy journalists is critical to maintaining our constitutional republic.

The Pew Research Center has been reporting on public attitudes about the press for some time and the trend is not good for the industry. In a survey last January, Pew reported, “The declining public trust in the news media and polarization of news audiences have profound effects on civic life.”

Pew also found that American journalists differ from the public in their views when it comes to reporting more than one side of an issue: “55 percent of journalists surveyed say that every side does not always deserve equal coverage in the news. Twenty-two percent of Americans overall say the same.” Why should journalists make these decisions?

Yes, there is a tendency with so many sources of information for people to go to those places that simply reinforce what they already believe. This is why good and trustworthy journalism is so important.

If “democracy dies in darkness”—the slogan of The Washington Post—so does journalism if much of the major media turn off the lights when it comes to accurate and fair reporting.

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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Chinese Protests and Communist Lies
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Commentary

There has been a crescendo of protests and riots in as many as 13 Chinese cities over the past two weeks. The White Paper protesters are tired of the arbitrary zero-COVID policy consisting of lockdowns, testing requirements, quarantines, and censorship. The signature policy of Chinese leader Xi Jinping has been carried out with much brutality over the past two years.

“Zero-COVID” has wrecked Chinese lives and businesses and added another element of chaos to the churning Chinese economy that is already reeling from severe debt and real estate crises. Many people are tired of the informal “neighborhood committees” that have sprung up everywhere to enforce pandemic control policies or restrict the daily movements of local citizens. Others (although their numbers are unknown) have begun protesting the regime itself, calling for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to “step down.”

That last is a red flag to the CCP, and authorities are now beginning to clamp down on protesters by conducting interviews of people identified as protesters and also by exploiting the mandatory automated social control system. Most Chinese are required to use smartphones and other handheld devices to display their COVID testing status upon request to authorities and to allow access to public transportation and businesses (the ubiquitous green, yellow, and red color schemes used around the world).

The narrative inside China is also tightly managed, with state-run Chinese media virtually ignoring the protests and closely monitoring the Chinese internet to erase and stamp out dissent. Unfortunately for the CCP, its social control mandate has become a double-edged sword. Those same smartphones that monitor and report COVID status are used to quickly share direct evidence of the protests with other citizens and foreigners in recent days.

In any event, censors that manage the Great Firewall have been hard at work deleting videos, pictures, posts, and especially chat histories from social media accounts that display and discuss personal observations of the protests in various Chinese cities.

Other elements of the response to the protests by the Chinese authorities include a mixture of lies and tough actions, such as the following:

Recently, a BBC reporter was reportedly beaten and arrested by police while covering the protests—this was meant to send a warning to other foreign media that chose to report on the ongoing protests. This is a standard tactic, as the CCP knows that the foreign media will obsess over the protest story and propagate it everywhere to dissuade other journalists from making on-the-ground reports in China.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A man is arrested while people gather on a street in Shanghai to protest on Nov. 27, 2022. (Hector Retamal/AFP via Getty Images)


The CCP publicizes the “nationalist line” that blames unnamed foreigners for stirring the unrest. As reported by Reuters, “Prominent nationalist bloggers, such as Ren Yi, the grandson of Communist Party leader Ren Zhongyi, and Yu Li, who uses the pen name Sima Nan, wrote that the protests were fomented by ‘foreign forces.’” This is another standard tactic used in the CCP’s psychological warfare campaign that suppressed the Hong Kong protests in 2020.

Authorities blame the COVID testing companies that have profited greatly from the mandatory testing regimen implemented as part of the zero-COVID policy. Mandatory or insanely mandatory testing? Reuters reported that in Beijing, “a negative PCR test result within 48 hours [is required] for people to enter public places such as shopping malls, hotels, government buildings.” Such an onerous requirement makes it easy for the regime to shift blame for the protests to the testing companies. According to Bloomberg, “China’s Covid PCR testing companies are coming under increasing public criticism for profiting off the country’s controversial Covid-Zero strategy.” The reality is that this is yet another standard CCP tactic—blame-shifting and misdirection—that deflects the anger of the protesters away from the real root cause of the problem (the CCP).

Beijing announces the relaxation of some pandemic protocols in some cities. In response to international concerns, foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian claimed that China has been adjusting the zero-COVID policy “based on the changing circumstances.” According to First Post, he stated: “We will keep improving science-based maximum protection to people’s lives and health and minimize the COVID impact on social economic development.” This tactic—policies vaguely claimed to have been changed without specifics—is another standard psychological feint used to persuade the Chinese people (and others) that the CCP is “responsive” to the people’s concerns.

Guaranteed Rights Under the Chinese Constitution

Does Xi Jinping feel even the slightest bit of shame or embarrassment about these protests?

Do the “guarantees” of the rights of Chinese citizens under the CCP’s constitution mean anything, or are they merely window dressing to try to convince people that the Communist Party is “civilized” and “legitimate” simply because it has a written constitution?

Amid the ongoing protests, CCP mouthpiece People’s Daily on Nov. 30 had the chutzpah to announce a “weeklong campaign to publish the Chinese constitution” beginning on Dec. 4, which is “Constitution Day” in China. Interestingly, Chinese authorities were forced to block protests in Tiananmen Square in 2014 when the National People’s Congress (China’s rubber-stamp legislature) first rubber-stamped the designation of Constitution Day.

Consider some of these rights that are “guaranteed” by the so-called constitution in the context of the suppression of the ongoing White Paper protests:

Article 33: “All citizens of the People’s Republic of China are equal before the law. The state shall respect and protect human rights.”

But the CCP violates the fundamental human rights of Chinese citizens whenever convenient or threatened, and some citizens are “less equal than others”—including Uyghurs, Tibetans, Falun Gong adherents, and anti-zero-COVID protesters. Protesting COVID measures that force compliance and adversely impact people’s lives apparently doesn’t qualify as a human right in China.

[image: killing prisoners falun gong banner parade new york april] Falun Gong practitioners take part in a parade to raise awareness about the Chinese regime’s brutal persecution of the spiritual practice, including forced organ harvesting, in New York on May 13, 2022. (Larry Dye/The Epoch Times)


Article 35: “Citizens of the People’s Republic of China shall enjoy freedom of speech, the press, assembly, association, procession, and demonstration.”

How are those “guaranteed rights” working out for the protesters these days? The foreign press is intimidated, and suppression of the protesters is underway across China.

Article 37: “The personal freedom of citizens of the People’s Republic of China shall not be violated. No citizen shall be arrested unless with the approval or by the decision of a people’s procuratorate or by the decision of a people’s court, and arrests must be made by a public security organ.”

Another meaningless “right,” as protesters have been and are being detained by local law enforcement without cause. How many more such incidents have been hidden behind the Great Firewall?

Article 40: “Freedom and confidentiality of correspondence of citizens of the People’s Republic of China shall be protected by law.”

This is perhaps the most laughable constitutional “right” of all! Chinese censors continually violate this right as they censor and remove content from social media and other sources associated with the protests. There are no such things as privacy and “confidentiality of correspondence” in communist China!

Concluding Thoughts

At much risk to themselves, Chinese protesters continue expressing their displeasure with Xi’s signature zero-COVID policy, adversely affecting their daily lives. The White Paper protests are overwhelmingly supported by the American people, who fully understand and exercise the right to demonstrate against unacceptable government policies. A Rasmussen poll on Dec. 1 indicated that “76% of Likely U.S. voters approve of the protests in China, including 53% who Strongly Approve.”

The CCP’s suppression of the protesters clearly violates China’s constitution, which ostensibly guarantees certain rights for all Chinese citizens.

The blame-shifting campaign by the regime is nothing other than an attempt to preserve the legitimacy of the CCP, which has crushed basic human rights and freedoms in China since 1949.

Communist China’s constitution is a model of vagueness and lack of specificity, which allows the authorities to interpret the provisions any way they choose—in short, to boldly lie to anyone and everyone. And that arbitrariness of government actions in the preservation of the CCP is what is being played out yet again in China.

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 federal judge on Dec. 7 ruled that three high-ranking officials within the Biden administration will not be required to testify under oath at depositions in a lawsuit that alleges federal government collusion with Big Tech companies to censor users.

U.S. District Judge Terry Doughty in October ordered the depositions of Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) Director Jen Easterly, and Rob Flaherty, a deputy assistant to President Joe Biden, as part of a lawsuit brought in May by Republican Attorneys General Eric Schmitt of Missouri and Jeff Landry of Louisiana.

The attorneys general claim that high-ranking members of the government colluded and coerced social media companies to “suppress disfavored speakers, viewpoints, and content” or what they claimed was “misinformation” regarding COVID-19.

In November, Doughty, a Trump appointee, also said that Jen Psaki, a former White House press secretary who now works for MSNBC, must also sit for a deposition as part of the case.

However on Thursday, Doughty ruled that three of the individuals—Murthy, Easterly, and Flaherty—will no longer be required to appear for a deposition after a federal appeals court blocked the move last month, stating that the judge had failed to consider whether alternative and less “intrusive” means could be used to obtain the information being sought.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Jen Psaki, who was then-White House press secretary, speaks during her final daily press briefing at the White House in Washington, on May 13, 2022. (Drew Angerer/Getty Images)


Biden Officials Won’t Need to Testify

As a result, Doughty said on Thursday that Murthy will no longer be required to appear for a deposition.

The decision came after lawyers for Murthy, who the attorneys general say ran a “public campaign to censor individuals who spread ‘misinformation’ about COVID-19,” had stated there was no need for his deposition.

Instead, lawyers said that written materials provided by Murthy in response to discovery requests would serve as an adequate alternative. Doughty, however, ruled that Murthy’s chief of staff, Eric Waldo, can take the deposition as an alternative.

The depositions were scheduled for early December but Doughty noted on Thursday that this has been extended to Jan. 13, 2023.

Easterly, meanwhile, will also no longer be required to do a deposition after the attorneys general claimed she supervises the “nerve center” of federally directed censorship.

While the court found that Easterly has personal knowledge to be deposed, Doughty said on Thursday that plaintiffs can instead depose their suggested alternative, Brian Scully, an official at CISA.

“Scully is the most suitable alternative for Easterly based on both Federal Defendants’ and Plaintiffs’ arguments,” the judge wrote.

Doughty also said that Flaherty will not need to do a deposition and can instead provide written discovery and “interrogatories.”

Schmitt, who recently won his bid for U.S. Senate, and Landry, who recently announced he’s running for governor in 2023, claim that Flaherty “allegedly holds ongoing meetings about censorship and content modulation with representatives of social media companies.”

[image: Jen Easterly] Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency Director Jen Easterly testifies before Congress in Washington on April 28, 2022. (Kevin Dietsch/Getty Images)


Flaherty’s Answers Cannot Be ‘Vague, Evasive’

“After considering the arguments of Plaintiffs and Federal Defendants, this Court finds that there is no suitable alternative for Flaherty,” Doughty wrote. “However, because written discovery would be less intrusive than a deposition, it is authorized that written discovery be served on Flaherty, such as interrogatories and requests for production of documents, rather than a deposition.”

Plaintiffs can serve Flaherty interrogatories and requests for the production of documents within five days of Doughty’s order and the Biden deputy assistant must provide them with his answers by no later than Jan. 5, 2023.

Doughty noted, however, that if Flaherty’s answers are “vague, evasive, or non-responsive,” Schmitt and Landry will be allowed to resubmit a request for his oral deposition.

Finally, Doughty noted that the court found Psaki had indicated that she had “personal knowledge of high-level White House Officials pressuring social media companies and statements that reinforced threats of adverse legal consequences to social-media platforms if they did not increase censorship of views disfavored by federal officials.”

Psaki has attempted to quash her deposition, claiming that she shouldn’t be “unduly” burdened by having to sit for a deposition, which her lawyers called a “fishing expedition to try to identify additional members of a conspiracy that Plaintiffs have merely alleged to exist.”

Yet Doughty on Thursday ruled that Psaki’s testimony is “crucial for Plaintiffs to identify federal officials who did what Psaki publicly stated they did” and that she must appear for a deposition within the extended expedited preliminary injunction-related discovery period.

The White House has denied claims that it colluded with social media companies to censor free speech on multiple topics, including COVID-19.
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Holmes’ Former Partner Gets Nearly 13 Years in Theranos Case
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SAN JOSE, Calif.—Former Theranos executive Ramesh “Sunny” Balwani was sentenced Wednesday to nearly 13 years in prison for his role in the company’s blood-testing hoax — a punishment slightly longer than that given to the CEO, who was his lover and accomplice in one of Silicon Valley’s biggest scandals.

Balwani, 57, was convicted in July of fraud and conspiracy connected to the company’s bogus medical technology that duped investors and endangered patients. His sentencing came less than three weeks after Elizabeth Holmes, the company’s 38-year-old founder and CEO, received more than 11 years in prison for her part in the scheme, which has been dissected in a book, an HBO documentary and an award-winning TV series.

Balwani’s sentence was less than the 15 years sought by federal prosecutors, who depicted him as a ruthless, power-hungry figure. But it is substantially longer than the four to 10 months recommended by his lawyers.

The scandal revolved around the company’s false claims to have developed a device that could scan for hundreds of diseases and other potential problems with just a few drops of blood taken with a finger prick.

After years of promoting the technology, Holmes and Balwani were warned that the blood tests were inaccurate, but they continued to raise money from investors, including from billionaires such as software magnate Larry Ellison and media magnate Rupert Murdoch, and deployed the technology in some Walgreens stores.

All told, Theranos raised nearly $1 billion before its collapse in 2018, relying partly on financial statements that predicted revenue was about to soar.

U.S. District Judge Edward Davila said those numbers drawn up by Balwani “weren’t just projections, they were lies” and “a true flight from honest business practices.”

As he did before sentencing Holmes last month, Davila reflected upon Theranos’ “tragic” transformation from an ambitious startup aiming to transform health care into a sham.

“I think it is that enduring question: Why did such a promising company come to such an end?” Davila said.

It’s a question that Balwani never attempted to answer. Unlike Holmes, he chose not to testify in his own defense during his trial. He also declined Davila’s invitation to make a statement Wednesday, a contrast to the teary-eyed apology Holmes gave during her sentencing.

Instead, Balwani left all the speaking to his attorney, Jeffrey Coopersmith, who tried to convince the judge that Balwani never sought the fame and fortune that Holmes seemed to bask in while appearing on the cover of business magazines that compared her to Apple co-founder Steve Jobs.

“If you think Ms. Holmes is Icarus and flew too close to the sun, Mr. Balwani did not seek the sun,” Coopersmith said, referring to a story from Greek mythology about the dangers of hubris.

Federal prosecutor Jeffrey Schenk asserted that Balwani’s aversion to the limelight simply allowed him to commit his crimes in the shadows.

“That he did not seek fame or recognition is not something that Mr. Balwani should get credit for,” Schenk said.

After the sentencing, Coopersmith indicated that Balwani is likely to file an appeal. Holmes has already started that process in an effort to avoid going to prison April 27, shortly after the expected birth of her second child.

Balwani was ordered to report to prison March 15.

The Theranos case threw a bright light on Silicon Valley’s dark side, exposing how its culture of hype and boundless ambition could veer into lies.

Both Holmes and Balwani could have gotten up to 20 years in prison.

Former federal prosecutor Amanda Kramer said the harsher sentence for Balwani seemed appropriate, given that he was convicted on every count while jurors in Holmes’ separate case acquitted her on some charges and deadlocked on others.

“It’s not surprising that he got a more severe sentence because his misconduct was was more severe,” Kramer said.

[image: Elizabeth Holmes] Former Theranos CEO Elizabeth Holmes arrives at federal court in San Jose, Calif., on Oct. 17, 2022. (Jeff Chiu/AP Photo)


Balwani spent six years as Theranos’ chief operating officer while remaining romantically involved with Holmes until a bitter split in 2016.

While on the witness stand in her trial, Holmes accused Balwani of manipulating her through years of emotional and sexual abuse. Balwani’s attorney has denied the allegations.

Federal prosecutors also want the judge to order Balwani to pay $804 million in restitution to defrauded investors — the same amount sought from Holmes.

Davila deferred a decision on restitution to a later hearing, just as he did during Holmes’ Nov. 18 sentencing, when she received 11 1/4 years in prison.

In court documents, Balwani’s lawyers painted him as a hardworking immigrant who moved from India to the U.S. during the 1980s to become the first member of his family to attend college. He graduated from the University of Texas in 1990 with a degree in information systems.

He later moved to Silicon Valley, where he first worked as a computer programmer for Microsoft before founding an online startup that he sold for millions of dollars during the dot-com boom of the 1990s.

Balwani and Holmes met around the same time she dropped out of Stanford University to start Theranos in 2003. He became enthralled with her and her quest to revolutionize health care.

Balwani’s lawyers said he eventually invested about $5 million in a stake in Theranos that eventually became worth about $500 million on paper — a fraction of Holmes’ one-time fortune of of $4.5 billion.

Balwani “is not Ms. Holmes. He did not pursue the same path she did,” Coopersmith said Wednesday.

Their wealth evaporated after Theranos began to unravel in 2015.

Echoing similar claims made by Holmes’s lawyers before her sentencing, Balwani’s attorneys also argued that he has been adequately punished by the intense media coverage of Theranos.

“When you look at the circumstances, there is no way that Mr. Balwani will have another crack at a company like Theranos,” Coopersmith said.

By Michael Liedtke
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Australia Fines Uber $21 Million for Overestimating Prices and Misleading Customers


					[image: The Uber logo in London on March 17, 2021. (Hollie Adams/Getty Images)]
The Uber logo in London on March 17, 2021. (Hollie Adams/Getty Images)
					
By Alfred Bui
				[image: Alfred Bui]
				Alfred Bui




				Alfred Bui is an Australian reporter based in Melbourne and focuses on local and business news. He is a former small business owner and has two master’s degrees in business and business law. Contact him at alfred.bui@epochtimes.com.au.

				

December 9, 2022Updated: December 9, 2022


Australian Federal Court has fined rideshare company Uber $21 million (US$14.2 million) for overestimating service fees and falsely advertising a cancellation fee for its Australian services between 2017 and 2021.

In a federal court ruling, Justice Michael O’Bryan found that Uber breached Australian Consumer Law in two instances.

The first one involves misleading representations concerning cancellation messages displayed on Uber’s mobile app between December 2017 and September 2021.

During this period, when a customer proceeded to cancel a trip within Uber’s free cancellation period, they would receive a message which stated: “You may be charged a small fee since your driver is already on their way.”

The free cancellation period was specified in the “cancellation policy” section of Uber’s website and app. An example of such a period was five minutes after a driver accepted the trip for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort customers.

Despite displaying the message, the company did not charge the cancellation fee as it did not have the legal right to do so.

The court found that the message was incorrectly displayed in approximately 7.39 million trips for UberX, Uber Premier, and Uber Comfort services, and 27,313 trips were ultimately not cancelled between December 2018 and August 2021.

Uber Pool customers received the cancellation message nearly 75,000 times, but only 332 trips were not cancelled.

At the same time, Uber was found to have made misleading representations and engaged in deceptive conduct by overestimating the prices consumers would pay for an Uber Taxi ride (a service available only in Sydney) between June 2018 and August 2020.

While Uber displayed the fares within a certain range, customers ended up paying less than those amounts in 89 percent of the trips.

Details of the Fines

Prior to the court hearing, Uber and the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), which brought the case against the rideshare company, agreed to settle the lawsuit with a $26 million payment.

However, the judge made some changes to the penalty amount.

In normal circumstances, the penalty of a civil lawsuit is agreed upon by the parties and needs the judge’s approval before becoming official.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] A close-up of an Uber app is seen on an iPhone in Cardiff, Wales, on Feb. 19, 2021. (Matthew Horwood/Getty Images)


O’Bryan said the suggested $26 million penalty greatly exceeded the amount he considered appropriate because of the inadequate evidence he had been given to back up the proposed fines.

In the offence of overestimating fares, the judge reduced a proposed $8 million penalty for that contravention to $3 million for several reasons, including no evidence of any loss or damage to customers and drivers.

“It is important to emphasise that UBV (Uber) overestimated the fare at the time of booking, and the consumer ultimately paid a lower fare,” O’Bryan said in the ruling.

However, the judge agreed that the $18 million proposed penalty for the offence concerning the misleading cancellation message was appropriate.

As such, O’Bryan ordered Uber to pay $21 million for the two offences, plus another $200,000 to cover ACCC’s cost of prosecuting the case.

In addition, the rideshare giant needs to publish corrections and implement a compliance program to ensure that it follows the Australian Consumer Law.

Parties’ Response

In a statement issued following the court hearing, Uber apologised to customers and said that it had made changes to its platform based on the concerns raised by the ACCC, including discontinuing the Uber Taxi option in 2020 and changing the cancellation messaging.

Meanwhile, ACCC Chair Gina Cass-Gottlieb said the federal court’s penalty sent businesses a message that misleading consumers about the cost of a product or service was a serious matter.

“We note Justice O’Bryan’s statement that the ordered penalty should not be understood as any reduction in the Court’s resolve to impose penalties appropriate to achieve the statutory objective of deterring contraventions of the Australian Consumer Law,” she said in a statement.

“We took this important case because we understand that consumers rely on apps, like the Uber app, to provide accurate information to inform their purchasing decisions because they cannot independently check or monitor whether the information displayed is accurate.”
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Australia’s Record Grain Harvest Leads to Strong Demand for Export Services: Report
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Bulk grain exports in Australia during the past two years have reached a new record, with the industry exporting a reported total of 40.6 tonnes from 2021 to 2022—61 percent higher than the industry’s yearly average.

This comes despite recent flooding events, labour shortages, and harvest delays.

According to a report (pdf) by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), the high levels of production saw exporters export more grain outside of typical shipping months.

“The ACCC understands that the continuing increase in on-farm storage (in some regions) is providing growers greater control over their marketing and transport decisions than in previous years, including when and where grain is delivered,” the report states.

Total grain production reached a record of 65.7 million tonnes in 2021-2022, an increase of 11 percent on the previous record in 2020–21.

The report also states that there was a relatively larger increase in the amount of grain shipped before and the after the peak period compared to the grain shipment increase during the peak period.

Bulk grain shipments from Australian ports typically peak during the months of February to May.

“This was likely because the peak period was close to capacity in 2020–21, meaning additional grain from the even larger 2021–22 season was mostly facilitated in off-peak periods,” the report states.

Additionally, a record number of 32 exporters participated in the national bulk grain export market during 2021–22, including two new mobile loader operations. However, several facilities are being used by a small number of exporters.

“The addition of new mobile loader operations provided extra options and pathways to export Australian grain at a time of record demand,” Mick Keogh, ACCC Deputy Chair, said in a media statement.

“While additional bulk export facilities were a welcome development, it is unclear whether the recent increase in the number of port terminal services providers and exporters will prove to be a long-term trend.”

Overview of Australian States

Western Australia (WA) took out the record for Australia’s largest grain producer and bulk export state, recording 35 percent of national production at 18.2 million tonnes as well as 54 percent of total bulk shipments.

“WA’s record bulk export season was driven by a record harvest. At 23.1 million tonnes, the 2021–22 harvest was 30 percent larger than the previous record of 17.8 million tonnes in 2016–17. Additionally, 2021–22 production was 40 percent larger than 2020–21 (a then record bulk export season), and 42 percent above the average of 16.3 million tonnes,” according to the report.

However, WA has a relatively low level of domestic grain consumption

Australia’s populous state of New South Wales came in as the country’s second-largest producer of grain, accounting for 30 percent of the national production.

Meanwhile, NSW is Australia’s largest consumer of domestic grain, with consumption levels reaching 4.9 million tonnes. The state produced 20 million tonnes of grain in 2021-2022, making it NSW’s second-largest harvest on record.

Typically, a “substantial amount” of grain produced in NSW is transferred to Queensland and Victoria for domestic consumption and export.

“This means that grain usage (domestic consumption, container, and bulk exports) within NSW is typically considerably lower than production levels,” the report states.

Victoria was recorded as the country’s third-largest bulk export state accounting for 11 percent of national exports. Victoria produced 7.3 million tonnes, exporting 6 million tonnes, and is the second largest domestic market for domestic consumption.

Nationally, the gross value of agricultural production is forecasted to reach $85 million in 2022-2023, with the combined value of agriculture, fisheries and forestry production forecasted to reach $91 billion.

Flooding Impacts and Its Cost

Extremely high rainfall and low temperatures have led to upgrades in crop production forecasts in many parts of the country, adding an additional $4 billion in crop value, according to the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (ABARES).

Moreover, the combined value of agriculture, fisheries and forestry production is forecast to reach $91 billion.

However, water logging and associated flooding have been widespread along Australia’s east coast for a second consecutive year, damaging winter crops and delaying harvest.

Flooding has also caused logistical issues for supply chains, ABARES states, adding that “it is likely” that further severe weather events will occur over the summer.

“Impacts on individuals and businesses can be devastating, but when compared to aggregate state or national production, these costs tend to be overtaken by the effects of other factors. These can include the beneficial effects of higher rainfall in other areas fortunate enough to avoid flooding,” ABARES states.

The Department also states that total crop or livestock losses due to flooding are generally isolated to low-lying paddocks and riverine areas.

“[S]o most agricultural land is not directly affected,” ABARES states.

“It is too early to tell what the true costs of flooding are, particularly given most crops are yet to be harvested.”

Additionally, ABARES states that improved prospects in large parts of the country are expected to offset reduced prospects and crop losses in parts of the eastern states caused by widespread flooding and water-logging.

Meanwhile, data released by the Insurance Council of Australia (ICA) on Nov. 30 shows that the insurance bill for storms and floods since January 2020 reached $12.3 billion.
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Elon Musk Releases Twitter Files Exposing Secret Blacklists
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Bari Weiss, founder and editor of The Free Press, released the second volume of the so-called “Twitter files” on Thursday, revealing the social media platform’s “secret blacklists.”

Weiss has been working with Twitter’s new owner Elon Musk and independent journalist Matt Taibbi to disclose internal Twitter information regarding censorship.




The Twitter Files, Part Deux!! 🍿🍿 https://t.co/bH9UiTSEK2

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 9, 2022






Twitter’s censorship methods, according to Weiss, included placing specific users on a “Trends Blacklist” or a “Search Blacklist.”

The popular Libs of TikTok account, as well as Dr. Jay Bhattacharya, professor of medicine at Stanford University School of Medicine, are among the users who were secretly added to the “Trends Blacklist” by the company.

Bhattacharya was put on the list because he stated that children would be harmed by COVID-19 lockdowns. This action stopped his tweets from trending, Weiss said.

Conservative talk-show presenter Dan Bongino was also put on a so-called “Search Blacklist,” Weiss disclosed.

Weiss also noted that conservative activist Charlie Kirk, founder of Turning Point USA, was put on a “Do Not Amplify” list.




4. Or consider the popular right-wing talk show host, Dan Bongino (@dbongino), who at one point was slapped with a “Search Blacklist.” pic.twitter.com/AdOK8xLu9v

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






The second installment comes just a week after Taibbi published, with Musk’s endorsement, details about the social media platform’s decision to suppress and censor the New York Post’s report on the contents of Hunter Biden’s laptop in October 2020.

“A new #TwitterFiles investigation reveals that teams of Twitter employees build blacklists, prevent disfavored tweets from trending, and actively limit the visibility of entire accounts or even trending topics—all in secret, without informing users,” Weiss said on Twitter. 

“Twitter once had a mission ‘to give everyone the power to create and share ideas and information instantly, without barriers.’ Along the way, barriers nevertheless were erected,” she added.




1. A new #TwitterFiles investigation reveals that teams of Twitter employees build blacklists, prevent disfavored tweets from trending, and actively limit the visibility of entire accounts or even trending topics—all in secret, without informing users.

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






Shadow Banning

Rank-and-file employees and executives at Twitter referred to so-called “shadow banning” as “visibility filtering” or “VF,” according to Weiss, who said multiple “high-level” sources confirmed this at Twitter.

Weiss’ report, published on Twitter, confirmed that the social media company deployed its so-called visibility filtering to make it hard for users to search for specific individuals—in other words, to blacklist their accounts.

The visibility filtering tool also limited the scope of a specific tweet’s discoverability, prevented certain users’ tweets from ever appearing on the “trending” section, and blocked them from appearing in hashtag searches, according to Weiss.

“All without users’ knowledge,” she wrote.

One senior Twitter employee told Weiss to think about visibility filtering as a way for the company to “suppress what people see to different levels. It’s a very powerful tool.”




8. “Think about visibility filtering as being a way for us to suppress what people see to different levels. It’s a very powerful tool,” one senior Twitter employee told us.

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






Twitter shadow bans users “quite a bit,” one Twitter engineer reportedly told Weiss.

“We control visibility quite a bit. And we control the amplification of your content quite a bit. And normal people do not know how much we do,” the Twitter engineer reportedly said.

Weiss said that this was confirmed by two additional Twitter employees.




11. “We control visibility quite a bit. And we control the amplification of your content quite a bit. And normal people do not know how much we do,” one Twitter engineer told us. Two additional Twitter employees confirmed.

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






‘Secret Group’ Blacklisted Users

Twitter had a “secret group” who were above and beyond the everyday content moderators from the Strategic Response Team-Global Escalation Team (SRT-GET) that blacklisted users, according to Weiss.

The secret group was known as the “SIP-PES,” which stands for “Site Integrity Policy, Policy Escalation Support.”

The committee reportedly consisted of Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s former head of legal policy and trust; Yoel Roth, Twitter’s former head of global trust and safety; and former CEOs Jack Dorsey and Parag Agrawal; and others.

While the SRT-GET “handled up to 200 ‘cases’ a day” following the company’s policy on paper, the SIP-PES group existed at a level “beyond official ticketing, beyond the rank-and-file moderators,” Weiss reported.

“This is where the biggest, most politically sensitive decisions got made. ‘Think high follower account, controversial,’ another Twitter employee told us. For these ‘there would be no ticket or anything,'” Weiss added.




15. This is where the biggest, most politically sensitive decisions got made. “Think high follower account, controversial,” another Twitter employee told us. For these “there would be no ticket or anything.”

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






‘We Do Not Shadow Ban’

Weiss noted in her report the former Twitter executives had previously asserted in 2018 that the company did not target accounts with shadow bans based on their political views.

“Twitter denied that it does such things,” Weiss wrote, citing Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s former head of legal policy and trust, as well as Kayvon Beykpour, Twitter’s former head of product.

“We don’t ‘shadow ban,'” Beykpour wrote on Twitter on July 26, 2018.

Gadde used Twitter’s “Quote Tweet” function to add to Beykpour’s assertion.

“Favoring one specific ideology or belief goes against everything we stand for,” she wrote.

In a joint blog post, Gadde and Beykpour wrote: “We do not shadow ban. You are always able to see the tweets from accounts you follow (although you may have to do more work to find them, like go directly to their profile). And we certainly don’t shadow ban based on political viewpoints or ideology.”




🤨 pic.twitter.com/CVfoK7Ljch

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 9, 2022






Libs of TikTok

The SIP-PES group was tied to the decision to ban the popular Libs of TikTok account, which had been placed on the “Trend Blacklist” and was designated as “Do Not Take Action on User Without Consulting With SIP-PES,” according to Weiss.

The Libs of TikTok account, which was still blacklisted as of Dec. 7, was created by Chaya Raichik in November 2020 and grew to have 1.4 million followers.

Raichik’s account was suspended by Twitter seven times in 2022 alone and blocked from posting for as long as one week, Weiss reported.

Twitter repeatedly informed Raichik that she had been suspended for violating Twitter’s policy against “hateful conduct,” but an internal SIP-PES memo from October 2022 revealed that the secret group noted that her account had “not directly engaged in behavior violative of the Hateful Conduct policy.”




19. But in an internal SIP-PES memo from October 2022, after her seventh suspension, the committee acknowledged that “LTT has not directly engaged in behavior violative of the Hateful Conduct policy.” See here: pic.twitter.com/d9FGhrnQFE

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






Weiss reported that the committee internally justified Raichik’s suspension by claiming her account encouraged online harassment of “hospitals and medical providers” by insinuating “that gender-affirming healthcare is equivalent to child abuse or grooming.”

“Compare this to what happened when Raichik herself was doxxed on November 21, 2022. A photo of her home with her address was posted in a tweet that has garnered more than 10,000 likes,” Weiss wrote.

“When Raichik told Twitter that her address had been disseminated, she says Twitter Support responded with this message: ‘We reviewed the reported content, and didn’t find it to be in violation of the Twitter rules.’ No action was taken. The doxxing tweet is still up,” Weiss added.

Following Weiss’ report, Raichik noted that a screenshot shared by Weiss revealed her Libs of TikTok account was still blacklisted as of Dec. 7. She raised the issue with Musk, who replied that he’s “looking into it.”




Looking into it

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 9, 2022






The Epoch Times has contacted Raichik for further comment.

Weiss noted that there is “more to come on this story” that would be published on her website for The Free Press. Weiss said that part of her agreement with Musk to get access to Twitter’s files was that the material would first be published on Twitter. 

“We’re just getting started on our reporting. Documents cannot tell the whole story here,” she said.

A third report on the so-called “Twitter files” will be published by Taibbi, Weiss said.
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Benchmark U.S. crude oil for January delivery fell 55 cents to $71.46 a barrel Thursday. Brent crude for February delivery fell $1.02 to $76.15 a barrel.

Wholesale gasoline for January delivery fell 3 cents to $2.05 a gallon. January heating oil rose 10 cents to $2.88 a gallon. January natural gas rose 24 cents to $5.96 per 1,000 cubic feet.

Gold for February delivery rose $3.50 to $1,801.50 an ounce. Silver for March delivery rose 33 cents to $23.25 an ounce and March copper rose 2 cents to $3.88 a pound.

The dollar rose to 136.69 Japanese yen from 136.31 yen. The euro rose to $1.0559 from $1.0514.

The Epoch Times Copyright © 2022 The views and opinions expressed are those of the authors. They are meant for general informational purposes only and should not be construed or interpreted as a recommendation or solicitation. The Epoch Times does not provide investment, tax, legal, financial planning, estate planning, or any other personal finance advice. The Epoch Times holds no liability for the accuracy or timeliness of the information provided.
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Cybersecurity, Foreign Interference Among Biggest Issues Australia Is Facing
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Australia is facing “the most dangerous set of strategic circumstances” since the Second World War, according to the Home Affairs Minister.

Speaking at the National Press Club on Thursday, Clare O’Neil addressed issues she says Australia is facing, namely cybersecurity, foreign interference, immigration and climate change.

She said “new tools of statecraft” are bringing “what otherwise might be global security issues” into Australians’ everyday lives.

“It’s felt in our economy, where we are waking from a cyber slumber,” she said.

“It’s felt in our private lives, where our identities are vulnerable, and personal information is at risk. It’s felt in business and research, where Australia’s hard-won innovations are at constant risk of theft.

“And it’s felt in our democracy, where foreign actors are trying to influence decisions in our parliaments and universities, and subjecting Australians to online misinformation and disinformation campaigns which spread like viruses around our communities.”

Australia Under Attack

The comment comes after Australia experienced two major cyber attacks against telecommunication company Optus and the country’s largest health insurer Medibank, within three weeks of each other.

After Russian hackers published the entirety of Medibank’s sensitive data of nearly 10 million customers on the dark web, the health insurer was forced to go offline to complete an overhaul of its cyber security system on this Friday until Sunday.

In October, the National Australian Bank reported that Australians are subject to 50 million attempted cyberattacks a month, while the Australian Taxation Office is subject to three million attempted cyberattacks a month.

“This threat is huge, it is relentless, and it is only getting bigger,” O’Neil said.

“Cybersecurity is suddenly a hot topic in the boardroom and at the kitchen table.”

“The truth is, we are unnecessarily vulnerable. We did not do the work nationally over the last decade to help us prepare for this challenge.”

She added that the Albanese government would form a collaboration between the Australian Federal Police and the Australian Signals Directorate, a 100-person team focusing on hunting down hackers and hacking back. It has also legislated heavy penalties regime under Privacy law, although critics have argued that it would impose more red tape on businesses.

The Home Affairs minister also announced a new Cyber Security Strategy to strengthen critical infrastructure and build sovereign cyber security capabilities in a bid to make Australia “the world’s most cyber-secure country by 2030.” The project will be led by experts including Andy Penn, former CEO of Telstra, Rachael Falk, leading cyber security expert, and Mel Hupfeld, former Chief of Air Force.

Foreign Interference, Espionage: Biggest Threat to Domestic Security

During her speech, O’Neil also noted that “for the first time, espionage and foreign interference have replaced terrorism as the most significant domestic security issue we face.” However, she avoided directly mentioning Beijing or Kremlin.

“Espionage and foreign interference threaten the things that we value most about our country: our social cohesion, our trusted democracy, freedom of thought in our academic sector. This is a fight that really matters.”

“We need an ambition and scale of response that matches the size of the problem. We’ve got to strip the politics out of the conversation. This problem is not limited to the actions of one or two countries.”

“ASIO Director General Burgess has said repeatedly: our best asset in this fight are the Australian people. And within that, our loved, loyal diaspora communities. My experience dealing with this problem is that most people who might be targets of foreign interference or be in its orbit—politicians, academics, community leaders—desperately want to fight back.”

The Labor government will responded by “opening up a bit” and helping possible targets of foreign interference understand “what foreign interference looks like and what the playbook is.”

According to a new book ‘Spies and Lies” by ASPI’s researcher Alex Joske, former Australian Labor Prime Minister Bob Hawke was among the ranks of those masterfully deceived by the Chinese government.

Hawke was distraught in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square Massacre in 1989 and famously responded by granting 42,000 Chinese nationals asylum.

Joske says four years after the massacre, Hawke received a message from the Chinese consul in Sydney inviting him to visit China.

Hawke felt it was important that Australia-China relations grew, so agreed to do so. There he was received and welcomed by then-Chinese leader Jiang Zemin and then-Premier Li Peng.

“The special bromance between Chinese and Australian leaders was back on track. Hawke thought the fate of [former Premier] Zhao Ziyang, who eventually died in house arrest, was ‘extremely sad,’ but the importance of building ties to the Party leadership came first,” Joske wrote.

He further added that the issue of Tiananmen was eventually “swept under the rug,” and Hawke would go on to play a valuable role in selling China to the rest of the world.

Daniel Y. Teng contributed to this report.
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FTC Sues to Block $68 Billion Microsoft-Activision Merger, Alleges Anti-Competitive Actions
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The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) has filed a lawsuit against the planned merger of tech giant Microsoft and Activision Blizzard, one of the largest videogaming corporations. The federal agency argued the acquisition should be stopped because Microsoft has a record of anti-competitive behavior in the gaming industry, withholding games from other platforms to the benefit of its gaming console, Xbox, and its subscription gaming service.

Microsoft announced in January its intention to acquire Activision Blizzard for $68.7 billion and both companies have since approved the deal. The largest merger in Microsoft’s history, it would make it the third largest videogame publisher behind Sony and Tencent, but only if greenlighted by U.S. regulators.

The FTC stepped in on Dec. 8, saying that if the merger goes through, “Microsoft would have both the means and motive to harm competition by manipulating Activision’s pricing, degrading Activision’s game quality or player experience on rival consoles and gaming services, changing the terms and timing of access to Activision’s content, or withholding content from competitors entirely, resulting in harm to consumers.”

Microsoft has acquired more than 10 game developers in recent years, expanding the portfolio offered to the paying subscribers of its Xbox Game Pass.

“Microsoft has frequently made those acquired titles exclusive to its own consoles and/or subscription services, eliminating the opportunity for consumers to play those titles on rival products or services,” the FTC complaint says (pdf).

The FTC particularly cited Microsoft’s acquisition last year of ZeniMax, the parent company of videogame publisher Bethesda Softworks. After the deal closed, Microsoft made several Bethesda gaming titles exclusive to its platform “despite assurances it had given to European antitrust authorities that it had no incentive to withhold games from rival consoles,” FTC said in a release.

“Microsoft has already shown that it can and will withhold content from its gaming rivals,” said Holly Vedova, director of the FTC’s Bureau of Competition, in the release.

“Today we seek to stop Microsoft from gaining control over a leading independent game studio and using it to harm competition in multiple dynamic and fast-growing gaming markets.”

Microsoft’s expansion in gaming has been perceived partly as an attempt to gain a competitive edge in the race to capture the envisioned “metaverse” market. Some tech executives argue that with the improvements in virtual reality (VR) technology, people will move much of their work and leisure into the virtual world—a metaverse.

Facebook has been investing tens of billions into its metaverse project, changing the company name to Meta last year. So far, however, the results have been mixed, with Meta’s Oculus VR goggles sweeping market share, but its Horizon Worlds online VR platform failing to attract expected user volumes.

Microsoft VR goggles have been less successful, but owning some of the top gaming development studios could give it a leg-up in designing virtual worlds for its own metaverse.

The FTC voted 3–1 to issue the complaint with Commissioner Christine Wilson voting no. As the next step, the case will be heard by an administrative judge.
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Citizen Journalism Faster on the Draw Than Mainstream Media in Uncovering FTX Scandal
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News Analysis

On Sept. 3, 2022, veteran short-seller Marc Cohodes leveled several bold accusations at crypto exchange FTX and its founder Sam Bankman-Fried. Among the many predictions made by the short-seller was the fact that FTX did not have as much money as it claimed.

“Everything reads like this thing is a complete scam,” Cohodes said in his interview with independent investment research company Hedgeye two months before FTX went bankrupt on  Nov. 11. “It is dirty and rotten to the core.”

Cohodes made his living by exposing fraudulent corporations, including the biotech company MiMedx, which was convicted of securities fraud. The short-seller noticed too many red flags with FTX, noting in his interview that Daniel Friedberg, the company’s chief regulatory officer, was involved in a $50 million online poker scandal years prior.

Cohodes was early to sound the alarm about the crypto exchange.

“I suspected FTX was a fraud for a year and began to speak about it in May of 2022,” Cohodes told The Epoch Times.

Since then, a number of independent journalists and concerned crypto investors have played pivotal roles in exposing what is potentially one of the largest financial scandals in history.

A leaked balance sheet published by CoinDesk in early November sparked concern over Bankman-Fried’s trading firm, Alameda Research. An independent crypto journalist named James Block analyzed the leaked documents to show mathematically that Alameda was insolvent.

Block, who writes under the pseudonym Dirty Bubble Media on Substack, utilized blockchain monitoring tools to track the flows of FTT—the token created by FTX—and assess its liquidity. He stated that 180 percent of circulating FTT was held at Alameda and daily trading volumes of the token were 75 percent lower than comparable cryptocurrencies.

In short, FTT was a highly illiquid asset, and yet it represented 88 percent of Alameda’s net equity.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Sam Bankman-Fried speaks on stage at Casa Cipriani in New York City, on June 23, 2022. (Craig Barritt/Getty Images for CARE For Special Children )


“Alameda will never be able to cash in a significant portion of FTT to pay back its debts,” Block wrote on Substack while the price of the currency still rested at $25. “The fair market value of their FTT in the event of large sales would rapidly approach $0.”

Block’s thesis would pan out sooner than he expected as his article caught the attention of Binance founder Chanpeng Zhao. One day after liking Block’s article on Twitter, Zhao announced that Binance would be liquidating its $529 million FTT balance—a catalyst for the crash.

“I think I did play a role,” Block told The Epoch Times when asked whether his reporting was related to Zhao’s decision, but stressed that he ultimately does not know what motivated the Binance founder.

‘A Pattern of Deception’

This is not the first time that Block has been early in pinpointing fraudulent enterprises. As early as October 2021, Block raised concerns about the now-defunct crypto lender Celsius, which filed for bankruptcy in July and robbed customers of $4.7 billion.

“Celsius had the classic look of ‘Hey look! We’re paying out double-digit interest rates’ and saying that there’s no risk,” Block relayed over the phone. He wrote numerous articles throughout early 2022 documenting a “pattern of deception” by Celsius founder Alex Mashinsky.

Block said journalism and uncovering financial crimes is just a hobby: “I find fraud interesting.”

After the severity of the FTX collapse set in—$8 billion in missing customer deposits—Bankman-Fried went dark. The Bahamas-based founder initially ceased speaking to the press, and his social media activity became more sparse.

It was around this time that Bankman-Fried granted an interview with fledgeling crypto journalist Tiffany Fong. Prior to reporting, Fong backpacked around the world while earning passive income from her e-commerce businesses, she told the Epoch Times.

“I’m not a journalist by profession,” Fong said.

Unfortunately, she had not been privy to Block’s early reporting on Celsius because, according to her, she lost a “substantial portion” of her savings once the company froze withdrawals. Motivated by her loss, Fong began reporting on issues in the crypto industry.

By securing an interview with the elusive FTX founder, Fong was able to break several stories at once. She revealed that Bankman-Fried, at least according to him, had donated equal amounts to both political parties—keeping Republican donations confidential to avoid bad press—and that the decision to allow withdrawals exclusively in the Bahamas was a strategic move to avoid disgruntled neighbors.

Fong’s interview kicked off Bankman-Fried’s public relations campaign, which included his appearance at the New York Times’s DealBook Summit, his sit-down with Good Morning America, and his numerous discussions on Twitter Spaces. “On our last call, he did mention that he would be ramping up communication soon, but I did not expect it to this degree,” Fong relayed in an email to The Epoch Times.

Having worked with large outlets like The New York Times and CNBC during her Celsius coverage, Fong sees the maneuverability that citizen journalists have as an advantage over large publishers. “In crypto particularly, collapses can occur quickly, in a matter of days or even hours, so I feel being able to share information in real time is crucial.”

Tesla founder and CEO Elon Musk took to his newly owned platform Twitter to express a similar opinion. “Coverage of FTX meltdown is incomparably faster and better quality on Twitter than old-school media,” the industrialist wrote in a tweet.

Recently, Twitter has become a crucial channel for FTX information and data updates. Research and commentary circling on the social media platform has kept users up to date, even ahead of traditional news.




Coverage of FTX meltdown is incomparably faster *and* better quality on Twitter than old-school media

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) November 17, 2022






Regulators

Displaying an analogous sentiment, Cohodes disparaged financial regulators in his correspondence with The Epoch Times. When asked whether short-sellers are better at policing fraud than the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), he said, “Legitimate short-sellers are the ones that expose fraud. The SEC comes in after the fact.”

His comments come after numerous calls by U.S. agencies to adopt new cryptocurrency-related laws with industry leaders like Binance’s Zhao and CoinBase CEO Brian Armstrong signaling their agreement. Sen. Elizabeth Warren (D-Mass.) said the FTX collapse proves the need for more crypto regulation.

Euro Pacific Asset Management founder and chief economist Peter Schiff vehemently disagrees, despite being one of the most outspoken critics of digital assets. “We don’t need more government regulation. We need more free market regulation and personal responsibility,” Schiff told The Epoch Times.

Schiff’s bank, Euro Pacific Bank, was suspended earlier this year by Puerto Rican banking regulators due to “serious insolvency” issues, yet regulators acknowledged the bank did indeed possess sufficient capital in a settlement months after. According to Schiff, the regulators of the U.S. territory also blocked a proposed purchase of Euro Pacific, causing him to lose millions.

“While [Sam Bankman-Fried] was stealing billions, U.S. regulators spent two years investigating my bank. They found that I did nothing wrong,” Schiff said in an email. “Regulations do far more harm than good. The amount of money the public loses as a result of regulation, often in the form of higher prices, is much higher than the amount of money they would have lost without regulation.”

Schiff also criticized central banks for artificially suppressing interest rates, resulting in asset bubbles.

“During those bubbles investors do lots of stupid things, like giving billions of dollars to a kid like [Sam Bankman-Fried],” he said.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theepochtimes.com/citizen-journalism-faster-on-the-draw-than-mainstream-media-in-uncovering-ftx-scandal_4912067.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 

| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |




Science

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.




	
NASA Discusses Orion Capsule Return to Earth [Thu, 08 Dec 16:27]Michael Sarafin, Artemis Mission Manager, speaks at a press briefing to preview the Orion capsule’s return to Earth on Dec. 8, 2022. (NASA/screenshot via NTD)



	
Sempra Signs Deal With French Utility for Gas From Texas LNG Plant [Thu, 08 Dec 04:58]California-based Sempra Infrastructure's computer rendition of the Port Arthur LNG facility in Southeast Texas. (courtesy of Sempra Infrastructure)
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Sempra Signs Deal With French Utility for Gas From Texas LNG Plant
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Sempra Infrastructure announced Tuesday that it has signed a long-term deal with French utility Engie for the supply of liquefied natural gas from the Port Arthur LNG facility in southeast Texas.

Engie agreed to buy .875 million tons per annum (Mtpa) of LNG from phase 1 of the project.

“Engie is a leader in Europe’s energy transition and a great addition to our Port Arthur LNG customer portfolio,” Justin Bird, CEO at Sempra Infrastructure, said in a news release.

The companies also agreed to seek ways to reduce the carbon intensity of LNG produced from phase 1 of the LNG project underway in Jefferson County.

“We are excited to work with Engie to deliver reliable energy resources like LNG and contribute to the security of natural gas supply to their clients while supporting both companies’ ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) commitments,” Bird added.

The contract is the third largest deal that California-based Sempra has signed in three weeks. Last month, Houston-based ConocoPhillips executed a 20-year agreement to buy more than 5 Mtpa of LNG from the Port Arthur LNG plant.

That contract was followed by a sales and purchase agreement with Britain’s Ineos Energy to purchase approximately 1.4 Mtpa over a 20-year term. The companies also signed a non-binding agreement for an additional.2 Mtpa from phase 2 of the Port Arthur project, Sempra said in a release.

A similarly-sized project, Port Arthur Phase 2, is competitively positioned and under active marketing.

Sempra must complete the required commercial agreements, secure all necessary permits, obtain financing, and reach a final investment decision before the project can be finalized.

The company expects to make a final investment decision on phase 1 by early 2023.
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Twitter Software Update Will Let Users See ‘True Account Status,’ Appeal Shadowbans: Musk [Fri, 09 Dec 00:26]A 3D printed Twitter logo is seen in front of a displayed photo of Elon Musk in this illustration taken on Oct. 27, 2022. (Dado Ruvic/Illustration/Reuters)



	
TikTok, the Clock Is Ticking [Thu, 08 Dec 21:08]Tiktok, The Clock Is Ticking &#124; The Beau Show



	
Elon Musk Releases Twitter Files Exposing Secret Blacklists [Thu, 08 Dec 19:51]SpaceX owner and Tesla CEO Elon Musk smiles at the E3 gaming convention in Los Angeles on June 13, 2019. (Mike Blake/Reuters)



	
Cybersecurity, Foreign Interference Among Biggest Issues Australia Is Facing [Thu, 08 Dec 18:42]Minister for Home Affairs and Minister for Cyber Security Clare O'Neil speaks to media in Melbourne, Australia, on Oct. 20, 2022. (AAP Image/James Ross)



	
FTC Sues to Block $68 Billion Microsoft-Activision Merger, Alleges Anti-Competitive Actions [Thu, 08 Dec 18:41]The Microsoft logo at the Microsoft Annual Shareholders Meeting in Bellevue, Wash., on Nov. 30, 2016. (Jason Redmond/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Biden Administration Tells US Supreme Court That Law Protecting Social Media Companies Has Limits [Thu, 08 Dec 16:00]President Joe Biden in the Oval Office of the White House in Washington, on Dec. 1, 2022. (Ludovic Marin/AFP via Getty Images)



	
Google Must Delete Search Result Data at Users’ Request If ‘Manifestly Inaccurate’: EU Court [Thu, 08 Dec 12:20]The Google logo at the entrance to the Google offices in London on Jan. 18, 2019. (Hannah McKay/Reuters)



	
FBI ‘Deeply Concerned’ After Apple Says Nearly All iCloud Data Now Has End-to-End Encryption [Thu, 08 Dec 09:48]The Apple logo at an Apple Store in the Brooklyn borough of New York City on Oct. 23, 2020.  (Brendan McDermid/Reuters)



	
Musk Says Key Bits of ‘Twitter Files’ Were Compromised as He Fires Ex-FBI Twitter Lawyer Involved in ‘Vetting’ the Data [Thu, 08 Dec 09:10]Elon Musk, Tesla CEO, attends the opening of the Tesla factory Berlin Brandenburg in Gruenheide, Germany, March 22, 2022. (Patrick Pleul/Pool via AP)



	
Cyberattack on Top Indian Hospital Highlights Security Risk [Thu, 08 Dec 01:52]Patients and their attendants squat outside the All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) hospital in New Delhi on Dec. 7, 2022. (Altaf Qadri/AP Photo)
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Elon Musk announced more changes to Twitter on Thursday after releasing the second volume of the “Twitter files” revealing the social media platform’s “secret blacklists.”

The billionaire businessman, who finalized his purchase of Twitter in October for $44 billion, said the company will now start telling users if their content is being made undiscoverable.

Twitter will also provide a way for users to appeal such cases, Musk said.

“Twitter is working on a software update that will show your true account status, so you know clearly if you’ve been shadowbanned, the reason why and how to appeal,” Musk wrote on Thursday.

The Tesla CEO’s post came shortly after Bari Weiss, founder, and editor of The Free Press, released the second wave of so-called “Twitter files” detailing how conservative commentators had their tweets censored by the platform.

A week prior, independent journalist Matt Taibbi, with Musk’s endorsement, detailed how Twitter staff had worked to suppress a New York Post article about Hunter Biden’s laptop ahead of the 2020 election.

In the latest trove of internal Twitter documents, Weiss, a former New York Times columnist, said that the company had placed a number of accounts under a “Trends Blacklist” or a “Search Blacklist” making either their content undiscoverable or their accounts harder to search.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Stanford University Dr. Jay Bhattacharya speaks remotely with The Epoch Times on COVID-19 data and criticism from other faculty on Sept. 21, 2021. (Cynthia Cai/The Epoch Times)


Twitter ‘Prevents Disfavored Tweets From Trending’

“A new #TwitterFiles investigation reveals that teams of Twitter employees build blacklists, prevent disfavored tweets from trending, and actively limit the visibility of entire accounts or even trending topics—all in secret, without informing users,” Weiss wrote on Twitter.

Accounts placed on a “Trends Blacklist” included those belonging to Dr. Jay Bhattacharya, a professor of medicine at Stanford University School of Medicine who opposed COVID-19 lockdowns due to concerns about children’s mental health, and the popular Libs of TikTok account.

The account of conservative commentator Dan Bongino was also allegedly placed on a “Search Blacklist,” according to Weiss, while a photograph of the account of Turning Point USA President Charlie Kirk appeared to be marked “Do Not Amplify.”

Weiss also shared a screenshot of an alleged message from Yoel Roth, Twitter’s former head of global trust and safety, in which he asked for more research support on “non-removal policy interventions like disabling engagements and deamplification/visibility filtering.”

“The hypothesis underlying much of what we’ve implemented is that if exposure to, e.g., misinformation directly causes harm, we should use remediations that reduce exposure, and limiting the spread/virality of content is a good way to do that,” Roth wrote.

Weiss also claimed that Twitter had a “secret group” that consisted of Roth, Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s former head of legal policy and trust; and former CEOs Jack Dorsey and Parag Agrawal, among others, called the “Site Integrity Policy, Policy Escalation Support”, or “SIP-PES”.

“This is where the biggest, most politically sensitive decisions got made. ‘Think high follower account, controversial,’ another Twitter employee told us. For these ‘there would be no ticket or anything,'” Weiss said.

Musk has pledged that Twitter’s policy is “freedom of speech, but not freedom of reach” and has welcomed back to Twitter a string of previously banned accounts.

Weiss said on Thursday that Taibbi will release the third installment of the “Twitter files”, although it is unclear exactly when.

Caden Pearson contributed to this report.
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Bari Weiss, founder and editor of The Free Press, released the second volume of the so-called “Twitter files” on Thursday, revealing the social media platform’s “secret blacklists.”

Weiss has been working with Twitter’s new owner Elon Musk and independent journalist Matt Taibbi to disclose internal Twitter information regarding censorship.




The Twitter Files, Part Deux!! 🍿🍿 https://t.co/bH9UiTSEK2

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 9, 2022






Twitter’s censorship methods, according to Weiss, included placing specific users on a “Trends Blacklist” or a “Search Blacklist.”

The popular Libs of TikTok account, as well as Dr. Jay Bhattacharya, professor of medicine at Stanford University School of Medicine, are among the users who were secretly added to the “Trends Blacklist” by the company.

Bhattacharya was put on the list because he stated that children would be harmed by COVID-19 lockdowns. This action stopped his tweets from trending, Weiss said.

Conservative talk-show presenter Dan Bongino was also put on a so-called “Search Blacklist,” Weiss disclosed.

Weiss also noted that conservative activist Charlie Kirk, founder of Turning Point USA, was put on a “Do Not Amplify” list.




4. Or consider the popular right-wing talk show host, Dan Bongino (@dbongino), who at one point was slapped with a “Search Blacklist.” pic.twitter.com/AdOK8xLu9v

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






The second installment comes just a week after Taibbi published, with Musk’s endorsement, details about the social media platform’s decision to suppress and censor the New York Post’s report on the contents of Hunter Biden’s laptop in October 2020.

“A new #TwitterFiles investigation reveals that teams of Twitter employees build blacklists, prevent disfavored tweets from trending, and actively limit the visibility of entire accounts or even trending topics—all in secret, without informing users,” Weiss said on Twitter. 

“Twitter once had a mission ‘to give everyone the power to create and share ideas and information instantly, without barriers.’ Along the way, barriers nevertheless were erected,” she added.




1. A new #TwitterFiles investigation reveals that teams of Twitter employees build blacklists, prevent disfavored tweets from trending, and actively limit the visibility of entire accounts or even trending topics—all in secret, without informing users.

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






Shadow Banning

Rank-and-file employees and executives at Twitter referred to so-called “shadow banning” as “visibility filtering” or “VF,” according to Weiss, who said multiple “high-level” sources confirmed this at Twitter.

Weiss’ report, published on Twitter, confirmed that the social media company deployed its so-called visibility filtering to make it hard for users to search for specific individuals—in other words, to blacklist their accounts.

The visibility filtering tool also limited the scope of a specific tweet’s discoverability, prevented certain users’ tweets from ever appearing on the “trending” section, and blocked them from appearing in hashtag searches, according to Weiss.

“All without users’ knowledge,” she wrote.

One senior Twitter employee told Weiss to think about visibility filtering as a way for the company to “suppress what people see to different levels. It’s a very powerful tool.”




8. “Think about visibility filtering as being a way for us to suppress what people see to different levels. It’s a very powerful tool,” one senior Twitter employee told us.

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






Twitter shadow bans users “quite a bit,” one Twitter engineer reportedly told Weiss.

“We control visibility quite a bit. And we control the amplification of your content quite a bit. And normal people do not know how much we do,” the Twitter engineer reportedly said.

Weiss said that this was confirmed by two additional Twitter employees.




11. “We control visibility quite a bit. And we control the amplification of your content quite a bit. And normal people do not know how much we do,” one Twitter engineer told us. Two additional Twitter employees confirmed.

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






‘Secret Group’ Blacklisted Users

Twitter had a “secret group” who were above and beyond the everyday content moderators from the Strategic Response Team-Global Escalation Team (SRT-GET) that blacklisted users, according to Weiss.

The secret group was known as the “SIP-PES,” which stands for “Site Integrity Policy, Policy Escalation Support.”

The committee reportedly consisted of Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s former head of legal policy and trust; Yoel Roth, Twitter’s former head of global trust and safety; and former CEOs Jack Dorsey and Parag Agrawal; and others.

While the SRT-GET “handled up to 200 ‘cases’ a day” following the company’s policy on paper, the SIP-PES group existed at a level “beyond official ticketing, beyond the rank-and-file moderators,” Weiss reported.

“This is where the biggest, most politically sensitive decisions got made. ‘Think high follower account, controversial,’ another Twitter employee told us. For these ‘there would be no ticket or anything,'” Weiss added.




15. This is where the biggest, most politically sensitive decisions got made. “Think high follower account, controversial,” another Twitter employee told us. For these “there would be no ticket or anything.”

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






‘We Do Not Shadow Ban’

Weiss noted in her report the former Twitter executives had previously asserted in 2018 that the company did not target accounts with shadow bans based on their political views.

“Twitter denied that it does such things,” Weiss wrote, citing Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s former head of legal policy and trust, as well as Kayvon Beykpour, Twitter’s former head of product.

“We don’t ‘shadow ban,'” Beykpour wrote on Twitter on July 26, 2018.

Gadde used Twitter’s “Quote Tweet” function to add to Beykpour’s assertion.

“Favoring one specific ideology or belief goes against everything we stand for,” she wrote.

In a joint blog post, Gadde and Beykpour wrote: “We do not shadow ban. You are always able to see the tweets from accounts you follow (although you may have to do more work to find them, like go directly to their profile). And we certainly don’t shadow ban based on political viewpoints or ideology.”




🤨 pic.twitter.com/CVfoK7Ljch

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 9, 2022






Libs of TikTok

The SIP-PES group was tied to the decision to ban the popular Libs of TikTok account, which had been placed on the “Trend Blacklist” and was designated as “Do Not Take Action on User Without Consulting With SIP-PES,” according to Weiss.

The Libs of TikTok account, which was still blacklisted as of Dec. 7, was created by Chaya Raichik in November 2020 and grew to have 1.4 million followers.

Raichik’s account was suspended by Twitter seven times in 2022 alone and blocked from posting for as long as one week, Weiss reported.

Twitter repeatedly informed Raichik that she had been suspended for violating Twitter’s policy against “hateful conduct,” but an internal SIP-PES memo from October 2022 revealed that the secret group noted that her account had “not directly engaged in behavior violative of the Hateful Conduct policy.”




19. But in an internal SIP-PES memo from October 2022, after her seventh suspension, the committee acknowledged that “LTT has not directly engaged in behavior violative of the Hateful Conduct policy.” See here: pic.twitter.com/d9FGhrnQFE

— Bari Weiss (@bariweiss) December 9, 2022






Weiss reported that the committee internally justified Raichik’s suspension by claiming her account encouraged online harassment of “hospitals and medical providers” by insinuating “that gender-affirming healthcare is equivalent to child abuse or grooming.”

“Compare this to what happened when Raichik herself was doxxed on November 21, 2022. A photo of her home with her address was posted in a tweet that has garnered more than 10,000 likes,” Weiss wrote.

“When Raichik told Twitter that her address had been disseminated, she says Twitter Support responded with this message: ‘We reviewed the reported content, and didn’t find it to be in violation of the Twitter rules.’ No action was taken. The doxxing tweet is still up,” Weiss added.

Following Weiss’ report, Raichik noted that a screenshot shared by Weiss revealed her Libs of TikTok account was still blacklisted as of Dec. 7. She raised the issue with Musk, who replied that he’s “looking into it.”




Looking into it

— Elon Musk (@elonmusk) December 9, 2022






The Epoch Times has contacted Raichik for further comment.

Weiss noted that there is “more to come on this story” that would be published on her website for The Free Press. Weiss said that part of her agreement with Musk to get access to Twitter’s files was that the material would first be published on Twitter. 

“We’re just getting started on our reporting. Documents cannot tell the whole story here,” she said.

A third report on the so-called “Twitter files” will be published by Taibbi, Weiss said.
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Cybersecurity, Foreign Interference Among Biggest Issues Australia Is Facing
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Australia is facing “the most dangerous set of strategic circumstances” since the Second World War, according to the Home Affairs Minister.

Speaking at the National Press Club on Thursday, Clare O’Neil addressed issues she says Australia is facing, namely cybersecurity, foreign interference, immigration and climate change.

She said “new tools of statecraft” are bringing “what otherwise might be global security issues” into Australians’ everyday lives.

“It’s felt in our economy, where we are waking from a cyber slumber,” she said.

“It’s felt in our private lives, where our identities are vulnerable, and personal information is at risk. It’s felt in business and research, where Australia’s hard-won innovations are at constant risk of theft.

“And it’s felt in our democracy, where foreign actors are trying to influence decisions in our parliaments and universities, and subjecting Australians to online misinformation and disinformation campaigns which spread like viruses around our communities.”

Australia Under Attack

The comment comes after Australia experienced two major cyber attacks against telecommunication company Optus and the country’s largest health insurer Medibank, within three weeks of each other.

After Russian hackers published the entirety of Medibank’s sensitive data of nearly 10 million customers on the dark web, the health insurer was forced to go offline to complete an overhaul of its cyber security system on this Friday until Sunday.

In October, the National Australian Bank reported that Australians are subject to 50 million attempted cyberattacks a month, while the Australian Taxation Office is subject to three million attempted cyberattacks a month.

“This threat is huge, it is relentless, and it is only getting bigger,” O’Neil said.

“Cybersecurity is suddenly a hot topic in the boardroom and at the kitchen table.”

“The truth is, we are unnecessarily vulnerable. We did not do the work nationally over the last decade to help us prepare for this challenge.”

She added that the Albanese government would form a collaboration between the Australian Federal Police and the Australian Signals Directorate, a 100-person team focusing on hunting down hackers and hacking back. It has also legislated heavy penalties regime under Privacy law, although critics have argued that it would impose more red tape on businesses.

The Home Affairs minister also announced a new Cyber Security Strategy to strengthen critical infrastructure and build sovereign cyber security capabilities in a bid to make Australia “the world’s most cyber-secure country by 2030.” The project will be led by experts including Andy Penn, former CEO of Telstra, Rachael Falk, leading cyber security expert, and Mel Hupfeld, former Chief of Air Force.

Foreign Interference, Espionage: Biggest Threat to Domestic Security

During her speech, O’Neil also noted that “for the first time, espionage and foreign interference have replaced terrorism as the most significant domestic security issue we face.” However, she avoided directly mentioning Beijing or Kremlin.

“Espionage and foreign interference threaten the things that we value most about our country: our social cohesion, our trusted democracy, freedom of thought in our academic sector. This is a fight that really matters.”

“We need an ambition and scale of response that matches the size of the problem. We’ve got to strip the politics out of the conversation. This problem is not limited to the actions of one or two countries.”

“ASIO Director General Burgess has said repeatedly: our best asset in this fight are the Australian people. And within that, our loved, loyal diaspora communities. My experience dealing with this problem is that most people who might be targets of foreign interference or be in its orbit—politicians, academics, community leaders—desperately want to fight back.”

The Labor government will responded by “opening up a bit” and helping possible targets of foreign interference understand “what foreign interference looks like and what the playbook is.”

According to a new book ‘Spies and Lies” by ASPI’s researcher Alex Joske, former Australian Labor Prime Minister Bob Hawke was among the ranks of those masterfully deceived by the Chinese government.

Hawke was distraught in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square Massacre in 1989 and famously responded by granting 42,000 Chinese nationals asylum.

Joske says four years after the massacre, Hawke received a message from the Chinese consul in Sydney inviting him to visit China.

Hawke felt it was important that Australia-China relations grew, so agreed to do so. There he was received and welcomed by then-Chinese leader Jiang Zemin and then-Premier Li Peng.

“The special bromance between Chinese and Australian leaders was back on track. Hawke thought the fate of [former Premier] Zhao Ziyang, who eventually died in house arrest, was ‘extremely sad,’ but the importance of building ties to the Party leadership came first,” Joske wrote.

He further added that the issue of Tiananmen was eventually “swept under the rug,” and Hawke would go on to play a valuable role in selling China to the rest of the world.

Daniel Y. Teng contributed to this report.
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FTC Sues to Block $68 Billion Microsoft-Activision Merger, Alleges Anti-Competitive Actions
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The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) has filed a lawsuit against the planned merger of tech giant Microsoft and Activision Blizzard, one of the largest videogaming corporations. The federal agency argued the acquisition should be stopped because Microsoft has a record of anti-competitive behavior in the gaming industry, withholding games from other platforms to the benefit of its gaming console, Xbox, and its subscription gaming service.

Microsoft announced in January its intention to acquire Activision Blizzard for $68.7 billion and both companies have since approved the deal. The largest merger in Microsoft’s history, it would make it the third largest videogame publisher behind Sony and Tencent, but only if greenlighted by U.S. regulators.

The FTC stepped in on Dec. 8, saying that if the merger goes through, “Microsoft would have both the means and motive to harm competition by manipulating Activision’s pricing, degrading Activision’s game quality or player experience on rival consoles and gaming services, changing the terms and timing of access to Activision’s content, or withholding content from competitors entirely, resulting in harm to consumers.”

Microsoft has acquired more than 10 game developers in recent years, expanding the portfolio offered to the paying subscribers of its Xbox Game Pass.

“Microsoft has frequently made those acquired titles exclusive to its own consoles and/or subscription services, eliminating the opportunity for consumers to play those titles on rival products or services,” the FTC complaint says (pdf).

The FTC particularly cited Microsoft’s acquisition last year of ZeniMax, the parent company of videogame publisher Bethesda Softworks. After the deal closed, Microsoft made several Bethesda gaming titles exclusive to its platform “despite assurances it had given to European antitrust authorities that it had no incentive to withhold games from rival consoles,” FTC said in a release.

“Microsoft has already shown that it can and will withhold content from its gaming rivals,” said Holly Vedova, director of the FTC’s Bureau of Competition, in the release.

“Today we seek to stop Microsoft from gaining control over a leading independent game studio and using it to harm competition in multiple dynamic and fast-growing gaming markets.”

Microsoft’s expansion in gaming has been perceived partly as an attempt to gain a competitive edge in the race to capture the envisioned “metaverse” market. Some tech executives argue that with the improvements in virtual reality (VR) technology, people will move much of their work and leisure into the virtual world—a metaverse.

Facebook has been investing tens of billions into its metaverse project, changing the company name to Meta last year. So far, however, the results have been mixed, with Meta’s Oculus VR goggles sweeping market share, but its Horizon Worlds online VR platform failing to attract expected user volumes.

Microsoft VR goggles have been less successful, but owning some of the top gaming development studios could give it a leg-up in designing virtual worlds for its own metaverse.

The FTC voted 3–1 to issue the complaint with Commissioner Christine Wilson voting no. As the next step, the case will be heard by an administrative judge.
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Biden Administration Tells US Supreme Court That Law Protecting Social Media Companies Has Limits
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The Biden administration argued in the U.S. Supreme Court against online media platform, saying that, in some instances, tech giants like Google should assume responsibility for the content they share—a stance that could undermine existing protections for tech companies and upend the internet content culture.

In a Supreme Court filing on Wednesday, the lawyers for the U.S. Department of Justice made their argument in the high-profile lawsuit filed by the family of Nohemi Gonzalez. Gonzalez was a 23-year-old American citizen who has killed by ISIS terrorists when they opened fire in a Paris bistro in November 2015. The lawyers said that Google-owned YouTube was partly responsible for the incident through sharing ISIS content with its users.

“According to plaintiffs, ISIS and its adherents have used YouTube ‘to disseminate its videos and messages and execute its propaganda, recruitment, and operational campaigns,’” said the filing (pdf), adding that YouTube “refused to actively monitor” the platform prior to the attack, and “block ISIS’s use” of the site, and “even after identifying ISIS content, YouTube took inadequate steps to remove those accounts or to prevent blocked accounts from being reestablished.”

The plaintiffs pointed to YouTube “recommending” ISIS videos to users through its algorithms, and alleged that “ISIS-affiliated users have received revenue from Google for participating in AdSense.”

A website operator loses Section 230 protection when it is responsible for the content, even “partially.” Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act bars lawsuits that seek to hold online platforms liable as the publisher of any content that the service did not create or develop.

The law has been criticized on both ends of the political aisle, with Democrats claiming Section 230 gives platforms a space for spreading hate speech, while Republicans argue that it provides immunity to tech companies to censor conservative voices, mainly pointing to the widespread coverup of Hunter Biden controversy during the 2020 election season.

Video Recommendations, District Court Ruling

“Google selected the users to whom it would recommend ISIS videos based on what Google knew about each of the millions of YouTube viewers, targeting users whose characteristics indicated that they would be interested in ISIS videos,” said the petition for a writ of certiorari (pdf) filed.

“A single ISIS video on YouTube, for example, had been viewed 56,998 times in a 24-hour period.” The plaintiffs claimed that ISIS recruiters used YouTube videos to enlist extremists from outside the Middle East.

Google used Section 230 to dismiss all claims, which the San Francisco-based Ninth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals concurred. Now the case has reached the U.S. Supreme Court, and is likely to be argued early next year.

Biden Administration’s Stance on Section 230

The Biden administration called for a different kind of control over online platforms, and did not argue in complete support of the plaintiffs in the Gonzalez case. They said that tech companies should not be outright liable for all content displayed through their platforms and supported most of Section 230’s protections.

However, they argued that the Gonzalez family should get another chance and called for the Supreme Court to return the case to the Ninth Circuit for further review.

The case ruling could define how Section 230 is defined and decide how much content and liberty of distribution the companies carry moving forward. The law was passed in 1996, before the time of the modern internet.

A coalition of 26 states and Washington, D.C., have argued that courts have broadly defended Section 230 and provided immunity to platforms that have also contributed to protecting criminals when they operate online.

On the other hand, Matt Schruers, president of the Computer and Communications Industry Association, a trade group, said in support of existing protections, “I could foresee an outcome where the litigation and compliance risks stemming from an ill-considered decision are so great that many small firms exit the market.”

“To say that another way, U.S. competitiveness is potentially at risk here, and we have the most to lose from getting this wrong,” he said, according to The Wall Street Journal.

“We regularly work with law enforcement, other platforms, and civil society to share intelligence and best practices. Undercutting Section 230 would make it harder, not easier, to combat harmful content—making the internet less safe and less helpful for all of us,” said Google spokesman Jose Castaneda, cited by Bloomberg.
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Google Must Delete Search Result Data at Users’ Request If ‘Manifestly Inaccurate’: EU Court
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Privacy advocates have scored a win against Big Tech in a “right to be forgotten” case as the European Union’s top court has ruled that Google must honor requests to delete search result data at the request of people in Europe—as long as they can prove the information is “manifestly inaccurate.”

The Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) made the Dec. 8 judgment in a case involving two managers from a group of investment companies who had asked Google to scrub search results linking their names to certain articles that were critical of the group’s investment model.

The executives, who have not been named, argued that the articles made false claims and wanted Google to remove them from search results, according to the CJEU. But the tech giant refused on grounds that it did not know if the information in the articles was accurate or not.

The pair also wanted Google to delete thumbnail photographs of them from a list of results of an image search made on the basis of their names but Google also refused to comply with this request.

The managers sued, and the case was brought before the German Federal Court of Justice, which sought the opinion of the CJEU to interpret the rules in the context of the EU’s strict data privacy directive that governs the right to erasure, often referred to as the “right to be forgotten.”

In its ruling, the CJEU sought to strike a balance between privacy concerns and people’s right to access information.

“The operator of a search engine must de-reference information found in the referenced content where the person requesting de-referencing proves that such information is manifestly inaccurate,” the court said in its ruling.

As a general rule, people’s right to protect their private life and personal data overrides the right of internet users to access the information in question, the CJEU said in a press summary of the ruling.

That balance, however, may depend on the relevant circumstances of each case, in particular on the nature of the information and its sensitivity to the data subject’s private life weighed against the interest of the public in obtaining that information.

‘Right to Be Forgotten’

Privacy rights advocates have clashed with free speech supporters in Europe in recent years over people’s “right to be forgotten” online.

Under the “right to be forgotten” principle of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), people in the EU have the right to ask Google and other search engines to delete links to outdated or embarrassing information about themselves, even if that information is true.

But organizations don’t always have to comply with such requests.

“The right to be forgotten is much more complicated than an individual simply requesting that an organization erase their personal data,” a GDPR fact sheet explains.

For instance, the right to erasure holds if there are significant errors within the data or if the information is being stored unnecessarily.

“But this is not an absolute right,” EU authorities said in the fact sheet.

“If it were, the critics who argue that the right to be forgotten amounts to nothing more than a rewriting of history would be correct. Thus, the GDPR walks a fine line on data erasure,” it added.

Besides inaccuracy and lack of storage necessity, the list of conditions for the “right to be forgotten” to be applied successfully includes a situation in which the organization in question processed that data unlawfully.

Another condition is if the organization is processing personal data for direct marketing purposes and the data subject objects to such processing.

The “right to be forgotten” rule can be trumped under circumstances that include the data being used to “exercise the right of freedom of expression and information” or if the data being processed is necessary for public health purposes. Also in cases where the data comprises “important information that serves the public interest, scientific research, historical research, or statistical purposes,” and its erasure would impair progress toward those goals.

‘Manifest Inaccuracy’

In an opinion accompanying its ruling, the CJEU explained how this “balancing exercise” between free speech and privacy protection is to be applied, with a key condition being information accuracy.

“The tendency of the right to freedom of expression and information to override the right to private life and the right to protection of personal data where the data subject plays a significant role in public life is reversed where it is established that the information covered by the request for de-referencing is untrue,” wrote Giovanni Pitruzzella, an Advocate General at the CJEU.

“In this case, the applicable prevailing criterion, rooted in one of the fundamental values of the European Union, is that of human dignity,” he added.

In a summary of the ruling, the CJEU elaborated on the “manifest inaccuracy” condition.

“Where the person who has made a request for de-referencing submits relevant and sufficient evidence capable of substantiating his or her request and of establishing the manifest inaccuracy of the information found in the referenced content, the operator of the search engine is required to accede to that request,” the court stated.

While the court did not explain in detail how the “relevant and sufficient” criterion should be met, it did say that in cases where the inaccuracy is not obvious, the person requesting the data scrub must bring the matter before a supervisory authority or court for the “necessary checks” to be carried out.

Google said in a statement that it welcomed the decision of the court.

“Since 2014, we’ve worked hard to implement the right to be forgotten in Europe, and to strike a sensible balance between people’s rights of access to information and privacy,” Google stated.

“The links and thumbnails in question are not available via the web search and image search anymore; the content at issue has been offline for a long time,” the company added.

The “right to be forgotten” received considerable press after a 2014 ruling by the CJEU that set the precedent for the right to erasure.

In that case, a Spanish man, Mario Costeja González, sued Google after the company refused to delete information about an auction notice of his repossessed home.

“I was fighting for the elimination of data that adversely affects people’s honour, dignity and exposes their private lives. Everything that undermines human beings, that’s not freedom of expression,” Gonzalez told the British newspaper The Guardian at the time.

“Like anyone would be when you tell them they’re right, I’m happy,” he said of the ruling, in which the court determined that Google and other such organizations are “data controllers” under the EU’s privacy laws rather than neutral intermediaries and so must comply with rules on processing personal data.
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FBI ‘Deeply Concerned’ After Apple Says Nearly All iCloud Data Now Has End-to-End Encryption
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Apple on Dec. 7 announced a string of new security features, including full end-to-end encryption for nearly all the data its users store in its global iCloud storage system, prompting concern from the FBI.

In an overview of the new feature posted to the Apple website, the California-headquartered tech giant said its “Advanced Data Protection” optional setting will provide its users with the “highest level of cloud data security” and keep user data safe even in the event of a data breach in the cloud.

“If you choose to enable Advanced Data Protection, your trusted devices retain sole access to the encryption keys for the majority of your iCloud data, thereby protecting it using end-to-end encryption. Additional data protected includes iCloud Backup, Photos, Notes, and more,” Apple said.

End-to-end encryption means that not even Apple can access the data, according to the company.

“If you lose access to your account, only you can recover this data, using your device passcode or password, recovery contact, or recovery key,” the company said.

The new feature will be available on iOS 16.2, iPadOS 16.2, and macOS 13.1 for users in the United States by the end of the year, before rolling out to the rest of the world in early 2023, according to Apple.

Users can enable it by enrolling in two-factor authentication for their Apple ID and setting a password or passcode on their devices.

[image: phone] A iPhone is seen in a file photograph. (Loic Venance/AFP via Getty Images)


Apple Hands Over Account Data to FBI

Apple already protects 14 sensitive data categories via default end-to-end encryption. Data covered by Advanced Data Protection includes iCloud Backup, photos, notes, reminders, voice memos, and more.

The move marks a turning point for Apple. While its iMessage and Facetime communications services are fully encrypted end-to-end, the large majority of what users back up remotely via iCloud, such as photos and videos, are not.

Apple said on Wednesday that the new data protections represent the “next step in its ongoing effort to provide users with even stronger ways to protect their data.”

However, the decision will also no doubt exacerbate ongoing tensions with law enforcement, including the FBI, which has requested that Apple hand over data from iPhones multiple times. Apple does so but only to an extent, according to the company, stopping short of handing over all of the data on the phone.

According to Apple’s most recent transparency report, the tech giant handed over data to law enforcement 3,980 times from January to June 2021, with the majority of the user data tied to Brazil and the United States.

“Account requests generally seek information regarding customers’ Apple ID accounts, such as account holder name and address and account connections to Apple services—for example, law enforcement investigations where an account may have been used unlawfully,” according to Apple. “Account requests may also seek customers’ content data, such as photos, email, iOS device backups, contacts or calendars.”
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FBI ‘Deeply Concerned’

In a statement on Wednesday, the FBI said it encourages and advocates for encryption schemes that provide “lawful access by design,” meaning that tech companies issued with a “legal order” can decrypt data and hand it over to law enforcement.

The agency added that it “continues to be deeply concerned with the threat end-to-end and user-only-access encryption pose,” which it said hinders its ability to protect Americans from an array of crimes including cyberattacks and terrorism.

However, proponents of the increased data protection have praised the move.

Matthew Green, a cryptographer and associate professor at the Johns Hopkins Information Security Institute, wrote on Twitter that Apple “sets the standard on what secure (consumer) cloud backup looks like,” noting that the move will “have repercussions all over the industry as competitors chase them.”

The Epoch Times has contacted the FBI for comment.

Elsewhere on Wednesday, Apple announced iMessage Contact Key Verification, through which users can verify they are communicating only with whom they intend, and Security Keys, which grants users the option to require a physical security key to sign in to their Apple ID account.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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Musk Says Key Bits of ‘Twitter Files’ Were Compromised as He Fires Ex-FBI Twitter Lawyer Involved in ‘Vetting’ the Data
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Twitter boss Elon Musk has revealed that the “most important data” from the social media platform’s internal communications on free speech suppression, known as the “Twitter Files,” was hidden and some may even have been deleted.

Musk made the remark in a Dec. 7 tweet, in response to former Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey’s question as to why the Twitter Files were being dropped in installments instead of being released in their entirety.

“If the goal is transparency to build trust, why not just release everything without filter and let people judge for themselves? Including all discussions around current and future actions? Make everything public now,” Dorsey said in a post on Twitter.

Dorsey was responding to a series of comments by Musk, in which the Tesla CEO told his followers to brace for an upcoming release of “Episode 2 of The Twitter Files.”

Musk reacted to Dorsey’s remarks by saying that key data had been hidden and possibly scrubbed.

“Most important data was hidden (from you too) and some may have been deleted, but everything we find will be released,” Musk said.

[image: dorsey] Then Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey addresses students during a town hall at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) in New Delhi, India, on Nov. 12, 2018. (Anushree Fadnavis/Reuters)


The exchange between Twitter’s current and former bosses comes hot on the heels of news that Musk apparently fired Twitter’s former deputy counsel James Baker, possibly for the alleged role he played in suppressing a Hunter Biden laptop story.

Investigative reporter Matt Taibbi, who with Musk’s endorsement posted the first episode of the “Twitter Files” on the platform on Dec. 2, suggested that the holdup with releasing the subsequent part of the disclosures had something to do with Baker’s role in “vetting” the first batch without the knowledge of Twitter’s current management.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Former FBI General Counsel James Baker testified before the House judiciary and oversight committees on Oct. 3 and Oct. 18, 2018. (Samira Bouaou/The Epoch Times)


‘Free Speech Suppression’

Musk first teased the disclosure of Twitter’s internal files on what he described as the company’s “free speech suppression” at the end of November.

Days later, Musk shared a thread from Taibbi, which detailed a series of internal Twitter communications—dubbed the “Twitter Files”—that lifted the lid of the social media platform’s machinations around censorship.

The explosive disclosures also featured Twitter managers’ efforts to block the spread of the Hunter Biden laptop story.

Republicans had long accused Twitter—and some media outlets—of suppressing the Hunter Biden laptop story, which included reporting that bolstered claims that the president lied when he said he had no involvement in his son’s overseas business dealings.

[image: Epoch Times Photo] U.S. President Joe Biden (L) waves alongside his son Hunter Biden after attending mass at Holy Spirit Catholic Church in Johns Island, S.C., on Aug. 13, 2022. (Nicholas Kamm/AFP via Getty Images)


In order to suppress the Hunter Biden report, Twitter executives marked it as “unsafe,” limiting its spread and even blocking it from being directly shared via the platform’s direct message function, Taibbi said. He also noted that such extreme restrictions were normally reserved for content such as child pornography.

Teasing a follow-on release of more information related to Twitter’s actions around censorship, Taibbi said in his thread that there was “much more to come.” He promised answers to questions around issues like “shadow-banning, boosting, follower counts, the fate of various individual accounts, and more.”

Musk initially said a second episode of the disclosures would be released shortly after the first data drop. On Dec. 4, Musk updated that it “looks like we will need another day or so.”

The “hidden” or “deleted” status of some of the Twitter Files, as mentioned by Musk, could be affecting the timing of the release of subsequent episodes of the disclosures.

‘Caution Is Warranted’

In the first set of Twitter Files disclosures, Taibbi shared screenshots of internal communications from and among Twitter managers that showed actions around the platform’s suppression of a New York Post report on a laptop purportedly belonging to Hunter Biden ahead of the 2020 presidential election.

At the time, Twitter content moderators alleged that the Post’s report violated its policy around hacked materials. However, it was later revealed that the laptop wasn’t hacked but was simply abandoned at a Delaware computer repair shop.

The “Twitter Files” disclosures also showed that Baker, a former FBI general counsel and Brookings fellow, told Twitter executives to proceed with blocking the Hunter Biden laptop story because he suspected it violated Twitter’s rules.

“I support the conclusion that we need more facts to assess whether the materials were hacked,” Baker wrote to other Twitter officials in October 2020, according to a screenshot posted by Taibbi. “At this stage, however, it’s reasonable for us to assume that they may have been and that caution is warranted.”

Baker was also implicated in court documents filed by special counsel John Durham in a case against former Clinton campaign and Democrat lawyer Michael Sussmann, who allegedly relayed false information about Trump’s campaign to Baker when he was working for the FBI.

In the disclosures, Taibbi also reported that Baker headed Twitter’s process of reviewing the “Twitter files” before they were released to journalists. That revelation, Taibbi wrote, “surprised everyone involved.”

Musk on Tuesday evening wrote that he “exited” Baker from the company due to “concerns” about his possible role in suppressing important information, though the Twitter chief did not go into detail.

It remains unclear why Baker was tasked with reviewing files after Musk’s takeover of Twitter at the end of October.

Baker has not publicly responded to Taibbi’s reporting or Musk’s statement.

The Epoch Times earlier attempted to contact him for comment.

‘Vetting the First Batch’

Taibbi said in a Dec. 6 thread titled “Twitter Files Supplemental” that questions have swirled around the delay of the release of subsequent episodes of the disclosures.

“We can now tell you part of the reason why. On Tuesday, Twitter Deputy General Counsel (and former FBI General Counsel) Jim Baker was fired. Among the reasons? Vetting the first batch of ‘Twitter Files’—without knowledge of new management,” Taibbi wrote.

He explained that after the first set of the files was released, “things became complicated” as he and journalist Bari Weiss, who was another reporter to whom the Twitter Files were disclosed to, struggled with “obstacles to new searches.”

Taibbi said that it was then discovered that the person “in charge” of releasing the files was James Baker.

‘Controversial Figure’

Taibbi then noted Baker’s history working for the FBI and his ties to the widely discredited Steele dossier and the allegations that the Trump campaign had a secret back-channel to a Russian bank.

Baker resigned from the bureau in 2018 and joined Twitter in 2020.

“Baker is a controversial figure. He has been something of a Zelig of FBI controversies dating back to 2016, from the Steele Dossier to the Alfa-Server mess,” Taibbi said. “The news that Baker was reviewing the ‘Twitter files’ surprised everyone involved, to say the least. New Twitter chief Elon Musk acted quickly to ‘exit’ Baker Tuesday.”

Musk took to Twitter to say that Baker was “exited” from Twitter due to concerns about his “possible role in suppression of information important to the public dialogue.”

Asked if Baker was asked to explain himself first, Musk replied, “Yes. His explanation was … unconvincing.”

‘Big Guy’

Critics have argued that the suppression of the Hunter Biden report, which suggested that then-candidate Joe Biden knew about and was involved in his son’s overseas business dealings, may have been enough to sway the 2020 presidential election.

President Joe Biden has repeatedly denied having any knowledge of or involvement in Hunter Biden’s business deals.

A former Hunter Biden associate named Tony Bobulinski has repeatedly insisted that the elder Biden was lying when he claimed no involvement in his son’s business operations. In particular, Bobulinski has claimed that the president is the “Big Guy” repeatedly referenced in communications found on the laptop.

Shortly before the 2020 presidential election, Bobulinski came forward with a series of disclosures prompted by messages discovered on the laptop linked to Hunter Biden.

Among them was correspondence involving Hunter Biden where a 10-percent cut from a Chinese business deal would be “held by H for the Big Guy.”

The White House did not respond to a request for comment on Bobulinski’s claims.

In a statement to media outlets in October 2020, Bobulinski said that “Big Guy” was a reference to then-presidential candidate Joe Biden.

“Hunter Biden called his dad ‘the Big Guy’ or ‘my Chairman,’ and frequently referenced asking him for his sign-off or advice on various potential deals that we were discussing,” Bobulinski wrote at the time.

“The Biden family aggressively leveraged the Biden family name to make millions of dollars from foreign entities even though some were from communist controlled China,” Bobulinski further alleged.

Both the president and his son have denied any wrongdoing and the elder Biden said during his final debate against then President Donald Trump that “I have not taken a penny from any foreign source ever in my life.”

Bobulinski insists this is false.

Jack Phillips contributed to this report.
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Cyberattack on Top Indian Hospital Highlights Security Risk
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December 8, 2022Updated: December 8, 2022
NEW DELHI—The leading hospital in India’s capital limped back to normalcy on Wednesday after a cyberattack crippled its operations for nearly two weeks.

Online registration of patients resumed Tuesday after the hospital was able to access its server and recover lost data. The hospital worked with federal authorities to restore the system and strengthen its defenses.

It’s unclear who conducted the Nov. 23 attack on the All India Institute of Medical Sciences or where it originated. Hospital authorities didn’t respond to requests for comment.

The attack was followed by a series of failed attempts to hack India’s top medical research organization, the Indian Council of Medical Research. This raised further concerns about the vulnerability of India’s health system to attacks at a time when the government is pushing hospitals to digitize their records.

More than 173,000 hospitals have registered with a federal program to digitize health records since its launch in September 2021. The program assigns patients numbers that are linked to medical information stored by hospitals on their own servers or in cloud-based storage. Experts fear that hospitals may not have the expertise to ensure digital security.

“Digitizing an entire health care system without really safeguarding it can pretty much kill an entire hospital. It suddenly stops functioning,” said Srinivas Kodali, a researcher with the Free Software Movement of India.

[image: India Health Cyber Security] An elderly patient lies on a sidewalk outside the All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) hospital in New Delhi on Dec. 7, 2022. (Altaf Qadri/AP Photo)


That is what happened to the hospital in New Delhi. Healthcare workers couldn’t access patient reports because the servers that store laboratory data and patient records had been hacked and corrupted.

The hospital normally treats thousands of people a day, many of whom travel from distant places to access affordable care. Always crowded, queues at the hospital grew even longer and more chaotic.

“The entire system isn’t working because of the hack,” said Deep Ranjan, who came to New Delhi from northeastern Assam state. He said he had spent five days waiting in line and still has not seen a doctor.

Sandeep Kumar, who accompanied his ill father, said the digital attack meant that appointments couldn’t be booked online, and that doctors could do little when they saw patients because they couldn’t access their medical history.

“We are digitizing [everything], but then there is an attack on the country’s most important medical institute,” he said.

On Nov. 30, there were repeated but ultimately unsuccessful attempts to breach the website of the Indian Council of Medical Research, the Press Trust of India news agency reported.

The attack on the hospital raised “serious questions about the cybersecurity of the country,” said K.C. Venugopal, a member of Parliament from the main opposition Congress party.

India drafted a proposed law governing data privacy last month, but critics say it offers few safeguards to people. It has not yet been passed by Parliament.

By Aniruddha Ghosal
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Celine Dion Diagnosed With Rare Neurological Disease
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Celine Dion revealed on Thursday that she will cancel eight of her shows in Europe because she has been diagnosed with a rare disease that affects one in a million people.

“I’ve been dealing with problems with my health for a long time, and it’s been really difficult for me to face these challenges and to talk about everything that I’ve been going through,” the pop icon said in an emotional video on Instagram.

The 54-year-old French Canadian singer told her 5.2 million followers on the platform that she has been diagnosed with “a very rare neurological disorder called the stiff person syndrome,” which has caused her muscles to spasm uncontrollably and also created difficulty walking and singing.

“While we’re still learning about this rare condition, we now know this is what’s been causing all of the spasms I’ve been having,” Dion said.

“Unfortunately, these spasms affect every aspect of my daily life, sometimes causing difficulties when I walk and not allowing me to use my vocal cords to sing the way I’m used to,” the Grammy-winning singer continued, later adding that due to these challenges, it will be impossible to restart her tour in Europe in February.

Despite the devastating diagnosis, Dion remains positive, telling her followers that she’s grateful for her “precious children” and a “great team of doctors” helping and supporting her.

“I’m working hard with my sports medicine therapist every day to build back my strength and my ability to perform again but I have to admit it’s been a struggle,” Dion said.
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“All I know is singing is what I’ve done all my life and it is what I love to do the most,” she continued. “I always give 100 percent when I do my show but my condition is not allowing me to give you that right now.”

“For me to reach you again, I have no choice but to concentrate on my health at this moment, and I have hope that I’m on the road to recovery. This is my focus, and I’m doing everything I can to recuperate.”

The singer of “My Heart Will Go On,” which served as the main soundtrack of James Cameron’s 1997 blockbuster film “Titanic,” is the best-selling Canadian recording artist of all time.

What is Stiff Person Syndrome?

The exact cause of stiff person syndrome (SPS) is still unknown and the extremely rare condition is not well understood in the medical field.

According to RareDiseases.org, some studies indicate that it may be “an autoimmune disorder,” which is caused when the body’s natural defenses against “foreign” or invading organisms begin to attack healthy tissue for unexplained reasons.

The report notes that if left untreated, SPS symptoms can potentially progress to cause significant issues that affect the person’s ability to walk and perform routine, daily tasks.

The primary symptoms caused by SPS are spasms and rigidity of the torso and limbs. People affected can also develop “heightened sensitivity to stimuli such as noise, touch, and emotional distress, which can set off muscle spasms,” according to the National Institute for Neurological Disorders.

“Spasms may occur randomly or be triggered by a variety of different events including a sudden noise or light physical contact,” the study stated.

As of today, there is no direct cure for the condition but there are drugs considered GABA-ergic agonist therapies such as benzodiazepines that can slow down the progression. There are also a number of non-medicative interventions, including stretching, heat therapy, aqua therapy, massage therapy, and acupuncture, among others, that can help to reduce symptoms.

From NTD News
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38 Women Accuse James Toback of Sexual Misconduct in Lawsuit
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NEW YORK— More than three dozen women have filed a lawsuit in New York against writer and director James Toback, accusing him of sexual abuse.

The lawsuit, filed in state Supreme Court in Manhattan on Monday, comes after New York state last month instituted a one-year window for people to file lawsuits over sexual assault claims even if they took place decades ago, waiving statutes of limitations.

Accusations that Toback had engaged in sexual abuse going back years surfaced in late 2017, first reported by the Los Angeles Times.

In 2018, Los Angeles prosecutors said the statutes of limitations had expired in five cases they reviewed, and they declined to bring criminal charges against Toback.

Information on attorneys or representatives for Toback was not available; he has denied the allegations made against him.

Fifteen of the women are named as plaintiffs in the New York suit, while another 23 are listed as Jane Does; in addition to Toback, the Harvard Club of New York City is also listed as a defendant, with some of the women saying they were abused there.

An email seeking comment was sent to the club.

Toback was nominated for an Oscar for writing 1991′s “Bugsy,” and his career in Hollywood has spanned more than 40 years.
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Bob McGrath, ‘Sesame Street’ Legend, Dies at 90
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								Updated: December 8, 2022
							
Bob McGrath, an actor, musician and children’s author widely known for his portrayal of one of the first regular characters on the children’s show “Sesame Street” has died at the age of 90.

McGrath’s passing was confirmed by his family who posted on his Facebook page on Sunday: “The McGrath family has some sad news to share. Our father Bob McGrath, passed away today. He died peacefully at home, surrounded by his family.”

Sesame Workshop wrote on Twitter Sunday evening that it “mourns the passing of Bob McGrath, a beloved member of the Sesame Street family for over 50 years.”

McGrath was a founding cast member of “Sesame Street” when the show premiered in 1969, playing a friendly neighbor Bob Johnson. He made his final appearance on the show in 2017, marking an almost five-decade-long figure in the “Sesame Street” world.

The actor grew up in Illinois and studied music at the University of Michigan and Manhattan School of Music. He also was a singer in the 60s series “Sing Along With Mitch” and launched a successful singing career overseas in Japan.

“A revered performer worldwide, Bob’s rich tenor filled airwaves and concert halls from Las Vegas to Saskatchewan to Tokyo many times over,” Sesame Workshop said. “We will be forever grateful for his many years of passionate creative contributions to Sesame Street and honored that he shared so much of his life with us.”

He is survived by his wife, Ann Logan Sperry, and their five children.
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Son of ‘General Hospital’ Star Jack Wagner Died of Fentanyl Overdose
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								Updated: December 7, 2022
							


Harrison Wagner, the son of veteran actor and soap star Jack Wagner, died from an accidental drug overdose, the Los Angeles County Medical Examiner confirmed about six months after the 27-year-old was found dead in a California parking lot.

According to a case report released by the coroner’s office, the young Wagner’s manner of death was ruled as an accident and the official cause was attributed to “fentanyl and alprazolam intoxication.” Alprazolam is better known under one of its common brand names, Xanax.

In early June, Harrison was found dead in a parking lot in North Hollywood at 5:14 a.m. local time, the coroner revealed at the time. His cause of death was listed as “deferred” prior to this week’s update.

The parents of Harrison are “General Hospital” stars Jack, 63, and Kristina, 60, who revealed in July 2016 that their son struggled with substance abuse when he went missing for almost one week after a relapse.

“I’m going to ask those who want to share their fears, addictions & struggles to do so [with] me via Twitter. We can face them [together], I’ll start,” Jack wrote on Twitter at the time.

“I fear for my youngest sons [sic] safety. Harrison has struggled [with] drugs & alcohol just as I did when I was younger. He’s relapsed & is MIA [for] 5 days,” he added.

Harrison contacted his family the next day after Jack sent out the messages on Twitter. He thanked fans for the “love and prayers,” adding that he would like people to continue to share their struggles.

In honor of their son, Jack and his ex-wife, Kristina, founded the Harrison Wagner Scholarship Fund earlier this year to offer young individuals help for their drug addictions that they otherwise wouldn’t be able to afford.

“Harrison was a bright, exuberant young man whose smile lit up any room he was in,” the page reads. “He has left behind many men and family members who loved him deeply. We hope that Harrison’s memory will live on through this scholarship and will help other young men get help for their addiction.”

Earlier this month, Kristina shared an emotional post on Instagram dedicated to her son on what would have been his 28th birthday.

“Sometimes I feel like a pinned butterfly. There’s no second chance. There’s no see-him-again. There’s no nothing. He’s not coming back. It’s final. But life goes on. How do I spend the rest of my own without Harrison in it? What does it mean to be ‘all right’ after the death of your child, your blood? The pain will never go away,” Kristina wrote in the post along with a video of Harrison dancing.

“Today is Harrison’s birthdate. I had the privilege to know him for 27 incredible years,” she continued. “Happy Birthday, Harrison. To all bereaved parents: May you find peace. Let’s stick around and see what’s in store for our extraordinary lives.”

[image: Epoch Times Photo] Actor Jack Wagner and his son, Harrison, arrive at the 33rd Annual Daytime Emmy Awards held at the Kodak Theatre in Hollywood, Calif., on April 28, 2006. (Frederick M. Brown/Getty Images)


Fentanyl Deaths in Los Angeles Soar

According to a new study (pdf) released in late November, overdose deaths attributed to fentanyl—a synthetic opioid that is 50 times more potent than heroin and 100 times stronger than morphine—skyrocketed in Los Angeles County (LAC) over a five-year period.

The report found that “accidental fentanyl overdose deaths” increased by 1,280 percent from 109 people in 2016 to 1,504 in 2021. Between 2016 and 2020, visits to Los Angeles hospital emergency rooms due to fentanyl overdoses also increased by 308 percent, going from 133 to 542 patients.

Males accounted for most overdose deaths, with 1,174 last year compared to 310 women. While white residents in the county had the most overdose deaths last year, black residents had the highest rate of deaths based on the population at 30.6 per 100,000 residents.

“Fentanyl overdoses are a significant and growing public health problem across the United States and in LAC, across sociodemographic groups and geographic areas,” the report stated. “The increases among youth and the widening inequities between under-resourced and more affluent groups underscore the need to target prevention efforts to those at highest risk to decrease fentanyl overdoses and advance health equity in LAC.”

From NTD News
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