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The opening arguments were
heard in the Senate trial that
will decide whether to remove
Donald Trump from power
following his impeachment by
the House of Representatives.
The president faces two char-
ges: abuse of power, for press-
ing the Ukrainian government
to investigate a political rival,
and obstruction of Congress,
for directing officials to ignore
subpoenas. Mr Trump’s de-
fence team includes Ken Starr,
whose investigations led to Bill
Clinton’s impeachment, and
Alan Dershowitz, who helped
defend O.J. Simpson. They
argue the charges “do not
remotely approach the consti-
tutional threshold for remov-
ing a president from office”.

Investigating the investigator
Brazilian prosecutors asked a
judge to indict Glenn Green-
wald, an American journalist,
for helping a group that had
hacked the phones of judges
and lawyers. Mr Greenwald
used messages between judi-
cial officials, including Sergio
Moro, who is now Brazil’s
justice minister, in stories that
revealed inappropriate col-
laboration in pursuing corrup-
tion cases. Mr Greenwald says
he obeyed the law and has
called the investigation an
attack on press freedom.

Roberto Alvim was sacked as
Brazil’s “special secretary of
culture”, after he appeared in a
video outlining the mission of
his office in terms that seemed
to echo language used by
Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s pro-
paganda chief. Mr Alvim said
any similarity with Goebbels’s
words was a “rhetorical coinci-
dence”. Jair Bolsonaro, Brazil’s
president, said the speech was
“unfortunate”.

Honduras ended the mandate
of the Mission to Support the
Fight Against Corruption and
Impunity, which is backed by
the Organisation of American
States. The mission helped the
attorney-general’s office prose-
cute 133 people for graft. The
government said it had com-
mitted “excesses”.

Prosecutors in Mexico ques-
tioned 53 policemen in con-
nection with the disappear-
ance of Homero Gómez, who
manages a habitat for monarch
butterflies. Environmentalists
fear that Mr Gómez has been
harmed by loggers.

Social-media influencer
un experts called for an in-
vestigation into allegations
that the crown prince of Saudi
Arabia, Muhammad bin Sal-
man, hacked the phone of Jeff
Bezos, the boss of Amazon. A
WhatsApp account belonging
to Prince Muhammad has been
implicated in the breach. It
may have been an effort to
“influence, if not silence” the
Washington Post’s reporting on
Saudi Arabia, said the experts.
Mr Bezos owns the Post.

At a summit in Berlin foreign
powers promised to stop in-
terfering in Libya’s civil war.
But forces aligned with the
government in Tripoli, which
is supported by Turkey, and
those of Khalifa Haftar, who is
backed by Egypt, Russia and
the United Arab Emirates,
continued fighting. General
Haftar’s men also shut down
key ports and oil facilities.

Iran threatened to quit the
nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty if Britain, France and
Germany refer it to the un

Security Council over breaches
to the nuclear deal they signed
in 2015. The only country ever
to withdraw from the npt was
North Korea, which then tested
nuclear weapons.

A missile attack on a military
training camp in Yemen killed
100 soldiers. The government
blamed the Houthi rebels, who
control the north. The Houthis
did not claim responsibility.

Lebanon formed a new
government, ending a months-
long political deadlock. But
protests continued in Beirut
over corruption and an econ-
omy in crisis. In Iraq anti-
government protests resumed
after weeks of relative calm.
Several people were reportedly
killed and scores wounded in
the unrest in Baghdad and
other cities.

Some 700,000 leaked docu-
ments gave clues as to how
Isabel dos Santos became
Africa’s richest woman. She is
the daughter of Angola’s for-
mer president. Angolan prose-
cutors accused her of
embezzlement and money-
laundering. Ms dos Santos,
who now splits her time be-
tween London and Dubai,
denied the allegations. 

No halfway house, just out
Prince Harry and Meghan
Markle finalised a deal about
their independent future away
from duties for the British
royal family. In a statement the
palace said that Harry and his
wife will not use their hrh

titles and will not represent the
monarchy in any official
capacity. The couple also con-
firmed “their wish” to repay
the taxpayers’ money spent on
refurbishing their home in
Britain. The couple now also
live in Canada. 

Vladimir Putin appointed a
new cabinet in Russia, follow-
ing his declaration of sweeping
political reforms that could let
him stay in power after his
term as president expires in
2024. Most of the cabinet
retained their jobs, including
Sergei Lavrov as foreign min-
ister. The new prime minister
is Mikhail Mishustin, a more
pliable technocrat than Dmitry
Medvedev, who has resigned.

Luigi Di Maio resigned as head
of Italy’s Five Star Movement,
while remaining foreign min-
ister. The quixotic populist
party finished first in an elec-
tion in 2018 but has since lost
half its support. It now ranks
behind the nationalist Lega
and centre-left Democrats. 

Spreading rapidly

Hundreds of people in China
were confirmed to have been
infected by a newly identified
form of coronavirus, a type
that includes the one responsi-
ble for a deadly outbreak of
sars in 2003. Most of the cases
have been found in the city of
Wuhan, where the outbreak
began. Seventeen people with
the virus, which can cause
pneumonia, have died. Travel
restrictions were imposed on
Wuhan and two nearby cities. 

A Chinese court sentenced a
former head of Interpol, Meng
Hongwei, to 13-and-a-half
years in prison. Mr Meng was
convicted of taking more than
$2m in bribes. He was arrested
in 2018 while on a trip back to
China from France. 

The newly appointed head of
the Chinese government’s
office in Hong Kong, Luo
Huining, strongly hinted that
the territory should pass legis-
lation relating to national
security. He said current loop-
holes in the “national-security
mechanism” could allow
“external forces” to engage in
infiltration and sabotage. 

The International Court of
Justice in The Hague issued an
interim ruling in the Gambia’s
complaint against Myanmar
for genocide. It ordered Myan-
mar to take measures to pre-
vent further harm to Rohin-
gyas, a Muslim minority that
were victims of an army-led
pogrom in 2017. The decision
comes despite the personal
appearance of Aung San Suu
Kyi, Myanmar’s leader, before
the court in December to argue
against any such order. The
court has no power to enforce
its ruling.
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The imf trimmed its forecast
for global growth in 2020, to
3.3%. The fund welcomed both
the easing of the trade war
between China and the United
States and the diminishing
probability of a no-deal Brexit,
but said the prospects for
economic growth remain weak
overall. America’s gdp is
expected to expand by 2% in
2020 and the euro area’s by
1.3%. Although the clouds are
still swirling over Brexit, Brit-
ain’s economic outlook is
slightly brighter than had been
forecast in the past. Its econ-
omy is projected to grow by
1.4% this year and 1.5% in 2021.
In other good news for the new
government, Britain’s labour
market has strengthened. The
employment rate is at its high-
est level since records began in
1971, and labour-market
inactivity is at a low.

China’s economy grew by 6.1%
last year, the slowest pace since
1990. The trade war with Amer-
ica hit already-weak consumer
spending and exacerbated a
slowdown in the property
market. The imf reckons that
China’s gdp will expand at an
even slower rate, by 6% this
year and 5.8% next year. 

An annual worldwide survey of
chief executives conducted by
pwc found that 53% think that
global economic growth will
decline over the coming year.
That compares with 29% who
were asked the same question
about economic prospects in
2019 and just 5% in 2018. 

Boeing pushed back the date
for when it expects regulators
will allow the 737 max to fly
again until the middle of the
year. It had hoped to get regu-
latory approval this month.
Airlines now cannot count on
the plane’s return to service for
the busy summer season. 

France agreed to delay col-
lecting revenues from a new
sales tax on digital
companies, a concession to
America, which claims the levy
is aimed solely at American
tech giants like Google and
Amazon and is threatening to
retaliate with tariffs on French

goods. The two countries hope
to reach a formal resolution by
the end of the year. Steven
Mnuchin, America’s treasury
secretary, warned Britain and
Italy to hold off on plans for
digital taxes of their own, or
else “we’ll be having similar
conversations with them”.

Stranger things
Netflix added 423,000 sub-
scribers in America during the
last quarter of 2019. Although
that was well below expecta-
tions, it gained 8.3m customers
in other countries. The video-
streaming firm tallied 167m
users overall, with internation-
al viewers accounting for an
ever larger slice of its base. In a
harbinger of potential pro-
blems, the weakness in Net-
flix’s domestic market coincid-
ed with the roll-out of rival
services from Disney, Apple
and others, which will com-
pete with Netflix worldwide. 

Vodafone became the latest big
name to pull out of the associa-
tion that is developing Libra, a
digital currency devised by
Facebook that has run into
difficulties with financial
regulators. The departure of
the global telecoms group
leaves only a handful of widely
recognised “partners” in the
association, such as Uber. 

Gap scrapped a plan to hive off
its Old Navy clothing line into
a separately listed company.
The retailer has concluded that
the “cost and complexity” of
pursuing the split would not
produce the expected benefits. 

Prosecutors for the Brazilian
state of Minas Gerais charged
16 people with homicide over
the collapse of a dam last Janu-
ary that killed 270 people.
Among those indicted were the
former chief executive of Vale,
the mining company that
owned the dam, and five peo-
ple from the German firm that
had certified the dam’s safety.

Train cancelled?
Doubts were raised about
whether the hs2 high-speed
rail project in Britain would go
ahead, after the estimate for its
cost soared to as much as
£106bn ($140bn). The govern-
ment is expected to make a
final decision on whether to
give hs2 the green light next
month. 

In its biggest acquisition since
2007, bae Systems agreed to
pay $1.9bn for a gps system
widely used by America’s
armed forces and owned by
Collins Aerospace. The defence
company is already one of the
Pentagon’s largest suppliers. 

The share price of Alphabet
continued to climb, after the
market capitalisation of Goo-
gle’s parent company passed
the $1trn mark. It joins three
other American companies
that have seen their stock-
market value rise above that
level: Amazon (briefly), Apple
and Microsoft. They all have
some way to go to become the
world’s most valuable listed
company. That crown now
belongs to Saudi Aramco,
which is worth $1.8trn follow-
ing its ipo last month. 

Tesla’s market value acceler-
ated past $100bn for the first
time, making it the world’s
second-most-valuable car
company, after Toyota. Tesla’s
share price has risen by a third
since the start of the year. It
still accounts for only a tiny
fraction of global car sales. Last
year it delivered 367,500
vehicles, compared with 11m
from Volkswagen alone. 

Market capitalisation

Source: Datastream from Refinitiv
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Last month India changed the law to make it easier for adher-
ents of all the subcontinent’s religions, except Islam, to ac-

quire citizenship. At the same time, the ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party (bjp) wants to compile a register of all India’s 1.3bn citizens,
as a means to hunt down illegal immigrants (see Briefing). Those
sound like technicalities, but many of the country’s 200m Mus-
lims do not have the papers to prove they are Indian, so they risk
being made stateless. Ominously, the government has ordered
the building of camps to detain those caught in the net. 

You might think that the bjp’s scheme was a miscalculation. It
has sparked widespread and lasting protests. Students, secular-
ists, even the largely fawning media have begun to speak out
against Narendra Modi, the prime minister, for his apparent de-
termination to transform India from a tolerant, multi-religious
place into a chauvinist Hindu state.

In fact, the scheme looks like the most ambitious step yet in a
decades-long project of incitement. The bjp first rose to national
prominence by agitating for the demolition of a mosque in the
city of Ayodhya, to make way for a temple to Ram, a Hindu deity.
The destruction of the mosque in 1992 by a mob of Hindu extrem-
ists, followed by deadly riots, only propelled the party’s ascent.
Likewise, a massacre of Muslims in the state of Gujarat in 2002,
when Mr Modi was chief minister, made him a hero to Hindu na-
tionalists around the country. 

Alas, what has been electoral nectar for the
bjp is political poison for India. By undermining
the secular principles of the constitution, Mr
Modi’s latest initiatives threaten to do damage
to India’s democracy that could last for decades.
They are also likely to lead to bloodshed.

The sad truth is that Mr Modi and the bjp are
likely to benefit politically by creating divisions
over religion and national identity. Such subjects keep the
party’s activists and their allies in Hindu-nationalist groups
energised—always a boon, given India’s relentless sequence of
state elections. They also distract attention from awkward topics
such as the economy, which has struggled since the bjp’s thump-
ing election victory last year (see Finance section). Most impor-
tant, Mr Modi seems to calculate that a sizeable minority of Indi-
an voters are sympathetic to his constant insinuation that
Muslims are dangerous fifth-columnists, always scheming to do
Hindus down and sell out their country to Pakistan. That is
enough to keep him in office. Because of India’s first-past-the-
post electoral system and a divided opposition, the bjp won its
outright majority in parliament with just 37% of the vote.

Just now the bjp may be hunting for a new grievance. The Su-
preme Court recently issued a ruling that had the effect of de-
priving it of its favourite cause, by clearing the way for a Hindu
temple to be built at the site of the demolished mosque in Ayodh-
ya. The citizenship ruckus appeals to the party for the very same
reasons that it has prompted widespread alarm. The plan to com-
pile a register of genuine Indians as part of a hunt for foreign in-
terlopers affects all 1.3bn people in the country. It could drag on
for years, inflaming passions over and over again, as the list is
compiled, challenged and revised. Just how the register will be

drawn up, and what the consequences of exclusion are, remain
woolly. Indeed, Mr Modi is already claiming it has all been mis-
understood. Meanwhile, the hullabaloo helps reinforce the no-
tion, so electorally valuable to the bjp, that Hindus, although
about 80% of the population, are threatened by shadowy forces
that it alone has the courage to confront.

This imperils the inspiring idea of India as the world’s largest
democracy. Mr Modi’s policies blatantly discriminate against his
Muslim compatriots. Why should a secular government shelter
persecuted Hindus from Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan,
but explicitly vow not to take a single downtrodden Muslim? The
citizenship row is only the latest in a series of affronts, from the
bjp’s lionising of vigilantes thought to have killed Muslims to the
collective punishment of the people of the Kashmir valley, who
have suffered arbitrary arrests, smothering curfews and an inter-
net blackout for five months.

Since independence, India has confounded predictions that
its democracy would crumble by accommodating its many con-
stituencies of language, ethnicity, caste and religion. A secular
and impartial government, even if flawed in many other ways,
protects all these groups. The deliberate and sustained persecu-
tion of one of them constitutes an implicit threat against all—
and so puts the political system at risk. Voters should recall that

the bjp has experimented with policies that dis-
advantage other minorities, from low-caste
Hindus who defy the party’s view of their reli-
gion to speakers of languages other than Hindi.

Because his rabble-rousing has a human
cost, Mr Modi is also tarnishing the memory of
Mahatma Gandhi, a preacher of non-violence.
As it is, many Muslims have been lynched or
beaten to death for supposed slights to Hindu-

ism, such as loving a Hindu woman or killing a cow. From time to
time the stoking of anti-Muslim sentiment leads to massacres
like the one in Gujarat, in which more than 1,000 people were
killed. By perpetually firing up Hindus and infuriating Muslims,
the bjp makes fresh bloodshed more likely.

Mr Modi may imagine he can keep communal tensions under
control, ramping them up and tamping them down as his politi-
cal fortunes demand. But even if he is only cynically exploiting
religious bigotry, many in the Hindu nationalist rank-and-file
are true believers. They are not easily restrained, as the slaughter
in Gujarat showed. With his warlike rhetoric about Pakistan, his
head-cracking in Kashmir and his flagrantly biased approach to
citizenship, the prime minister has raised the zealots’ expecta-
tions. He may not want to take things too far—he has a country to
govern—but they will have no such compunction.

Something worth defending
Happily, many Indians have already had enough, as the recent
protests show. The Supreme Court, which this week declined to
suspend the citizenship law, should heed this, show some unex-
pected spine and declare it unconstitutional. And rather than
stoke hostility between two of the world’s great religions, Mr
Modi should look for other paths to voters’ hearts. 7

Intolerant India

Narendra Modi and the bjp are creating divisions that imperil the world’s biggest democracy

Leaders
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It is the oldest problem in politics: what should you do when a
ruler who legitimately holds office betrays the people he rules?

The impeachment clause in America’s constitution is a 200-
year-old remedy to that problem, but it was informed by a tussle
on the other side of the Atlantic that goes back much further—to
the impeachment of Michael de la Pole, the king of England’s fi-
nance minister, in1386. When the authors of America’s constitu-
tion were designing a system of self-government, they borrowed
from that ancient tradition. If Americans picked a president who
then committed “Treason, Bribery, or other High Crimes and
Misdemeanours”, then the legislature could remove him.

Impeachment has always been hard to use. No president has
ever been impeached in the House and convicted in the Senate,
and not because no president has done anything
that would warrant removal. Although the
threshold for removal was thus already set very
high, in the course of Donald Trump’s impeach-
ment inquiry and trial, it has been sent some-
where into the outer atmosphere. At the same
time, Mr Trump’s defence has rested on an exor-
bitant interpretation of executive power. This
will have consequences for the rest of Mr
Trump’s presidency—he will no doubt be acquitted—and for
how America is governed when he is gone. They will not be good.

The harm to the mechanism of impeachment is partly the
fault of the House Democrats. Rather than wait for support from
the courts over whether the White House should be compelled to
release evidence and witness testimony to an impeachment in-
quiry, they rushed the hearings because the most politically ex-
pedient thing to do was to get it over with as fast as possible. But
much more blame lies with the president and his party—Mr
Trump for his blanket refusal to participate, and his party for
supporting him in that endeavour (see United States section).

The Senate majority leader, Mitch McConnell, last week
swore an oath “to do impartial justice” in Mr Trump’s Senate

trial, a month after he promised “total co-ordination” with the
White House. He has kept only one of these promises.

After complaining that the impeachment process in the
House was dreadfully unfair on the president, Mr McConnell
this week designed a process in the Senate with the aim of letting
Mr Trump off the hook in perhaps little more than a week. This
has entailed Republican senators swallowing some odd ideas
from the president’s legal team. One of these is the circular argu-
ment that there is no need for the White House to release any evi-
dence because the president has done nothing wrong, and that
the absence of that same evidence means the case against Mr
Trump is non-existent. Another is that the president cannot be
impeached because he has not broken a federal law. This expan-

sive view of executive power would permit an
awful lot of injury to the republic.

Relatively unbounded by the mechanism of
impeachment, Mr Trump could do as he pleases
in the remainder of his first term (and perhaps
in a second). He could interfere in domestic in-
vestigations, bend foreign policy out of shape to
damage a political rival, or solicit help from an-
other government in November’s election—

China, Russia, are you listening? Once re-elected, there would be
fewer checks on him. The result, perversely, is that the failed trial
of a president deemed unfit for office by the House for misde-
meanours that seemed to warrant impeachment and removal
would emerge more powerful than ever.

His supporters might conclude that is a good thing. But even
they should think again. American politics has a tendency to
swing from one pole to another. A Democratic equivalent of Mr
Trump would no doubt enjoy freedom from the possibility of im-
peachment at some future date. Precedent is not binding when it
comes to impeachment trials, but what happens in this one will
inform the next. And the lesson from the impeachment trial of
2020 seems likely to be: anything goes. 7

Anything goes

In the fight between Donald Trump and impeachment, impeachment is coming off worse

Impeachment

No firm exemplifies the arguments around technology bet-
ter than Huawei. The Chinese firm has risen from an ob-

scure importer of foreign telecoms gear to one of the world’s big-
gest makers of equipment for fifth-generation (5g) mobile
networks. Its prowess has caused jitters in other countries,
which worry that Huawei’s kit might come with “back doors”—
deliberate security holes that could act as conduits for Chinese
spies or cyber-saboteurs.

America, in particular, has the firm in its sights. It orchestrat-
ed the arrest in Canada of Meng Wanzhou, Huawei’s chief finan-
cial officer (and daughter of its founder), who was in court this

week on charges of sanctions-busting (see Business section). It
has been lobbying allies to freeze the firm out of their domestic
5g systems. Australia and Japan have already done so. A decision
in Britain is due by the end of the month; it seems minded to risk
a transatlantic tiff and give the firm the green light. In Germany
Angela Merkel is at odds with the many in her party who want to
keep Huawei out (see Europe section). Other countries, from Bra-
zil to India, must make similar choices. 

The hawks have a strong case. No back doors have so far been
found in Huawei’s gear. But big countries are not above using
tech champions for espionage. It is foolish to assume that China, 

How to handle Huawei

Letting the Chinese firm supply telecoms gear is a risk. But it is one that can be managed

Cyber-security
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2 with its long record of hacking and intellectual-property theft, is
an exception. The country is a one-party dictatorship. Under Xi
Jinping it has become increasingly repressive at home and asser-
tive abroad. Huawei insists it does not aid spying overseas and
would refuse to do so if asked. The most generous explanation of
its stance is that its bosses are loyally saving face. The idea that
Mr Xi would allow such defiance is fanciful.

Yet despite those worries, this newspaper believes Huawei
should be allowed to compete. Its products are high-quality and
cheap (albeit with help from large dollops of state aid). Excluding
it would be costly and risks delaying 5g. It would add to the pres-
sure to reverse the globalisation that has helped keep costs down
and progress ticking in the tech industry. And
though the risks are real, countries can adopt
three broad strategies to mitigate them. 

The first is technical. Encouraging encryp-
tion would ease spying concerns, since inter-
cepting data would produce only gibberish. Net-
works should be defended in depth. Attempts to
keep intruders out should be backed by moni-
toring to spot those that nonetheless get
through, and systems designed to limit the damage they can do.
Britain, for instance, plans to exclude Huawei from sensitive
parts of its networks, though geography may limit that approach
elsewhere. Because accidental bugs can be as dangerous as delib-
erate back doors, having several suppliers and spare capacity is a
good idea, so that a single flaw does not leave the entire network
vulnerable. Redundancy and resilience are the watchwords. 

Second, countries should encourage existing industry trends
towards openness. Today’s telecoms networks are built with pro-
prietary products. In future they will become just another piece
of software running on off-the-shelf computers. That should al-
lay worries about compromised hardware and make it easier for

new entrants to compete. Open source is also in vogue. An alli-
ance of tech companies is keen on open-source versions of the
antennae and masts that make up a mobile network’s outer edge.
Having code and devices open for inspection makes it easier to
find security holes, and harder to hide back doors. Open-source
software already powers much of the internet. The more that te-
lecoms networks can follow that example, the better.

And third, international co-operation can help. Britain al-
ready strips down and inspects all Huawei kit. Sharing its results
and experience more widely would make more eyes available to
keep Huawei honest. Europe’s efforts to establish a common set
of criteria are to be welcomed. In the longer term, an interna-

tional inspection body, perhaps modelled on
the International Atomic Energy Agency, would
be a good idea. That may sound unlikely at a
time when multilateralism is out of fashion, but
it would be in everyone’s interests. Buyers
would be reassured that they were not purchas-
ing compromised equipment, and sellers would
be able to prove their trustworthiness. 

Computer security, like all security, is about
trade-offs, not absolutes. It is naive to assume that banning Hua-
wei is sufficient to protect networks from attackers, of any na-
tionality. Back doors are a worry, but most hackers make do with
the accidental flaws that plague all digital devices. Russia, for in-
stance, has no domestic electronics industry to speak of, and
thus no ability to insert back doors. That does not hamper its
hackers—nor those of Iran and North Korea. Designing robust
networks, building them with checkable equipment and sharing
knowledge and expertise will make life harder for hackers from
all countries, not just China. Such measures would be worth-
while even if the doubts surrounding Huawei did not exist. The
fact that they do simply makes the need more pressing. 7

5G infrastructure
Global market share, Q3 2019, %

Other

Nokia

Ericsson

Samsung

Huawei

30.0 23.3 20.3 13.6 12.8

Arule of thumb about the rule of law is that countries that
have it are freer, fairer and richer than those that do not. In-

dependent courts ensure even the mighty are subject to the law.
But Poland’s ruling Law and Justice party (pis) takes a different
view (see Europe section). It complains that judges are self-serv-
ing, unelected elites who substitute their own preferences for
those of voters. Since taking office in 2015 pis has passed laws
that give the government ever more control over the judiciary, 
violating the commitment to uphold the rule of law that Poland
made when it joined the European Union.

This conflict is coming to a head. The European Commission
and the European Court of Justice (ecj) have declared several Pol-
ish reforms incompatible with eu law. One change would have
forced a mass retirement of judges, and given the government
and parliament control over appointing new ones. Another set
up a disciplinary chamber that can punish judges for their deci-
sions. Others put the justice minister in charge of appointing se-
nior judges who decide which of their colleagues hear which
cases. Each time the aim is to make judges bow to politicians.

The bench is fighting back. Some judges have asked the ecj

whether colleagues appointed under the new system are legiti-
mate. In December an ecj ruling led Poland’s Supreme Court to
reject the authority of the disciplinary chamber overseeing it.
The government struck back with a still tougher measure barring
judges from using European law against its reforms. Polish
judges have taken to the streets. The commission has asked the
ecj to order Poland to suspend the disciplinary chamber.

pis’s efforts against judges could harm not only Poland but
also Europe. Each member state’s courts are obliged to apply eu

law without political interference, and accept the ecj as the final
arbiter. If one member refuses to do so, the integrity of the whole
system will start to crack. 

The Polish government gives three reasons for its changes.
First, it claims that Poland’s judiciary was never properly de-
communised. This is bunk. The average judge was a teenager
when Polish communism collapsed in 1989. Second, Poland’s
courts are too slow. This is true, but the main problems are
creaky it and a lack of support staff, which the reforms ignore.
Third, it says the new disciplinary chambers are needed to pun-
ish judges for such things as drink-driving. If so, why have they 

The Lawless and Injustice party

The government’s attack on the rule of law is a threat to Europe

Poland
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2 been used to harass judges who query pis’s policies?
When accused of undermining the rule of law, Polish officials

retort that their new rules are similar to those in other European
countries. This is misleading. Poland has taken elements of sys-
tems that exist elsewhere and combined them so as to shift pow-
er to the ruling party. For example, many countries give both
their parliaments and their national jurists’ associations a say in
picking judges, as Poland does. But in Poland, since 2017, parlia-
ment has appointed most members of the jurists’ association as
well. In effect, pis controls the entire process.

pis’s other argument is that its critics are biased against Po-
land. On January 16th the Venice Commission of the Council of
Europe, a body of legal experts, issued a withering critique of the
new judiciary law. Zbigniew Ziobro, Poland’s justice minister,
simply accused the commission of applying different standards
for western and eastern eu members, “segregat[ing] European
countries into better and worse ones”. 

Such naked appeals to nationalism will not deceive legal ex-
perts. If Poland nobbles its courts, the ecj will eventually rule
that they cannot be trusted. Any foreigner who loses a case in Po-

land could then turn to another European country’s courts,
which could ignore the Polish decision. Cut off from European
law, Poland would, in effect, be cut off from the eu itself. 

Only Poland can avert this disaster. The government has
rushed its new judiciary bill through the lower house of parlia-
ment, where it has a majority. However, the opposition-con-
trolled Senate, though it cannot kill the bill, is likely to send it
back for amendment. At that point, the government should drop
the measure, just as, under eu pressure, it scrapped its plans for a
mass retirement of judges in 2018.

If it does not, the ecj should suspend the disciplinary cham-
bers. European leaders and the European Parliament should
press ahead with plans to dock aid in the next eu multi-year bud-
get to countries, including Poland, that harm the rule of law.
Countries outside Europe should weigh in, too, as some Ameri-
can lawmakers have. Businesses operating in Poland should
warn the government that a split from eu law would cause grave
economic damage. And Polish voters should wake up. Those who
defend the rule of law are defending the fundamental rights of all
Poles, including pis’s own supporters. 7

How and when it infected the first human being, by making
the jump from an animal, is anybody’s guess. But one thing

is certain about the new coronavirus which was discovered in
December in China and is now causing a global scare: it is a
known unknown. And this, along with the health authorities’ re-
sponse so far, is mostly good news.

People’s fear is understandable. As The Economist went to
press, over 600 cases had been confirmed in six countries, of
which 17 were fatal. The new virus is a close relative of sars (se-
vere acute respiratory syndrome), which emerged in China in
2002 and terrorised the world for over half a year before burning
out. sars afflicted more than 8,000 people and killed about 800,
leaving in its wake $30bn-100bn of damage from
disrupted trade and travel (see China section). 

That toll would have been lower if the Chi-
nese authorities had not hushed up the out-
break for months. But things are very different
this time. The Chinese have been forthcoming
and swift to act. Doctors in Wuhan, the metrop-
olis where it began, have come in for criticism,
but the signs are that they promptly sounded an
alarm about an unusual cluster of cases of pneumonia—thereby
following a standard protocol for spotting new viruses. Chinese
scientists quickly isolated the pathogen and shared its genomic
details with the world. Back in the days of sars, genetic sequenc-
ing like this took weeks. The genomic data can help scientists
spot cases quickly, both in China and abroad. The government
stopped travel in and out of Wuhan and two nearby cities, corall-
ing almost 20m people. That is extreme and heavy-handed. Yet,
although it could drive some cases underground, it will also slow
the spread of the virus across China and abroad. 

Even so, an awful lot rests on some of the known unknowns.
The two big questions are how easily the virus can be passed di-

rectly from person to person and just how dangerous it is. Data
from monitoring people who have had contact with those infect-
ed will soon help answer the first question. The second will be
harder. The 3% mortality rate among cases confirmed so far is
alarming, for it is like that of the Spanish influenza pandemic in
1918, which killed 3-5% of the world’s population. But in many
people the new virus causes only mild symptoms, so many cases
may not have been recognised for what they are and hence not
added to the total. As more such people are identified through
expanded screening, the estimated death rate should fall. Con-
versely, though, that rate could go up as more of those infected
become seriously ill—a progression that takes about a week and

is seen in 15-20% of patients in hospitals. 
The true character of the new virus will be-

come better known in the coming weeks. Pub-
lic-health measures will adjust accordingly, us-
ing lessons learned from sars and mers, a
still-deadlier cousin discovered in 2012 in Saudi
Arabia that spreads only through close contact. 

The who has long worried about the possible
emergence of a “disease x” that could become a

serious international pandemic and which has no known coun-
ter-measures. Some experts say the virus found in China could
be a threat of this kind. And there will be many others. Further
illnesses will follow the same well-trodden path, by mutating
from bugs that live in animals into ones that can infect people.
Better vigilance in places where humans and animals mingle, as
they do in markets across Asia, would help catch viral newcom-
ers early. A tougher task is dissuading people from eating wild
animals and convincing them to handle livestock with care, us-
ing masks and gloves when butchering meat and fish, for exam-
ple. Such measures might have prevented the new coronavirus
from ever making headlines. 7

Time and again

A new virus is spreading. Fortunately, the world is better prepared than ever to stop it

The Chinese coronavirus
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Letters

A sad farewell
So, three-and-a-half years after
the Brexit referendum, Britain
is leaving the European Union
on January 31st (“It won’t be
that easy”, January 11th). For
millions of people, particularly
in eastern Europe, the country
we tend to call “Anglia” has
been a benchmark of nobility,
of spirit and excellence. Britain
is deeply embedded in our
cultural make-up. During the
war, our grandparents listened
to Winston Churchill on the
wireless, grateful to know that
there was a place in this world
where the bad guys’ writ did
not run. For our generation,
literature from an early age
consisted mostly of “Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland”,
“Treasure Island”, “Winnie-
the-Pooh” and “The Wind in
the Willows”. Later, the explo-
sion of the Beatles, Rolling
Stones, The Who, the Kinks,
Deep Purple, Led Zeppelin and
the rest literally blew the cob-
webs of communist propagan-
da out of our souls. The Beatles
made us, as New Wave, New
Metal and the New Romantics
were to make our children.

When the propagandists
railed against “the Iron Lady of
imperialism”, we would say to
each other, “Iron Lady? Sounds
promising.” As Margaret
Thatcher defeated tin-pot
dictators on the other side of
the world, we were wishing she
would do something about our
lot over here. As she later did. 

In the 1990s we were fully
aware that France and Ger-
many wanted no truck with us
east Europeans, and it was
Britain that ultimately engi-
neered our entry into the eu. It
is our eu membership that has
kept us away both from the
clutches of Russian imperi-
alism and from the temptation
to revive the ideology of pro-
vincial fascism that we experi-
enced before the war.

Tens of millions of us are
grateful that Britain has always
been there for us. Which is why
we watch Brexit with great
sadness, feeling a wrenching
sense of loss. Originally, we
thought that the results of that
wretched referendum were
some kind of cosmic joke. Now

we have become reconciled to
the fact that the British are,
indeed, leaving us, much as we
would wish it otherwise.
evgenii dainov

Professor of politics
New Bulgarian University
Sofia

Not content to have kept the
peace, built a single market,
launched a new currency and
quadrupled membership in the
space of a lifetime, the eu’s
countries have also revelled in
their national cultures and,
yes, indulged their well-worn
prejudices. You can have your
gateau and eat it, after all.

But this is more than a
“coping mechanism for com-
plexity” (Charlemagne, Janu-
ary 11th). It goes to the heart of
the eu’s success. The member
states never did try to “iron
out” their distinctions, crass or
otherwise, but instead wrote
them into the union’s dna,
from a legal commitment to
“respect its rich cultural and
linguistic diversity” (Article 3
of the Treaty on European
Union), to a daily workload
that is negotiated in 24 official
languages.

A close family, respectful of
its differences, is stronger than
the sum of its parts. Britain’s
liberal instincts will be sorely
missed after January 31st, but
perhaps not as much as its
knack of settling disputes with
a good cup of tea.
jonathan hill

Brussels

Free technology
Coming from a publication
founded in opposition to the
Corn Laws, your flirtation with
central planning for the de-
ployment of technology was
dismaying (“Pessimism v
progress”, December 21st).
Granted, the emergence of Big
Data opens up possibilities
that Adam Smith or Milton
Friedman could not have fore-
seen. However, centrally man-
aged data could only work in a
static economy, where every-
thing is more or less the same
year in and year out. 

As little as 20 years ago, no
one imagined that we would
walk around with intercon-

nected super computers that fit
in our back pockets. Micro-
wave ovens were a dream when
I was a child in the 1960s. In
turn, several goods and ser-
vices that we will use in 20
years’ time do not yet exist.
Without creative and some-
times crazy people determined
to try new things, an economy
does not advance. No comput-
er, by the way, will ever detect
an opportunity for a new Ital-
ian restaurant in Brooklyn.
yves arsenault

Gatineau, Canada

Beer’s Viable System Model
Your essay on “cybernetic
dictatorship” was excellent
(“Beware the Borg”, December
21st). However, Chile’s “Project
Cybersyn” in the early 1970s
was not a design of a com-
mand-control economy. It was
based on Stafford Beer’s Viable
System Model (vsm), which
specifies a recursive, hier-
archical, distributed and de-
centralised control system.
Each vsm is managed locally
and has local autonomy.

Factory data were centrally
analysed in Project Cybersyn
and the results sent directly
back to the factory managers
for their consideration. The
model explicitly incorporated
the market mechanism, which
is the environment (directly or
indirectly) of each factory.

Beer was a passionate ad-
vocate for democracy, pub-
lishing a book on this titled
“Designing Freedom”. He
argued that it is possible to
have effective and efficient
control of economies demo-
cratically. The vsm was de-
signed to do just that.
professor graeme britton

Singapore

A love affair with the piano
I read with great pleasure your
article on the popularity of the
piano in China (“The Middle-C
kingdom”, December 21st).
When I was the ambassador of
Luxembourg to the Soviet
Union from 1970 to 1973 I was
asked by my government to
help negotiate diplomatic
relations between Luxembourg
and China. As well as an am-

bassador I am also a concert
pianist. As a sign of apprecia-
tion once the agreement was
signed in May 1973, Zhou Enlai,
China’s prime minister, ar-
ranged a concert for me with
the Beijing Orchestra playing
the famous “Yellow River Piano
Concerto” with Madame Mao
in attendance. I was also great
friends with Sviatoslav Richter
in Moscow and he came many
times to my embassy to play,
also with Slava Rostropovich.
Richter had given me the
names of Chinese pianists he
had known when he visited
there and I believe that it was
indeed Yin Chengzong who
performed, as his name was
first on the list.

Many years later, I am privi-
leged to know and appreciate
the piano artistry of both Lang
Lang and Yuja Wang. China has
come a long way in classical
music and will continue to do
so well into the 21st century.
adrien meisch

Ambassador of Luxembourg to
the ussr, 1970-73
Luxembourg city

The article omitted any men-
tion of Zhu Xiao-Mei, who
transcribed the music of J.S.
Bach while she was interned in
Mao’s labour camps during the
Cultural Revolution. Ms Zhu is
such a miraculous pianist that
she was invited to perform
Bach’s “Goldberg Variations” in
Bach’s church, the Thomas-
kirche in Leipzig, during Bach-
fest in 2014. 
rich seidner

Boulder Creek, Colorado

Obfu what?
Bartleby recommended cutting
“pretentious phrases” from
business jargon because they
are “generally designed to
obfuscate rather than eluci-
date” (January 4th). I’m glad
that’s settled.
robert dominianni

Woodland Park, New Jersey
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At a fancy dinner in the Indian capital a
newscaster wonders aloud whether In-

dia has entered a new and darker era, what
he calls a second republic. “More like a Sec-
ond Reich,” mutters a seasoned politician,
staring into his whisky glass. Others nod.
One guest disables her phone; someone
might be eavesdropping. No one laughs.

Not long ago, such talk would have been
derided as churlish. Overbearing and ruth-
less as the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party
(bjp) might sometimes seem, there was no
questioning its democratic legitimacy. Na-
rendra Modi, India’s prime minister, won
two national elections in 2014 and 2019.
And he won them fairly, by outperforming
and outsmarting his lacklustre opponents.
India’s robust institutions, as well as its
sheer size and diversity, also appeared to be
adequate brakes against authoritarian rule.

Yet after seven weeks of unrest, sparked
by the passage in December of a law that
ominously redefines the nature of Indian

citizenship, doubts about where the coun-
try is heading have grown commonplace.
Like the proverbial boiling of a frog, until
recently what has been a slow but steady
drift—of civil liberties being eroded,
democratic institutions weakening and
base populist urges being empowered—
had met with only sporadic resistance.
Now, suddenly, the frog seems to have wo-
ken up and found itself in hot water.

Modi Dominus
India has seen plenty of mass-protest
movements; indeed, the republic was
created through one. That tradition has
continued. In 2011 the cause was corrup-
tion, while in 2012 a brutal rape in Delhi
prompted a nationwide demand for more
protections for women. Today’s protest
seems different, and so perhaps more mo-
mentous. The initial spark for the unrest
was the Citizenship Amendment Act (caa),
a few lines of text added to a law from 1955

that regulates the acquisition of Indian
citizenship. But the strength of the move-
ment draws on something more profound.
The list of grievances has expanded from
questions of citizenship and rising sectari-
anism to embrace economic woes and
deeper questions about the kind of nation
India actually is and aspires to be.

For decades after independence in 1947,
that last question seemed to have been set-
tled in favour of an “Idea of India” (in the
words of Sunil Khilnani, the author of a
book thus titled, published in 1997). This is
as a secular, broadly inclusive country that
draws its strength from diversity. Its con-
stitution of 1950 captured that spirit. So too
did citizenship laws that granted rights
based not on blood, ethnicity or faith but
rather on where people were born. 

Even before independence, the Hindu
nationalist (or Hindutva) movement posed
an alternative vision. This held that India
was for people of particular Indic faiths—
meaning principally Hindus, but also Bud-
dhists, Jains and Sikhs. After centuries of
rule by invading Muslims and then Chris-
tians, it was time for “authentic” Indians to
reclaim their heritage. 

Until the 1980s this was a minority view.
But a series of agitations, such as the cam-
paign to destroy a 16th-century mosque in
the city of Ayodhya that was allegedly built
on top of a temple marking the birthplace 

Marching to a nastier tune
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The Indian prime minister’s sectarian agenda has gone too far
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of the god Ram, helped spread this Hin-
dutva discontent further.

The bjp, and Mr Modi in particular, have
repeatedly won elections by posing as the
protectors of Hindus, who are 80% of the
population. Mr Modi has burnished his
Hindutva credentials. Before entering poli-
tics, he was a volunteer in the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (rss), a Hindu-
nationalist umbrella group with 6m mem-
bers, some of whom parade in white shirts
and wield batons on ceremonial occasions
(see picture on previous page). Shortly after
Mr Modi became the chief minister of his
home state of Gujarat, in 2001, violence
erupted there. Possibly 2,000 people,
mostly Muslim, were killed. Mr Modi’s role
during this period led him to be denied ac-
cess to America; it was also the Hindu
nationalist springboard from which he
leapt to national office in 2014.

A Modified republic
In his first term as prime minister Mr Modi
was careful not to project an explicitly Hin-
dutva agenda. His sunny campaign slogan
was “all together, development for all”. But
there were subtle changes, such as the sys-
tematic replacement across government
services of the old “Idea of India” guard
with proponents of a Hindu Rashtra, or
state. The government was slow to con-
demn a spate of murders committed by
Hindu vigilantes claiming to be acting to
protect cows from suspected Muslim
butchers. Even so, the harder core of Hin-
dutva believers often expressed dissatis-
faction with “their” men in power, dis-
pleased that the government shied away
from putting more muscle behind issues
such as crushing separatist sentiment
among Muslims in Kashmir.

Having secured an even bigger electoral
victory in May 2019, Mr Modi has now tak-
en his gloves off. Despite facing a rapidly

slowing economy (see Finance section),
his government has used its whopping par-
liamentary majority to pursue a Hindutva
social agenda. In July it criminalised a form
of instant divorce still practised by Indian
Muslims. This was a welcome social re-
form; indeed, the practice has long been
banned in most Muslim countries. But it
was enacted with minimal consultation,
breaching India’s tradition of granting each
religion some control over family matters.

In August Mr Modi annulled the state-
hood of Jammu & Kashmir, part of a region
long disputed over by India, Pakistan and
China. The constitution gave the state spe-
cial status, with its own constitution, flag
and degree of autonomy. Now, it is split in
two, and both parts of the state have been
placed under direct rule. The 7.5m inhabit-
ants of the Kashmir valley—nearly all of
them Muslim—are under watch by
600,000 soldiers, who infuriate them with
a range of shifting restrictions, such as cur-
fews and roadblocks. Police also rounded
up hundreds of potential troublemakers,
among them local politicians, and severed
mobile phone and internet services. These
services have been partly restored, but the
region remains isolated and many Kashmi-
ris are fearful. Relative peace was only re-
stored to the valley in the last decade, end-
ing 20 years of violence in which between
40,000 and 70,000 people died.

Then in November a long-delayed rul-
ing from India’s Supreme Court asserted
the right of Hindus to take over the con-
tested site at Ayodhya. This was not unex-
pected, and was even welcomed by many
Muslims who wanted an end to the tire-
some issue. But the ruling involved such a
glaring legal sleight of hand that it marked
another shift away from equality between
India’s faiths. 

All this might have passed without
much protest. But Mr Modi’s government

appears to have gone too far in its attempts
to combat what it terms illegal immigra-
tion. This has long been a hobbyhorse for
bjp leaders. They have repeatedly claimed
that tens of millions of “infiltrators” have
sneaked into India from neighbouring
countries, despite there being little recent
evidence of this. (Indeed, India’s own cen-
suses reveal a steady decline in the foreign-
born population, from 6.2m in 2001 to an
estimated 5.1m in 2019.)

In the north-eastern state of Assam,
where immigration has been a particularly
divisive issue, chauvinist demagogues had
for years outbid each other, claiming that
anything from 5m to 8m intruders, mostly
Muslim, had invaded from neighbouring
Bangladesh. But when the state actually
completed a costly count of its 33m people
in August, only 1.9m of its inhabitants had
failed to provide sufficient documents.
Most of these “foreigners”—who can still
contest their status at special tribunals—
turned out to be Hindu.

This did not deter Mr Modi. His govern-
ment has proposed a two-pronged ap-
proach to deal with immigration. First is a
loophole allowing some long-term immi-
grants to naturalise as Indians through the
caa, which came into force on December
12th. Second, Mr Modi wants to impose a
nationwide version of Assam’s count that
would force all of India’s 1.3bn people to
produce evidence of their citizenship.

To Muslims, many of whom are India’s
poorest and most marginalised, the gov-
ernment’s plans are alarming. The caa bill
grants adherents of particular religions a
path to speedier naturalisation, but glar-
ingly omits Muslims from the list. Those
who could not produce birth certificates or
decades-old ration or voting cards would
be declared foreigners, and then be denied
a path to citizenship. A government survey
in 2016 gives some idea of the difficulty of
the task: 40% of Muslim children had no
birth certificate (around the same propor-
tion of Hindu children under five also did
not have one). The measures could also
change the way in which Muslims are re-
garded, from being equal citizens to sec-
ond-class ones.

The first protests erupted shortly after
the passage of the caa. Angry crowds ap-
peared at historically Muslim universities
and in Muslim quarters of cities such as
Delhi, Lucknow, Kanpur and Meerut. They
were met with swift and brutal force, led by
police but in some cases including “con-
cerned citizens”. Some 27 people died,
nearly all of them young, male and Mus-
lim. Many of those released from deten-
tion, including children, claim they were
beaten and starved. 

Such an excessive response shifted
public sympathy in favour of the protes-
ters. It received a further boost when, on
January 5th, dozens of thugs associated 
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2 with Hindutva youth groups mounted a
night-time raid on Jawaharlal Nehru Uni-
versity in Delhi, an institution that bjp

leaders have long targeted as a supposed
bastion of “anti-national” thought. This
time the victims were not Muslims, but an-
gry middle-class Hindus. 

In Delhi not a day now goes by without a
protest. Some involve the usual suspects:
university students, leftist unions or Mus-
lim slum-dwellers. But the anger can also
be glimpsed in more ordinary folk. Several
hundred women in a working-class neigh-
bourhood of Delhi have camped out day
and night for more than a month through
extreme cold and choking smog. They are
blocking one of the city’s main bridges, re-
fusing to budge until the government
scraps the caa. Protests in Hyderabad and
Mangalore have drawn crowds of 100,000
or more. In the southern state of Kerala,
fishermen staged a floating demonstra-
tion. Following initial incidents of vandal-
ism and violence—which were notably
worse in states ruled by the bjp—the prot-
ests have generally been peaceful.

A bridge to nowhere
Mr Modi initially responded to the outcry
by trying to insinuate that the protesters
were merely Muslims; you could “recog-
nise them by their clothes”. But the demon-
strators have defied easy categorisation by
adopting the Indian flag, national anthem
and constitution as their symbols. 

The protests have also energised other
opponents of the Hindutva project. Non-
bjp state governments have felt embold-
ened not just to voice support for the prot-
ests but formally to challenge the bjp. Elev-
en of India’s 28 chief ministers have told Mr
Modi they will not apply his citizenship
rules in their states. The states of Punjab
and Kerala have added their own petition to
more than 60 other constitutional chal-
lenges to the caa that have landed before
the Supreme Court. Led by Congress, 20 op-
position parties have issued a joint de-
mand to suspend the law.

On previous occasions when his will
has been challenged, Mr Modi has tended
to backtrack. During his first term he
abruptly scrapped plans to reform labour
laws for fear of irking workers. This time
Mr Modi appears less malleable. His gov-
ernment now pretends that, despite the re-
peated public pledges from top ministers
to pursue first the caa and then a national
tally, it never really did intend to do the
counting part. The line is that the policy
has been “misunderstood”. Yet the govern-
ment has not explained why its budget in
July included initial costs for mounting a
count of citizens, nor why it ordered all
states to build detention centres for a surge
in “foreigners”, with walls three metres
(10ft) high and topped with barbed wire. 

And even as Mr Modi has backed away

from pursuing the controversial national
register of citizens, he has doubled down
on the caa. His home minister, Amit Shah,
has vowed not to give an inch on the citi-
zenship rules. Instead, the bjp has mobil-
ised the formidable party and government
propaganda machines to push their mes-
sage. The offensive is likely to prove effec-
tive among Mr Modi’s base. “There are an
awful lot of Hindus, I’d guess 40%, who ba-
sically dislike Muslims and have no pro-
blem at all with this government’s ap-
proach,” says an American political
scientist of Indian origin, who prefers ano-
nymity (a subclause of the caa allows the
government to strip émigrés of their Over-
seas Citizen of India status). 

Yet even if Mr Modi and Mr Shah do get
their way, and if India’s Supreme Court
overlooks the plainly contentious aspects
of the caa, the costs of the citizenship row
to Mr Modi and his country are high. From
a financial perspective, the outlays would
be prohibitive even if India’s economy had
not slowed in the past year to its lowest lev-
el of growth in four decades. In Assam
compiling the citizens’ register took many
years, employed 52,000 people and cost
the government close to $200m. Given that
Assam is home to less than 3% of India’s
population, stretching this exercise na-
tionwide would be very costly.

A big diplomatic cost looms, too. In De-
cember Mr Modi was forced to cancel a
summit with Abe Shinzo, his Japanese
counterpart, owing to unrest in Assam,
where they were scheduled to meet. So too
has the government of Bangladesh, one of
India’s closest allies, cancelled three min-
isterial visits to signal displeasure at the re-
peated implication that millions of “in-
truders”—Mr Shah has called them
“termites”—might be dumped on its bor-
ders. (Nearly 1m Rohingya Muslims, fleeing
pogroms in Myanmar, live in refugee

camps in Cox’s Bazar, a Bangladeshi coastal
town.) Ramachandra Guha, a historian,
finds all this puzzling, considering the en-
ergy Mr Modi has exerted to burnish his
image abroad. “All that effort has now come
to naught,” he says. 

All together, divided
Such recklessness could be just a matter of
ideology; Mr Modi could indeed be pursu-
ing an agenda to undermine secularism
and turn Muslims into second-class citi-
zens. Others ascribe his moves to hubris.
Mr Modi and Mr Shah have shared unchal-
lenged power for so long it has “curtailed
their ability to tolerate dissent...and ac-
commodate different opinions”, according
to Amit Ahuja and Rajkamal Singh of the
University of California. 

More likely, the citizenship row is chief-
ly political. The bjp has repeatedly and suc-
cessfully bet on sectarian issues. Many
point to a looming electoral battle in West
Bengal, a big state with a large Muslim pop-
ulation, where the bjp has made steady in-
roads. Its tactics there have been blunt: in a
recent speech the local bjp head asserted
that there were 10m “Muslim infiltrators”
in the state, and that other states ruled by
the bjp had done the right thing to quell
protests by “shooting these people like
dogs”. It is said that Mr Shah is so obsessed
with winning West Bengal in 2021 that the
Gujarati is learning to speak Bengali.

With 56% of seats in the lower house of
parliament, and enough allies to command
the upper one, Mr Modi could have used his
second term to pass badly needed reforms
to make it easier to build homes, lay roads
or create jobs in India. But six years in pow-
er appear to have made him stubborn.
Many people have underestimated the grit
and political acumen of the former tea-
seller from Gujarat. Even so, he has now
created a broad coalition against him. 7
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Outside the Capitol building on Janu-
ary 21st it was business as usual. A

group of demonstrators chanted on the
lawn. One man silently held up a sign
warning “God is watching”. Another, with a
placard taped to his purple shirt proclaim-
ing, among several other things, “I am Je-
sus Christ”, screamed tirelessly.

The closer you drew to the Senate floor,
however, the more unusual things became.
Reporters who wished to enter the Senate’s
half of the building required not just press
credentials, but special tickets, and were
confined to roped-off pens outside the Sen-
ate floor. The Senate’s presiding officer was
not, as is customary, a senator or the vice-
president, but John Roberts, the Supreme
Court’s chief justice. During the proceed-
ing, senators had to surrender their mobile

phones, forswear coffee—only water or
milk allowed on the Senate floor—and
heed the sergeant-at-arms’s warning to
“keep silence, on pain of imprisonment”. 

For the most part, the customarily gar-
rulous senators complied, notwithstand-
ing the occasional passed note. After more
than 12 hours of bitter debate, the Senate
approved rules governing Donald Trump’s
impeachment trial on a party-line vote.
The trial began the next afternoon, and will
probably be over by the time Mr Trump de-
livers his state-of-the-union address on
February 4th. The outcome is not in doubt.
To remove Mr Trump from office, 20 Re-
publican senators would have to cross
party lines, which is not about to happen.
But the trial still reveals much about Mr
Trump’s hold on his party.

The two sides gave previews of their ar-
guments and tactics during the debate over
rules. Adam Schiff, who chairs the House
Intelligence Committee and is one of seven
House managers acting as prosecutors, ar-
gued that Mr Trump had abused his power
by subverting American foreign policy for
his personal political benefit, had ob-
structed Congress by ordering his subordi-
nates not to co-operate with its investiga-
tion, and that these comprise “the most
serious [misconduct] ever charged against
a president”. He also argued that the trial
rules proposed by Mitch McConnell, the
Senate majority leader, would make “a
mockery of a [fair] trial”, because they
threaten to block Democrats from intro-
ducing witnesses and evidence.

The president’s lawyers, by contrast, fo-
cused on process. Jay Sekulow, Mr Trump’s
lead outside counsel, argued that Mr
Trump was “denied the right to cross-ex-
amine witnesses” during the House inqui-
ry, which is untrue. Pat Cipollone, the
White House counsel, asserted that Repub-
licans were denied access to a secure room
where Mr Schiff held a hearing, which is
also untrue. He accused Mr Schiff of having
“manufactured a false version” of Mr 
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2 Trump’s phone call with Ukraine’s presi-
dent, when in fact Mr Schiff introduced it
as a paraphrase.

Alan Dershowitz, a law professor who
volubly defends Mr Trump, plans to argue
that impeachment requires an actual crime
or “criminal-like behaviour”—a view that
is at odds with mainstream opinion and
American history. (Richard Nixon was
nearly impeached for abuse of power,
which is not a crime, and Andrew Johnson
was impeached for, among other things,
“declar[ing] with a loud voice, certain in-
temperate, inflammatory and scandalous
harangues”.) The debate between the two
sides grew so heated that after 12 hours in
session, the perennially decorous Mr Rob-
erts moved to admonish them to “avoid
…using language that is not conducive to
civil discourse.”

An hour later Mr McConnell’s rules
passed. Each side will get 24 hours to make
its case, spread over three days. The Senate
will be in session six days a week, exclud-
ing Sundays, until the trial ends. After the
initial presentations, the Senate will get 16
hours to ask questions, submitted in writ-
ing for Mr Roberts to read aloud, followed
by four hours of argument and delibera-
tion. The Senate will then debate whether
to call for more witnesses and evidence.

That last rule rankled Democrats. Since
the House impeached Mr Trump, John Bol-
ton, a former national security adviser, has
said he would honour a subpoena for testi-
mony. Lev Parnas, a Ukrainian-born Re-
publican donor indicted for campaign-fi-
nance violations, said that Messrs Trump
and Bolton, as well as Vice-President Mike
Pence and William Barr, the attorney-gen-
eral, were all aware of the scheme to press
Ukraine’s president to open an investiga-
tion into Joe and Hunter Biden.

Democrats want to hear from them, as
well as other witnesses whom the White
House has blocked. On January 21st they
forced—and lost—many votes on subpoe-
nas for documents and witnesses, less be-
cause they thought they stood a chance of
winning than because they wanted to force
vulnerable incumbent Republican sena-
tors to cast votes that can be used against
them in an election campaign.

These five senators, running this au-
tumn in states where Mr Trump has a nega-
tive net-approval rating—Susan Collins of
Maine, Martha McSally of Arizona, Thom
Tillis of North Carolina, Cory Gardner of
Colorado and Joni Ernst of Iowa—are in an
unenviable position. Voting to convict Mr
Trump risks prompting a Republican prim-
ary challenger. Helping to form majority
support for more witnesses and evidence
risks inviting a long court fight—Mr Trump
will probably try to block Mr Bolton from
testifying—which leaves time for ques-
tions from pesky reporters. Yet, appearing
too eager to rush to a verdict risks harming

them with the independent voters they
need to hold on to their seats.

Mr Trump, watching the initial pro-
ceedings from Davos, appeared supremely
unconcerned with anyone’s fate but his
own. He called the House managers “major
sleazebags”, and fantasised about attend-
ing his trial in order to “sit right in the front
row and stare into their corrupt faces”. And
he boasted, “Honestly, we have all the ma-
terial. They don’t have the material.” That
is, of course, precisely what is alleged in the
second article of impeachment. 7

It would be difficult to find a more polite
crowd than the one which gathered in

Richmond, Virginia on the morning of Jan-
uary 20th. As a helicopter buzzed overhead
and police officers manned a cordon, thou-
sands of people marched on the centre of
the city waving handmade signs with
jokes, chanting amiably. That many in the
crowd were carrying guns and several signs
called for violent insurrection against a
“tyrannical” government only slightly dis-
tracted from a mostly good-natured prot-
est. Men in full-body camouflage apolo-
gised when the barrels of their ar-15 rifles
bumped into people.

The protest, by about 22,000 people,
was organised by the Virginia Citizens De-
fence League, a statewide pro-gun lobby
group, to campaign against gun-control
measures planned by Virginia’s new legis-
lature. In November the Democratic Party
took control of all three branches of the
state’s government.

The calm of the event came as a relief. A
few days before, the fbi arrested three

men, alleged to be part of a white-suprema-
cist movement, who had planned to attend
the rally. They had apparently expressed
hope that the protest might spark a “civil
war”. Various far-right figures attended, in-
cluding Alex Jones, the founder of Info-
Wars, a conspiracy-theory website. Many
Virginians feared a repeat of the far-right
rally in 2017 that rocked Charlottesville, an-
other city in the state, and led to the death
of a counter-protester. 

Cool heads probably prevailed because,
unlike the rally in Charlottesville nearly
three years ago, most protesters in Rich-
mond were not actually white suprema-
cists. Most were gun-owners who could
not believe that in Virginia, associated
with hunting and conservative political
values, the public had voted for a govern-
ment that might pass tighter gun restric-
tions. “Our country was built on the ability
to protect your family, protect your proper-
ty and fight for your freedom,” said Jamie
LeBeau, who drove from Lynchburg, two
hours away, to attend the rally. Her hus-
band Erich expressed outrage that con-
gressmen would continue to have armed
guards, but his guns might be taken away. 

Yet the chance of that is minimal. While
various gun-control bills have been intro-
duced in Virginia, most are modest. They
involve expanding background checks and
limits on how many guns someone can buy
at once. The most controversial is a “red-
flag” law, which would allow family mem-
bers or the police to petition a court to take
guns from somebody who may be danger-
ous. To many protesters, that is a front for a
wider plan to confiscate guns or even to in-
troduce communism. “Once they take our
ability to fight back, what are they going to
do? They can take anything they want,” said
a man who called himself “Geoff”, wearing
camouflage, a rifle and several magazines
of ammunition. He suggested—falsely—
that Democrats won Virginia’s elections by
getting illegal immigrants to vote.

Over the past decade or so, as the sub-
urbs of Washington, dc, Richmond and the
Hampton Roads region have grown, the
state has gradually become more Demo-
cratic-leaning than the rest of the country.
At the same time, the rest of the state has
become sharply more Republican-leaning.
In rural parts of Virginia, gun crime is quite
rare but almost everyone will know some-
body who uses a gun safely.

Yet as urban America has grown at the
expense of its rural parts, the share of
Americans who support stricter gun laws
has risen from less than half in 2010 to two-
thirds now. For the most part, that has not
led to much tightening of gun laws. Virgin-
ia may be a hint that politics is at last catch-
ing up. Rallying in Richmond may have
made gun-toting Virginians feel better, but
it has made no difference to their chances
of stopping the new laws. 7

R I CH M O N D

An army of 22,000 protesters cannot
stop gun controls in Virginia
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The offer would confound anyone who
has ever used a web browser. A corner of

the internet associated with charities at-
tracted an investor willing to take it over by
paying a sum typically reserved for stakes
in hot startups. But a private-equity firm’s
bid for control of the .org domain used by
millions of non-profit groups—some as
large as the un, some as small as local
schools—has jolted internet-policy wonks.
The proposed sale has also spurred into ac-
tion internet advocates who want to pro-
tect one of the few parts of the online realm
that has not gone commercial.

The controversy erupted in November.
The non-profit organisation called the In-
ternet Society (isoc) that runs the .org reg-
istry announced that it was selling the
management rights to Ethos Capital, a priv-
ate-equity firm based in Boston. isoc was
created in 1992 by the net’s founders to help
manage it. It was awarded control of the
.org registry in 2002 for no fee. 

Back then isoc was in financial distress.
Running .org was intended to fund the or-
ganisation’s work. A domain-name regis-
try—with its annual renewal fees—is a lu-
crative monopoly, even if users of the
addresses are charged only around $20
each year. In 2002 the .org registry generat-
ed around $15m in revenues. Today it col-
lects more than $90m a year.

That may explain Ethos’s offer of $1.1bn.
Yet the firm’s motivations remain opaque.
Neither the investors in Ethos nor the di-
rectors of a firm that would control the .org
registry, Purpose Domains Direct, have
been disclosed. Documents released this

month by the current .org registry, describ-
ing the deal, are full of redaction lines.

At the same time, a number of former
officials of the body that manages the en-
tire internet-address system are advising
Ethos. That body is called the Internet Cor-
poration for Assigned Names and Numbers
(icann) and must give its consent to any
new arrangement over .org.

To many internet users concerned
about its technical management, the deal
seems like a betrayal. To them, it is as if the
internet’s founding fathers are selling out.
Non-profit users had long been guaranteed
price caps on their .org addresses. But they
were lifted in June despite loud opposition.

A group of internet grandees came for-
ward this month with an alternative pro-
posal. They want to turn the .org registry
into a co-operative owned by the address
holders themselves. The group includes
Esther Dyson, an internet pioneer who was
icann’s founding chair from 1998 to 2000.
On January 16th several American legisla-
tors, including Elizabeth Warren, called on
icann “to reject this private-equity take-
over”. They fear the deal lacks transparency
and could increase users’ costs. They also
fret that the potential new owners, who
plan to finance a third of the deal with debt,
might skimp on service.

Ethos says it will honour the previous
price cap and will set up a “stewardship
council” to hear feedback from .org regis-
trants. isoc’s president argues that the deal
gives the organisation a hefty endowment
to support the net’s development without
being tied to a single funding source, .org. 

The icann board is to meet on January
24th-26th in Los Angeles. The body’s rules
require it to reach a decision on the matter
by February 17th. icann argues that its re-
mit is narrow—not to approve the sale per
se, but to give its consent to the change of
control of .org from isoc to Ethos. Yet that
change would represent something much
broader: a shift away from the internet’s
non-commercial roots. 7

A proposed sale of the rights to .org
web addresses sparks a backlash

Internet governance

Unexpected
domain

It started as a joke. Beth Dow received an
article from her husband about Vermont

paying workers to move to the state. But the
jest soon became reality. Within a few
months, Mrs Dow and her husband had left
their home in Denver for Bennington, a
town of 15,000 in southern Vermont, and
were paid $5,000 to cover their move. 

Vermont is one of many states with a
population that is dwindling. Around 80%
of counties across the country—largely
those clustered in the north-east and Mid-
west—lost working-age adults from 2007
to 2017, according to the Economic Innova-
tion Group (eig), a think-tank. Some 65%
will lose working-age adults over the next
decade. The scale of this decline is new,
precipitated by an ageing workforce, fall-
ing fertility rates and less immigration.
Population declines affect housing mar-
kets, municipal finance and local econo-
mies. Fewer people means less housing de-
mand, tax revenue and business.

To forestall further depopulation, Ver-
mont’s Republican governor, Phil Scott,
signed a bill that went into effect on Janu-
ary 1st offering to pay people $7,500 to cov-
er their moving costs if they relocate and
work for local employers. This follows the
programme that lured the Dows to Ver-
mont, intended for remote workers. (Mrs
Dow still works for the same firm she did in
Denver, remotely.) Other states, counties
and cities—along with a host of local orga-
nisations—have recently taken similar
measures. They call to mind America’s
homestead programmes of the 19th cen-
tury, when the federal government gave
land to settlers willing to move west.

Depopulation is particularly acute in
Vermont. During his annual budget ad-
dress on January 21st, Mr Scott called the
current demographic crisis “the greatest
challenge we face as a state”. More than half
of Vermont’s counties have seen popula-
tion declines since 2010. The rural ones
have been especially hard-hit. In seven
counties, more people died than were
born. The remaining population can no
longer support the local restaurants or
hardware store.

In all 371 people, including 79 children,
moved to the state last year to claim its re-
mote-worker grants. This included a num-
ber of people with six-figure salaries. “For a
small state like Vermont, that’s a good
number,” says Joan Goldstein, the state’s
economic-development commissioner.

M O NT P E LI E R ,  V E R M O NT

Shrinking states offer new perks

Rural demography

Homesteading 2.0
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2 Over 1,500 miles away in Oklahoma the
George Kaiser Family Foundation, a chari-
ty, has run a programme since 2018 called
Tulsa Remote. It will give $10,000 and work
space to people who move to the city for at
least a year. In the first year, some 10,000
people applied for the programme’s 100
slots. Aaron Bolzle, who runs Tulsa Re-
mote, said he is expecting between 350 and
400 people to move in this year.

In central Nebraska, a town of 938 peo-
ple called Curtis offers free land to new res-
idents willing to build homes on their lots.
Families with school-age children are eli-
gible for up to $1,000 in cash incentives if
they move to Curtis and enroll in local pub-
lic schools. Massachusetts is considering
paying remote workers to move to its four
western counties. Some Kansas counties
will help pay student-loan debt for recent
graduates who move there.

Are such efforts effective? Amy Liu, who
directs a metropolitan-policy programme
at the Brookings Institution, a think-tank,
warns that local attempts to woo compa-
nies can backfire. Sometimes companies
leave when incentives such as tax breaks
expire. Attempts to woo people could suf-
fer from some of the same pitfalls. Ms Liu
also wonders if such experiments might be
too small to have an impact. 

John Lettieri, the head of eig, says
place-based visas for immigrant workers
may help areas with population and labour
shortages. Vermont could certainly do with
an immigration boost. Fewer than 500 peo-
ple arrive each year. Those counties that are
growing have immigrant populations.

Vermont’s commerce secretary, Lindsay
Kurrle, says she is “realistic” about her
state’s programme. She says she knows
people are not going to move to a new state
for only a few thousand dollars. Nor will
the programme alone solve the state’s de-
mographic problems. Still, she hopes it will
encourage more people to consider Ver-
mont. Had they not read the article, the
Dows say they would still be in Denver. 7
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When crime rates were last as low as
they are today in Michigan, the Beat-

les topped the charts with “Hey Jude”. Half a
century on, Michigan’s police arrest fewer
people with each passing year. In the de-
cade to 2018 arrests fell by one-fifth. One
might expect, in turn, the state’s jails to be
eerily empty. Quite the opposite. A new
study by Pew Charitable Trusts found
16,600 people were held in county jails on
an average day in 2016, over three times
more than in 1970. 

This fits a nationwide pattern. Even as
crime rates and the number of arrests fall,
jail populations in many states remain
high. County-run jails are the front end of
America’s criminal-justice system, where
more people are put behind bars than are
ever thrown into prison. (Jails house peo-
ple who are awaiting trial, whereas prisons
are typically for locking up felons.) In 2017
jails nationally handled 10.6m admissions,
compared with just 607,000 who went into
the country’s prisons. 

That is good for nobody. Crowded jails
are a financial burden for counties. It cost
$478m to run Michigan’s in 2017. Pew re-
searchers point to evidence that people
jailed or imprisoned, even briefly, are far
likelier to be rearrested within two years
than others who pass through the justice
system but are not locked up.

If America is to put fewer people behind
bars, the priority will be fixing its jails. Sev-
eral states are trying. Starting this month,
New York no longer demands cash bail
from those arrested for minor, non-violent
crimes. New Jersey ended cash bail in 2017
and has seen its jail population shrink,
even as crime rates continue to fall.

Now it is Michigan’s turn. After holding
public hearings and gathering expert testi-
mony across the state in the past year, a
task force on jail reform published 18 policy
recommendations for legislators on Janu-
ary 14th. These include spending more on
mental-health care, reclassifying many of
the 1,900 misdemeanour offences as civil
infractions, changing rules on cash bail
and promoting more non-custodial sen-
tences for minor crimes. 

Some of this builds on other states’ ef-
forts. But Michigan is worth watching for at
least two reasons. For a start, the proposed
reforms are based on unusually fine-
grained data gathered by Pew researchers.
The state’s lieutenant-governor, Garlin Gil-
christ, admitted last month that officials

previously could not even say “with a
straight face” how many inmates were held
in its 81 county jails, for how long and why.

Pew sampled data from 20 jails account-
ing for 40% of inmates in 2017. It found
many locked up for non-violent and mod-
est wrongdoing, including traffic offences.
Overall, African-Americans were over-rep-
resented behind bars and women increas-
ingly likely to be detained. Researchers
noted a striking boom in rural jail popula-
tions. That might be explained by the lack
of mental-health services beyond cities.
Pew also found a small core of one-fifth of
all inmates who stay inside the longest and
account for over 80% of all “jail-bed days”
per year. Getting more of these long-term-
ers out of jails would do most to reduce the
pressure on them.

The second reason to watch Michigan is
its bipartisan approach. A Democratic go-
vernor, Gretchen Whitmer, and Republican
legislative leaders are co-operating, at least
so far. Ms Whitmer convened the task
force—which included members from
both parties—and legislators are likely to
implement many of its recommendations. 

Changing laws at the federal and state
level will not fix everything. The MacAr-
thur Foundation, a grant-giving organisa-
tion, notes wide disparities in jail popula-
tions between counties within states,
which suggests that training for local deci-
sion-makers, such as sheriffs too fond of
jailing people, or allocating more money
for local health services, could matter as
much as legislative change from above.

The opportunity in Michigan is to track
the data to see how things change and for
the parties to co-operate on policy. The jail
population may not shrink back to levels of
the early 1970s, but Michigan seems poised
to take a hint from the Beatles lyric and
make it better. 7

CH I C A G O

Michigan’s plan to overhaul its jail
system could be a model for others 
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To walk around Dan Wegmueller’s
farm in southern Wisconsin is to con-

jure up the past. He says each of his 50
Brown Swiss cows—with white-tipped ears
and bells clanging from their necks—has a
name and distinct personality. His red-
painted barn is crowned by an elegantly
arched roof. He trundles over the snow on a
green John Deere tractor. Such small-scale
farming looks wonderfully quaint. But it
might as well exist in a museum. 

The farm, set amid rolling hills on 350
acres, has been in Mr Wegmueller’s family
since the 1930s, the decade when dairy
farms in America peaked at 3.6m. Today the
country has 37,000 left, with just over
7,000 in Wisconsin. The state still brands
itself as “America’s Dairy Land” (though
California has long produced more milk),
and turns most of its white stuff into
cheese. Farms are either going bust or in-
dustrial. Almost two dairy farms close each
day in the state. In 2019 one-tenth of Wis-
consin’s dairy farms shut down.

Wisconsin is witnessing what other
states—especially in the south and west—
saw in earlier decades. Consolidation has
come late partly because its small farms
had previously remained relatively pro-
ductive. Mostly, now, it is the small that go. 

Industrial-scale ones do well from tech-
nology, economies of scale and easier ac-
cess to capital. A few minutes’ drive away
from Mr Wegmueller’s farm is Pinnacle
dairy. It opened in 2018 and has a 5,000-
strong herd in six enormous white barns.
Pumps at a warehouse fill several steel
tanker trucks at a time. Tuls Dairies, a
growing dairy firm, owns Pinnacle and six
more big farms in Wisconsin and Nebras-
ka. A state report last year noted that such
big farms, with at least 200 cows, already
churn out two-thirds of all Wisconsin’s
milk. That share is likely to rise.

The industry is consolidating for sever-
al reasons. In the long run, blame an ageing
rural population. Many older owners can-
not persuade their adult children to take
over. And why would they? It is ever
tougher to turn a profit from a small herd of
cows. Milk prices have slid for decades,
largely because ever better techniques, ge-
netics and technology ensure rising sup-
ply. Consumers at the same time are losing
their taste for drinking milk. On average an
American gulped 247lb (109 litres) of it in
1975, but only 146lb in 2018.

Tina Hinchie, who has 220 cows on an-

other picturesque lot with red barns, men-
tions more recent problems. She laments
volatile weather, especially floods, in the
past few years. And although most milk is
sold domestically (in Wisconsin 90% goes
to local cheesemakers), exports that once
accounted for 15-18% of national sales have
been hit. China last year shunned many
products, including whey, which it previ-
ously lapped up; after an outbreak of swine
fever in China killed half its pigs, demand
for whey as animal feed collapsed. Exports
of cheese to Mexico have also suffered. Mrs
Hinchie blames “horrific” trade disputes
engineered by Donald Trump, although
other difficulties are also to blame. 

Farmers complain it is getting hard to
find labour, even as wages rise. Mr Weg-
mueller can lure part-time help only by of-

fering free accommodation. Mrs Hinchie
last year invested $3.3m in a laser-guided
robot milking system she calls the “Taj Ma-
hal” of high-tech help. It means she can cut
her labour force to a single farm hand, from
four. She boosts income with farm tours—
with as many as 10,000 visitors a year—that
city folk enjoy. Mr Wegmueller is also bet-
ting that farm stays will be a bigger busi-
ness than milk sales. Small farms that do
not diversify are unlikely to hang on.

Somewhat bigger ones do better. Travis
Tranel, a Republican state representative,
co-owns a 600-strong herd in south-west
Wisconsin. It is getting by because he
switched to organic milk, which sells at a
higher price than regular. Yet he too sees
problems, especially with supplies of la-
bour. He says the federal government
needs to “figure out a realistic immigration
policy” so that more migrants “who want to
work hard” can repopulate rural areas. 

Could that matter in this year’s elec-
tion? Attracting rural voters is part of Mr
Trump’s plan for keeping the state in 2020.
Democrats, in turn, are focusing on the
dairy crisis in a push for votes beyond cit-
ies. The numbers are small. Mr Tranel says
dairy farmers account for some 200,000
votes. But that is an important chunk, as Mr
Trump won Wisconsin by just over 22,000
in 2016. And the issue may resonate more
widely, because many Wisconsinites see
dairy as a defining feature of their state.

More generally there is anxiety that ru-
ral Wisconsin is losing people as the more
educated move to cities, leaving mostly the
elderly behind. Schools in many places—
especially where Hispanic migrants are not
settling—are emptying. Small towns suffer
as businesses such as local feed-suppliers
go bust and shops, cafés and bars close.
What might save Mr Wegmueller’s farm
and a few others is that urban visitors are
ready to pay for the experience of trudging
in mud and milking a cow for a day. Even if
dairy fails, tourism may yet boom. 7

M O N R O E ,  W I S CO N S I N

Small farms are vanishing as tastes change and the industry consolidates
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Business has gone sour in America’s
dairy capital

How now brown cow?
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After rattling through one of the most radical campaign plat-
forms in American history, inside a craft brewery in snowy

New Hampshire last weekend, Bernie Sanders turned to the practi-
calities. His to-do list, the senator from Vermont acknowledged to
his crowd of well-wrapped New Englanders, was ambitious. His
promised health-care, education and infrastructure programmes
would in fact represent the biggest expansion of government
spending in peacetime; by one estimate Mr Sanders would double
the federal budget. And he would not be done there. He told the au-
dience of his hope to persuade China, India and Pakistan to redi-
rect their nuclear-arms budgets to fighting climate change. Yet lest
anyone considered all this improbable, Mr Sanders offered a reas-
surance. “Social change happens in radical moments,” he said, cit-
ing the struggles of the early labour movement, suffragettes and
gay-rights campaigners. “When millions stand up to fight for jus-
tice, nothing can stop us!”

To committed Sandernistas, the independent senator is anoth-
er reason why the political revolution he promises is nigh. A little-
known left-winger before his impressive run against Hillary Clin-
ton in 2016, he has since developed a raging personality cult. His
campaign slogan used to be “A future to believe in”; now it is just:
“Bernie”. The encomiums his cheerleaders offer him, a veteran
professional politician in a baggy suit, are as extreme as his ideas.
“It turns out Bernie is a man of the future!” gushed Naomi Klein,
his main warm-up act in the brewery, in acknowledgment of the
fact that Mr Sanders has been offering much the same critique of
the “corporate elite” that he blames for all evils for over three de-
cades. “He was just waiting for the world to catch up!”

In fact there are few indications, in the chilly world outside the
brewery, of enthusiasm for the massive changes Mr Sanders prom-
ises. His success in 2016 mainly reflected dissatisfaction with Mrs
Clinton. And notwithstanding a long-standing and continued left-
ward drift among Democrats, to which he has contributed, his
ideas remain fairly marginal. Mr Sanders’s most popular policy, a
universal expansion of Medicare, is backed by 38% of Democrats.
That is significant, but hardly augurs the stampede of radical activ-
ism he foresees. Despite possessing advantages that most of his
Democratic opponents would kill for—including near-total name

recognition and an ability to raise millions from his enthusiasts
online—Mr Sanders has consistently polled under 20%, less than
half the vote-share he won in 2016. He has never looked like chal-
lenging Joe Biden as the Democratic front-runner.

Yet two weeks before Iowans get things started, and despite
only a modest uptick in his polling, Mr Sanders has started to look
more imposing. His fundraising is going gangbusters. He is surg-
ing in betting markets. Three months ago they gave him a 6%
chance of victory; now he is at 29%. The Democratic establishment
is alarmed—led by Mrs Clinton, who this week trailed her assess-
ment of Mr Sanders in a forthcoming documentary: “Nobody likes
him, nobody wants to work with him.” What has changed?

As in 2016, Mr Sanders is drawing strength from his opponents’
weaknesses. Mr Biden, a wearier and less articulate septuagenar-
ian, has dominated but failed to unite the centre-left. Sitting atop
the Democrats’ biggest faction like a wet sponge, the former vice-
president has dampened its ardour, while stifling more inspiring
moderates such as Pete Buttigieg. Mr Sanders’s rival on the left,
Elizabeth Warren, has meanwhile faltered. By trying to appeal to
left-wingers and moderates, she has irritated both. This has made
Mr Sanders’s small but committed minority of supporters more
significant. If he can unite the left, by convincingly outperforming
Ms Warren in the early states, while the centre-left remains divid-
ed, he could establish a useful early lead. And Mr Sanders’s espe-
cially strong polling in Iowa, New Hampshire and Nevada, where
he is currently tied with Mr Biden, suggests this may be on the
cards. It was the means by which Donald Trump, another populist
with a small but zealous base, won the Republican nomination.

Mr Sanders would still face obstacles Mr Trump did not. In par-
ticular, where Republican primaries operate under a winner-
takes-all system—which maximised the spoils of Mr Trump’s early
lead—Democrats allocate their delegates in proportion to the vote-
share each candidate wins. Yet while this would make it harder for
Mr Sanders to emerge from the pack, he might still be equipped to
do so. His fundraising prowess will ensure he can weather a close
contest even as similarly placed candidates drop out. His deep dis-
dain for the hostile Democratic establishment will make him espe-
cially determined to do so. Moreover, appearing for the first time
as the front-runner, Mr Sanders might be able to expand his appeal
across the party more successfully than many imagine.

Authentically crazy
Whatever moderate Democrats may think of his policies, Ameri-
can voters ultimately do not select their leaders on that basis. They
mostly choose those they like or feel understood by; and Mr Sand-
ers performs well on such markers. Democrats of all stripes con-
sider his crabbiness authentic and his ideological pigheadedness a
mark of integrity. Over 70% say they like him. Those filing out of
the brewery in New Hampshire said he was “honest”, “inspiration-
al” and that they “related to him”. Hardly anyone mentioned any
detail of a platform that would make the New Deal look austere.
And when your columnist raised the fact that Mr Sanders is a so-
cialist, he was gently chided. Most of the rally-goers seemed to
consider this a slightly awkward irrelevance. 

Given how unfeasible Mr Sanders’s promises are, there is a sort
of logic to this. Yet Democrats can be assured it is not an example
Mr Trump would follow if he were lucky enough to have an actual
socialist as his opponent. If Democrats nominate Mr Sanders, it
will be mainly in spite of his radical views. But that would not stop
Mr Trump winning re-election because of them. 7

Could it be Bernie?Lexington

The weaknesses of the Democratic field hand an opportunity to America’s most famous socialist 
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On a recent afternoon, workmen were
repairing the wall around the Senkata

gas plant in El Alto, a working-class city in
the mountains above La Paz, Bolivia’s ad-
ministrative capital. Backers of Evo Mo-
rales, the left-wing president who quit on
November 10th, had blocked lorries from
leaving the plant and knocked down the
wall. On November 19th soldiers opened
fire, killing ten people. Fresh paint now
covers much of the rebuilt wall, but one
mural remains from the chaotic presiden-
tial campaign that preceded Mr Morales’s
resignation: his face and the word estabili-
dad (stability) in big capital letters. Restor-
ing that to Bolivia will involve much more
than fixing the wall. “The country is com-
ing out of shock,” says Milenka García, a
vice-president of El Alto’s neighbourhood
association (Fejuve) who represents Dis-
trict 8, an area of cinder-block homes and
dusty streets that includes the gas plant.

The crisis began on October 20th, when
Mr Morales, who became Bolivia’s first in-

digenous president in 2006, tried to rig his
re-election, sparking protests across the
country. He fled to Mexico after losing the
support of the police and the army, saying
he had been toppled in a coup. His suppor-
ters set fire to buses and the homes of poli-
ticians and journalists who had criticised
him. Opposition protesters burned the wi-
phala, a multicoloured flag that represents
indigenous people, and barricaded the leg-
islature to congressmen from Mr Morales’s
Movement to Socialism (mas). At least 36
people died in clashes between the two
groups and at the hands of security forces.

Miraculously, Bolivia has found a way
out of the violence. That is largely thanks to
a collaboration between two women who
were unknown before they stepped into

the political vacuum: Jeanine Áñez, the
senate’s second vice-president, who be-
came Bolivia’s caretaker president after the
people ahead of her in the line of succes-
sion resigned, and Eva Copa, a mas senator
who became the head of the legislature. Ig-
noring Mr Morales’s calls to boycott the in-
terim president, Ms Copa persuaded her
party to work with her and other conserva-
tive politicians to plan new elections. “The
priority in those moments was to pacify the
country and stop the violence,” she says.

Bolivia has a new electoral tribunal,
which will oversee presidential and con-
gressional elections on May 3rd. Interna-
tional observers and updated software will
help ensure that the vote is a fair one, says
Salvador Romero, the tribunal’s chief. “The
election is the moment Bolivians will come
together again,” he predicts.

But a fair vote alone will not ensure esta-
bilidad. That is because on nearly all other
issues Ms Áñez, Ms Copa, their supporters
and the many other factions with a role in
post-Morales Bolivia are angrily divided.
Their rifts reflect ethnic, economic and
regional splits.

Ms Áñez, a conservative Catholic who
had fervently opposed Mr Morales, is not
acting like a caretaker. She has eliminated
controls on agricultural exports. She has
sought closer ties with the United States
and joined other democracies in recognis-
ing Juan Guaidó, leader of the opposition to

Bolivia

Elusive estabilidad

E L A LTO

The main political forces have agreed on the ground rules for a new election. But
that does not guarantee stability
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Venezuela’s dictatorial regime, as the
country’s rightful interim president. She
has sent home hundreds of Venezuelan
diplomats and Cuban doctors. On Decem-
ber 30th she expelled the Mexican ambas-
sador and two Spanish diplomats, accusing
them of attempting to help nine senior of-
ficials from Mr Morales’s government es-
cape from the Mexican embassy, where
they have sought refuge. 

“A transition government isn’t a dead
government,” says the interior minister,
Arturo Murillo. At his urging, prosecutors
are investigating hundreds of politicians
and civil servants from the mas for corrup-
tion, sedition, terrorism and electoral
fraud. Two-thirds of judges will have to re-
apply for their jobs, says Álvaro Coimbra,
the justice minister. He portrays this as a
step towards re-establishing the indepen-
dence of the judiciary, which Mr Morales
had bent to his will.

Interim aggression
But the crackdown looks like an attempt to
weaken the mas. On November 14th, after
broadcasts showed government forces
tear-gassing protesters, the communica-
tions minister threatened to put journal-
ists on trial for sedition. The ministry has
announced plans to censor dozens of com-
munity radio stations, which tend to sup-
port the mas. On December 31st authorities
arrested four people who had worked on
social media for the Morales government,
branded them “digital warriors” and
charged them with misuse of public funds
and sedition. They say they have been de-
nied due process, as do other adherents of
the old regime who are under investiga-
tion. Mr Murillo has little interest in molli-
fying the mas’s supporters. If poor and in-
digenous people are angry with the
government, it’s “because we don’t let
them steal, and we don’t give them carte
blanche for looting and narco-trafficking”. 

All this encourages the false belief that
Mr Morales was toppled by a coup, says Jim
Shultz of the Democracy Centre, a think-
tank in San Francisco, California. The in-
terim government is acting as if “the hand
of God came down and told the right to take
power”, he says. Diego Pary, a former for-
eign minister, wonders how fair elections
can take place “when one party is being
hounded”. When he met a journalist for an
interview outside the ministry, he dared
not get out of his car.

The mas itself is divided, both in its re-
sponse to Ms Áñez’s government and over
its future. Its most radical voice is that of
Mr Morales, who has moved to next-door
Argentina. In a radio interview on January
12th he said that Bolivians should form
armed militias “like in Venezuela” to de-
fend themselves against the caretaker gov-
ernment, which he has accused of govern-
ing for elites only. He later claimed he was

talking about slingshots, not guns. In
speeches on January 22nd, when Bolivia
celebrates its “plurinational” (multi-eth-
nic) state, he sounded less combative, fo-
cusing on his government’s achievements.
Marches on that day were peaceful.

mas leaders in Bolivia are mostly stay-
ing off the streets for now. “It’s not in our
interest to mobilise, we have to go to battle
at the polls,” says Andrónico Rodríguez, a
young organiser of coca farmers who led
protests last year. With Mr Morales abroad,
moderates like Ms Copa are gaining influ-
ence. They are backed by grassroots sup-
porters of the mas who are disenchanted
with Mr Morales. “We’re like the obedient
child who always gets ignored,” says Ms
García of the El Alto Fejuve, which has been
aligned with the mas. Mr Morales’s govern-
ment favoured rich farmers and coca grow-
ers while El Alto waited in vain for money it
was promised, she says. Now groups like
Fejuve are helping to restructure the party. 

After weeks of assemblies throughout
the country, supporters chose as the mas’s
presidential candidate David Choque-
huanca, a former foreign minister who is
popular among poor Bolivians and, like Mr
Morales, is Aymara. They named Mr Rodrí-
guez as his running-mate. Mr Morales
countered with his own nominee. On Janu-
ary 19th, at a press conference in Buenos
Aires, he declared that Luis Arce, a former
finance minister and his confidant, would
run for president. Mr Choquehuanca
would be his running-mate. That is not the
final word. The mas would discuss Mr Mo-
rales’s “proposal”, Ms Copa said. On Janu-
ary 20th the government announced that it
was investigating Mr Arce for corruption.

Polls suggest that 20-25% of voters sup-
port the mas. Its candidate, whoever that
may be, will join a large field. Ms Áñez,
whose government has the backing of
roughly half of Bolivians, has not said
whether she will run. Another standard-
bearer of the right may be Luis Fernando
Camacho, a civic leader from the low-lying
eastern department of Santa Cruz who led
the protests against Mr Morales. Carlos
Mesa, a centrist who was Mr Morales’s
strongest challenger in October, is also
running. Mr Morales’s absence from the
race may make it more about issues than
personality, says Jorge (Tuto) Quiroga, a
former president who helped negotiate his
exit and is also planning to run. That may
be wishful thinking. 

Even if the election is clean, many Bo-
livians could reject the result. “The chal-
lenge facing the next president is to govern
for all Bolivians,” says Soledad Chapetón,
El Alto’s mayor, who is indigenous but
from a party that opposes the mas. Suppor-
ters of Mr Morales burnt her house, but she
thinks that reconciliation is possible.

The residents of District 8 are more pes-
simistic. Teenagers point out that Ms

Áñez’s original cabinet had no indigenous
ministers (she has since added a few). Par-
ents say that their kids have nightmares
about soldiers shooting into crowds. The
wife and three children of Pedro Quisbert, a
factory worker who was killed outside the
gas plant, left to “escape the memories”,
says his father, Primitivo, who stayed.
Through a crack in the door of his house he
blames both sides for the violence, but says
he will vote for someone “from the humble
class”. The massacre “broke the possibility
of dialogue”, he says. It will be up to Boliv-
ia’s next leader to prove him wrong.  7

Last june the Intercept, a news site, pub-
lished hacked messages that showed

improper collaboration between Brazilian
prosecutors and judges conducting the
anti-corruption investigation known as
Lava Jato (Car Wash). The leaks tarnished
the image of Sergio Moro, the justice min-
ister, who had been the judge in charge.
They enraged Brazil’s nationalist presi-
dent, Jair Bolsonaro, whose election in 2018
owed much to anger about corruption.

On January 21st prosecutors filed char-
ges against Glenn Greenwald (pictured), a
co-founder of the Intercept. They accused
him of belonging to a “criminal organisa-
tion” that hacked the mobile phones of
members of the Lava Jato task-force. The
judge overseeing the case may throw out
the charges. Even so, they raise questions
about how free the press will be in Mr Bol-
sonaro’s Brazil and whether prosecutors
will act independently. 

S ÃO  P A U LO

The charges against Glenn Greenwald
are a threat to free speech

Brazil

The press pressed
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Bello The selling of silence

In 1939 carlos denegri, a young re-
porter, investigated a murder by gun-

men working for Maximino Ávila Ca-
macho, the governor of the state of
Puebla and brother of the next president
of Mexico. Denegri delivered a detailed
account of Ávila’s crimes to the editor of
Excélsior, the country’s most important
newspaper. The editor did not publish it,
explaining that the governor was a
source of much paid advertising. “In this
business we don’t only sell information
and advertising space: above all, we sell
silence,” he went on. Denegri quickly lost
his idealism, and accepted a monthly
stipend from the governor “for publicity
and information services”.

These imagined words provide En-
rique Serna, a Mexican writer, with the
title of his new novel, El vendedor de
silencio (“The Merchant of Silence”), a
semi-fictionalised biography of Denegri,
the country’s most prominent journalist
from the 1940s to the 1960s and once
named by the Associated Press as one of
the ten most influential reporters in the
world. Mr Serna offers a rich account of
the incestuous relationship between
politics and the media and the machis-
mo and impunity that lay at the heart of
the authoritarian rule of the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (pri), which gov-
erned for seven decades until 2000.
Although the author calls his book a
“historical novel”, it has contemporary
relevance. Mexico has never really over-
come these flaws. Andrés Manuel López
Obrador, its current president, is nostal-
gic for the “guiding state” of the old pri.

There were several secrets to the pri’s
durability. A ban on presidential re-
election allowed the system to renew
itself every six years. Political stability
went hand in hand with a strong econ-
omy, at least until the 1970s. The party

was the vehicle by which the warlords of
the Mexican Revolution of 1910-17, against
General Porfirio Díaz, were brought into
the system and offered the chance to get
rich. As Denegri’s stepfather, who became
a minister, tells him in the novel: “In polit-
ical intrigue, personal wealth matters a lot.
It gives you security, it gives you cachet, it
crowns you as a winner.” That is the story
of other “revolutionary” elites in Latin
America, from the Peronists in Argentina
to the chavistas in Venezuela. 

The role of the press, and later televi-
sion, was vital in all this. It was “a free
press that [did] not make use of its free-
dom”, wrote Daniel Cosío Villegas, a histo-
rian. With few exceptions, which were
crushed, it collaborated voluntarily.
“Those were the rules of the game and
[Denegri] hadn’t invented them, just per-
fected them with more skill than any other
journalist,” writes Mr Serna. 

A gifted reporter who accumulated a
vast archive of dirt on prominent Mex-
icans, Denegri prostituted his talents. He
received monthly cash-stuffed envelopes
from presidential press secretaries, min-

isters, state governors and businessmen.
His modus operandi was sometimes
blatant. Mr Serna has him showing the
governor of Zacatecas two articles, one
exposing his corruption, the other sy-
cophantic. “You decide which article you
want published: the first is free, the
second costs 50,000 pesos.”

Denegri’s sense of impunity derived
from his closeness to successive presi-
dents. It extended to his personal life. An
alcoholic as well as a workaholic, he
frolicked in Mexico City’s nightclubs and
brothels. The pri might as well have been
called the pmi—the Party of Institution-
alised Machismo. Mr Serna notes that
“wife-stealing was until recently the
favourite sport of the revolutionary
elite”. Denegri indulged in violent miso-
gyny, which would contribute to his
undoing (a twist best saved for readers of
the novel). His corruption, too, was not
victimless. Mr Serna’s Denegri extracts a
bribe from the governor of Sinaloa in the
1950s by passing on a denunciation by an
opponent of his involvement in drug-
trafficking. The governor has the oppo-
nent murdered.

Mexico’s media became freer with the
end of the pri’s regime and the arrival of
democracy. But that freedom is still
fragile. The main television and radio
stations have quietly sidelined critical
broadcasters, both under Mr López Obra-
dor and his predecessor. The new presi-
dent scorns independent journalists as
the “fifi press”, a term originally used to
describe papers hostile to the revolution.
Scores have been murdered by drug-
traffickers and/or local political leaders.
A reinvigorated feminist movement
denounced the continuing strength of
machismo last year. Mr Serna’s book
should serve not just as a retelling of
history but as an urgent warning. 

Corrupt journalism and Mexico’s chronic lawlessness

Mr Greenwald, an American, became
famous by helping publish Edward Snow-
den’s leaks of information from the United
States’ National Security Agency. In July Mr
Bolsonaro suggested that Mr Greenwald
might “do jail time” for his Lava Jato revela-
tions, and accused him of marrying his Bra-
zilian husband to avoid deportation. That
month, after a rumour surfaced that inves-
tigators were scrutinising Mr Greenwald’s
bank accounts, a supreme-court judge
barred the authorities from investigating
him. The judge noted that it is not a crime
to publish information obtained illegally.

That was a warning to prosecutors: don’t
mess with the press.

The case against Mr Greenwald has pro-
voked an outcry. It represents “a threat to
press freedom”, tweeted Rodrigo Maia, the
president of the lower house of congress. It
is not the first since Mr Bolsonaro became
president. The government said it would
reduce advertising in Folha de S. Paulo, a
newspaper, in retaliation for its negative
coverage, but relented. This month a judge
banned Netflix from showing a comedy
that portrayed Jesus as gay. A supreme-
court judge quickly overruled him. 

Mr Bolsonaro is not responsible for ev-
ery attempt to stifle speech. But his anti-
gay views may have encouraged the judge
who sought to ban the Netflix film. His son
called the film “garbage”. In choosing a new
attorney-general in September, Mr Bolso-
naro ignored the candidates on a shortlist
presented by prosecutors. That fuelled sus-
picion that he was seeking to curb prosecu-
tors’ independence. Questioned by jour-
nalists about the case against Mr
Greenwald, Mr Bolsonaro retorted, “Don’t
you have faith in the justice system?” Bra-
zilians are starting to wonder. 7

Buy CSS Books Online as Cash on Delivery https://cssbooks.net 



30 The Economist January 25th 2020

1

Should you get up at 4am to get to work
on time, or risk waiting until five? That

is the question confronting many com-
muters in Manila, the capital of the Philip-
pines, which has some of the world’s worst
traffic jams. Geography is one reason: the
2m people trying to get in and out of the
metropolis each day must squeeze into a
narrow strip between the sea on one side
and a lake and hills on the other. But poor
urban planning and a dearth of infrastruc-
ture investment in recent decades have
compounded the problem. Filipinos spend
16 days a year stuck in jams, according to
the Boston Consulting Group. The World
Economic Forum ranks the Philippines
96th of 141countries for the quality of its in-
frastructure. Nearby Indonesia, another
nation of thousands of islands, is 72nd. 

On January 17th the public-works min-
ister announced that by the time President
Rodrigo Duterte leaves office in 2022, he
wants to have cut the number of cars that
pass along the city’s main artery each day
by a third. Such bold declarations have

been characteristic of Mr Duterte’s ap-
proach to infrastructure. When he became
president in 2016 he considered demand-
ing emergency powers from Congress to
help him deal with the traffic. In the end, he
settled instead on a long-term scheme to
spend 9trn pesos ($177bn) on new infra-
structure called “Build, Build, Build”. The
focus on construction represents a “very
bold shift in government priority”, believes
Vince Dizon, a presidential adviser.

As the jams in Manila suggest, not
much has shifted yet. But change is com-
ing. “Build, Build, Build” involves 100 big
projects. Construction is under way on al-
most half of them. In 2018 the government

introduced a law to cut red tape in permit-
ting, partly to speed up infrastructure in-
vestments. Some planning committees are
meeting three times as often as they used
to. Twenty projects were approved in the fi-
nal three months of last year, says Mr Di-
zon. Impractical schemes promoted by the
president, such as a plan to link all the
main islands of the Philippines by bridge,
have been quietly set aside.

One of the biggest projects still in the
works is New Clark City, which is eventual-
ly supposed to house 1.2m people and lots
of government offices, in an effort to ease
traffic in nearby Manila. The city was
planned under Mr Duterte’s predecessor,
but embraced by him in an unusual display
of political continuity. The first phase was
completed in November. Mr Duterte has
also presided over the opening of a new air-
port in the province of Bohol, and of the
Philippines’ largest passenger-ferry termi-
nal on his home island of Mindanao.

Spending on infrastructure has roughly
doubled since the president took office.
The plan is for it to reach 7% of gdp by 2022,
up from 2.6% in 2015 (see chart on next
page). The austere policies of past presi-
dents have left Mr Duterte scope to borrow.
Public debt is around 41% of gdp. He has in-
troduced a series of sensible tax reforms,
which are expected to help boost govern-
ment revenue, and diversified the Philip-
pines’ sources of funding. Japan has pro-
vided some $12bn in recent years. The 

Infrastructure in the Philippines

“Build, Build, Build”
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2 Asian Development Bank (adb) is so enthu-
siastic about Mr Duterte’s infrastructure
plans that last year it lent the Philippines
more than any other country bar India.
China has also promised $9bn for infra-
structure, although it has signed formal
agreements to provide only $900m.

Public-private partnerships are also be-
ing used. More than a quarter of big pro-
jects under “Build, Build, Build” will in-
volve private investors. Ensuring that the
terms of concessionary agreements are
fair, however, has been an obsession of Mr
Duterte’s administration. The president’s
ongoing spat with two water companies in
Manila over their contractual rights is a
case in point. Shares in one of the firms,
Manila Water, dropped to a 14-year low at
the height of the furore last month. That
may worry companies that are thinking
about joining the infrastructure push. 

The government says that by the middle
of 2022 roughly half of the 100 “Build,
Build, Build” projects should have been
completed. Kelly Bird of the adb says even
finishing 30 would make the programme
“hugely successful”. Filipinos are well
aware of Mr Duterte’s efforts. A survey by
Pulse Asia, a pollster, in December found
that 69% of respondents thought his gov-
ernment was doing a “better” job of devel-
oping infrastructure than its predecessor. 

Obstacles will mount as Mr Duterte
nears the end of his time in office, however,
and his political power begins to ebb. And
once he steps down there is no certainty
that his successor will complete his plans.
New presidents in the Philippines often
kill projects initiated by their predeces-
sors. In 2011 Benigno Aquino, the president
of the day, cancelled 66 of 72 car-ferry ports
planned by the previous president, Gloria
Arroyo, alleging corruption. With luck,
though, Mr Duterte’s successor will see the
benefit in inheriting dozens of partially
constructed projects and a host of shovel-
ready ones. A bulging pipeline of sensible
projects could prove as important a legacy
as the infrastructure Mr Duterte actually
manages to build. 7

Spend, spend, spend
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Australia’s conservative coalition
government has a favourite new catch-

phrase. It is on track to “meet and beat” its
emissions-reduction targets, its ministers
chime. The Liberal-National coalition has
faced pressure to strengthen its laggardly
climate policies since wildfires started
tearing across the country last month, but
the prime minister, Scott Morrison, has so
far declined to do so. Australians are al-
ready “carrying our weight” on climate
change, he insists.

Australia’s goal under the Paris agree-
ment is to reduce emissions to 26-28% be-
low the level of 2005 by 2030. A previous
Liberal government seems to have come up
with that target by mimicking America’s
pledge, but giving itself an extra five years
to achieve it. The European Union, in con-
trast, promised to cut to 40% below the lev-
el of 1990 by 2030—a much tougher target.

Despite the government’s talk, Australia
will not meet its modest aim. Its depen-
dence on cars and coal-fired power makes
it one of the world’s biggest emitters rela-
tive to population. Its emissions have
hardly budged in the six years since the Lib-
erals came to power (see chart). On the gov-
ernment’s own projections, they will fall by
only about 16% by 2030, to 511megatonnes a
year, well above the required 447. 

The government wants to make up the
difference using “carry-over credits” from
the Kyoto protocol, the precursor of the
Paris agreement. It exceeded its targets un-
der Kyoto, so is “ahead of its mortgage”, Mr
Morrison says. Scientists argue that this is
especially rich because Australia’s Kyoto
targets were piffling. In the first phase of
the agreement, it was allowed to increase
its emissions by 8%, whereas most rich
countries cut theirs. Its stance is akin to
“showing up to a university exam and ask-
ing for extra credit because you nailed your
kindergarten colouring-in”, says Tim Bax-
ter of the Climate Council, an ngo.

Other countries are dumbfounded that
a place that stands to lose so much from ris-
ing temperatures is “among those trying to
water down commitments”, according to
Frank Jotzo of the Australian National Uni-
versity. But Mr Morrison became prime
minister because his more environmental-
ly minded predecessor, Malcolm Turnbull,
was toppled by colleagues after attempting
to enshrine an emissions-reduction target
for power generation in law. Mr Morrison
won a subsequent election by capturing

swing seats in Queensland, a state with a
weak economy and lots of planned coal
mines. The prime minister says he will not
do anything that jeopardises the mining
and oil industries and so threatens “mil-
lions of jobs”. 

Lots of Australians, particularly those
who do not live in big cities, applaud that
position. But recent history suggests that
Australia could reduce emissions without
scuppering the economy. In 2012 a govern-
ment led by the Labor Party introduced a
scheme which charged big polluters for
each tonne of carbon they coughed out. It
was repealed two years later by the Liberals,
who had labelled it a “giant new tax on
everything”. But during its brief life emis-
sions fell and the economy did just fine. 

Neither the Liberals nor the chastened
Labor Party espouse anything like a carbon
tax these days. The Liberals have set up a
fund to pay for schemes to plant trees and
prevent the clearing of forested land, but
have no policies to deter the burning of fos-
sil fuels. Greener voices are being ignored.
When the environment minister in the Lib-
eral government that runs the state of New
South Wales, Matt Kean, called recently on
his colleagues in the national government
to abandon carry-over credits, Mr Morri-
son scoffed, “Most of the federal cabinet
wouldn’t even know who Matt Kean was.”

Hope comes from Australia’s states and
territories, which are setting themselves
demanding emissions targets for the mid-
dle of the century. They have less power to
clean up transport or industry than states
in America, notes Mark Butler, the shadow
energy secretary. But South Australia al-
ready generates more than half its electric-
ity from wind and solar. The tiny capital re-
gion is powered almost entirely by
renewables. Australia is as rich in sun and
wind as it is in fossil fuels.

Meanwhile, the bushfires sent some
400 megatonnes of carbon dioxide—
roughly 75% of Australia’s annual emis-
sions budget—up in smoke in the last three
months of 2019. The government does not
include these in its emissions count. 7
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Solar power played almost no part in
Vietnam’s energy mix in 2017. To speed

the technology’s adoption, the government
offered that year to pay suppliers a gener-
ous $0.09 for every kilowatt-hour pro-
duced by big solar farms, but only if they
started operations within the following
two years. It expected some 850mw of ca-
pacity to be installed. Instead, by the end of
2019 the country found itself with 5 giga-
watts—more than Australia, with an econ-
omy almost six times the size.

The surge is all the more surprising giv-
en the terms on offer from Vietnam Elec-
tricity (evn), the cash-strapped state-
owned enterprise that runs the national
grid. Although the government’s “feed-in
tariff” was tempting given that costs typi-
cally amount to $0.05-0.07 a kilowatt-
hour, evn only promised to pay for the
power it needed on any given day. Develop-
ers worried that potential investors would
balk at that. As it turned out, they leapt at
the chance to cash in on Vietnam’s hunger
for power.

The Vietnamese economy has been
growing by 5-7% a year for the past two de-
cades. The government has plans to double
power generation by 2030, but estimates
that supply may run short as soon as next
year. It needs to find new sources of power
as soon as possible.

Coal is the cornerstone of Vietnam’s en-
ergy supply. Under current plans, the fleet
of coal-fired power plants will soon triple.
But construction has been dogged by regu-
latory delays, local opposition and flagging
investor interest. Building a new plant
takes the better part of a decade. Solar
farms, in contrast, incite far less opposi-
tion and take about two years to build.

The solar boom has not been without
problems. Almost all the new facilities are
in the sunny south-east, where they over-
whelm the local grid and occasionally force
evn to refuse to buy the power they gener-
ate—the exact scenario developers had
feared. Moreover, the feed-in tariff is ex-
pensive. The government is adapting, how-
ever. It has begun improving the grid and in
November decreed that in future it would
not offer a feed-in tariff, but instead auc-
tion the right to sell solar power to the grid,
with the winner being the firm that offers
to do so at the lowest price. 

Environmentalists hope that solar’s
success will persuade the government to
scale back its ambitions for coal-fired

plants. Later this year it is due to release
new targets for generation capacity in
2030. Wind and solar have almost already
met their current goal of providing 10% of
power, ten years ahead of schedule. They
could easily eat into the 43% share allotted
to coal at present. Analysts assume, after
all, that prices are likely to continue to
move in renewables’ favour. Wood Mac-
kenzie, a consultancy, thinks power from
large solar farms in South-East Asia will be
at least as cheap as that from almost all coal
plants within five years. Given that coal
plants have lifespans measured in decades,
Vietnam and others risk locking in unduly
expensive generation capacity.

In Malaysia a recent auction to build
500mw of solar capacity drew bids for 13
times that. In Cambodia the winning bid-
der to build a 60mw plant said it would sup-
ply power at less than $0.04 a kilowatt-
hour, a record low for the region. Although
the pipeline of proposed coal plants in
South-East Asia remains huge, at around
100 gigawatts, the International Energy
Agency, a think-tank, has noticed a gradual
shift over the past five years. Approvals for
new coal plants have slowed; additions to
solar capacity have jumped.

Vietnam’s experience suggests that not
all the planned coal plants will be built.
Even if that proves correct, South-East Asia
will still have a lot more coal-fired genera-
tion than environmental activists would
like. But solar’s sudden spark in Vietnam
should at least change officials’ views of
what is possible. 7

H O  CH I  M I N H  CI T Y

Officials grapple with an unexpected
surge in solar power 

Vietnam’s energy mix

Sunny spell

An increasingly common sight

During an excited exchange on a Paki-
stani talk show earlier this month, a

government minister produced a well-pol-
ished boot and placed it on the studio desk.
Scorning the opposition’s claims to cham-
pion civilian authority over the armed
forces, he accused them instead of “laying
down and kissing” the boot. Even in the
confrontational world of Pakistani politics
shows, Faisal Vawda’s stunt had the power
to shock.

Everyone in Pakistan knows the army
gives instructions to politicians, not the
other way around. But its supremacy is not
publicly acknowledged except in coy refer-
ences to “the establishment” or “the selec-
tors”. Imran Khan, the prime minister, is
said to have banned Mr Vawda from talk
shows for his frankness.

The boot was under discussion because
of a febrile few months in Pakistani poli-
tics. First came a confusing debate about
the extension of the tenure of the country’s
top soldier, Qamar Javed Bajwa, the chief of
army staff. While no civilian prime minis-
ter has ever completed a full parliamentary
term in Pakistan, several military chiefs
have managed to stay on beyond their al-
lotted three years. Mr Khan, doubtless hop-
ing to prolong his own time in office, ap-
proved a second three years for General
Bajwa with alacrity.

But that, surprisingly, was not that. The
Supreme Court unexpectedly chose to take
up an obscure petition challenging the ex-
tension, pressing on even when the peti-
tioner got cold feet. Days before General
Bajwa’s original term was due to expire in
late November, his fresh stint was put on
hold as Asif Saeed Khosa, the chief justice,
deliberated. After three days of suspense,
the court passed the buck to parliament. It
gave mps six months to legislate more
clearly on the tenure of army chiefs, and
said General Bajwa could stay on in the
meantime.

Don’t provoke the brass hats
Parliament, predictably, approved the nec-
essary legislation in record time, giving the
government full discretion to extend the
army chief’s term and banning legal chal-
lenges to such extensions. Even the two
main opposition parties, the Pakistan Mus-
lim League (pml-n) and the Pakistan Peo-
ple’s Party (ppp), which often bemoan mil-
itary interference in politics, passed up the
chance to clip the wings of the generals. In-

I S L A M A B A D

The judiciary briefly stands up to the
army while politicians cower

Civil-military relations in Pakistan

Extend and
pretend
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Banyan Sex, lies and videotape

To see how topsy-turvy Malaysian
politics have grown, consider the

case of the previous prime minister,
Najib Razak. In 2018 the party he led lost
power for the first time since indepen-
dence. Mainly to blame were allegations
of massive graft against Mr Najib, who
denied wrongdoing but admitted that
almost $700m had found its way into his
bank accounts. Soon after he left office,
police seized a thumping haul of bling
belonging to his wife, Rosmah Mansor,
who also denies any crime. It included
567 handbags, 423 watches and 14 tiaras. 

Mr Najib faces more than 40 charges
of corruption and abuse of power, but his
star is rising again. His chutzpah has
made him an unlikely hit with the coun-
try’s moped gangs, who have taken to
calling him bossku (“my boss”). With deft
use of social media, Mr Najib has rein-
vented himself as a man of the people. He
paints himself as the victim of a show
trial. This week the 94-year-old who
replaced him as prime minister, Ma-
hathir Mohamad, who was once Mr
Najib’s mentor, expressed bafflement
that “people are kissing the hands of
thieves and calling them bossku.” 

The reinvention of Mr Najib is unlike-
ly to go so far as to return him to the
centre of politics, even if he manages to
escape imprisonment. Apart from any-
thing, Ms Rosmah is too widely loathed.
But his renaissance reflects poorly on Dr
Mahathir and the ruling Pakatan Hara-
pan coalition. It promised much when it
came to power. By forging an alliance
among ethnic Chinese, Indians and
Malays, it offered a heartening alterna-
tive to the defeated Barisan Nasional (bn)
coalition, which had long pursued an
often nasty form of identity politics that
pandered to the Malay Muslim majority.
Equally refreshingly, Pakatan had also

promised inclusive economic growth and
an end to sleaze. 

So much for that. Under Pakatan, every-
thing is subordinate to internal wrangling
over the future leadership of the coalition
and thus the job of prime minister. In a
pre-election pact, Dr Mahathir agreed to
head the government for just two years
before handing over to Anwar Ibrahim.
Twenty years ago, during Dr Mahathir’s
previous stint as prime minister, he saw
the younger and brilliant Mr Anwar as a
threat and had him jailed on trumped-up
charges of corruption and homosexual
acts, which are illegal in Malaysia. The rift
between the two men came to define
Malaysian politics, prompting Mr Anwar
to leave the ruling United Malays National
Organisation (umno), the linchpin of the
bn, and turn the country’s fractured oppo-
sition into genuine contenders for power.

Yet in 2018, the two enemies saw the
use of each other. Mr Anwar was again in
prison, where Mr Najib had also had him
thrown, and so was banned from politics.
That meant the opposition needed a cred-
ible leader. Dr Mahathir, who in retirement

had turned on Mr Najib and umno, could
bring a crucial slice of Malay voters over
to Pakatan’s side. Having helped secure
Pakatan’s victory, Dr Mahathir also se-
cured a pardon for Mr Anwar.

But those who muttered that two
lions cannot live on the same mountain
proved right. Dr Mahathir is now cussed-
ly vague about when he will step down,
while a pro-Anwar campaign attempts to
discredit the prime minister and his
allies. Last year a video was circulated
that purported to show one ally, the
economy minister, Mohamed Azmin Ali,
in bed with a man. Mr Azmin denies it
was him. But if the personal attacks echo
Mr Anwar’s past treatment, consider that
nearly all political insiders believe pro-
Anwar people to be responsible for the
video’s dissemination.

Meanwhile, Mr Anwar’s former re-
search assistant is suing his political
secretary for alleged assault (he denies
it). Other modernisers, including Mr
Anwar’s daughter, have recoiled from the
tone of the debate. It all leaves the direc-
tion of Malaysian politics unclear. Dr
Mahathir may yet hand over to Mr Anwar
later this year. Or he may attempt to
abandon Pakatan and forge a new gov-
ernment pandering to Malays, encom-
passing the rump of umno and conserva-
tive Islamists. One straw in the wind is
the government’s refusal wholeheartedly
to condemn a fiery, race-baiting tv evan-
gelist, Zakir Naik, wanted in India on
money-laundering charges. The prime
minister says ominously that he can
work with anyone except Mr Najib.

Meanwhile, the region’s leaders won-
der what on earth is going on. An entre-
preneur says that the lack of political
direction is having an “appalling effect”
on the investment climate. Indeed, it is a
blow to reform in general.

Wasn’t Malaysia’s new government meant to put an end to sleaze?

stead, both meekly voted with the govern-
ment, thereby earning those gibes from Mr
Vawda.

Next, in December, a special court
handed a death sentence to Pervez Mushar-
raf, a coup-leading former army chief, for
suspending the constitution in 2007. The
army again bristled. The sentence had been
“received with a lot of pain and anguish”,
the high command declared. Earlier this
month an appeals court relented, and ruled
that it was the set-up of the special court,
not the suspension of the constitution,
that was illegal.

Why is the judiciary making life diffi-
cult for the army when politicians are not?
Some think Chief Justice Khosa, who re-
tired in December, had an eye on his legacy.
Some of his predecessors, after all, have
cast themselves as fearless judicial super-
heroes. Alternatively, he may have wanted
to restore some distance between the judi-
ciary and the armed forces, after the courts
were decried for doing the army’s bidding
by ousting Nawaz Sharif, one of Mr Khan’s
predecessors. Another theory holds that
unease at the extension within the army it-
self emboldened the judges. General

Bajwa’s now lengthy term will impede the
promotion of many beneath him.

And the opposition parties? Many be-
lieve they have come to the conclusion that
they can achieve power only with the back-
ing of the generals, as Mr Khan did. The
army is popular, after all. Better to wait for
it to tire of Mr Khan than to campaign
against military influence. Only this week
members of the pml-n began propounding
a rumour that it was on the verge of per-
suading the army to ditch Mr Khan and his
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party, and put
them back in office instead. 7
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China’s leader, Xi Jinping, often warns
officials to be wary of “black swan

risks”, meaning sudden unexpected events
that can harm the economy. People typical-
ly assume he means wobbly banks or trade
tensions. But the most immediate threat
may be a new, sometimes deadly, virus that
appears to be spreading. The outbreak
raises dark memories of another one 17
years ago that killed hundreds of people
and, briefly, nearly halted China’s growth. 

The main worry is whether the govern-
ment can control the virus, which can
cause severe pneumonia. The bug is
known as 2019-nCoV, or more commonly,
the Wuhan virus. It appears to have origi-
nated in early December in a fish and ani-
mal market in Wuhan, a city of 11m people.
On January 20th an official said 14 health
workers who had treated patients were ill.
This was the first clear evidence that the
disease could pass from human to human
and therefore spread more widely. 

Between January 17th and 22nd the
number of confirmed infections grew ten-

fold. It stood at 618 as The Economist went to
press, of whom 17 had died. There are cases
in most of China’s provinces. Infected trav-
ellers from China have been found in
America, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and
Thailand. On January 23nd Wuhan de-
clared a travel ban. Hours later Wuhan’s
public transport was halted, airports
closed and expressways blocked. A similar
lockdown was imposed on two nearby cit-
ies, Ezhou and Huanggang.

This has echoes of sars, a respiratory
disease also caused by a coronavirus, the
family to which the Wuhan virus belongs.
More than 8,000 people in China and other
countries contracted sars between 2002
and 2003. Close to 10% of them died. Data
released so far suggest the new virus may
be less lethal. Officials tried to cover up

sars, probably increasing its toll. This
time, they have been quicker to take pre-
ventive measures and give information. 

Officials in Wuhan initially down-
played the new virus, but that changed just
before the government said that health
workers had been infected. On the day of
that announcement, Mr Xi said officials
should “put people’s lives and health first”,
a crucial signal that he would tolerate no
cover-ups. The government started provid-
ing daily updates. It has appointed Zhong
Nanshan, a doctor renowned for disputing
the official line during the sars crisis, to
lead an advisory team.

Now that China has switched to crisis
mode, few doubt the government’s resolve.
But there are still plenty of reasons to wor-
ry, both about the impact on people’s
health as well as on firms and investors.
Just as sars suggests how a coronavirus
might spread, it also has lessons for how
such a pathogen might affect an economy.
In May 2003 passenger traffic numbers in
China plunged more than 40% from a year
earlier. Shops, restaurants and hotels all
suffered. In annualised terms, quarter-on-
quarter growth at the peak of sars fell to
3.5%, down from more than 12%, according
to Wang Tao of ubs, a Swiss bank. 

In the case of the Wuhan virus, there are
some grounds for optimism. Most hope-
fully, the government’s faster response
could mean that it takes less time to con-
tain it. If experts conclude that the virus is 

Viral pneumonia

The Wuhan crisis

B E I J I N G  A N D  S H A N G H A I

An outbreak of disease caused by a new virus is causing global alarm
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2 not as dangerous as the one that caused
sars, China might also be able to relax its
controls on travel to and from Wuhan be-
fore big economic damage is done. Efforts
to ensure transparency could reduce panic.

However, Chinese people are far more
mobile than they were in the early 2000s.
About 450,000 of them travel daily by train
in Hubei, the province of which Wuhan is
the capital. That is more than double the
daily passenger volume in Guangdong in
2002 when that province became a hotspot
of sars. Helped by a vast bullet-train net-
work built over the past decade, passengers
from Wuhan will have gone farther and
faster than those in Guangdong back then.
China is also far more connected to the rest
of the world. In 2018 some 205,000 people
took flights into and out of China each day,
six times as many as on the eve of sars.

The timing of the new outbreak com-
pounds the difficulty of containing the vi-
rus. It has come just ahead of the spring fes-
tival, a public holiday which this year runs
from January 24th to 30th. In recent days
millions have travelled across the country
to celebrate with relatives. At transport
hubs, travellers’ temperatures are being
checked to detect fever. But it may take a
week or more for the virus to incubate, so
some infected people may not be spotted. 

The economy is bigger but less fizzy
than it was in 2003. During the sars out-
break a few big sectors thrived even as oth-
ers struggled. Exports surged 35%. Spend-
ing on infrastructure and housing held
strong. Today, however, export growth is
far weaker—only 0.5% in 2019. Property
sales have started falling after a long boom.
And the country has less scope to increase
its spending on infrastructure, having al-
ready built so much over the past decade.
In the first few days after the number of
confirmed infections surged this month,
Chinese stocks fell about 5%. They could
tumble further. During sars, Hong Kong’s
main index declined by nearly 20%.

The part of the economy most hurt by
sars was the services sector, which then
accounted for about 40% of gdp. Today the
share is higher than 50%. But consumer
spending could be more resilient this time
because of huge growth in the popularity of
online shopping. If they are fearful of ven-
turing out (Wuhan has ordered residents to
wear masks in shops and other establish-
ments where people congregate), people
can continue to buy goods at home. 

China can also draw comfort from the
speed with which its economy recovered
after sars was conquered. By the second
half of 2003 it was back to double-digit
growth. Consumers indulged their pent-up
demand for everything from cars to beer.
But as the current crisis grows, the grim re-
ality of the present is all that many peo-
ple—especially the millions confined to
Wuhan—are likely to be contemplating. 7

After a whirlwind romance and two
years of dating, Emma and her girl-

friend, Han, have tied the knot (see pic-
ture). They invited about 100 people to
their wedding on January 18th in the south-
western city of Kunming. It involved a cere-
mony, with the two women in matching
white wedding dresses, followed by a ban-
quet and an after-party. Emma says she was
both excited and nervous. The wedding
meant “commitment and responsibility”
and “the courage to spend the rest of my life
with the one”. She is looking forward to
starting a family with Han.

There is a catch. Chinese law does not
recognise the couple’s marriage. This
means they cannot legally adopt a child.
Were one of them to give birth, the baby
might even have difficulty obtaining a hu-
kou, a form of internal passport that is es-
sential for gaining access to many public
services including education and health
care. Any change in the status of gay mar-
riage is probably some way off. 

But there is a glimmer of hope. On De-
cember 20th a spokesman for China’s legis-
lature, the National People’s Congress, said
more than 230,000 suggestions had been
offered by citizens during a recent public
consultation on changing family-related
law. He said these included views on lega-
lising same-sex unions. 

That was a bombshell. The official did
not say what kind of opinions had been
raised, but many people were surprised

that he even mentioned the topic. They saw
it as a hint that the government might be
prepared to discuss it. Netizens flooded so-
cial media with comment, much of it sup-
porting marriage equality. In the 24 hours
after the publication of the spokesman’s re-
marks, messages containing a related
hashtag were viewed nearly 600m times on
Weibo, a Twitter-like service. The legalisa-
tion of same-sex marriage in Northern Ire-
land on January 13th also prompted an out-
pouring of messages on China’s social
media, many hailing the news. 

Recently, state media and local courts
have run online opinion polls. In one of
them, conducted by a court in Beijing, the
idea that same-sex marriage was “worth
considering” received 318,000 votes. Only
6,800 were cast in favour of the statement
that this was “not desirable”. 

Such open debate is progress for a coun-
try where homosexuality was, in effect, il-
legal before 1997 and classified as a mental
illness until 2001. But a survey in 2014,
cited by Chinese media, found about one-
fifth of respondents supported same-sex
marriage. Two years later a man in the
southern city of Changsha, Sun Wenlin,
sued the government for blocking his mar-
riage to his male partner. The case was
eventually dismissed, but the court’s con-
sideration of it was a milestone. In 2017 the
law was amended to allow adults to nomi-
nate a legal guardian. Officials turned a
blind eye when some same-sex couples de-
cided to nominate each other, thus form-
ing a limited kind of civil partnership. Tai-
wan’s legalisation of gay marriage last year
further encouraged China’s activists. 

Since the spokesman’s announcement,
another round of public consultation has
been under way. It will end on January
26th. Officials have not revealed whether
the 100,000-plus proposals raised include
ones for gay marriage. Even if many of
them do, the legislature is unlikely to add
provisions for gay people when it revises
family-related law at its annual plenary
session in March (censors, apparently in
deference to homophobes, took down an
online video of Emma and Han’s ceremony
after it had been viewed more than 6m
times). But activists say it would be a step
forward if the idea were even to be raised at
the meeting. They are hopeful. Under Xi
Jinping, China has become politically more
repressive. But for them, there may be at
least the prospect of change. 7
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If judged by words, rather than deeds, China is the world’s most
powerful supporter of European unity. At a time when populist

leaders such as President Donald Trump barely conceal their scorn
for the European Union and other multilateral institutions, China
talks of deepening and strengthening ties with the eu and other in-
ternational bodies dear to Europeans.

Their great nation’s rise is powered by globalisation, Chinese
officials explain. That gives China cause to fear anti-European
populism that often overlaps with hostility to trade. As a result, it
wants to work with all of Europe on crafting a fairer, more just,
multilateral order fit for the 21st century.

There are reasons to be sceptical of such pledges. Start with core
principles. China’s worldview is built on absolute deference to
state sovereignty, chin-jutting nationalism and a belief that one
country should not meddle in the internal affairs of another. In
contrast, the belief that small and mid-sized countries can gain by
pooling some sovereignty is the eu’s founding idea. Meddling in
members’ affairs, to defend inviolable norms, is the union’s point.

This year will test China’s commitment to Europe in deeds, as
well as words. Twice in 2020 the country’s leader, President Xi Jin-
ping, will meet European counterparts at summits. The largest
will take place in September in Leipzig, co-hosted by Germany and
the eu. With Britain out of the club by then, Mr Xi will meet 27 na-
tional leaders, alongside the heads of Euro-institutions. European
diplomats talk of a meeting of equals: two economic giants dis-
cussing such goals as a long-stalled agreement on two-way invest-
ments, or action on climate change, and all at a time when Ameri-
ca’s commitment to international co-operation is in doubt. Even
the place, in former East Germany, sends a message, it is said. Ger-
many’s chancellor, Angela Merkel, wants to show China that west-
ern and ex-communist eu members stand as one.

China has a counter-message. In April it will host a summit of a
grouping known as “17+1”. Founded in 2012, the club brings togeth-
er China and 12 eu members—Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Repub-
lic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania,
Slovakia and Slovenia; and five aspiring ones—Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia. Re-
cent years have seen growing discontent among eu members of

the group. Most have not seen hoped-for Chinese investments in
bridges, roads and other infrastructure, and their farm goods and
other products still struggle to enter China’s markets. Detecting
trouble, China upgraded this year’s 17+1 summit. It is to be hosted
in Beijing by Mr Xi, rather than the prime minister, Li Keqiang, who
has presided over the group’s meetings to date.

Chaguan asked half a dozen European ambassadors in Beijing
whether China was a source of unity or disunity in their continent.
The question divided them. One diplomat calls the 17+1 grouping a
mostly benign attempt by China to re-establish fraternal links
with ex-socialist countries, and no more divisive than the endless
bilateral exchanges that bigger countries, like Germany or France,
have with China. Still, he concedes, if China sees a chance to get its
way by driving wedges between eu members, it will. “The Chinese
take the eu as seriously as the eu takes itself. They are taking ad-
vantage of the opportunities we give them,” he says.

Other envoys relate how China, a bureaucratic superpower,
pushes 17+1 members to attend hundreds of sub-meetings on
everything from food safety to cultural co-operation, generating
blizzards of Chinese-drafted documents. Each must be checked for
phrases which either encroach on areas of lawmaking which
members cede to the eu, or which advance China’s worldview. Re-
cent 17+1 drafts talk about co-operation on the basis of the sover-
eignty of participating countries, worries a diplomat, seeing a cod-
ed Chinese challenge to multilateralism and European values.
Such papers are a “sneaky way to test how vigilant we are”, he sighs.

China is currently urging 17+1 leaders to express political sup-
port for Mr Xi’s global plan for Chinese-led infrastructure projects,
the Belt and Road Initiative. Some envoys call the bri a useful
source of investment, and shrug at pressure to praise it as harm-
less propaganda. Others are more doubtful, noting how strict eu

laws on public procurement or sustainable debt mean that rather
few Chinese infrastructure contracts are signed inside the union.
That encourages China to sign murkier deals on the eu’s periphery.

Some detect serious intent when Chinese officials work tire-
lessly to fill draft statements with empty-seeming phrases, such as
Mr Xi’s call to build a “community with a shared future for man-
kind”. To that wary camp, it is no comfort when China says this or
that document is non-binding, so hurry up and sign. If countries
start routinely using Chinese vocabulary in international forums,
when disputes arise China will be the logical arbiter, they say.

Orbiting a red giant
European countries agree on some points. For one, they each crave
bilateral favours from China, but fear being left to confront such an
assertive giant alone. For a while Chinese officials caused alarm by
calling the Leipzig summit a “27+1” meeting, as if Mr Xi were an
emperor receiving tributary kingdoms, as one envoy puts it, or a
sun around which European planets revolve. Chinese diplomats
even questioned whether there would be time for an annual eu-
China summit, an event involving the eu’s top officials but not its
members’ leaders. China eventually agreed to hold one in late
March, and to use it to plan the larger gatherings that follow.

The Europeans also concur that they must keep America in
mind when dealing with China. Some diplomats suggest that if
China were to agree on an investment treaty with the eu, the price
could be an eu promise to keep selling high technology to Chinese
firms, no matter what America thinks. But if told to choose be-
tween China and America, Europeans’ horror would be unani-
mous. That is not the Euro-unity that China has in mind. 7

More equal than othersChaguan

A year of Euro-summits will reveal much about China’s worldview
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How to promote a “global Britain” after
Britain leaves the European Union?

One possibility is to try to revive links with
Africa, where Britain was once the leading
colonial power. Boris Johnson, Britain’s
prime minister, hosted about a third of the
continent’s leaders at an “investment sum-
mit” in London on January 20th. Most of
those running the beefier or friendlier Afri-
can countries—including Egypt, Ethiopia,
Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria and Rwanda—heard
Mr Johnson declare that Britain, shorn of
the European Union’s trade constraints, is
keener than ever to do business and
strengthen ties. “Africa is booming,” he
said. “Africa is the future.”

But behind the virtuous talk of partner-
ship and goodwill, British officials are ar-
guing vigorously over how to deal with Af-
rica. In the past two decades, the influence
of Britain’s Department for International
Development (dfid), responsible for dis-
pensing aid to poor countries, has surged.

At the same time the muscle of the Foreign
and Commonwealth Office, responsible for
the harder-nosed practice of traditional di-
plomacy, has shrunk. “Africa has become a
development issue,” laments a diplomat,
referring glumly to “the dfid-isation of
foreign policy” in Africa.

Partly this is because of cash. Whereas
the Foreign Office’s core budget, now £1.1bn
($1.4bn) a year, has shrunk greatly in the
past decade, dfid’s has swollen steadily,
since by law it must be at least 0.7% of gdp.
In 2018 Britain disbursed foreign aid worth
£14.6bn, mainly through dfid.

Britain needs friends
dfid gained its independence as a separate
department in 1997, under Tony Blair. Mr
Johnson has sounded keen to bring it back
under the control of the Foreign Office. But
he seems to have been persuaded that dfid

should continue to stand alone. Nor has he
bowed to the many Conservatives (and oth-

ers) who want to break the 0.7% pledge.
They complain that many departments are
still chafing under the spending cuts im-
posed nearly a decade ago after the global
financial crash, yet the aid budget contin-
ues to soar. For the time being, however,
the 0.7% promise is kept.

In any event, it is widely agreed that
Britain’s diminished network of dip-
lomatic missions should be bumped up. As
foreign secretary from 2016 to 2018, Mr
Johnson promoted a plan to open or reopen
a string of smaller ones. He visited more
African countries than any foreign secre-
tary since the Conservatives returned to of-
fice in 2010. In the past year Britain’s Trea-
sury has been persuaded to pay for
400-odd extra diplomatic posts focused on
Africa (based at home or in the continent).

Still, Britain’s diplomatic footprint in
Africa is tiny compared with what it was.
According to a report issued last year by the
British Foreign Policy Group, a think-tank
backed by former ambassadors, in 2017
Britain had 231 diplomats (excluding local
hires) in 31of sub-Saharan Africa’s 48 coun-
tries. In 16 of those British missions, only
one or two diplomats were in situ. Missions
to five more countries have since been
opened or reopened. France, which had 42
embassies south of the Sahara, counted
1,373 diplomats (excluding local hires) in
2018; China probably has even more. Dip-

Britain in Africa

Boris Johnson woos Africa

But his government is unsure whether aid, trade or old-fashioned diplomacy
is the key to the continent
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2 lomats from Brazil, India and Turkey, eager
to do business and diplomacy in Africa,
also outnumber Britain on the ground in
various countries.

Another token of Britain’s failure to
punch its weight is the paucity of trips to
Africa by British prime ministers, com-
pared with the constant round of visits by
French and Chinese leaders. The shrinkage
of Britain’s diplomatic engagement in Afri-
ca in the past two decades was “a massive
error of judgment”, says Rory Stewart, one
of eight ministers for Africa since 2010. The
extraordinarily rapid turnover in that post
was yet another reason why Africans got
the impression that Britain cared less
about the continent than it should have.

Britain is sending 250 troops to Mali to
assist a French-led un force there, is help-
ing to train Nigerian soldiers to fight the ji-
hadists of Boko Haram in north-eastern Ni-
geria, has sought to bring peace to South
Sudan and has deployed special forces in
Somalia. But the French far outgun the Brit-
ish on the continent, with a base in Dji-
bouti and more than 7,200 troops on the
ground, mostly in the Sahel, where they
have been seeking to beat back a sprawling
jihadist insurgency.

However, Britain is the only member of
the g7 group of rich countries to meet the
goal of spending 0.7% of gdp on foreign
aid. In absolute terms, only America and
Germany are more generous; France is far
behind both. 

At the summit in London Mr Johnson
stressed trade and investment over aid. His
officials hail the African Continental Free
Trade Area, a deal signed in 2018 by 44
members of the African Union, as a harbin-
ger of Africa’s future as a trading bloc. His
predecessor, Theresa May, declared on her
sole trip to Africa as prime minister, in
2018, that Britain would strive to become
the biggest single investor in Africa by
2022, with the cdc (formerly the Common-
wealth Development Corporation), a gov-
ernment-owned private-equity group,
leading the way. In terms of investment
since 2014, Britain comes fourth after Chi-
na, America and France, according to the
Brookings Institution, a think-tank. 

Britain will need to deploy a mix of hard
and soft power to advance its interests in
Africa. Mr Johnson acknowledged that an
issue which particularly annoys Africans,
especially businessmen, government offi-
cials and scholars, is getting a visa to visit
Britain. It is time-consuming and often hu-
miliating. Many of Britain’s understaffed
diplomatic missions have no passport of-
fice, so would-be visitors are required to
travel hundreds of miles to neighbouring
countries. It may seem a petty impediment
set against the wider aspects of British in-
vestment in Africa. But Africans are hardly
likely to welcome British investors if they
feel unwelcome in Britain themselves. 7

On june 14th 2017 Lipolelo Thabane was
killed by gunmen outside her home

near Maseru, the capital of Lesotho. Two
days later Thomas Thabane, her estranged
husband (pictured, right), was sworn in as
prime minister of the mountainous king-
dom. By his side was his new partner, the
future Maesaiah Thabane (left), whom he
married less than three months later. In his
inaugural address Mr Thabane called the
death of Lipolelo “senseless”. Yet in recent
weeks belated efforts to get to the bottom of
the killing have plunged one of the world’s
smallest countries into chaos. 

Rumours of violent chicanery have long
haunted the first family. Mr Thabane’s
daughter from his first marriage has al-
leged that Maesaiah, wife number three,
had a hand in the death of Lipolelo, wife
number two. The supposed motive: Mae-
saiah wanted to be the official first lady but
was being blocked by the high court, which
in 2015 ruled that Lipolelo would retain that
role until she divorced Mr Thabane, a pro-
cess she was drawing out in order to keep
the perks of office. Mr Thabane has accused
his daughter of trying to topple him so as to
help her husband, another politician. 

In December the case moved from spec-
ulation to allegations. The police issued an
arrest warrant for Maesaiah after she went
on the run to escape questioning by inves-
tigators. They want her and her 80-year-old

husband to explain, among other things,
why there had been a phone call from the
crime scene to a number linked to Mr Tha-
bane. In response, the prime minister tried
to suspend the police chief but was blocked
by the courts on January 9th. Maesaiah, 42,
is still missing. The police have inter-
viewed her husband.

On January 16th an envoy from South
Africa, the country that encircles Lesotho
and upon which the kingdom is economi-
cally reliant, paid Mr Thabane a visit. The
next day the prime minister seemed to ac-
cept that having a wife on the lam was a dis-
traction from his day job. He said he would
resign, though he has yet to give a date. Ri-
vals are already jockeying to replace him.

Part soap opera, part Shakespeare, the
case is not the only drama to have befallen
Lesotho in its modern history. For most of
the century before 1966 the kingdom was a
British colony, rather than part of South Af-
rica. After independence that year Chief
Leabua Jonathan began two decades of au-
tocratic rule, suppressing opposition and
briefly expelling the king (before allowing
the monarch to return in a symbolic role).
In 1986 the armed forces took over, backed
by the neighbouring apartheid regime. De-
mocracy returned in 1993, and with it un-
seemly squabbles for power among an
ever-growing number of parties, which are
encouraged to split by a system of partial
proportional representation.

These parties have no real ideological
differences, says John Aerni-Flessner of
Michigan State University. But since there
is not much of a domestic economy—most
of Lesotho’s income comes from supplying
water to South Africa, fees from the region-
al customs union and remittances—poli-
tics is the way to get rich. Lipolelo’s murder
is not the first with political consequences
in recent years. In 2014 there was also a
coup that toppled Mr Thabane, who fled to
South Africa fearing for his life, only to re-
gain power in 2017, when his supplanters’
coalition fell apart. 

It is unclear why the actions against Mr
Thabane and his third wife came when
they did. It may have been the eventual pro-
duct of hard work by dogged detectives. Al-
ternatively, it may reflect how dimly the
Basotho elite view the first lady. She is of-
ten compared to Grace Mugabe, another
relatively young woman who married a
veteran African leader and became the ap-
parent power behind the throne. 

Whatever the truth, the country can ill
afford chaos. Its official unemployment
rate is 23.5%, one of the highest in the
world. Just 20% of people in rural areas
have access to electricity. A legacy of high
rates of hiv/aids means that life expectan-
cy is 53, compared with 60 in the late 1980s.
The immediate victim of this saga was of
course Lipolelo Thabane. But the people of
Lesotho are victims, too. 7

J O H A N N E S B U R G

One first lady is dead. Another has fled 

Lesotho

Murder in the
mountains

No way to treat a first lady
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To call it a success is a sign of low ex-
pectations, not high achievements. On

January 19th the parties in Libya’s civil war
gathered in Berlin for a peace conference.
The Libyans themselves—Fayez al-Sarraj,
who leads the un-backed government in
Tripoli, and General Khalifa Haftar, the
warlord who controls most of the coun-
try—were invited only at the last minute.
The summit was mostly an effort to plead
with foreign powers that have turned a lo-
cal conflict into a global proxy war.

It ended with a joint promise to respect
a un arms embargo and end outside sup-
port for the conflict. The Germans said they
were cautiously satisfied. Missing from the
final communiqué, though, was any for-
mal ceasefire or threat of sanctions for
states that ignore the embargo. Days after
the conference, foreign cargo planes were
once again shuttling military supplies into
the war-torn country.

The un envoy, Ghassan Salamé, tells
anyone willing to listen that such foreign
meddling is Libya’s biggest problem. In re-
cent months attention has focused on Rus-
sia and Turkey. The former sent hundreds
of mercenaries from the Wagner Group, a
private-security firm with ties to the Krem-
lin, to support General Haftar. Turkey then
sent its own guns-for-hire, up to 2,000 Syr-
ian militants, to defend Tripoli.

Neither country has really tried to tip
the balance of power. Both have economic
interests in Libya: billions of dollars in
stalled construction projects for Turkey,
the prospect of lucrative energy deals for 

B E I RU T

Libya’s strongest warlord does not
seem interested in making peace
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Isabel dos santos styles herself as a
visionary, an entrepreneur and a po-

tential future president of Angola. Her
vast fortune was self-made, she boasts.
Running Sonangol, Angola’s state oil
firm, was a “big personal sacrifice”. Many
Angolans “see me as a role model”, she
recently told The Economist.

Such claims have always seemed
absurd. Ms dos Santos’s father is José
Eduardo dos Santos, Angola’s former
dictator, who appointed her head of
Sonangol from 2016 to 2017. Now more
than 700,000 documents obtained by the
Platform to Protect Whistleblowers in
Africa, a Paris-based advocacy group, and
shared with the International Consor-
tium of Investigative Journalists (icij),
show how she allegedly milked the state.
On January 22nd prosecutors in Angola
formally accused her of fraud and mis-
management. She denies wrongdoing.

The icij found a mountain of ques-
tionable transactions. There were suspi-
cious payments from Sonangol to com-
panies with links to Ms dos Santos. In
2016, before she was named head of
Sonangol, Wise Intelligence Solutions,
owned by her and her husband, Sindika
Dokolo, was given $9.3m to oversee the
company’s restructuring. Wise seemed
to have little relevant expertise; it hired
Western firms, such as Boston Consult-
ing and pwc, to help. They billed for
much less than what Wise received.

In 2017, after Ms dos Santos became
chairwoman of Sonangol, Wise was
replaced by Matter Business Solutions,
owned by one of her friends. After her
father stepped down in September 2017,
Matter issued a slew of invoices to Son-
angol. One, for over €470,000 ($521,000),

simply read: “Expenses May-September
2017”. In November, a day after Angola’s
new president fired Ms dos Santos, Son-
angol made three payments to Matter
totalling $58m. Ms dos Santos seems to
have approved some after she was fired.
She says that’s not true. 

A second scheme involved a strug-
gling Swiss jeweller called De Grisogono.
Mr Dokolo persuaded Angola’s state
diamond company, Sodiam, to invest
more than $120m in the firm, of which
$98m was borrowed. He says he also
invested his own money. But the deal was
mostly, if not completely, funded by the
state, according to the documents.
Nevertheless, Mr Dokolo and his team,
not Sodiam, ran De Grisogono—poorly.
Glitzy parties provided photo opportuni-
ties for Ms dos Santos (pictured, middle),
but cost loads. Sodiam, which did not
recoup its investment, now wants out. It
will be down more than $200m once it
pays back the early loans, says its new
chief. Those loans, with a 9% interest
rate, were issued by Banco bic, of which
Ms dos Santos owns 42.5%.

The firms that helped Ms dos Santos
are professing ignorance. But the
schemes bear the hallmarks of money-
laundering, says Jason Sharman of Cam-
bridge University. Angolan reporters
have long argued that Ms dos Santos is
less self-made than she claims. Prosecu-
tors in Portugal, the former colonial
power in Angola, are digging. Britain
could do so, too. If a court found that Ms
dos Santos’s pads in London and Lisbon
were ill gotten, they could be seized. But
she is unlikely to end up in jail. She also
owns a posh flat in the United Arab Emir-
ates, which isn’t keen on extradition. 

A self-made something
Isabel dos Santos

What 700,000 leaked documents reveal about Africa’s richest woman 
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Russia. But both view the country mostly as
a bargaining chip in their dealings with
each other—they back opposing sides in
Syria—and with Europe.

The real spoiler remains General Haftar
(pictured). Famously cantankerous, the 76-
year-old warlord seems uninterested in
compromise. He launched an offensive to
capture Tripoli in April hours after the un

secretary-general, António Guterres, land-
ed in the capital to prepare for a peace con-
ference. Summoned to Moscow on January
13th to discuss a ceasefire, he walked out
early, angering Russian leaders.

But the general has other consider-
ations. For a start, his biggest tactical ad-
vantage is not a few hundred mercenaries.
It is his control of the skies, which he owes
to the United Arab Emirates (uae), his most
reliable foreign backer. It has deployed a
fleet of Chinese-made drones capable of
striking anywhere in Libya. A panel of un

investigators reported in December that
the uae also sent air-defence systems and
other kit last year. The government in Tri-
poli cannot compete. Its Turkish-made
drones carry only small munitions and
have a range of less than 200km. Diplomats
say the uae has urged General Haftar not to
accept a ceasefire.

He also worries about dissent in his
own ranks. His self-styled Libyan National
Army is riven with tribal and regional
splits. Some commanders served under
Muammar Qaddafi; they naturally mistrust
the general, who betrayed the dictator. Big
offensives help to submerge those dis-
putes. But the general fears retreat might
encourage a challenge to his leadership.

As delegates gathered in Berlin, gun-
men aligned with General Haftar cut off oil
shipments from Libya’s main ports. The
closure has halted almost all of Libya’s pro-
duction and will starve the Tripoli govern-
ment of revenue (oil accounts for more
than 90% of its budget). These are hardly
the actions of a man interested in peace. 7

Let’s not make a deal

Three months ago, as executives gath-
ered in Riyadh for a conference, a sup-

porter of the Saudi crown prince allowed
himself a moment of doubt. The business-
man was fond of Muhammad bin Salman’s
efforts to open a closed country and diver-
sify its economy. But he fretted that the
prince was too impulsive for his own good.
He had already locked up relatives,
launched an ill-fated war and allegedly
murdered a critic. “He can’t get out of his
own way,” the businessman said.

On January 22nd un investigators al-
leged that the de facto ruler of Saudi Arabia
may have hacked the mobile phone of Jeff
Bezos, the founder of Amazon, an e-com-
merce giant. According to a forensic report
prepared for Mr Bezos, the world’s richest
man received an infected video file on
WhatsApp, a messaging service, sent from
a number used by the crown prince. It
opened a back door on the billionaire’s
phone, which was soon used to steal large
amounts of data—though the un did not
say exactly what, or how it was used. It
called for an “immediate investigation”.
The Saudi embassy in Washington, dc, said
the accusations were “absurd”.

Surreal as they may seem, though, the
allegations make sense. Last year the Na-
tional Enquirer, an American tabloid, pub-
lished an exposé about an extramarital af-
fair between Mr Bezos and a television
presenter. He, in turn, accused the newspa-
per of trying to blackmail him with leaked
photos. An investigator working for Mr Be-
zos later accused the Saudi government of
being behind the leaks. The Enquirer’s par-
ent company, American Media llc, has a
relationship with the Saudis. In 2018 it pub-
lished a glossy propaganda magazine ex-
tolling the virtues of Prince Muhammad.

On the face of it, the Saudis had reason
to go after Mr Bezos. He owns the Washing-
ton Post, which counted among its contrib-
utors Jamal Khashoggi, a Saudi journalist
whose critical columns angered Prince
Muhammad. In October 2018 Khashoggi
was murdered and dismembered inside
the kingdom’s consulate in Istanbul. The
cia concluded that the prince probably or-
dered the killing (he denies this).

In normal times a Saudi prince hacking
America’s richest man would cause a dip-
lomatic crisis. But it is hard to imagine
President Donald Trump being too angry.
He views Saudi Arabia as a vital ally and has
largely turned a blind eye to the prince’s

rash behaviour. He imposed no heavy pun-
ishment for the murder of Khashoggi, who
lived in Virginia. And judging by his
tweets, Mr Trump is no fan of “Jeff Bozo” or
of the Post’s critical reporting.

Foreign investors may be more con-
cerned. Prince Muhammad has sought to
woo them. He met Mr Bezos during a tour
of America in 2018 (the men swapped
phone numbers at a dinner in Los Angeles).
But investors have been turned off by the
prince’s “anti-corruption” drive in 2018,
during which scores of tycoons were
locked up, and the murder of Khashoggi.
Foreign direct investment climbed mod-
estly in 2019, to $3.5bn in the first nine
months of the year, but it is still well below
levels from earlier in the decade. Business-
men may not want to deal with a leader
they think may bug their phones.

The same goes for foreign leaders. Intel-
ligence officials in America and elsewhere
will no doubt wonder if Mr Bezos was the
only target. The president’s son-in-law, Ja-
red Kushner, is known to chat often with
Prince Muhammad on WhatsApp.

On the bright side, wags quip, the al-
leged hack was perhaps another example of
burgeoning ties between Israel and the
Gulf states. Though the un could not pin-
point the malware used, researchers be-
lieve it relied on Pegasus, spyware de-
signed by nso Group, an Israeli firm. It is
the subject of multiple lawsuits—includ-
ing one by WhatsApp itself—that accuse it
of providing spyware to authoritarian re-
gimes. (nso Group denies wrongdoing.)

The report, if true, is perhaps most trou-
bling for Prince Muhammad’s own sub-
jects. Scores of the government’s critics
have ended up in jail. A Saudi dissident liv-
ing in Canada, Omar Abdulaziz, claimed in
a lawsuit filed in Israel in 2018 that Pegasus
was used to tap his phone and monitor his
communications with Khashoggi. If the
world’s richest man is a target, any Saudi
citizen has good reason to worry. 7
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Ever since the populist Law and Justice
(pis) party took power in 2015, Adam

Bodnar, Poland’s human-rights ombuds-
man, has been warning against its relent-
less efforts to get control of the courts. To
illustrate the danger, he uses an expression
from communist times: lex telefonica. In
the Polish People’s Republic, verdicts were
routinely dictated by a phone call from an
apparatchik at party headquarters. Today’s
government has more subtle techniques,
but the goal is the same, Mr Bodnar says: “If
a judge has a case on his desk with some
political importance, he should be afraid.”

The European Commission is worried,
too. It accuses pis of violating Poland’s
commitments to the rule of law under the
European Union’s founding treaty. In 2017
the commission took Poland to the Euro-
pean Court of Justice (ecj) over laws that
gave politicians control over appointing
judges. (For example, they lowered judges’
retirement age while letting the justice
minister pick whom to exempt.) The ecj

ruled against the Poles, who had in the

meantime scrapped some of the measures.
Now another ruling by the ecj threatens

to force Poland into an open break with the
eu. Last year pis passed a law creating a dis-
ciplinary chamber for the country’s Su-
preme Court, which has stubbornly resist-
ed government control. The chamber could
suspend judges, and its members would be
appointed by Poland’s president—a former
member of pis—along with the National
Judiciary Council, the official jurists’ asso-
ciation. (This is now controlled by parlia-
ment, where pis has a majority.) The Su-
preme Court queried the law in the ecj,

which laid out criteria for whether the sys-
tem violated judicial independence. On
December 5th the Supreme Court, applying
those criteria, ruled that it does.

The government threw a fit. On Decem-
ber 20th it pushed a law through parlia-
ment’s lower house that directs the disci-
plinary chamber to punish judges who
apply the ecj’s ruling. On January 11th Iusti-
tia, an independent jurists’ association, led
a protest march in Warsaw of hundreds of
toga-wearing judges from Poland and
abroad, including Malgorzata Gersdorf, the
Supreme Court’s president. The group calls
the new law “unheard of and unimaginable
in the circle of civilised states”.

The government says it is being treated
unfairly. Under eu treaties, says Andrzej
Duda, the president, “Poland has the right
to regulate its internal legal order.” The op-
posite is closer to the truth. The treaties ob-
lige national courts to apply eu law and
obey the ecj. European officials and ex-
perts in eu law warn that if one country’s
courts are politicised, others may stop ac-
cepting their rulings.

That would threaten the legal sinews
that hold the union together. Poland is not
the only country facing concerns over the
rule of law. pis copied many ideas from
Hungary’s ruling Fidesz party. Rule-of-law
concerns have been raised in Bulgaria, Mal-
ta, Romania and elsewhere. While Poles
worry about judicial independence, the eu

worries about a threat to its architecture.

Poland

Law and Justice v law and justice
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In a white paper in 2018, the govern-
ment offered three justifications for its re-
forms. One was that the courts had never
been properly de-communised. Three de-
cades after the transition, this seems du-
bious. The average judge is far too young to
have served under the communist regime.
The government undermined its own case
in November by appointing to the consti-
tutional court an elderly pis lawmaker who
had served as a notorious prosecutor for
the old dictatorship.

Quit judging me
Another argument is that cases take too
long. The government cites a survey in 2017
showing Poland ranked 24th of 35 devel-
oped countries for public satisfaction with
the judiciary. Backlogs are indeed long, but
judges say the reforms will not shorten
them. They have not added support staff or
simplified procedures much.

A third claim is that the eu is biased
against eastern European countries, since
western ones also give governments some
say in the judiciary. For example, in Ger-
many, as in Poland, the president of the
constitutional tribunal is picked by the
government, and cases are heard by small-
er panels of judges. But in Poland the
court’s president gets to select the panels,
and can choose loyal pis justices. 

This pattern of taking bits of other de-
mocracies and combining them into some-
thing authoritarian was pioneered in Hun-
gary. (Kim Lane Scheppele, a political
scientist, terms it the “Frankenstate” ap-
proach.) Such complex manoeuvres may
fool lay people, but not the experts. “If you
have some knowledge of the systems in Eu-
rope it’s quite obvious what is going on,”
says Kees Sterk, president of the European
Network of Councils for the Judiciary. His
group suspended Poland’s National Judi-
cial Council in 2018.

“Judges are starting to get disciplinary
pressures because of our rulings,” says To-
masz Trebicki, who serves on a Warsaw city
court. Those who cross the government are
hassled over bureaucratic mistakes or reas-
signed to different courts. After the ecj

ruled last summer that Poland’s system
was politically tainted, several judges
asked it whether this meant that colleagues
appointed under the new rules were illegit-
imate under European law. They all faced
disciplinary procedures. The government’s
new bill would bar such queries.

That bill will probably be rejected by the
Senate, where pis lacks a majority since last
autumn’s elections. But it can only send
the bill back to the lower house for amend-
ment, not block it. A report by the Venice
Commission of the Council of Europe, a le-
gal watchdog, denounces the bill as a bla-
tant violation of judicial independence.
(Poland’s justice minister called the report
a “parody”.) Meanwhile, the European

Commission is taking more drastic steps.
On January14th it asked the ecj to order Po-
land to suspend the Supreme Court’s disci-
plinary chamber, effective immediately.

Ms Gersdorf, the independent-minded
Supreme Court president, must retire in
April, and pis will appoint her successor.
Last month the court issued a warning that
defying the ecj could eventually force the
country out of the eu. “You can’t be a mem-
ber of the European Union if you don’t have
independent, impartial courts,” Koen Le-
naerts, the ecj’s chief justice, agreed on a
visit to Warsaw. Most analysts see a less
apocalyptic scenario where Polish courts
are ignored by other eu countries, sowing
chaos in everything from business dis-
putes to cross-border divorces. For Poland,
that would be bad. For the eu, a union
made of laws, it would be grave. 7

More than a million people, 90% of
them Jews, had been murdered at

Auschwitz-Birkenau by the time the Soviet
army liberated it on January 27th, 1945. The
biggest German death camp in Poland is a
universally acknowledged symbol of Nazi
evil. Yet the 75th anniversary of its libera-
tion has become a political battleground.

One ceremony to commemorate it will
be hosted by Poland on January 27th at the
site of the camp. Vladimir Putin, Russia’s
president, will boycott it. Another took

place four days earlier at Yad Vashem, the
Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem. Andrzej
Duda, Poland’s president, boycotted that
one because Mr Putin was asked to give a
speech and he was not. (Yad Vashem said
only liberating countries’ leaders could
speak—though they included Germany.)

Antipathy between Poland and Russia is
ancient. But over the past month Mr Putin
has fanned the flames by launching one of
the biggest propaganda offensives of his
20-year hold on power, comparable to the
anti-nato speech he delivered in Munich
in 2007. This time he tried to upend the en-
tire history of Soviet aggression towards
eastern Europe. A key moment in that story
is August 1939, when Hitler and Stalin
signed a non-aggression pact and agreed to
carve up eastern Europe. The next month,
the Nazis and the Soviets invaded Poland
and the second world war began.

Yet on December 20th, at a summit of
leaders of former Soviet republics, Mr Pu-
tin delivered an hour-long presentation
blaming Poland and its western allies for
the outbreak of the war. He noted Poland
had previously formed an anti-Soviet alli-
ance with Germany and took part in the di-
vision of Czechoslovakia in 1938, implying
it had no right to pose as a victim. The Sovi-
ets, he told the stunned leaders, had no
choice but to make a deal with Hitler, as
Western powers would not ally with them
against the Nazis. “The Soviet Union never
took anything from Poland,” he added. (He
did not mention that Soviet troops massa-
cred 20,000 Poles in Katyn Forest in 1940
and, after the war, imposed a communist
dictatorship on the country for decades.)

A few days later, speaking to Russian
generals and mps, Mr Putin cited a dispatch
by Poland’s ambassador to Nazi Germany
in 1938 applauding Hitler’s plan to deport
Jews to Africa. “A bastard, an anti-Semitic
pig,” Mr Putin commented. Polish Jewish
leaders pointed out that the ambassador,
Jozef Lipski, had helped Jews flee from Ger-
many to Poland before the war. They
warned that distorting the war’s history
threatens “the foundation of modern Euro-
pean identity”.

This may be Mr Putin’s goal. He sees it as
self-defence. Russia’s regime exploits cele-
brations of the Soviet victory over the Na-
zis, hoping that Russians will associate the
current Kremlin with historical triumphs.
In September the European Parliament
passed a resolution blaming Stalin’s pact
with Hitler for the war. It denounced “fas-
cist, Stalinist, and other totalitarian and
authoritarian regimes” and called for “re-
silience against modern threats to democ-
racy”—a veiled jab at the Kremlin.

To hit back, propagandists advised the
Kremlin to exploit divisions between Po-
land and the eu created by Poland’s attacks
on the independence of its judiciary. Po-
land had hurt its credibility in 2018 with a 

Vladimir Putin says Stalin’s pact with
Hitler was not so bad
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Romania’s new state-owned super-
market, the Unirea Agro-Food Trade

House, looks like a nod to the communist
past. The first two stores, which opened
in October, are bare-bones, their shelves
stocked with mono-branded staples like
pear jam and pork in lard. But this is not a
food bank supplying cheap calories to
the poor; prices are similar to those at
private competitors. Rather, it is an effort
to get Romanian agriculture, now largely
off the books, to enter the formal econ-
omy—and start taxing it. 

After the fall of communism, Roma-
nia divided its agricultural land between
former collective farms (transformed
into private companies) and the people
who had worked on them. Many of those
smallholders have since left the country-
side or grown old. Some lease their land
to big farming outfits, including foreign
ones. But usually they let their neigh-
bours farm it, in exchange for a portion
of the harvest.

As a result, Romania has a huge num-
ber of farmers (one in three farms in the
European Union is Romanian) but an
unproductive agricultural sector. The big
farms are patchy, and thus difficult to
industrialise. The rest are mostly smaller
than two football pitches. Farmers eat
much of their crop, and sell the rest at
informal markets or streetside kiosks.

The government has tried to scale up
production by pushing farmers to get
credit and insurance, and registering
them to tax their sales. It has failed.
Farmers complain that the state charges
them taxes but provides no subsidies.
Many cannot afford the cash registers

they would need to collect taxes.
The new supermarket chain changes

tactics, from push to pull. It buys only
from small farmers, who get a guarantee
that their crops will be purchased (and
transported to market free). If enough
farmers sign up, the agriculture ministry
hopes to harvest some of the billions of
dollars in taxes that it says go uncollect-
ed from farmers.

But the ministry may be counting its
chickens before they hatch. So far most
of the agricultural producers selling to
the new store were already in the system.
The agriculture minister who came up
with the idea lost his job when the
government changed hands in Novem-
ber. The supermarkets may lose their
government backers before they win
over the customers.

Market-makers
Romanian farmers

Romania tries to bring informal farmers into the system

Every german knows the torments of
Funklöcher, the patchwork of tele-

phonic dead spots unmolested by radio sig-
nals, where smartphones fall silent and in-
ternet connections evaporate. Stuck for
years in the slow lane of the rich world’s te-
lecoms, Germany is determined not to be
left behind as fifth-generation (5g) net-
works gear up to connect factories, cars
and devices. But the government’s plans
have hit an unexpected roadblock.

Like other rich countries, Germany has
been agonising over whether to let Huawei,
a Chinese telecoms giant, bid for contracts
to build its 5g networks. Huawei offers ex-
perience, expertise and value; its kit makes
up 70% of Germany’s 4g network. But secu-
rocrats worry that Chinese spooks may ex-
ploit “back doors” or other vulnerabilities
supposedly built in to Huawei equipment.
Others worry about relying on suppliers
linked to potential adversaries. What if the
Chinese government banned Huawei from
“exporting” crucial software patches dur-
ing a trade dispute with Europe? The Amer-
ican government, which banned Huawei in
2011, has threatened to withdraw intelli-
gence-sharing from Western governments
that fail to fall into line.

Germany’s Huawei row has become per-
haps Europe’s biggest debate over China
policy yet. It taps several sore spots. The
country’s large export sector leaves it ex-
posed to trade chills; China and America
are its first- and third-biggest trading part-
ners. It is eager to lose its reputation for

telecoms backwardness. But it fears anoth-
er breach with America after splits on Iran,
defence, energy and much else.

No wonder the government is divided.
Angela Merkel, the chancellor, and Peter
Altmaier, her economy minister, wish to
keep the door open to Huawei by leaving
technical agencies to adjudicate; the for-
eign ministry and intelligence services are
opposed. Even livelier resistance has
emerged in the Bundestag. The Social
Democrats, junior coalition partner with
Mrs Merkel’s centre-right Christian Demo-
crats (cdu), have taken a notably tough line
on exposing “critical infrastructure” to
Huawei. Opposition parties, such as the
Greens, are Huawei-sceptical, too.

That leaves the cdu as a swing player. Its
mps are normally loyal to Mrs Merkel, but

for many Huawei is a red line. Norbert Rött-
gen, head of the Bundestag’s foreign-affairs
committee, is trying to convince his cdu

colleagues to back a resolution that would
urge the government to make foreign tele-
coms suppliers pass a “trustworthiness”
test. Given the links between the Chinese
state and business, that could prove im-
possible for Huawei to meet.

Mrs Merkel, in the twilight of her chan-
cellorship, is losing control of the debate.
But she refuses to budge. She fears a Hua-
wei ban would trigger retaliation against
Germany’s extensive interests in China;
Beijing has a “huge menu” to choose from,
says Janka Oertel, an Asia-watcher at the
European Council on Foreign Relations.
Mrs Merkel also worries about an eu-China
summit she will host in Leipzig in Septem-
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bill that would have made it a crime to say
that Poles collaborated in the Holocaust
(which some did). In a discussion among
historians, reported in the Russian press,
Fyodor Gaida of Moscow State University
laid out the strategy: “If we and the Euro-
pean bureaucrats need a common enemy, I
guess Poland will be the first candidate
…Our main ally is, yes, Israel. These topics
must be developed: Jews in the Red Army
and so on.” 

Israel has its own reasons to be nice to
Russia, which has become a dominant
player in Syria. Mr Putin is popular with the
country’s Russian immigrants; Binyamin
Netanyahu, the prime minister, used pic-
tures of the two of them together during his
recent election campaign. None of this has
much to do with history, which is always a
victim of political battles in the present. 7
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2 ber. Rows over Huawei could scupper goals
like a bilateral investment treaty.

But Mrs Merkel also has geopolitics in
mind. She wants to avoid taking sides in
the burgeoning us-China tech cold war. A
Huawei ban in Germany, especially if aped
by other European countries, could widen
the rift. Mrs Merkel chose the occasion of a
transatlantic award ceremony this week to
argue that China should be tied into the
multilateral order, not excluded from it.

Yet mps are unconvinced. Having failed
to win them over, Mrs Merkel may want to
delay a Huawei decision until after a dis-
cussion among eu leaders in March. A
common European strategy could shield
countries from Chinese retaliation. The
debate also suits those who want a more ac-

tive European industrial policy. Since the
Chinese state props up its firms, dirigistes
argue that the eu should help European 5g

kitmakers like Nokia and Ericsson.
But delay cuts both ways. On January

29th the European Commission will sug-
gest that governments should consider
banning dodgy suppliers, as part of a “tool-
box” of 5g security proposals to sway deci-
sion-makers who are still undecided. Mrs
Merkel may seek compromise by barring
Huawei from “core” elements of Germany’s
5g network but not the (more lucrative)
“peripheral” antennae. Yet that is not good
enough for her critics, who say 5g tech ren-
ders the core-periphery distinction de-
funct. Mrs Merkel would like not to choose.
But she may have to. 7

In one video clip, filmed in the French
capital on January 18th, a protester is

pinned to the ground on his back and
punched several times in the face by a
policeman. In another, the previous week,
a riot policeman shoots a rubber bullet into
a protester at a range of just 2 metres (2.2
yards). Neither of these incidents by itself
is more shocking than many others that
have taken place over the past year. But for
the first time the government has now re-
cognised that the police are too violent.

The Paris public prosecutor has
launched an inquiry into each of these
cases. Last year the number of investiga-
tions opened by the Inspection Générale de
la Police Nationale, the force’s internal
watchdog, jumped by 20% to 1,400. One
reason was the rise of the gilets jaunes (yel-
low jacket) protests, which often turned
violent and elicited a heavy-handed re-
sponse. Since the movement began in No-
vember 2018, according to a count by David
Dufresne, a reporter, 25 people have lost an
eye, five have lost a hand, and 318 have suf-
fered head wounds. But excessive force is
not confined to demonstrations. This
month a motorbike courier died after as-
phyxiating while being arrested in Paris. 

At first the French government under-
played the seriousness of the problem.
With a hard core of protesters torching
cars, vandalising buildings and hurling
cobblestones at the police, ministers de-
fended tough policing as a proportionate
response to threats to public order. Police-
men have been dispatched to deal with
scenes that have sometimes resembled

guerrilla warfare. In the year to October
2019, fully 1,944 police, gendarmes or fire-
fighters were wounded. During one of the
“great national debates” that he held a year
ago to calm the protests, President Em-
manuel Macron declared that it was “unac-
ceptable” in a country governed by the rule
of law to use phrases such as “repression or
police violence”. 

Yet the accumulation of serious inju-
ries, and the damage this has done to the

image of the police, seems to have shifted
minds. Last year France found itself the
subject of harsh criticism. The office of the
United Nations’ human-rights commis-
sioner deplored “serious allegations of ex-
cessive use of force” and “disproportionate
use of so-called ‘non-lethal’ weapons”.
Dunja Mijatovic, the Council of Europe’s
commissioner for human rights, urged
France to suspend the use of rubber bullets.
In the three months to February 2019,
13,460 rubber bullets were fired by the
French police—more than twice the num-
ber fired during the whole of 2017. 

The message seems to have sunk in.
This month Christophe Castaner, the inte-
rior minister, urged the police to “keep
their sangfroid” even in the face of provo-
cation. For his part, Mr Macron acknowl-
edged that there have been cases of police
action that are “not acceptable”, stressing
that such behaviour undermines the over-
all credibility of the forces. He has asked Mr
Castaner for proposals on how to improve
police ethics. 

Tension remains high, not least within
the police force, where some see the
government’s criticism as a betrayal. Exas-
peration and fatigue contribute to exces-
sive use of force, says one officer, and pro-
portionate violence belongs to the police
force’s toolkit. Further incidents may be in-
evitable. A long-running public-transport
strike over pension reforms is coming to an
end, and as it does the conflict is radicalis-
ing. Mr Macron had to be rushed out of a
theatre by security agents on January 17th,
after irate protesters tried to force their way
in. With or without new police tactics,
France’s dispiriting violence looks set to
continue. 7
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It takes surprisingly little effort to get a Eurocrat to talk about
sex. The European Commission plugs its various exchange pro-

grammes with cartoons of young people dreaming of meeting hot
Spanish ladies and hunky French men. Spokespeople boast that
such liaisons on its Erasmus student exchange have led to 1m ba-
bies. The scheme “increased the European libido” said Jean-
Claude Juncker, the Luxembourgish former president of the Euro-
pean Commission. Umberto Eco, an Italian writer, summed up
this strand of thinking about the eu: “I call it a sexual revolution: a
young Catalan man meets a Flemish girl—they fall in love, they get
married and they become European, as do their children.” 

Now Eurocrats have a new excuse to bring up the topic: babies,
or rather the lack of them. A demographic slump in eastern Europe
has led to panic among its leaders, who are scrambling to come up
with ways of boosting baby production. At summits, eu leaders
grumble about lousy birth rates as well as great affairs of state.
Across the bloc women can expect to have an average of 1.6 babies
each, or as few as 1.3 in some countries. That leaves Europe with too
few children to maintain its population absent immigration. After
years of nagging from eastern member states, the topic was placed
on the European Council’s strategic agenda for the next five years.
For the first time, the issue of demography has its own dedicated
commissioner in Brussels, who will look at ways to make life easi-
er for families. Natalism, where the state tries to increase the birth
rate, is back. 

The new natalism is most pronounced in eastern Europe,
where toddler-production statistics are the new tractor-produc-
tion statistics. At one event, Croatia’s prime minister boasted that
his countrywomen had generated 900 more baby Croats than the
year before. Politicians compete to offer wildly generous schemes
to new parents. Estonia offers 18 months of paid parental leave. Po-
land dishes out 500 zloty (about €120) per month for each child
after the first, meaning a parent with three would reap the equiv-
alent of nearly half the minimum wage. In Hungary mothers of
four are exempt from income taxes for life, and the government is
considering extending the benefit to mothers of three. 

Having more babies is one area where eastern and western Eu-
rope can agree. French governments have always showered par-

ents with goodies, ranging from cash benefits through to medals
for those with four or more children. Germany is a more recent
convert, boosting spending on welfare for parents and state-spon-
sored child care over the past two decades. The minister who over-
saw that transformation was Ursula von der Leyen, now president
of the European Commission (and a mother of seven, as her Twit-
ter page proudly notes). 

In some ways, the baby-policy bonanza is nothing new. Natal-
ism has a long history in Europe, but not a happy one. The Romans
banned childless women over the age of 24 from wearing precious
metals, while single men paid a bachelor tax. In 17th-century
France, anyone who married before the age of 20 was exempt from
taxes until they were 25. In the interwar period, German and Ital-
ian fascists were the most enthusiastic natalists. “Go back home
and tell the women I need births, many births,” Benito Mussolini,
the Italian dictator, told women’s groups. After the war, most Euro-
pean governments understandably skirted the topic. 

Natalist schemes do not work very well. Governments of all
bents, whether totalitarian or democratic, failed to boost birth
rates in the run-up to the second world war. Yet a more laissez-
faire approach after the war coincided with a baby boom. “No one
decides to have another child for €500,” points out Richard Tog-
man, the author of “Nationalising Sex: Fertility, Fear, and Power”,
an account of governments’ often cack-handed attempts to control
breeding. Even schemes that do work, such as providing child care
to help parents rejoin the workforce, have only a modest effect on
the number of children. For the most part, governments throw
money at people who would have had offspring anyway. 

Achtung, baby
Fear has played a large role in dragging the state back into the bed-
room. Demography is a canvas onto which politicians can paint
their deepest worries. For those in western Europe, the fear is eco-
nomic. With productivity growth low, welfare states need to gen-
erate more young workers to fund themselves lest they collapse
like a population-based Ponzi scheme. Further east the fear is
around identity. Some nationalists worry that low birth rates cou-
pled with emigration of natives and immigration of newcomers
will change the essential character of their nations. “We will effec-
tively be consenting to...a process in which the European popula-
tion is replaced,” declared Viktor Orban, the Hungarian premier, at
a demography conference—echoing a xenophobic conspiracy the-
ory. In this, Mr Orban and his kind resemble the eugenicists of the
early twentieth century, who worried that the “superior races”
(meaning Europeans) were doomed. 

Baby subsidies may not produce many more babies, but they
are an excellent way of buying votes. For centre-right govern-
ments, they are an excuse to give handouts to the bourgeois fam-
ilies who are their traditional constituents. For centre-left govern-
ments, they are an excuse to expand the welfare state. 

They can also have a more sinister edge. A legitimate worry
about depopulation can be hijacked by those who want to roll back
the rights of women, argues Neil Datta of the European Parliamen-
tary Forum for Sexual and Reproductive Rights. Activists for ban-
ning abortion were given prominent slots at a demography confer-
ence hosted by Mr Orban last year. Making it easier for women to
return to the workforce does not fit into the idea of a traditional
family put forward by the likes of him. On the surface the eu is un-
ited when it comes to boosting births. But dark differences lurk be-
neath. Eurocrats should watch whom they jump into bed with. 7

The new natalismCharlemagne

There are good and bad reasons for wanting more babies
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In october 1957 the Soviet Union
launched the first space satellite—a de-

velopment that astonished the American
establishment. “Soon they will be drop-
ping bombs on us from space like kids
dropping rocks onto cars from freeway
overpasses,” fretted Lyndon Johnson, then
Democratic Senate leader. Determined
never to be surprised again, President 
Eisenhower established the Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (arpa). He gave it
a $500m budget (£3.4bn today) in its first
year, but no office, no laboratories and no
permanent staff. Its job was to “anticipate
the unimagined weapons of the future”.
How it was to do so was unclear.

The agency ended up shaping the mod-
ern world, helping to create missile de-
fence and stealth technology, as well as the
internet, the personal computer, the laser
and gps. It did so by rejecting normal pro-
cedures. Project managers were given
enormous freedom to spend money on
what they saw as the most promising tech-
nologies, creating communities of bril-
liant researchers united by a common vi-

sion. As Sharon Weinberger notes in “The
Imagineers of War”, a history of the agency,
arpa (which subsequently became darpa,
with the d standing for defence) tackled
national-security problems “unencum-
bered by bureaucratic oversight and unin-
hibited by the restraints of scientific re-
view”. The meeting that led to approval for
arpanet, a forerunner to the internet, re-
portedly took less than half an hour. 

Now Downing Street is trying to re-
create it in Britain. Doing so is a long-held
ambition of Dominic Cummings, the
prime minister’s chief adviser, who has
written that he wants to “make Britain the
best place in the world to be for those who
can invent the future.” As part of this goal,
the government has promised to double re-
search funding to £18bn in the next five
years. An as-yet-undecided portion of this
will go to a new agency, which will spend
the cash on the sort of high-risk, high-re-
ward research the private sector eschews.
As Mr Cummings has noted, arpa’s budget
was “trivial compared to the trillions of dol-
lars of value” it created.

Officials have been calling science-poli-
cy experts in America and Britain for advice
about how to make the idea work. One re-
sponse is the importance of a unifying mis-
sion. Unlike arpa and earlier British
schemes to encourage research into new
military technologies, the agency will have
a civilian focus. The current thinking is
that it will be aimed at very pure maths or
physical sciences. Mr Cummings has writ-
ten that researchers will receive no micro-
management, with “bureaucratic cancers
treated like the enemy”. Tyler Cowen of
George Mason University says that in some
ways the approach represents a return to
earlier forms of patronage, like that dis-
bursed by the Medicis, rather than the
form-filling of modern academia. 

The great not the good
Perhaps the most difficult task will be find-
ing the right people to run the agency. They
will need a combination of imagination,
energy and expertise. As a report by Pierre
Azoulay of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (mit) and colleagues notes,
since the arpa model gives such freedom
to administrators, the agency’s quality is
heavily dependent on their talent, and
there tends to be a fast turnover of staff.
Those running it will have the chance to
decide on the institution’s priorities and
on precisely how to hand out its cash. They
will also have to create the right spirit,
something which may take time. arpa it-
self got off to a rocky start, surviving calls

Aping ARPA

How to invent the future

Downing Street wants to copy the most successful research agency in history
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The parallels between a royal family
and a football squad are not exact—

footballers tend to be more disciplined
and better trained than royals—but
monarchs and football managers are
both in charge of small groups of unusu-
al individuals who are constantly in the
public eye. Missteps by one mean disas-
ter for all. So it is not surprising that
similarities are emerging between the
queen and English football’s most suc-
cessful manager, Manchester United’s Sir
Alex Ferguson.

Both royal and football squads have to
be refreshed to keep the fans happy, and
Ferguson and Windsor have both shown
the ability to nurture young talent to
maturity (David Beckham and Ryan
Giggs; William and Harry) and to bring in
outsiders (Wayne Rooney and Eric Can-
tona; Kate and Meghan). But new hires
do not always work out, and great man-
agers have to be willing to sacrifice tal-
ented individuals in the interests of the
team. Just as Ferguson sacked Beckham
when his ego and his endorsements got
in the way of his football, so the queen
has dealt ruthlessly with Harry and
Meghan. They wanted to be able to stay
half in the family, doing some royal work
while exploiting their titles for their
private interest; and, as the most popular
of the royals, they might reasonably have
expected that Windsor would accede to
their demands. Instead, they have been
put on the transfer list, and will lose their
royal titles. Like Beckham, they will be

relegated to North America.
Neither Windsor nor Ferguson have

tolerated incompetence. Just as Massimo
Taibi, an Italian goalkeeper, was out in
less than a year after a series of gaffes, so
Prince Andrew was dropped from the
royal squad after his disastrous interview
on his relationship with Jeffrey Epstein, a
sex abuser. The palace’s announcement
that he would be withdrawing from royal
duties is more lenient than the treatment
that might have been meted out in previ-
ous ages, when royals lost their heads
rather than their jobs. Still, firing one’s
favourite son shows a certain steeliness.

Although Windsor, with 68 years in
the job, has surpassed Ferguson, his 27 in
post made him the longest-serving man-
ager at the top of British football. Both
managers’ long reigns have conferred a
degree of stability from which their
organisations have benefited. Ferguson’s
many years in power enabled him to
assert an iron grip, since there was no
hope of unhappy players ousting him;
Windsor’s long stint in the job—she has
taken the titles of Britain’s longest-ever
reigning monarch, longest-lived British
monarch and longest-reigning queen of
all time—enabled her to ease her country
through a long period of relative decline. 

Monarchies, like football clubs, out-
live their incumbents. Since Ferguson
stepped down, United have struggled.
Manager after manager has failed in his
shadow. Windsor’s many fans must hope
the similarities do not extend that far.

Losing the title
Management gurus

The remarkable similarities between the queen and Sir Alex Ferguson

You’re dropped

for its abolition early on. 
The trick is to find research that is ab-

surdly ambitious, but not in fact absurd.
The second project funded by the original
arpa in 1958 was an interplanetary space-
ship powered by a series of nuclear explo-
sions. The organisation’s head admitted at
the time that the tricky thing was doing this
in a way that “the inhabitants are not
killed”. Other projects that initially seemed
beyond the realms of possibility, such as
stealth flight, turned out to be within them.
In total many more projects ought to fail
than succeed. “There’s nothing easier than
to borrow the rhetoric of arpa without the
operating principles that make it work,”
cautions Mr Azoulay. “One big success can
justify all the failure 100 times over.”

Another task is to adapt the model to a
very different research system. In the early
1960s, arpa gave money to great universi-
ties, like mit, Berkeley and Stanford, which
have equivalents in modern Britain, but
also to independent research institutions,
like the Stanford Research Institute and
rand, which have fewer obvious counter-
parts. One hope is that government will be
able to cut red tape in higher education to
free dons to do more far-sighted work.
Richard Jones, a physicist and science-
policy expert at the University of Sheffield,
says that a possible overlap with the gov-
ernment’s so-called “levelling up” agenda,
to boost deprived parts of the country,
would be to build research capacity in new
places. The agency’s own location is unim-
portant, however. “arpa hasn’t got any
labs,” notes Mr Jones. “arpa is just a bunch
of people going around with suitcases,
writing cheques.”

If that sounds like the Treasury’s night-
mare, that’s because it is. The ministry has
resisted previous attempts to loosen re-
search funding, and civil servants are cur-
rently trying to work out how to keep tabs
on the progress of a British arpa. Eleven
years ago the American government estab-
lished arpa-e to develop advanced energy
technology. Most observers think it is too
soon to judge whether it is a success. In ten
years’ time a British equivalent will be vul-
nerable to an axe-swinging chancellor
looking for money to spend on his or her
priorities, especially if the agency does not
yet have much to show for itself.

Even if everything goes to plan, another
internet is an unlikely outcome. The suc-
cess of the original arpa was the product of
a unique confluence of historical circum-
stance, government imperative and indi-
vidual genius. Indeed, darpa has struggled
to reach its early heights, partly because of
its more limited remit. Attempting to re-
verse-engineer the agency is hardly a guar-
anteed route to success, but that does not
mean it is not worth trying. As arpa dem-
onstrates, unlikely bets do sometimes
come off. 7
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Matt ridley has many roles in life. As the author of popular
science books (and former science editor of The Economist) he

is a bestselling writer on genetics and evolution. As political pugi-
list he is one of the most articulate supporters of Brexit. As the
Fifth Viscount Ridley he is a pillar of the House of Lords. He now
has yet another role—as a guide for newbies to the Palace of West-
minster with its winding corridors and arcane practices. The gen-
eral election in December saw large numbers of Tories elected to
the House of Commons from constituencies such as Blyth Valley,
next door to Lord Ridley’s Blagdon estate, that have voted Labour
for generations: men and women who speak with northern ac-
cents (they’re “branded on the tongue” in George Orwell’s phrase)
and who never really expected to end up in the House of Com-
mons. The viscount’s class does not make him the obvious man to
show newcomers the ropes, but his geographical origins do.

Place used to be central to British politics. Lords took their
names from towns or counties. mps represented particular con-
stituencies rather than getting allocated seats from party lists as is
often the case on the continent. The bulk of mps never really
looked beyond their constituencies at high office: ex-miners were
content to represent the people of Blyth for the Labour Party just as
retired brigadiers were content to represent the people of East
Hampshire. But during the Blair-Cameron era place became less
important as a caste of professional politicians took over the
House of Commons. 

These politicians had more in common with each other than
they did with the people of Blyth or East Hampshire. They went to
the same universities (usually Oxford) where they read the same
subjects. They got their first jobs in think-tanks or parliamentary
offices. They were parachuted into safe seats in their late 20s (no
need for an old hand to show them around the House of Com-
mons!). They quickly gained high office, and if they encountered a
hiccup in their career they stayed in London to make money as
consultants or else eloped to the United States in search of global
fame. David Miliband and Nick Clegg, two archetypical examples
of the species, now live in New York and California respectively. 

Now place is regaining its importance in British politics. Dean
Godson, the boss of Policy Exchange, a right-of-centre think-tank,

says that “somewhereisation” is one of the great trends of our time.
He points to a prescient book published a couple of years ago, “The
Road to Somewhere”, by David Goodhart. The book argued that vot-
ers can be divided into “anywheres” who possess portable skills
and subscribe to cosmopolitan values and “somewheres” who
have deep local roots and embrace more than traditional values;
the Brexit result was just one in a series of rebellions by the “some-
wheres” against a class of “anywheres” who had grown more and
more ambitious over the previous decades.

The new Conservative mps who now make up 30% of the parlia-
mentary party are the latest evidence of the rise of the “some-
wheres”. Lee Anderson (Ashfield) is a former miner who took part
in the strikes of the 1980s. Dehenna Davison (Bishop Auckland)
lost her father at 13 when he was punched to death. Jacob Young
(Redcar) worked in the chemicals industry, as his father and grand-
father did. Ian Levy, the mp for Blyth Valley, is a former mental-
health-care worker who surprised everybody, including himself,
by overcoming an 8,000 Labour majority. 

The big question is how deep this goes. James Frayne, a long-
standing advocate of the “provincial tilt” and author of a column
on Conservative Home, a website, subtitled “Far from Notting
Hill”, worries that the party’s recent advance might have been the
result of a confluence of circumstances (Brexit and Corbyn) rather
than a sea-change. The upper echelons of the Conservative Party
still speak with a strong southern accent. Boris Johnson—born in
New York, brought up in Brussels, trained in the duplicitous arts of
political journalism—is an “anywhere”. 

But the “somewhere” wing is now in the driving seat. Dominic
Cummings, Mr Johnson’s chief of staff, was brought up in Durham
and put down roots in regional politics running Business for Ster-
ling and campaigning against a North-East Regional Assembly.
The Downing Street policy unit is populated by advocates of the
“politics of place” such as Oldham-born Munira Mirza and Shef-
field-born Liam Booth-Smith. Neil O’Brien, mp for Harborough,
points out that in 2017 the party’s geographical centre of gravity
was in leafy Buckinghamshire. Now it is in the “wild and windy
moors on the edge of Sheffield”. The Tories cannot hold onto its
new northern seats without making big changes. 

Ideas are being flung around. Most are still without sub-
stance—move the House of Lords to York!—but some changes are
rooted in reality. The party is planning to move some of its func-
tions out of London. New mps who were carried into Westminster
on the 2019 wave are building local constituency operations. Activ-
ists are creating new organisations such as Young Blue Northern-
ers. Policies are being reoriented to appeal to provincial Britain.
Under David Cameron and George Osborne the Northern Power-
house, a scheme to boost economic growth in the north of Eng-
land, was largely about linking cities into the global economy. Un-
der Mr Johnson it is much more about making poorer people more
economically secure (hence the emphasis on police and the nhs)
and dealing with the decline of provincial towns. 

The shock that Brexit is administering to Britain is likely to do
the place plenty of harm, but it may do it some good, too. The polit-
ical class had come to see its job as representing the state to the
people rather than the people to the state. It had also come to re-
semble a cloistered elite that knew more about New York than old
York. Britain is engaged in a process of self-correction. The politi-
cal system is being reattached to the people it represents. In the
process the social contract, which has been frayed almost to break-
ing-point in recent years, may slowly be repaired. 7
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Talks between the Colombian govern-
ment and the farc rebels were stuck.

The two sides could not agree on how to
bring those responsible for crimes during
the country’s 52-year civil war to account.
But with the help of Inter Mediate, a British
charity, a way forward was found, involv-
ing the appointment of three independent
lawyers on each side. In 2015 a pioneering
transitional-justice deal was reached.

When official efforts to resolve a con-
flict are lacking or bogged down, another
way must be found. “You need a referee,”
says Jonathan Powell of Inter Mediate, “and
that has to be someone who’s trusted by
both sides.” The involvement of third par-
ties can take many forms. They can help as
advisers (as in Colombia). They may open a
back channel (as South Africa’s ruling Na-
tional Party did in order to negotiate an end
to apartheid with the African National
Congress—representatives of the two hos-
tile sides secretly met in an English coun-
try house owned by a gold-mining firm).
Increasingly, they establish entire alterna-

tive avenues for dialogue. Such diplomacy,
known as Track 2, fills the void left by the
official sort in Track 1. 

The term, first used in 1981 by an Ameri-
can diplomat, Joseph Montville, covers
everything from modest workshops to ma-
jor initiatives. Even the author of a book on
the subject, Peter Jones of the University of
Ottawa, says Track 2 “defies easy defini-
tion”. To complicate matters, some vari-
ants merge into Track 1.5 (run privately but
with involvement of public officials), while
Track 3 connects communities.

They all have one thing in common:
they have been growing. “When I first start-
ed in the early 1990s, you could probably
count on two hands the number of organi-
sations involved in this kind of work, but in
the last ten years there’s been a prolifera-
tion,” says Hrair Balian of the Carter Centre
in Atlanta. One reason, perhaps, is an in-
crease in discord. The un Office for the Co-
ordination of Humanitarian Affairs reck-
ons there were 402 “political conflicts” in
2016, up from 278 a decade earlier. (It de-

fines conflict broadly, including anything
from the bloodbath in Syria to tetchy ex-
changes between Scottish nationalists and
the British government.)

Track 2 initiatives proliferated during
the cold war. The Dartmouth Conferences
fostered contacts between cultural figures,
scholars and politicians from East and
West; the Pugwash Conferences brought
together scientists. With communism’s
collapse the need for alternative tracks di-
minished. The first two decades after the
fall of the Berlin Wall brought some 30 ma-
jor peace agreements, according to David
Harland of the Swiss-based Centre for Hu-
manitarian Dialogue (hd), a leader in priv-
ate diplomacy. But the next decade saw
only seven or eight. Technology has en-
abled smaller groups to pile into conflicts,
making them messier and harder for the
un’s state-centric system to handle, Mr
Harland argues. Meanwhile, two or three
new wars start each year.

These tend to be within countries, not
between them. In the trickiest cases, “Track
1 as a conflict-resolution tool has really lost
its significance,” says Luxshi Vimalarajah
of the Berghof Foundation in Berlin, anoth-
er leader in the field. The need for more
flexible ways to bring the parties together
creates a gap for private peacemakers. 

Some, like Jimmy Carter, a former
American president, have brought skills
honed in government. Martti Ahtisaari, a
president of Finland and like Mr Carter a 

Private diplomacy

Not your average diplomats

Unofficial channels for diplomacy are increasingly popular. But questions remain
over how well they work
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2 Nobel peace laureate, set up Crisis Manage-
ment Initiative (cmi). Mr Powell co-found-
ed Inter Mediate after, as a British official,
striving for peace in Northern Ireland. 

For size hd, with some 250 people,
could rival the diplomatic service of many
a country. At the other end are numerous
think-tanks and ngos. In the middle are ex-
pert facilitators like Mr Jones’s Ottawa Dia-
logue or the United States Institute of Peace
(usip). Nancy Lindborg, usip’s boss, says
that, after a post-cold-war lull, the resur-
gence of regional and great-power rivalry
once again requires more reliance on Track
2 and 1.5.

Peace-building is not the only area for
Track 2. In Delhi on February 3rd-5th the
us-India Track II Dialogue on Climate
Change and Energy will gather, as it has
each year in India or America since 2010,
supported by the Aspen Institute and other
think-tanks. Since Donald Trump dumped
the Paris accord, such meetings (like simi-
lar sessions with China) offer a chance to
explain how much is still happening on the
climate front. By one estimate, action at
subnational levels could reduce America’s
greenhouse-gas emissions by up to 37%
compared with 2005 levels by 2030.

As for Track 3, it is a way of trying to en-
sure that a peace effort is “inclusive, so that
you don’t have elite settlements”, says Jon-
athan Cohen of Conciliation Resources in
London. In Yemen cmi is working on local
ceasefires and opportunities for a wider
range of voices to have their say in the offi-
cial un-led peace drive. Women’s represen-
tatives “have identified concrete, action-
able steps to ensure women’s inclusion in
the peace process and in broader political
decision-making,” says Sylvia Thompson,
who manages cmi’s Yemen initiative. 

Endgame…
Private diplomacy has always existed. But
it has acquired not only a fancy name but a
reputation and a set of established prac-
tices. Its reputation rose with some high-
profile successes. The agreement that end-
ed the civil war in Mozambique came
through patient work by Sant’Egidio, a
Catholic organisation. hd helped to facili-
tate a ceasefire between Indonesia and sep-
aratists in Aceh: the Indonesian govern-
ment “wouldn’t let a foreign government
anywhere near its internal affairs”, recalls
Martin Griffiths, who played a leading part
(he is now the un special envoy for Yemen).
Similarly, Spain’s desire to avoid mediation
by other governments offered an opening
for private diplomacy in negotiations with
the Basque terrorists of eta. Whereas offi-
cials tend to favour the state, private facili-
tators can be more even-handed.

Although Track 2 is private, the public
sometimes gets a glimpse. “Oslo”, a play,
dramatises the back-channel talks in the
1990s between Israelis and Palestinians

that led to the Oslo accords. It highlights a
vital aspect: deniability. Track 2 creates a
safe space where ideas can be aired and
proposals tested, without official finger-
prints. It can enable contacts with a secre-
tive state such as North Korea, or between
adversaries such as Saudis and Iranians.

A Track 2 dialogue may begin with a
working paper and an outline of familiar
stances before moving on—after an ice-
breaker dinner—to a more creative discus-
sion. Over time, with luck, trust and famil-
iarity develop. The Oslo meetings made
progress in part because many of those in-
volved had taken part in workshops be-
tween Israelis and Palestinians organised
for years by Herbert Kelman, a Harvard so-
cial psychologist. What Mr Jones calls “a fa-
cilitated, problem-solving dialogue” can
help participants move from parroting
fixed positions towards a joint discussion
and then joint proposals, which they can
take to their respective authorities.

No one would claim that Track 2 is easy,
or quick. Facilitators have to “provide the
space without dictating solutions”, says Ms
Vimalarajah. “I’ve never seen a process
that’s been very linear.” This is not a game
you get into unless you’re comfortable
with a low batting average, notes another
expert. “Track 2 is limited, let’s be honest,”
says Eugene Rumer of the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace, a think-tank.
He has been involved in “no bullshit” ex-
changes between Americans and Russians
on security issues; the modest achieve-
ment may be to feed a fresh idea or two
back to the Kremlin or the White House.
Sometimes facilitators do get tantalisingly
close to a breakthrough—on rights for
Kurds in Turkey, for example—only to be
stymied by a mood change in government. 

Is Track 2 worth all the effort? Not every-
one is a fan. Diplomats sometimes frown
on outsiders’ encroachment. America’s Lo-
gan Act of 1799 criminalises unauthorised
negotiations that undermine government
policy. The ethics of dealing with people
who have blood on their hands is tricky. 

…or endless game?
One worry is confusion. “There’s a prolifer-
ation of actors,” says Lakhdar Brahimi, a
former Algerian diplomat now with The El-
ders, a group of peace-promoting states-
men. “Nobody can control it.” He points to
Afghanistan and South Sudan as examples
of “overcrowding”, with a profusion of
well-meaning special envoys and ngos.
Quality can suffer, too. “I really question
the activities of some ngos pretending to
do Track 2,” says Mr Balian of the Carter
Centre, “especially when they start advo-
cating for a particular side in a dispute.”

A second concern is that Track 2 can re-
main a mere talking-shop. Informal initia-
tives should be closely connected to offi-
cial diplomacy from the start: if Track 1
people have not been involved in the initial
brief they will not be interested in the de-
brief. An obvious way of ensuring a credi-
ble transmission mechanism is to include
some official representatives: hence the in-
creasing popularity of Track 1.5.

A third challenge is measuring effec-
tiveness. Backers—supportive govern-
ments, notably Nordic ones, and charitable
foundations—want to know if their money
is well spent. But how to judge the success
of what is typically a long-term enterprise,
largely hidden from view? Pathways for
Peace, a un-World Bank study, estimates
that spending more on conflict-prevention
efforts can save anything from $5bn a year
to $70bn. Specific measures for the cost ef-
fectiveness of Track 2 are harder to devise. 

The full impact can take years to be-
come visible. In Sudan the Carter Centre fa-
cilitated a “Guinea worm ceasefire” in 1995,
enabling health services to reach remote
villages; this led to formal negotiations, a
peace agreement and ultimately to the sep-
aration of Sudan and South Sudan in 2011.
More often it is a matter of building rela-
tionships or preparing solutions for use
when the political time is ripe. 

At its best, unofficial diplomacy com-
plements the official sort. “They could do
things that we couldn’t do,” says Michael
Keating of his time as un envoy for Somalia
(he has since switched to the private side as
head of the Brussels-based European Insti-
tute of Peace), “and we could do things that
they couldn’t do.” But as this diplomatic
ecosystem continues to expand, it needs to
evolve, with tighter co-ordination, better
measures and, old hands argue, a greater
focus on the grassroots. The broader the
support at the base, the sturdier a peace is
likely to be. 7
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Around 2013 Jeff Raider and Andy Katz-
Mayfield spotted a gap in the market.

Many men, they noted, were fed up with
overpriced shavers overendowed with
blades. Technology and globalised com-
merce allowed them to find a cheap suppli-
er of decent-quality razors, outsource
back-office work, advertise their wares on
social media for a song, and sell them di-
rectly to consumers on the internet thanks
to merchant platforms like Shopify and
payment processors such as Stripe. In six
years their firm, Harry’s, has carved out
4.3% of America’s $2.2bn men’s razor mar-
ket from the likes of Gillette, whose share
has fallen from 73% to 53% since 2009, ac-
cording to Euromonitor International, a
market-research firm.

Such success stories give bosses of con-
sumer-facing multinationals in America
and beyond the heebie-jeebies. Last year
Procter & Gamble (p&g) admitted Gillette
was perhaps not the best it could get by tak-
ing an $8bn write-down on the brand,
which it bought in 2005 for $57bn. From in-
dustry to industry insurgent labels seem to

be eating incumbents’ lunch. Chobani, a 15-
year-old company, sells one in five Ameri-
can yoghurts. Halo Top, a low-calorie ice
cream created in 2012, was the top selling
ice-cream pint in America five years later,
ahead of Häagen-Dazs and Ben & Jerry’s.
Rodan + Fields, relaunched from obscurity
in 2008, has been America’s top-selling
skincare brand for three years running. An
average of 19,000 new non-food products
entered the American market annually in
the ten years to 2015, up from 11,000 a year
in the previous decade and 3,500 in the one
before that. According to the Boston Con-

sulting Group and iri, a research firm, be-
tween 2013 and 2018 extra-small, small and
retailers’ private-label brands picked up
some $20bn of sales from big rivals. 

The challengers’ success is in large part
the result of successful branding. Brands
used to signify provenance and consistent
quality, helping businesses build trust—
and charge a premium for trustworthiness
while encouraging repeat custom. Though
not quite identical, many rival products to-
day look pretty similar. What differs is the
story told about them. And spinning a yarn
is considerably simpler than dreaming up
an innovative product. Corporate owners
of household names from Adidas to Zara
are understandably worried. Yet even
though launching a new brand has never
been easier, building a big global one may,
in fact, be getting harder. The upstarts’ rap-
id conquest of market share is real. But so
are the incumbents’ structural advantages.

Start with the insurgents. Messrs Raider
and Katz-Mayfield approached Mythology,
a brand agency in NoHo, a hip district of
Manhattan, for help with crafting their
narrative. It gave them the name, the logo,
the original packaging and the voice, says
Anthony Sperduti, Mythology’s boss, add-
ing that “obviously, this is collaborative”.
As a result, Harry’s doesn’t just sell razors.
It sells simplicity (subscribe online and get
blades delivered) and good vibes (the com-
pany donates 1% of revenue to men’s men-
tal-health charities). Perhaps Mythology’s
most important insight was that “for peo-
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ple to believe in Harry’s, they have to be-
lieve in us, personally, as founders,” says
Mr Raider. Harry’s first ad revolved around
him and his partner. 

Manufacturing authenticity for upstart
brands has become a thriving cottage in-
dustry in New York. In Chinatown, a short
walk from Mythology’s offices, an agency
called Gin Lane worked with Sweetgreen, a
trendy salad chain, and Everlane, a cloth-
ing-maker that promises “radical transpa-
rency”, as well as with Harry’s. Across the
East River in Brooklyn, Red Antler has doz-
ens of startup clients including Casper, a
mattress firm, Allbirds, which makes pop-
ular (if ungainly) trainers, and Brandless,
an online corner shop whose brand is ap-
parently all to do with not being a brand.

Mad for admen
Mr Sperduti says he gets 100 pitches a
month, of which his firm chooses maybe
two. J.B. Osborne, Red Antler’s boss, says he
accepts perhaps four out of a potential 150
clients every month. Startups see their ser-
vices as so crucial that they are happy to
part with equity in exchange. Pattern
Brands, as Gin Lane has rebranded itself,
creates its own labels. Its first, Equal Parts,
was launched in August and sells cooking
implements “to help people find a sense of
comfort and intuition in the kitchen”. It
will, naturally, give 1% of revenues to local
community organisations. 

Consumers increasingly care about
such “brand purpose”. To demonstrate
theirs, many challenger firms, like Equal
Parts, donate a percentage of revenue to
good causes. Warby Parker, a spectacles-
maker, gives products away to poor people.
Others minimise their carbon footprint or
buy only from local sources. At the turn of
the century brands were under attack from
activists and polemicists. Today brands
have become activists and polemicists.
Then, Naomi Klein preached the gospel of
“No Logo”. Now you can buy a “No Logo”
fixie bike (they take AmEx).

A survey by Edelman, a public-relations

and marketing firm, found that two-thirds
of respondents in eight countries, includ-
ing America, Britain, China and India,
make buying decisions based on a brand’s
stand on social issues. More than half said
they believed brands can do more to solve
social ills than governments, which are of-
ten seen as dysfunctional. A separate study
by Cone Communications, another pr

firm, found that three-quarters of Ameri-
cans would abandon brands with which
they disagreed on divisive subjects like im-
migration, gun control and gay rights. 

Both purpose and authenticity are easi-
er to confect for young brands unladen
with historical baggage of polluting the en-
vironment or mistreating workers. They
present a challenge for big, established
companies striving for universal appeal.
For big firms, purpose-based messaging is
not about raising sales but maintaining
them, says Jill Avery of Harvard Business
School. “You are trying to remain relevant.” 

This still involves selling a lifestyle—
except with fewer cowboy hats and more
conscientiousness. “Brands without a pur-
pose will have no long-term future with
Unilever,” intoned Alan Jope, the newish
boss of the consumer-goods multinational
(which owns Dove soap, Lipton tea and Ben
& Jerry’s, among other household names)
last year. Mr Jope has also cautioned
against woke-washing, which plugged-in
consumers immediately detect. In 2017
Pepsi had to retract a commercial which
depicted a rose-tinted version of a Black
Lives Matter protest against racial injustice
almost as soon as it aired. 

To be effective, virtue-signalling must
be seen to carry a cost. Some traditional
brands seem to grasp this better than oth-
ers. Part of the $15 an hour that Walmart
pays its average store hand could be con-
sidered marketing dollars. Likewise for the
$30m or so that EasyJet spends a year to off-
set its carbon emissions. In 2018 Delta, an-
other airline, and Hertz car-rental, among
others, revoked discounts for members of
America’s National Rifle Association after a

gruesome school shooting in Florida, risk-
ing a boycott from millions of gun-lovers.

Big brands have other ways to deal with
modern branding dilemmas. One is to be
clear-headed about their customer base
(see Schumpeter). Nike’s recruitment of
Colin Kaepernick, a mixed-race American
athlete who lost his job after protesting
against racism, was seen as a high-risk,
high-reward move because old white con-
servatives wear sneakers, too. But likely
Nike buyers skew young and non-white—
and so anti-racist and pro-Kaepernick.

Another tactic is to snap up fresh-faced
rivals and let them do the hard work of be-
ing authentic. Last year Edgewell, which
makes Schick blades in America and Wil-
kinson Sword in Britain, acquired Harry’s
for $1.4bn, citing its “best-in-class brand
building”—and put Messrs Raider and
Katz-Mayfield in charge of its floundering
American operations. Unilever bought
Dollar Shave Club, a rival to Harry’s, for
$1bn in 2016. Homely craft brews like Cam-
den Town Brewery and Goose Island now
belong to Anheuser-Busch InBev, the
world’s biggest beer producer.

In a new spin on private labels, some
multinationals are themselves creating
brands that appear independent (and
sometimes operate independently). Ama-
zon has well over a dozen, such as Good-
threads (clothing) and Solimo (household
essentials). Walmart has Allswell, a mat-
tress company in the vein of Casper, but
sells it on an Allswell-branded website, not
in its own supercentres. 

Instagram risk
Working against upstarts are big brands’
deep pockets, which perpetuate their dom-
inance of traditional advertising and sales
channels. Social media can be a boon for
startups too skint to run adverts on broad-
cast television or billboards. But an over-
reliance on unpredictable online influenc-
ers can be a problem. This month, in a pros-
pectus ahead of a planned initial public
offering, Casper listed its “use of social me-
dia and influencers” as a risk factor that
“may materially and adversely affect our
reputation”. And some 85% of America’s
$3.7trn retail spending happens offline.
p&g’s chief executive, David Taylor, has ad-
mitted that fast growth does not necessar-
ily equal quick profits at upstarts his firms
has bought, like Native Deodorant. Espe-
cially in fast-moving goods, making mon-
ey still often means putting products in
front of shoppers on supermarket shelves.
p&g sells Native at Walmart and Wal-
greens. Harry’s has been on sale at Target
since 2016. 

The newest brands can also find it hard
to stand out. Mr Sperduti admits that parts
of the purpose-driven strategy employed
by Harry’s in 2013, such as donations, have
grown tired. Plus consumers are becoming 

Logo-rrhoea
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2 exhausted by the onslaught of labels. 
At the same time, the world’s biggest

brands seem to be getting stickier. Of the
100 most valuable global ones in 2001, as
ranked by Interbrand, a consultancy, 37 had
fallen off the list by 2010. Of the top 100 in
2010, only 24 were not there in 2019. Once
established, big brands can get away with a
lot. Despite its myriad image problems,
Facebook remains 14th on Interbrand’s list.
The financial crisis of 2007-09 notwith-
standing, the bulge-bracket cachet of
JPMorgan Chase (25th), Goldman Sachs
(53rd) and Morgan Stanley (69th) persists. 

Owners of the world’s best-loved brands
have one last reason for cautious optimism
as they fend off insurgent rivals. Labels and
logos may matter less than they did—at
least in investors’ eyes. In 2008-10 the value
of the top ten brands (measured by the cur-
rent and forecast revenues from products
attributable to the brand rather than fac-
tors like price) equalled roughly a third of
their owners’ market capitalisation. Since
2017 the figure has been closer to a fifth (see
chart on previous page). Since 2017 ge has
destroyed 60% of its shareholder value but
only 40% of its brand equity. In 2000 Coca-

Cola’s brand, number one at the time, was
worth more than half its market capitalisa-
tion. Last year Apple’s brand, the current
top dog, was valued at $234bn, a mere quar-
ter of the value of its shares.

Such findings could reflect problems
with brand valuation, which is more art
than science. But they hint that, even in the
era of intangible assets, shareholders may
prize size and market dominance over the
nebulous allure of labels. Insurgent brands
can help keep incumbents on their toes.
Cutting the ground from under the giants’
feet is another matter. 7

Bartleby The number of the best

How big should a business team be? It
is an enormously important issue

for companies. Teams that are too small
may lack the skills required to get the job
done; teams that are too big may be
impossible to co-ordinate.

Similar trade-offs may apply when it
comes to firms as a whole. Startups are
often short of staff. The founders must
play a host of different roles, from ob-
taining finance to product development
and marketing, for which they may not
be equally suited. But the upside is that
they can have highly collaborative work-
ing environments.

People who have worked for startups
say the culture changes when the com-
pany reaches a certain size. Patty
McCord, formerly of Netflix, referred to
the “stand-on-a-chair number”—the
biggest group that can easily hear the
boss address them. 

Robin Dunbar, an anthropologist at
Oxford University, has done a lot of work
on primate groups. His argument is that
the size of the group is linked to the size
of the brain. With their large brains,
humans can cope with larger bands. A
larger social group has many advantages,
allowing for greater protection and
specialisation.

Whereas 150 is sometimes referred to
as the “Dunbar number”, the academic
himself in fact refers to a range of figures.
He observes that humans tend to have
five intimate friends, 15 or so good
friends, around 50 social friends and
150-odd acquaintances. 

Running a larger network can be
difficult. So much time is needed to
maintain relationships that their quality
inevitably suffers. The armed forces have
spent millennia experimenting with unit
size. A Roman centurion oversaw 100.
The modern American army company

has 180 members. Britain’s equivalent
numbers 120.

These are rough estimates, rather than
rigid figures. But it is striking that many
group activities seem to be close to a Dun-
bar number. The Special Air Service, Brit-
ain’s elite fighting unit, has four-man
patrols; when your life depends on it, you
need to have absolute trust in your col-
leagues. As a result, such groups are limit-
ed in size. 

Sports-team sizes relate to the playing
area. There are five players in a basketball
side and six in ice hockey; outdoors there
are 11 players in football and cricket teams,
and 7-15 in the various forms of rugby.
Perhaps this is the optimal size for coach-
ing purposes, or perhaps crowds would
struggle to distinguish individual players
if teams were larger.

Small work teams may also tend to-
wards these two size ranges. “If you want a
committee to decide something, limit it to
four to five people,” says Mr Dunbar. “But
to brainstorm in a meeting, you need
12-15.” Many companies use “agile” teams
which draw employees from across the

company; they tend to have between five
and nine members.

Most businesses are small. A survey
of British firms in 2015 found that only
0.6% employed more than 150 people.
Nor are small companies necessarily
ephemeral. One study concluded that
89% of organisations that last more than
100 years employ fewer than 300 people.

Another group of long-lasting organi-
sations is religious congregations. The
Hutterites, a Protestant group with Ger-
man origins, limited their communities
to 150. They believed that it was possible
to maintain solidarity in a group of fewer
than 150 people with peer pressure; once
you exceeded that number, you needed
the equivalent of a police force.

For much of economic history, work
was conducted in small units by peas-
ants, tenant farmers and artisans (for
example blacksmiths). The advent of
powered machinery enabled production
at a much larger scale, with workers
crowded into factories. These days the
rise of the service economy means that
workers are no longer concentrated in
such large groups.

This may not be a bad thing. It was
easy for employees in large factories to
regard remote company owners as
“them” rather than “us”, and indeed it
was easy for business owners to perceive
workers as an undifferentiated mass of
people and treat them accordingly.
Strikes were common.

The modern company may settle on a
model with a small group of “core” work-
ers and a larger group of contract work-
ers. The result may be more cohesion
within the core staff but the non-core
staff may be less well treated. The small
core teams may work effectively. The big
question will be the effect on morale of
those outside those teams.

Finding the optimal size of teams and organisations
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Meng wanzhou sat quietly as her law-
yer unpicked the finer points of Cana-

dian law in a subterranean Vancouver
courtroom. Ms Meng (pictured) was not on
trial. But the decision in front of the judge
will be momentous nonetheless. She is the
chief financial officer of Huawei, a Chinese
telecoms giant, and the daughter of its
founder, Ren Zhengfei. The court must de-
cide whether to grant an American request
to extradite Ms Meng to face charges of
fraud and sanctions-busting.

Hearings in the case began on January
20th. Proceedings will drag on for
months—maybe years, if either side ap-
peals all the way to Canada’s Supreme
Court. Ms Meng’s lawyers claim that Amer-
ica’s request is politically motivated and so
illegitimate, pointing to President Donald
Trump’s hints that he might push for char-
ges to be dropped as part of a trade deal
with China. Moreover, they say, the man-
ner of her detention at Vancouver airport in
December 2018 was unlawful. 

For Huawei it all means more uncer-
tainty at an uncertain time. In May the
Trump administration barred American
suppliers from selling the company chips
and other components made in or shipped
from America. So far Huawei has with-
stood the campaign against it. It is a big
customer for American firms, which have
found ways around the sanctions. Its de-
cent but cheap kit appeals to buyers in rich
and poor countries alike. Revenues last
year grew 1.5 percentage points slower than
in 2018. But at 850bn yuan ($122bn) they
were still 18% higher than the year before. 

Tighter American export controls are in
the works, however, and Ms Meng’s case
looks central to them. The sanctions-bust-
ing of which she stands accused was Amer-
ica’s main stated reason for putting the
firm on its blacklist in the first place. Re-
solving the extradition tussle may thus
bear on Huawei’s broader prospects. There
is precedent. Having blacklisted a smaller
Chinese tech firm, zte, in 2016 for violating
sanctions against Iran and North Korea,
America’s Commerce Department relented
after the company vowed to stop shipping
to those regimes and paid a fine. 

The Huawei hurly-burly is messier than
zte’s predicament was. American security
hawks worry about Chinese eavesdropping
on Western networks. Some see Huawei as
a strategic threat to America’s global tech-
nological dominance. Legal rights and

wrongs aside, if Ms Meng were extradited—
and if she and Huawei subsequently set-
tled with American authorities as zte did—
both parties would gain a face-saving way
out of a stand-off that risks hurting Chi-
nese and American companies alike. 7

VA N CO U V E R

The broader meaning of a Chinese
executive’s extradition case

Huawei 

Coming to
America?

Fit for a courtroom fight

Murakami yoshiaki, activist investor
and scourge of Japanese boardrooms,

knows how to rattle cages. On January 21st
his family launched a hostile bid for Tosh-
iba Machine, a maker of industrial robots.
The company’s threat to block the takeover
by issuing shares should alarm anyone
who cares about how Japanese firms are
run, says Mr Murakami’s daughter, Aya,
who runs one of the family funds. 

The Murakamis want Toshiba Machine
either to deploy its roughly ¥50bn ($456m)
in reserves more productively or to return
more to owners. Shareholders support the
bid, she claims, but are being ignored. “If
this is allowed to go ahead, what is the
point of shareholders?” she fumes.

Her clan’s wider aim, says Ms Mura-
kami, is to get Japanese boardrooms to op-
erate more openly. On that score Japan Inc
has seen progress since a corporate-gover-
nance code was introduced in 2015, says
Oguchi Toshiaki of Governance for Owners
Japan, which represents shareholders. The
share of big listed firms with two or more
external directors has tripled in five years
to over 90%. 

That is welcome. But outsiders on

boards are useful only if they are truly inde-
pendent, says Nicholas Benes, who helped
draft the new code. With four outside di-
rectors, Toshiba (which owns about 3% of
Toshiba Machine) was considered a model
of good governance until it was hit by an ac-
counting scandal in 2015. Nissan’s board,
which also looked diverse, failed to rein in
the carmaker’s imperious boss, Carlos
Ghosn, for years before turning on him. 

For oversight actually to benefit share-
holders, it must be more than token, ac-
cording to a new study by Mr Benes of listed
non-financial firms’ performance between
2014 and 2018. He found, among other
things, that Japanese companies which
created nominating committees for direc-
tors and then allowed them to appoint in-
dependent outsiders outperformed rivals
which did neither. 

By contrast, firms with big “allegiant”
shareholdings—large stakes held by other
firms which help protect against unwanted
takeovers but also insulate management
from the remaining shareholders—did rel-
atively poorly. Every 1% of allegiant stakes
was linked to a 0.12-percentage-point drop
in the return on invested capital. That is a
problem for investors in Japan. Hundreds
of companies on the Tokyo Stock Exchange
own allegiant stakes in each other. The to-
tal market value of such cross-sharehold-
ings in non-financial blue chips is roughly
¥31trn, reckons Mr Benes—big enough to
weigh on overall stockmarket returns. 

These peculiar listed subsidiaries, a un-
ique feature of Japanese capitalism, are un-
der less pressure to reinvest profits or hand
them back to shareholders because those
who wield ultimate control care more
about maintaining it than about returns.
Japanese companies’ cash piles exceeded
¥446trn last year, even after they had
bought back a record ¥6.5trn in shares the
year before. Firms’ reluctance to part with
cash shortchanges investors in Japan by
¥16trn a year, according to one estimate.
The Murakamis are unlikely to be the last to
grow restless. 7

TO KYO

Good corporate governance improves
returns. So what?
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By most measures Australia’s bushfires
have caused destruction on an epic

scale. They have killed at least 29 people
and perhaps a billion animals. Over
100,000 square kilometres of land, an area
bigger than Scotland, has been charred.
More than 2,600 homes have been de-
stroyed. In big cities, including Sydney and
Canberra, the air has turned toxic. Yet on
one measure the fire has done less damage:
businesses seem to have got off lightly.

The Australian Council of Insurance, a
trade body, reckons insured losses so far
amount to about A$1.4bn ($900m), making
it only the country’s third-most-expensive
fire since 1980. By contrast, California’s
fires cost $15bn in 2017 and $18bn in 2018.
This is because most of Australia’s industry
sits in cities. They account for 64% of gdp,
slightly above the average for the oecd, a
club of mostly rich countries. The fires
have stayed in the countryside, limiting
damage to businesses. Australia’s big in-
surers, SunCorp and Insurance Australia
Group, are well covered by reinsurers.

Of non-urban industries, tourism and
agriculture, each of which makes up about
3% of gdp, were hardest hit. But severe
losses in pockets of Australia look small
compared with the industry as a whole. The
Australian Tourism Industry Council
(atic) says places engulfed by the blaze
have become no-go zones for holidaymak-
ers and room-cancellation rates hit 60%
even in unburnt places. Even so, atic’s lat-
est estimate is that the fires have cost the
industry A$1bn, or 1% of annual sales.

Agribusiness in one battered area, Kan-
garoo Island off Australia’s south coast,
may lose 100,000-odd sheep, a sixth of lo-
cal livestock, says Matthew Dalgleish of
Mercado, a research firm. But elsewhere
much of the blaze has consumed national
parks rather than farmland. Livestock
losses will probably be around 1% of the 
national total.

The one thing environmentalists may
have hoped the fires would kill is Austra-
lia’s coal industry, whose carbon-belching
made them worse by fuelling climate
change. In an ironic twist, bhp, a big miner,
said that bushfire smoke contributed to an
11% fall in its production of electricity-gen-
erating coal in New South Wales. Three-
quarters of the country’s electricity is gen-
erated by coal; it is the world’s biggest ex-
porter of the stuff. The fires are licking
energy and resource firms’ “social licence”
to operate. But the climate-sceptic, coal-
friendly government will not strip them of
official permits any time soon.

Despite little immediate damage from
flames or threat from regulators, the fires
are having an effect on business. Katherine
Klosowski of fm Global, an engineer-cum-
insurer, says clients are paying more atten-
tion to risk-reduction measures like clear-
ing spaces between bushland and build-
ings. Karl Mallon of Climate Risk Engines,
an Australian consultancy, says some firms
are at last moving from analysing risk to
drawing up climate-resilience plans.
Bosses know they may not be so lucky
when the next calamity strikes. 7

Australian companies have emerged from the blazes surprisingly unscathed

Bushfires and business

Singed but not scorched

Last year was one for corporate
Europe to forget. Although the con-

tinent was not in recession, its firms
were—at least in terms of profits. The
stoxx Europe 600 index of biggest
European companies suffered three
consecutive quarters of falling earn-
ings. From July to September these
declined by 4.3% year on year. As Eu-
rope sa reports results for the decade’s
final quarter in the coming weeks,
analysts expect a modest earnings
bounce of 2.5%.

Much of this is down to technology
companies, which are on a tear even as
some other sectors look sickly (see
chart). Their profits are estimated to
have shot up by 23%. asml, a Dutch
company, has reported a 44% jump in
earnings, thanks to soaring demand for
its specialised chipmaking equipment. 

European tech still pales next to
America’s titans. At a combined market
value of $5.3trn, Apple, Microsoft,
Google, Amazon and Facebook are
worth as much as Europe’s 40 biggest
firms put together. Tech makes up a
third of the s&p 500 but only 6% of the
stoxx Europe 600. As the likes of asml

keep outperforming the rest of Europe,
at least that share will grow.

Techno-charged
European earnings

Have profits stopped dwindling?

*Estimate †Forecast

The upbeat and the beat-up

Source: Refinitiv
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Picture a state-run distillery in the mountains of Guizhou,
China’s poorest province. The smell of fermented sorghum fills

the air. Barefoot men shovel the grain into pits. Hundreds of wom-
en work the bottling line. Visitors are given a snifter. At first it in-
trigues: the dominant notes are of fermented beans and soy sauce.
But then it becomes a Hobbesian battle for survival. One throat-
singeing toast leads to 15. In come the “Demolition Girls”, forcing
guests to drink bowls of the stuff, until they collapse under the ta-
ble. Hosting the proceedings is Yuan Renguo, the distiller’s chair-
man, with “narrow eyes, a receding hairline, and the unsmiling
countenance of a trained assassin”.

These scenes, recounted in “Drunk in China”, a new book by De-
rek Sandhaus, a self-confessed aficionado of Chinese liquor, take
place at the headquarters of Kweichow Moutai, the most renowned
producer of China’s national drink, baijiu—which will be quaffed
by the skinful this Chinese new year. Some might see it as an object
lesson in the perils of doing business in China; foreigners are told
to avoid the worst pitfalls of baijiu binges by tipping unwanted
toasts discreetly into their rice bowls. Far better, though, to focus
on the firm itself. 

Moutai has been the global booze sensation of the decade. A
bottle of its Flying Fairy which sold in the 1980s for the equivalent
of a dollar now retails for $400. Moutai’s listed shares have soared
by almost 600% in the past five years, outpacing the likes of Ama-
zon. At $200bn, its market value is only $50bn shy of that of Coca-
Cola, the world’s biggest beverage company. It cranks out ebitda

margins of 68%, twice that of global rivals such as Diageo.
It does this while disregarding every Western marketing man-

tra. It is not global, has meagre digital sales and does not appeal to
millennials. Its scores pitifully on environmental, social and go-
vernance measures. In the Boy Scout world of Western business it
would leave a bad taste, in more ways than one. 

Moutai owes its intoxicating success to three factors—not all of
them easy to emulate. First, it profits from Chinese nationalism.
Moutai is known as the “national liquor”. It was used to raise spir-
its and disinfect wounds in Mao’s Long March. It was Premier Zhou
Enlai’s favourite tipple, shared with Richard Nixon in 1972. Its cen-
turies-old craftsmanship—it is distilled eight times and stored for

years in earthenware jars—is a source of national pride. It also
claims to be hangover-proof, which would make it an invention to
rival gunpowder. (Having tested the assertion with a few $30 shots,
your columnist cannot in good conscience corroborate it.)

Second, it chose to serve China’s super-rich rather than its mid-
dle class. Markets are littered with the corpses of firms that could
not compete in the cut-throat battle for Chinese middle-class wal-
lets. And the country’s premium market is massive—at 73m-
strong, bigger than the population of France, notes Euan McLeish
of Bernstein, an investment firm, and still less crowded with pres-
tige brands than advanced economies. Moutai is to these well-
heeled drinkers what vintage champagne is to the rest of the
world. French cognacs, Scottish single malts and fine wines right-
ly smell lucre in China’s high Gini coefficient. So do luxury car
brands, global fashion houses and top-end hotels.

Third, Moutai looks beyond affluent millennials and digital na-
tives. The elderly and the middle-aged, it found, can be just as lu-
crative. Its biggest market now is (male) drinkers in their mid-30s.
Many have no siblings, thanks to four decades of China’s one-child
policy—which also means their elderly parents can splash out on
weddings and banquets. Moutai is often a guest of honour.

Moutai has succeeded thanks to nationalism, elitism and age-
ism, in other words—not in spite of this unholy trinity. But it faces
risks. One is a scandalous reputation. Until President Xi Jinping
cracked down on bribery, it was the Communist Party’s drink—and
gift—of choice. About two-thirds of the precious firewater ended
up lubricating the banquets of government and military officials—
and their bank accounts when they sold the pricey gifts back to
shops. The price of a bottle of Moutai became known as China’s
“barometer of corruption”. When the shenanigans stopped, it tem-
porarily hit the firm’s share price.

More recently, another anti-corruption push has shaken the
firm. Mr Yuan, who stopped being chairman in 2018, was arrested
last year on suspicion of bribery. According to JPMorgan Chase, a
bank, six other top executives were arrested in 2019, some 400 dis-
tributors were dismissed for corruption, and Moutai’s e-com-
merce subsidiary was closed for the same reason.

Next, the government is its largest shareholder—and a meddle-
some one. It appears to want prices to remain stable. Exorbitantly
priced booze is at odds with its professed socialist ideals. Yet mi-
nority investors—including many foreign funds—lament that
Moutai’s wholesale price is a third of what it sells for in shops.
Raising it could boost the company’s profits further. Many share-
holders would also like Moutai to increase direct sales to capture
more of the retail value. Instead, in what some see as a travesty of
corporate governance, its majority owner has plans to set up its
own sales channel. As Mr McLeish delicately puts it, Moutai does
not behave like a “value-maximising shareholder company”. 

China’s sin dram
In the long run, its biggest risk may be millennials. As they grow
older, health concerns, work-life balance and the desire for more
wholesome pursuits than binge-drinking may curb the “Ganbei!”
toasting culture on which so much of the demand for Moutai rests.
For the time being, though, the party goes on. As Mr Sandhaus
writes, citing a saying that has gained currency on Chinese social
media: in China it is still better to do one bad thing with your boss
than a hundred good things for your boss. That is not a sentiment
on which Western marketers would build a business. But in China
it has helped create the world’s biggest alcohol brand. 7

Moutai madness Schumpeter

The secrets behind the world’s biggest booze business
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In the good old days, America’s budget
deficit yawned when the economy was

weak and shrank when it was strong. It fell
from 13% to 4% of gdp during Barack
Obama’s presidency, as the economy re-
covered from the financial crisis of
2007-09. Today unemployment is at a 50-
year low. Yet borrowing is rising fast. Tax
cuts in 2017 and higher government spend-
ing have widened the deficit to 5.5% of gdp,
according to imf data—the largest, by far,
of any rich country. 

It could soon widen even further. Presi-
dent Donald Trump is thought to want a
pre-election giveaway. Fox News is awash
with rumours of “Tax Cuts 2.0”. This month
the Treasury announced it would issue a
20-year bond, which would lengthen the
average maturity of its debt and lock in low
interest rates for longer. All this is quite a
change for many Republicans, who once
accused Mr Obama of profligacy, but now
say that trillion-dollar deficits are no big
deal. Democratic presidential candidates,
meanwhile, are talking about Medicare for
All and a Green New Deal. A new consensus

on fiscal policy has descended on Washing-
ton. Can it hold?

Fiscal hawks worry that continued high
levels of government borrowing will lead
to economic chaos as the engine overheats.
Many of them felt vindicated by the tur-
moil last year in the repo market, through
which financial firms lend to each other. To

buy Treasuries, investors must hand over
money to the government. So rising bond
issuance caused demand for cash reserves
borrowed on repo markets to rise, sending
rates soaring. The Federal Reserve was
forced to step in to provide short-term
funding. 

Aside from that hiccup, however, mar-
kets have taken America’s debt binge in
their stride. In recent months the yield on
ten-year Treasuries has been below 2%. In-
terest repayments, as a share of gdp, are
half the level of the early 1990s. That is de-
spite there being a far higher stock of debt
relative to gdp, a sign of investors’ vora-
cious appetite for safe assets. 

One source of this demand is investors
at home. Much has been made of compa-
nies’ rising stock of debt. Yet America’s
firms are now net suppliers of savings to
the rest of the economy—probably because
the money they have raised has been recy-
cled to investors through dividends and
share buy-backs. Those corporate savings
have to be parked somewhere. Treasuries
are an obvious destination.

Post-crisis reforms to the financial sys-
tem have also played a role. Commercial
banks, for instance, are now required to
hold more high-quality liquid assets. Trea-
suries are an ideal candidate, points out
David Andolfatto of the Federal Reserve
Bank of St Louis. Meanwhile, a rule change
in late 2016 has reduced the attractiveness
of money-market funds that invest in cor-
porate-debt securities. That, in turn, has 

America’s public finances

The great Treasuries binge

Investors at home and abroad are piling into American government debt 

Changing appetites
Stock of US Treasuries held abroad, $trn

Source: Datastream from Refinitiv
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2 increased demand for funds that invest
solely in Treasuries.

Households have been saving more.
When the financial crisis hit, families,
fearing for their jobs and pay, began to
stash money away. Despite the recovering
economy they have not stopped, perhaps
because of lingering economic uncertain-
ty. The personal-savings rate is much high-
er than it was in the 2000s. In the past three
years households’ holdings of public-debt
securities have risen by 70%. 

Domestic investors have soaked up
two-thirds of the extra government bor-
rowing since 2016. Foreigners have bought
the rest, equivalent to $800bn-worth of
Treasuries. As a consequence, America is
now an even bigger net borrower from the
rest of the world. Its current-account defi-
cit has widened to around 2.5% of gdp. 

It is no surprise that investors have an
appetite for American debt. Policy uncer-
tainty abounds, not least thanks to Mr
Trump’s enthusiasm for threatening trade
war. There are few other havens. Germany’s
insistence on running super-tight fiscal
policy means there is an undersupply of
bunds, argues Brad Setser of the Council on
Foreign Relations, a think-tank. Traders
moan that the market for Japan’s govern-
ment bonds is illiquid.

Investors based in Europe appear to
have been the most enthusiastic buyers
(see chart on previous page). In part that re-
flects some countries’ large trade surplus-
es. In the past year Norway, a big oil export-
er, has doubled its holdings. But that does
not explain why Belgium, a country of 11m
people, is one of the world’s biggest foreign
buyers of Treasuries. Although official pur-
chases by China look stable, some suspect
that it is making some of its purchases
through Belgian intermediaries. 

Fiscal favours
Can America’s government deficit remain
so wide for much longer? Some economists
worry that loose fiscal policy at a time of
low unemployment will cause the econ-
omy to overheat, rousing inflation. That
would force the Federal Reserve to raise in-
terest rates, and push up government-bor-
rowing costs. So far, though, there is little
sign of that. Inflation is oddly soggy; the
Fed cut rates three times last year. 

America’s fiscal profligacy may be able
to continue for now, especially if the Trea-
sury borrows more at longer maturities.
But whether it is economically sensible is a
different matter. Despite all the loosening,
long-term gdp growth is middling and pro-
ductivity growth weak. That may be be-
cause the splurge has been largely focused
on tax giveaways, while federal investment
spending has fallen as a share of govern-
ment outlays. America’s fiscal policy may
not be dangerous, but it may not end up do-
ing much good. 7

Mumbai’s chefs were quick to spot the
latest threat facing India’s economy.

As they foraged for ingredients in Crawford
market, where hawkers sell fruit, vegeta-
bles and other kitchen staples, they began
hearing prices quoted not per kilogram,
but per quarter-kilo—a forlorn attempt to
mask price increases. Returning from a re-
cent shopping spree, one prominent chef
checked off the items rising sharply in
price: tomatoes, cabbages, aubergines,
fish, spices—almost every ingredient, in
fact, in the Indian cookbook.

The hawkers had some plausible ex-
cuses. The weather has been erratic, and
delivery systems unreliable. But although
an increase in inflation was widely fore-
seen, the severity of it was not. Consumer
prices rose by over 7.3% in December, com-
pared with a year earlier, the biggest jump
since July 2014. Onion prices, up by 328%,
contributed 2.1 percentage points to the
headline figure all by themselves.

But India’s inflation is not only or every-
where an onion phenomenon. A Mumbai
tea-vendors’ association recently recom-
mended a price rise because of the in-
creased cost of sugar and tea leaves, as well
as the gas that fuels vendors’ stoves. The
National Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority
allowed sharply higher charges for 21
drugs, including treatments for leprosy,
malaria and tuberculosis, which were in
short supply because prices had failed to
cover rising costs. 

Indian Railways, a government entity,
announced an increase in ticket prices in
December. Its eroding finances apparently
left it no choice. Complaints about rising
air fares have been circulating since the

collapse of Jet Airways last April. India’s
mobile-phone operators have raised tariffs
sharply after losing a court battle with the
government over licence fees and spec-
trum charges. Despite a collapse in sales,
vehicle prices are rising, a result of costly
new regulations. Rajiv Bajaj, managing di-
rector of Bajaj Auto, a motorcycle-maker,
has complained that the government “is
killing the industry”.

This miscellany of misery will compli-
cate the government’s efforts to fight an
economic slowdown. India’s gdp grew by
only 4.5% in the third quarter compared
with a year earlier. That figure would have
been as low as 3.1% were it not for a hurried
government-spending spree. Yet another
splurge is expected in the budget on Febru-
ary 1st. But any increase in demand could
prompt an offsetting response from the Re-
serve Bank of India (rbi), the central bank.
It may choose to prolong stagnation so as
to avoid the uglier scenario of stagflation.

Stagflation usually begins with a set-
back to supply, such as India’s unseasonal
rains. These misfortunes both lower out-
put (the “stag” part of the phenomenon)
and lift costs (the “flation” part). But once
prices have increased sufficiently to reflect
the scarcer supply, they should in principle
stop rising. Some economists expect infla-
tion to begin falling as soon as February.
After all, core inflation, which excludes
food and fuel prices, remains below 4%.

The problem is that before inflation dis-
appears, Indians may start believing it will
stay, making it more likely to persist. In
most rich countries that have adopted in-
flation-targeting, headline inflation usual-
ly falls back into line with core measures,
which reflect the strength of demand bet-
ter. But in India the opposite is true. Core
inflation usually converges towards the
headline number, which reflects more ac-
curately the drain on people’s pockets.

The rbi’s inflation-targeting frame-
work, which it adopted in 2015, was sup-
posed to fight this tendency. It was meant
to convince people that the central bank’s
inflation target of 4% was a better guide to
future inflation than the prices quoted at
Crawford market and other emporiums
across the country. But the framework has
“yet to be fully tested”, according to a recent
lecture by Raghuram Rajan, the former rbi

governor who introduced it. Mumbai’s
chefs will hope it passes the thorough ex-
amination it will now undergo. 7

M U M B A I

Stagnation risks becoming something worse

India’s economy

Good down, bad up

Mixed messages
India, % increase on a year earlier

Source: Haver Analytics

12

9

6

3

0

12

9

6

3

0

1918171615142013

Consumer prices GDP

Buy CSS Books Online as Cash on Delivery https://cssbooks.net 



The Economist January 25th 2020 Finance & economics 59

1

As recently as a week ago, a big trans-
atlantic bust-up seemed inevitable,

with the annual meeting of the World Eco-
nomic Forum at Davos in Switzerland the
most likely boxing ring. America had taken
offence at France’s digital-services tax,
which hits the likes of Amazon, Facebook
and Google, on the ground that it discrimi-
nates against American companies. The
French had insisted that the tax was only a
temporary measure and would be repealed
as soon as governments were able to reach
a multilateral agreement on tax reform.
The Americans, unconvinced, were poised
to whack duties on $2.4bn of French cham-
pagne, beauty products and handbags.

But then on January 19th America’s
president, Donald Trump, struck a tempo-
rary truce with his French counterpart, Em-
manuel Macron. France would suspend the
collection of revenues from its tech tax,
and the Americans would suspend their ta-
riff threats. 

A love-in at Davos, then? Not quite.
Soon after the apparent ceasefire, tensions
began to rise again. The elite assembled at
the Swiss resort were treated to plenty of
theatrics. Steven Mnuchin, America’s trea-
sury secretary, warned the British govern-
ment that its version of a digital-services
tax would not escape punishment. When
Sajid Javid, the British chancellor of the ex-
chequer, informed the audience that Brit-
ain would prioritise a trade agreement with
the European Union (eu) over one with

America, Mr Mnuchin seemed hurt, saying
“I thought we’d go first.” 

For his part Mr Trump, fresh from agree-
ing a “phase one” deal with China (see Free
exchange), and expected soon to sign into
law a revised trade deal with Canada and
Mexico, flexed his dealmaking muscle.
First he repeated an old threat to apply ta-
riffs on imports of European cars. Then he
said that he thought he could do a deal with
the eu before the next presidential election
in November. His administration has hob-
bled the dispute-settlement system of the
World Trade Organisation (wto). But on

January 22nd he held an impromptu news
conference with Roberto Azevêdo, the
wto’s director general, promising “drama-
tic” action.

How to interpret all the high-altitude
hot air? In truth, there are few surprises.
Few watching America’s reaction to
France’s digital-services tax would have ex-
pected Britain to escape Mr Trump’s wrath.
And it has been clear for some time that
Britain will have to focus on establishing a
new trading relationship with the eu, its
largest and closest neighbour, before get-
ting into serious talks with America.

Posturing at Davos aside, little of
substance has changed

Transatlantic trade tensions 

Still frosty

When anna scott left her Honda
Jazz in a commuters’ car park out-

side Oxford on January 10th, she had
little reason to think that criminals
would take an interest in the 12-year-old
car. Yet the next afternoon a group of
shifty characters were spotted sawing off
its catalytic converter. Such incidents
have become more frequent across Brit-
ain as prices for palladium and rhodium,
metals contained in the devices, have
rocketed. The price of rhodium has risen
by 63% in the first three weeks of January
alone, to $9,850 per ounce, around six
times that of gold. There is no telling
when it will fall back to earth.

Demand from carmakers is surging.
More than four-fifths of global demand
for rhodium comes from the automotive
industry. The metal, together with plati-
num and palladium, helps convert toxic
gases in a vehicle’s exhaust system (such
as carbon monoxide) into less harmful
substances before they leave the tailpipe.
Facing stricter emissions regulations
around the world, carmakers are taking
even more of a shine to these metals.
Although the price of palladium has
reached a record high, that of platinum
has stayed relatively stable. The contrast
reflects a shift in production towards
petrol and hybrid cars, which tend to use
greater quantities of palladium in their
converters, and away from diesel en-
gines, which use more platinum. 

Rhodium is used in both petrol and
diesel cars. That is because it is especially
good at cleaning up nitrogen oxides, says
Roger Breuer, an analyst at Arlington
Group Asset Management, an invest-
ment firm. Another reason its price is
sky-high is the tightness of its supply.
More than four out of every five ounces
of rhodium are mined in South Africa,
extracted in minuscule quantities along-

side more abundant metals such as
platinum, palladium and gold. Accord-
ing to an analysis by Stantec, a consult-
ing firm, a mine in the Waterberg region
of South Africa due to begin develop-
ment this year will produce 63% palladi-
um, 29% platinum, 6.5% gold and just
1.5% rhodium. 

The small size of the rhodium market
(just 792,000 ounces last year, about 1%
of that of gold) makes it prone to huge
price swings. In 2008, after mining in
South Africa was interrupted by black-
outs, the price climbed above $10,000 an
ounce. This time, a lack of capital in-
vestment has squeezed supply, accord-
ing to Impala Platinum, the world’s
second-biggest platinum miner.

Rhodium is expected to remain in
high demand this year. basf, a German
chemicals giant, reckons that Chinese
carmakers’ demand for the metal will
increase by 40% in 2020. But because
electric vehicles do not use catalytic
converters, demand in the longer term is
far from assured. Rhodium could quickly
lose its sheen.

Rhodium ride
Precious metals

Why prices are soaring 

Exhausting climb
Spot price, $’000 per ounce

Source: Bloomberg
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As for the transatlantic trade relation-
ship more broadly, Mr Trump’s statements
this week were hardly new. They will not
generate anything more than a shallow
trade deal with the eu—though that might
suffice for Mr Trump. Mr Azevêdo has no
concessions to offer the president, as the
wto is driven by its members.

Even Mr Trump’s truce with Mr Macron
may involve less than meets the eye. On
January 22nd Bruno Le Maire, France’s fi-
nance minister, admitted that the biggest
sticking point—that America wants com-
panies to be able to opt out of an interna-
tional tax agreement—had not been ad-
dressed. As The Economist went to press the
squabbling parties were due to hold more
meetings. Some still hope a deal can be
forged before the end of this year, under the
auspices of the oecd, a multilateral forum.
If not, an almighty punch-up looms. 7

There is nothing that maddens online
shoppers more than seeing air fares

rocket just as they are about to click “buy”.
Yet price turbulence may be an even bigger
headache for airlines. Whereas carriers
have some control over fares, these can be
buffeted by surges in supply or demand,
caused, say, by economic slumps or politi-
cal rows. Over the past five years, ticket
prices on a given date (net of taxes and fees)
have varied by an average of 7% in Asia and
16% in Europe. Even in North America,
where airlines have more pricing power,
volatility hovers around 7%. Most carriers
have to wait until less than 90 days before
take-off for 90% of their ticket revenues. So
they are hard to forecast—a big problem, as
airlines often commit billions of dollars
years in advance to buy planes.

Fortunately for them Airbus, the world’s
largest planemaker, has a fix. On January
20th it launched Skytra, a London-based
exchange through which airlines can ac-
cess futures, options or swaps to hedge
against big swings in ticket prices. Those
derivatives contracts will be based on indi-
ces that track daily changes in the price of
travel (measured as a cost per passenger
per km). Airlines can buy these through
banks and brokers that join the exchange.
Skytra expects to get the thumbs-up from
British regulators in the summer.

If the new tool helps carriers stabilise
earnings, it would also reassure Airbus,
which is sitting on an order backlog of

7,482 aircraft—nine years’ worth of produc-
tion. Nineteen airlines folded last year;
with better risk management the number
might have been lower. Boeing, Airbus’s ri-
val, has seen hundreds of its 737 max

planes grounded after two crashes. Uncer-
tainty over when they will fly again makes
hedging all the more attractive. More data
and greater processing power have also
helped make hedging easier, says Elise We-
ber, one of Skytra’s founders.

Sceptics say the platform could struggle
to take off. Airlines have not been vora-
cious users of derivatives. Some do not
even hedge fuel prices, their biggest cost:
only 40% of the kerosene set to be con-
sumed in the next year is hedged. Few
Asian and Middle Eastern carriers buy
hedges because they do not really under-
stand them, says an executive at a rival ex-
change. More complex derivatives that ref-
erence ticket prices could flummox them.

For the market to work, the airlines
need counterparties. These could include
businesses that buy blocks of plane tickets,
such as travel agents or hotel chains, sug-
gests Matthew Tringham, a co-founder of
Skytra. But few make use of simpler exist-
ing hedges against swings in weather or
currency. And few would feel able to fore-
cast ticket prices better than the airlines
themselves. Low demand would limit li-
quidity and make trading dear. That could
deter banks and brokers from acting as
market makers, further sapping liquidity.

At least Skytra is well-equipped. On Jan-
uary 23rd it said it had chosen Nasdaq, the
world’s second-largest stock exchange, as
its technology provider. Mark Howarth, its
boss, has worked at London’s stock ex-
change and Chi-x, an Asian venue. That
will cheer City types who question Airbus’s
markets nous. Airlines and travel groups
may take longer to get on board. 7

Airbus wants to help airlines hedge
ticket prices. Will that fly?

Derivatives 

Fare play

Fare-spotting

Between 1950 and 2000, gdp per person
in America grew at an average annual

rate of 2.3%. In 2000-18 that pace fell by
roughly half. Often this slowdown—also
seen in other rich countries—is taken as a
sign that economic policy has failed, and
that policymakers must inject stimulus or
somehow restore capitalism’s lost dyna-
mism. But for Dietrich Vollrath of the Uni-
versity of Houston, low growth is reason
for cheer. In a new book he argues that
America’s growth has slowed because so
much in the economy has gone so well. 

A big chunk of America’s economic ad-
vance in the 20th century was driven by im-
provements in “human capital”, the size
and the skills of the workforce. In 1910 only
a tenth of Americans completed high
school; by the 1970s four-fifths were gradu-
ating. Many more now go on to college. A
baby boom after 1945 increased the work-
force; women piled into paid work in the
1970s and 1980s. All this added nearly a per-
centage point to annual per-capita gdp

growth from 1950-2000. Since then, how-
ever, human capital has shrunk, reducing
growth by 0.2 percentage points a year. It is
the chief culprit behind the slowdown.

Human capital started shrinking, Mr
Vollrath shows, for two main reasons.
First, more people retired as the popula-
tion aged. Second, the average level of edu-
cation stopped rising quickly. Younger
Americans entering the workforce are still
more educated on average. But an ageing
population means there are fewer of them
to replace less-educated older workers. 

These trends, he argues, are both linked
to something good: women are choosing to
have fewer children. That in turn reflects
the fact that they are richer and have more
control over their fertility. True, more ba-
bies would have meant more well-educat-
ed workers. But to lament demographic
drag is to care more about gdp than about
women’s welfare. 

Neither physical nor human capital ex-
plains the rest of the growth slowdown. It
comes from what economists call “total
factor productivity” (tfp). Slowing tfp

growth is often taken as a sign that techno-
logical progress has dried up. Mr Vollrath
suggests another cause: economic activity
has shifted towards service industries,
where productivity gains are harder to 

Economic growth

Slower is better

Fully Grown: Why a Stagnant Economy is
a Sign of Success. By Dietrich Vollrath.
University of Chicago Press; 296 pages;
$27.50 and £20.
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Buttonwood Taking toll

Asure way to irritate a private-equity
manager is to say the “t” words:

two-and-twenty. Their eyes roll: this
again. Two-and-twenty (or 2-and-20) is,
or used to be, a common fee arrangement
for a certain class of asset managers. It
comprises a 2% annual fee and 20% of
the profits. With a sigh, the manager tells
you how it really is. He gets paid a 20%
performance fee only if the returns clear
a hurdle rate. The typical management
fee is in the low to mid ones. And big
investors get fee-free stakes in a fund’s
portfolio companies (“co-investments”).

High management fees are avoidable.
You can build a diversified portfolio that
includes developed- and emerging-
market stocks and bonds, plus commod-
ities, using low-cost index or exchange-
traded funds. True, it is a bit harder to get
cheap access to assets that truly diversify
your equity risk or are reliable hedges
against inflation. But you could always
simply hold more cash. 

Yet it is quite wrong to insist, as many
do, that the only good fee is a low fee.
There is a case for paying more for access
to a stream of cash flows that is genuine-
ly different from those you already have.
The asset manager may not deserve the
fee for his efforts. It may just be a pure
rent. But sometimes it is best to suck it
up. After all, it is returns net of fees that
you should care about. 

There has been a long-running shift
in assets under management from high-
fee, actively managed portfolios into
low-fee, “passive” index funds. It is
almost quaint these days to pay a hefty
fee for stock-picking or for a bespoke
bond portfolio. But push down fees in
one place and they tend to pop up some-
where else. Capital has also poured into
“alternative” assets, including private-
equity, venture-capital and hedge funds,

which levy the sort of fees that incite a
taste for yacht-racing and caviar. 

The appeal for investors is in large part
raw returns. The best private-equity or
venture-capital funds have paid out jack-
pots. It is also diversification. For many
people’s tastes, private equity is repack-
aged stockmarket risk, with added le-
verage. But some alternatives are truly
different. If you are up to your teeth in the
mature, ripe-for-disruption firms that
make up much of leading share indices, it
might be a sensible hedge to also get expo-
sure to the would-be disrupters the ven-
ture-capitalists are busy grooming.

A common view is that the perfor-
mance-fee part of charges is fine, but the
management-fee part is indefensible. Say
you invest $100m in an alternative fund.
And, for simplicity’s sake, say “success”
means after ten years you double your
money and “failure” means you get it back.
At 1.5-and-20, you pay $35m in fees if the
fund is a success and $15m if it fails. If the
structure was, say, 0.5-and-30 it would
better align the incentives of the manager
with yours. The charge for success would

also be $35m; but for failure it would be
just $5m. Why don’t funds offer this kind
of a fee structure? Actually, some do. But
there’s a twist: pension-fund managers
are not always keen. Should the fund
prove wildly successful, they would have
to explain to their trustees why they gave
away such a big slice of the upside.

What really matters, says Dylan Grice
of Calderwood Capital Research, is
whether you are getting value for the
fees. The flagship fund of Renaissance
Technologies, a wildly profitable hedge
fund, charged 5-and-44, before it was
closed to outside investors. The net-of-
fee returns were amazing; why com-
plain? This attitude might be applied to
other niches: funds that invest in esoter-
ic corners of the credit market, say; or
funds that lend to biotech or oil-explora-
tion companies in return for a stream of
royalty payments, which they package
and sell to investors. These might earn,
say, a steady 15% gross and pay investors
10% net. This is attractive, especially if it
adds true diversity to your existing port-
folio. The fee is the price of entry to a
market that is hard for most investors to
navigate. Or as Mr Grice puts it: “They
know how to do it and you don’t.” 

Fees are a drag. The more they take,
the less you keep. And it can be galling to
stump up for access. Few asset managers
will admit that this is what you are pay-
ing for. The best venture-capital funds,
for instance, claim they are world-class
developers of the startups in their care.
But in many ways they resemble elite
universities. Because the best students
turn up at their door, they are able to
charge high fees—not so much for the
stewardship of these precious assets, but
for the accreditation and the social net-
works they provide. So be it. Some irrita-
tions are best ignored.

Asset-management fees are often scandalous but sometimes it makes sense to pay up

achieve. Though growth-inhibiting, this is
a good thing. People buy more services as
they get richer. 

What of the various other unwelcome
forces often thought to be dragging the
economy down? Mr Vollrath is uncon-
vinced. The rising market power of some
firms may have reduced investment, but
investment does not explain much of the
growth deceleration, and corporate con-
centration may even have boosted produc-
tivity. Restrictive planning rules prevent
people from moving house, and so from
taking more productive jobs. Though that

weighs on gdp, it cannot explain such a
prolonged growth slowdown. Economics
has “no definitive finding” about the effect
of inequality on growth. And so on.

Mr Vollrath backs his case with plenty of
references to recent important economic
papers. Impressively, the book remains di-
gestible. The author’s number-crunching
is formidable; good luck to anyone who
takes issue with his forensic accounting.
Yet it is not a reason to be complacent. Mr
Vollrath pins much of his argument on the
improvement in women’s welfare. Why
then do surveys find that women became

unhappier in the final decades of the 20th
century? Oligopolies and regulatory cap-
ture may not affect overall gdp, but they
could still worsen Americans’ welfare by
making the economy unfair, or, say, by in-
truding on their privacy. 

Mr Vollrath has not established some
hitherto unknown cause for cheer; ageing
and the shift to services are forces long fa-
miliar to economists. But his triumph is in
showing the degree to which these make
economic growth an unreliable measure of
success. Attempting to capture progress in
a single number is a fool’s errand. 7
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In january 2009 Gazprom, Russia’s state-
owned energy giant, cut off gas supplies

through Ukraine, one of several disputes in
which Russia wielded its energy might.
Eleven years later, it seems poised to be-
come even more dominant. Europe’s gas
production is declining. Russia has both
rising supply and new ways to export it. On
January 8th President Vladimir Putin cele-
brated the launch of TurkStream, a pipe-
line to bring Russian gas to Europe. Ameri-
can sanctions on Nord Stream 2, a
controversial gas pipeline from Russia to
Germany, required pipe-laying companies
to wind down activities by January 20th.
That will delay the project, not stop it. 

Yet on January 12th Ditte Juul Jørgensen,
the European Commission’s director-gen-
eral for energy, told industry experts gath-
ered in Abu Dhabi that Europe had become
less vulnerable: “Our energy security and
our longer-term security is in a different
situation now compared to what it was in
2009.” Indeed, Europe has sought not ener-
gy independence, but energy competition.
As gas courses through new Russian pipe-
lines, that will be put to the test. 

Europe’s gas market has been trans-
formed in the past decade. Demand fell
after the financial crisis and has not fully
recovered, in part due to a ramp-up in re-
newables. Australia and America have
helped bring a boom in liquefied natural
gas (lng). Additional lng terminals, pipe-
lines and gas-storage facilities have

sprouted across Europe, often aided by
public investment. Europe imported 123bn
cubic metres of lng last year, nearly twice
as much as in 2017, reckons s&p Global
Platts, a commodities and analytics outfit. 

These supplies of gas, combined with
new means of storing and transporting it,
have helped support a spot market, which
in turn has made the rigid contracts and
oil-linked pricing long favoured by Gaz-
prom look less tenable. In 2018 oil-linked
pricing accounted for only 24% of Europe’s
gas market, according to the International
Gas Union, compared with 78% in 2005.
“The market has become more competi-
tive, flexible and significantly more effi-
cient,” says Ira Joseph of s&p Global Platts. 

New European Union (eu) rules and le-
gal proceedings have promoted competi-
tion, too. Owners of gas infrastructure, for
instance, must allow third parties access to
their pipelines. Last year the eu extended
its gas regulations to pipelines connecting
member states to external countries. Con-
struction continues on the Southern Gas
Corridor, to connect Azerbaijan to Europe.

None of this means that Europe is free
of Gazprom. Nord Stream 2 is challenging
the eu’s new gas rule in court. In January it
also asked German regulators for an ex-
emption. Russian gas remains plentiful
and relatively cheap. The International En-
ergy Agency (iea), a forecaster, expects the
share of Russian pipeline gas in the Euro-
pean market to fall only slightly, from 37%
in 2018 to 33-36% by 2024. But lng makes it
harder to fleece pipeline customers. Sup-
ply agreements with Gazprom now let cus-
tomers resell Russian gas. In 2018 Gazprom
launched an electronic-sales platform,
which allows it to maximise sales and
serve buyers wanting flexibility.

Two big questions loom. The first is
whether Russia will, despite all this, bully
customers. Some, such as Bulgaria, remain
very reliant on Russian gas. In December
Gazprom signed a transport deal with Uk-
raine’s Naftogaz, but Russia’s willingness
to comply with the terms is debatable. It is
even less clear if Nord Stream 2 will abide
by the eu’s transparency and access rules.
Richard Morningstar, a former American
ambassador who leads the Global Energy
Centre at the Atlantic Council, a think-
tank, would prefer America to announce
contingent sanctions—punishing Gaz-
prom and its partners if, say, the company
violates its gas agreement with Ukraine. 

The second question is how Europe’s
climate ambitions affect natural gas. In De-
cember the European Commission out-
lined a plan for carbon neutrality by 2050.
This may depress demand for Russian gas,
says Kateryna Filippenko of Wood Macken-
zie, an energy-data firm. It may also sap
support for infrastructure that would help
countries still unduly dependent on Rus-
sian gas. On January 22nd a committee of
the European Parliament voted to make 32
gas projects eligible for public funding, de-
spite criticism from the European Climate
Foundation, a lobby group. The parliament
is due to vote on the list next month. 

In the meantime, Russia is hedging its
bets. By 2024 gas demand in China will be
more than four times that in 2010, accord-
ing to the iea. On December 2nd Gazprom
marked the opening of Power of Siberia,
the first pipeline to bring Russian gas to
China. It will face ample competition—
from coal and renewables as well as from
domestic gas production, lng and other
sources of piped gas. Russia can still throw
its weight around in global gas markets.
But it may bump into a rival. 7
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Standing before the global glitterati at the World Economic Fo-
rum in the Swiss mountain resort of Davos, President Donald

Trump bragged of a “transformative change” to America’s trade
policy. The newly inked “phase one” deal with China, he said on
January 21st, would lower trade barriers and protect intellectual
property. He crowed about China’s promise to buy an extra $200bn
of American services, energy, agricultural produce and manufac-
tured goods over the next two years. He was not exaggerating. The
agreement on a level of purchases, rather than on the rules of trade,
does indeed mark a fundamental shift in American policy. But not
one for the better. 

America has embraced outcome-based rules in its trade rela-
tions before. Mercantilists like Mr Trump manage trade in two
ways: either by restraining foreigners’ sales to America, or by en-
couraging them to buy more American goods. In the 1980s Ameri-
can negotiators spent most of their efforts on the first, as they
faced political pressure to contain a burgeoning trade deficit and
became convinced that Japan’s trade practices were unfair. At their
peak, these “voluntary” restraints affected around 12% of all ex-
ports to America, including cars, steel, machine tools, textile pro-
ducts and semiconductors.

Voluntary import expansions, where a trading partner agrees to
import more, as China has, were less common. Most famously,
Ronald Reagan’s administration negotiated a commitment from
the Japanese government that 20% of its semiconductor market
would be imported. The aim was not so much to target the trade
deficit directly, but to prise open what America thought was an un-
fairly closed market. The hope was that the intervention would jolt
suppliers into investing in new economic relationships and lead
to a sustained shift in trade patterns.

A generous interpretation of Mr Trump’s deal with China is that
he is simply trying to do the same. He is not alone in feeling that
China’s market shuts out outsiders, or that its policymakers do not
always play fair. Veteran trade negotiators tell of haggling away
one Chinese trade barrier, only for another to pop up elsewhere.
(Economists recognise this problem as the difficulty of writing
down a “complete contract” that covers every contingency.) An
outcome-based trade deal, tied to easily verifiable trade flows,
should help to overcome distrust, and could force China to provide
real market access. If it led to more investment in supply-chain in-
frastructure, then it could have lasting effects.

It could even be argued that managing trade with China would
be easier than it was with Japan. Later attempts to repeat Reagan’s
semiconductor tactic failed, as Japan’s government had grown
tired of cajoling its private sector into changing its sourcing deci-
sions. It had no direct control over who bought the managed pro-
ducts, and had to resort to pleading letters to firms, as well as sur-
veys asking about who they were buying from. By contrast, China’s
government has the purchasing power of its state-owned enter-
prises at its disposal, and sway over the private sector too.

Dig into the details of Mr Trump’s new deal, though, and the
risks of waste and distortion become clear. The agreed increase in
sales to China is large and rapid. According to an analysis by Chad
Bown of the Peterson Institute for International Economics (with
whom your columnist hosts a podcast), China has, in effect,
pledged to increase its purchases of certain American agricultural
products by 60%, and manufactured products by 65%, by the end
of this year compared with levels in 2017 (see chart). This must
happen regardless of economic conditions in China. Whereas Ja-
pan agreed to increase the share of imported goods in domestic de-

mand, China has signed up to buy fixed dollar amounts.
The risk is that China has promised to buy products that it ei-

ther will not need or would rather get from elsewhere. State-
owned enterprises could suck up American commodities and
leave them to rot. American exporters, lured by higher prices to
Chinese buyers, could switch from more sustainable relationships
to ones that fizzle once their artificial advantage ends. Or China
could resort to logistical gymnastics to make it appear that it is
buying American, such as by transporting goods from third coun-
tries through America. It could also have more American goods
shipped directly to China, rather than through Hong Kong, so that
they appear in the mainland’s trade figures. 

Another danger is that China simply diverts trade from its other
trading partners, prompting complaints that the biggest actors are
carving up markets between themselves—and carving others out.
Admittedly, members of the World Trade Organisation (wto) are
already allowed to agree on broad tariff cuts among themselves,
which could lead to similar diversionary effects. But trade deals are
permitted, whereas discriminatory managed-trade arrangements
are not. And if, as Mr Bown warns, Brazilian and Argentine sellers
of soyabeans or Russian and Canadian lobster-traders find them-
selves pushed out of China’s market, they are unlikely to react well.

Managed decline
If the deal sticks, it will threaten the world’s trading system. That
system, ironically, is the result of America’s turning away from
managing trade in the 1990s. Realising that it could not preach the
virtues of free markets while itself practising something so differ-
ent, America sought the creation of the wto, as a shift towards a
system based on rules rather than power. Mr Trump’s presidency
has consistently undermined those rules, and the deal with China
again reinforces the idea that they do not matter. Now that he has
won his share of the Chinese market, other countries may demand
the same.

But the deal could also very easily fall apart, ushering in anoth-
er round of hostilities. America is tightening its export controls,
which could limit the goods available for China to buy. So, whatev-
er the deal’s fate, disruption looks inevitable. Whether Mr Trump
will still be in office when that becomes clear remains to be seen.
Official figures on whether China’s purchases have met this year’s
target will not become available until early 2021, after the presi-
dential election. 7
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The costs of America’s lurch towards managed trade

Uphill task
US exports to China by covered sector, $bn

Source: Peterson Institute for International Economics
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At the beginning of the 20th century
Santiago Ramón y Cajal, a Spanish

neuroscientist, became known for his ex-
quisite drawings of the branching, treelike
cells of the brain and spinal cord. In 1906 he
was awarded a Nobel prize for this work,
which gave the world its first glimpse into
the structure of these neurons, and an ink-
ling of how they are arranged in an animal’s
central nervous system.

A century later Cajal’s legacy—super-
charged by modern microscopy, heavy-
duty robotics and a dollop of machine
learning—is thriving. The objective now is
to create connectomes. These are three-
dimensional maps of all the neurons in en-
tire brains, and how those neurons link to-
gether. This week sees the publication of an
important step on the road to a complete
brain connectome: a map of about a quar-
ter of a fruit fly’s cerebral capacity.

That map, of what its cartographers re-
fer to as the fly’s hemibrain—a set of
around 25,000 neurons in the centre of the
organ—has been more than a decade in the

making. It is the brainchild of Gerry Rubin,
a biologist who was also responsible for
mapping the fruit fly’s genome as a proof of
principle for the Human Genome Project.
Dr Rubin is now boss of the Janelia Re-
search Campus in Virginia, a part of the
Howard Hughes Medical Institute that is
dedicated to neuroscience. The hemibrain
connectome is the first phase of the cam-
pus’s Flyem project, to map the fruit fly’s
entire brain, which contains around
100,000 neurons. That is a drop in the
ocean compared with the 85bn in a human
brain, or even the 70m in a mouse brain.
But, like the fly’s role in the Human Ge-
nome Project, it will be a proof of principle.

Flying high
Each of the hemibrain’s neurons is con-
nected to hundreds of others through junc-
tions called synapses, for a total of more
than 20m synapses. These neurons and
synapses form circuits that are responsible
for a fly’s ability to learn, navigate, sleep
and tell the time of day. The only full con-

nectome created so far is that of C. elegans,
a nematode worm which has either 302 or
385 neurons in its nervous system, depend-
ing on whether it is hermaphrodite or male
(there are no purely female C. elegans). The
neurons in C. elegans have around 7,000
synapses between them. Mapping the fly
hemibrain is thus a big step forward.

Elucidating the connectome of C. ele-
gans involved techniques Cajal himself
would have recognised. The researchers
who did it sliced their worms into thin sec-
tions using diamond knives, stained the
slices to show the cells within them up
more clearly, and then took electron-mi-
croscope pictures of the result. Identifying
neurons and synapses within the thou-
sands of images thus obtained was a task
for expert human eyes.

Dr Rubin and his crew have automated
things. One of the teams on the campus
has, for example, developed a way to speed
up the slicing and imaging part of the oper-
ation. This technique, which works like an
atomic-scale sandblaster, fires a beam of
gallium ions at a sample of brain tissue.
That etches off a layer of the tissue a few na-
nometres thick from the sample’s surface.
A scanning electron microscope (sem)
then takes a picture of the newly exposed
surface. That done, the gallium beam
etches away another few nanometres and
the process is repeated until the whole
sample has been studied.

The microscopes involved have been 
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built especially for Flyem. They sit on air-
filled pads to minimise vibrations that
might ruin the images, and the room con-
taining them rests on its own concrete slab,
to separate it from the remainder of the lab-
oratory. Moreover, while run-of-the-mill
sems usually operate for hours at a time at
most, the Flyem machines are designed to
operate continuously for months. 

The result is millions of high-resolu-
tion images that have been stitched togeth-
er to create 3d representations of the fruit
fly hemibrain (see previous page for a pic-
ture of the olfactory pathway). The next
step was to label the neurons and synapses
within. Doing that manually, in the way
used for C. elegans, would have taken cen-
turies, according to Stephen Plaza, the pro-
ject’s manager. Clearly this was a non-start-
er. So he turned to Google for help.

Computer vision has improved enor-
mously in recent years and is routinely
used to scan through hundreds of hours of
cctv or satellite images to identify objects
of interest to the authorities. Modern artifi-
cial-intelligence (ai) algorithms perform
better than people at classifying images
and, between 2015 and 2018, doubled their
performance in object segmentation, a
trickier task that involves picking multiple
objects from a single image. At Janelia’s be-
hest, Google trained one of its ai algo-
rithms to recognise neurons and synapses
within the Flyem images. As this algorithm
scrolled through the pictures, it also at-
tempted to trace the fibrous protuberances
called dendrites and axons that connect
one neuron to another. 

To start with, the researchers trained
the ai on pictures that had already been
marked up by human experts. As it
churned through further images, human
proofreaders checked its decisions and fed
errors back to it, so that it could improve its
understanding of what neurons look like
in different contexts. As the ai got better,
the manual workload lessened and the
speed with which images were correctly
annotated shot up. With the ai’s help, Dr
Plaza and his team of 50 proofreaders cut
the time required for the annotation down
from centuries to a couple of years.

For all mankind
The Flyem data released this week are avail-
able to all neuroscientists, professional or
amateur, to use as they see fit. Anyone with
an internet connection can look up lists of
neurons that are connected to each other
and see 3d diagrams of what each of those
cells, with its myriad dendritic and axonal
branches, looks like.

At Janelia, several groups are already
mining these data to glean insights. Vivek
Jayaraman’s team, for example, studies
how a fruit fly’s brain helps the insect first
to understand its orientation in space and
then to employ that information to help it

navigate. Until now Dr Jayaraman has
worked with theoretical models of which
parts of the brain might talk to each other.
The hemibrain map has shown him the ac-
tual physical connections between the
neurons involved. He, Dr Rubin and other
researchers at Janelia will publish their in-
sights over the coming months.

With the hemibrain complete, Flyem’s
researchers expect to finish the rest of the
fruit fly connectome within the next two
years, and thus to gain further insights into
fly neurology. But other consequences of
the project are crucial, too. The advances in
automation and machine learning that are
being made through it will be as valuable as
the biological insights. And, as the technol-
ogy gets better, connectome reconstruc-
tions will happen faster, allowing the map-
ping of bigger brains in larger numbers.

In the future, the aim is to obtain con-
nectomes for several strains of mouse and,
eventually, several people too. Looking at
the differences in wiring between typical

and atypical brains might shed light on
conditions such as schizophrenia and au-
tism. Looking at the differences between
human brains and those of other species
may help explain just what it is that makes
humans neurologically special.

Dr Rubin estimates that assembling a
mouse connectome would cost around
$500m (more than ten times what Flyem

will have cost when finished). He is confi-
dent such a project could be started within
ten years. A human-brain connectome
would be orders of magnitude more diffi-
cult. But not, he reckons, impossible. In
1990, at the beginning of the Human Ge-
nome Project, he recalls that many scien-
tists thought sequencing animal genomes
would always be too expensive and diffi-
cult. Those detractors said that biologists
should choose between mouse and hu-
man, since it would probably be impossi-
ble to do both. “And now”, he points out,
“we have projects where we’re going to do
10,000 human-genome sequences.” 7

Before pulling the trigger, a sniper
planning to assassinate an enemy oper-

ative must be sure the right person is in the
cross-hairs. Western forces commonly use
software that compares a suspect’s facial
features or gait with those recorded in li-
braries of biometric data compiled by po-
lice and intelligence agencies. Such tech-
nology can, however, be foiled by a
disguise, head-covering or even an affected
limp. For this reason America’s Special Op-
erations Command (soc), which oversees
the units responsible for such operations
in the various arms of America’s forces, has
long wanted extra ways to confirm a poten-
tial target’s identity. Responding to a re-
quest from soc, the Combating Terrorism
Technical Support Office (cttso), an agen-
cy of the defence department, has now de-
veloped a new tool for the job.

This system, dubbed Jetson, is able to
measure, from up to 200 metres away, the
minute vibrations induced in clothing by
someone’s heartbeat. Since hearts differ in
both shape and contraction pattern, the de-
tails of heartbeats differ, too. The effect of
this on the fabric of garments produces
what Ideal Innovations, a firm involved in
the Jetson project, calls a “heartprint”—a
pattern reckoned sufficiently distinctive to
confirm someone’s identity. 

To measure heartprints remotely Jetson

employs gadgets called laser vibrometers.
These work by detecting minute variations
in a laser beam that has been reflected off
an object of interest. They have been used
for decades to study things like bridges, air-
craft bodies, warship cannons and wind
turbines—searching for otherwise-invisi-
ble cracks, air pockets and other dangerous
defects in materials. However, only in the
past five years or so has laser vibrometry 
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become good enough to distinguish the vi-
brations induced in fabric by heartprints.

According to Jacob Khurgin of Johns
Hopkins University, in Baltimore, the best
laser vibrometers can measure a displace-
ment of just ten picometres (trillionths of a
metre). His team’s development of the nec-
essary photonics—“a sexy word for optics”,
he says—has been paid for by the Office of
Naval Research, the air force’s Office of Sci-
entific Research, and darpa, another gov-
ernment defence-research outfit. Such
precision cannot be obtained by the obvi-
ous means of measuring changes in the
time it takes reflected light to travel to and
from a surface. Instead, laser vibrometers
detect changes, caused by the Doppler ef-
fect, in the reflected beam’s frequency. If it
is bouncing off something moving towards
the detector, its frequency will be shifted to
the blue end of the spectrum. If the reflec-
tive surface is moving away, the shift is to
the red.

According to Candice Tresch, a spokes-
woman for the cttso, soc has now received
its first batch of Jetson heartprint readers.
Though keen to avoid “tipping our hand to
an adversary”, she is willing to give out
some technical details. The beam involved
is infrared, and therefore invisible to the
human eye. The devices work best, she
says, when a suspect is neither running nor
in a moving vehicle. And they have a gim-
bal that helps keep the beam focused on the
suspect for the 30 or so seconds it takes to
obtain a good heartprint reading. She will
not, however, discuss the process by which
heartprint libraries might be built up in the
first place. One starting point, presumably,
would be to catalogue the heartbeats of de-
tainees in the way that fingerprints and
dna samples are now taken routinely.

Confirming the identity of enemy tar-
gets is not the only job imaginable for this
high-precision form of laser vibrometry.
The stress of telling a falsehood can alter
someone’s heartbeat, so it could improve
lie-detection technology, according to
Wang Chen-chia, an engineer at Brimrose,
another firm working on heartprint vi-
brometry. Dr Wang reckons that it might
also be employed by customs officials, as
the heartbeats of nervous smugglers are
likely to differ from those of ordinary trav-
ellers. And it has potential medical uses,
too. Brimrose hopes to run a clinical trial
employing it for the detection of arrhyth-
mia and other heart problems.

Nor need vibrometry be restricted to op-
tical frequencies. A team at the State Uni-
versity of New York, Buffalo, led by Xu
Wenyao, is designing a device that emits
radio waves and captures return signals
that have bounced off, and been modified
by, a person’s vibrating chest cavity. The ad-
vantage of this approach is that it can pene-
trate materials opaque to light waves, such
as walls and heavy clothing. A prototype

can, says Dr Xu, read heartprints from as far
away as 50 metres.

Dr Xu envisages markets for the device
ranging from cardiac diagnostics to the
identification of authorised users of com-
puters and vehicles. Governments, he says,
could employ the technology to identify
masked protesters. He does note, though,
that this could be stymied by protesters
wrapping their torsos in tinfoil—a version
of the tinfoil hats allegedly loved by those
paranoid about government snooping,
perhaps. But this time, one that works. 7

If people are to travel extensively in
space and set up bases on astronomical

objects such as the Moon and Mars then
they will need to make or find out there the
things required to support life—including
food, water and breathable air. Researchers
are already working on ways to grow food
in space, and icy deposits that could pro-
vide water are known to exist on the Moon
and other celestial bodies. Besides being
available for drinking, such water could be
split into its constituent elements of hy-
drogen and oxygen using electricity from
solar panels. Such electrolysis is already
the main way of making oxygen on the In-
ternational Space Station (iss). Much of its
raw material is water recycled from waste,
sweat and urine. Now, though, a group of
European researchers have discovered how
to take water out of the loop. They have
worked out how to generate oxygen by
electrolysing regolith, the dusty material

that covers the Moon’s surface.
The European Space Agency (esa) an-

nounced on January 17th that a prototype
oxygen-generating plant using regolith has
been set up at its research centre in the
Netherlands. Not only could such a mach-
ine use a readily available material to make
breathable air for people living on the
Moon, it could also be used to produce
rocket fuel, says Beth Lomax of the Univer-
sity of Glasgow, who is working on the pro-
ject. Liquid oxygen is one of the main pro-
pellants employed in space rockets. A lunar
refuelling station would be a boon for
deep-space exploration because the
Moon’s low gravity means less fuel is re-
quired for take-off. Such missions could
therefore be flown more efficiently, allow-
ing larger payloads.

Oxygen, in the form of oxides, is the
most abundant element in lunar regolith,
accounting for 40-45% of its mass. That the
element can be extracted from regolith was
demonstrated successfully last year by Dr
Lomax and a group of colleagues working
with Metalysis, a British company based
near Rotherham. Metalysis has developed
a form of electrolysis that can extract high-
value metals such as tantalum (used in
electronic capacitors) and niobium (used
to make super-strong alloys) from pow-
dered metal oxides mixed into a bath of
molten salt. Although the process operates
at around 900°C, it does not involve melt-
ing the materials, which would require
much higher temperatures. Using a carbon
electrode, the molten-salt process strips
oxygen from the oxides as carbon dioxide
and carbon monoxide.

By tinkering with this process, Dr Lo-
max and her team were able to devise a
form of molten-salt electrolysis that pro-
duces oxygen directly. They tested it on
commercially available simulated regolith,
a substance based on a recipe obtained
from samples brought back from the
Moon. In September 2019 they reported in
Planetary and Space Science that they had
extracted 96% of the oxygen present in the
simulated regolith—although they could
actually collect only around a third of that
because the rest reacted with parts of the
apparatus, which was not built to with-
stand oxygen’s corrosive effects.

In light of this the researchers have de-
signed a new, oxygen-proof prototype that
should be able to collect all of the gas liber-
ated from regolith. This prototype could be
automated and it should also be possible to
reduce its operating temperature, says
Alexandre Meurisse, a researcher at esa

who is working on the project. 
The agency plans to produce a version

of the machine that could be flown to the
Moon and operated there. A single unit
would produce around six tonnes of oxy-
gen a year—though bigger generators could
be developed. On Earth, a typical adult hu-

Making oxygen from lunar regolith

Space exploration

Breathing
moondust
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2 man breathes in 9.5 tonnes of air a year. By
mass, oxygen makes up about 23% of that
(most of the rest is nitrogen), although only
around a third of the oxygen present is ex-
tracted with each breath. The upshot is that
human beings require, on average, 740kg of
oxygen per year to keep themselves alive.
In an enclosed environment (as already
happens on the iss) the generated oxygen
would be mixed with air that had been
cleaned and scrubbed of carbon dioxide.
Plants, if they could be made to grow,
would also help remove CO2.

As a bonus, once regolith has had its
oxygen extracted the leftovers may also be
useful, says Mark Symes, a colleague of Dr
Lomax at Glasgow. What remains is a mix-

ture of alloys rich in aluminium and iron,
and containing various amounts of other
materials, such as silicon, calcium, magne-
sium and titanium.

Unrefined, this mix could be used as a
building material by forming it into bricks
or tiles to build shelters. It might also be
used as the “ink” in a 3d printer, to create
such structures more directly. Dr Symes
thinks it may even be possible to siphon off
specific metals or alloys directly from the
generator, for more specialised purposes.
If so, that means a regolithic oxygen-gener-
ator would not only help keep people alive
on the Moon but could also provide the ma-
terials to build and fuel a rocket to tran-
sport them deeper into space. 7

The jewel beetle is so called for a reason.
When illuminated, the insect’s cara-

pace dazzles with a sparkling green pris-
matic spray. That this bright colouration
sends some sort of signal to the world has
long seemed obvious. Most researchers as-
sume that the signal in question is either a
warning to predators or a display of fitness
to mates. Work published this week in Cur-
rent Biology by Karin Kjernsmo at the Uni-
versity of Bristol suggests, however, that
the jewel beetle’s iridescence is neither of
these. It is instead an “antisignal”, intended
not to show the animal off, but to hide it.

Much animal colouration is the product
of pigments. A jewel beetle’s hue is differ-
ent. It is generated by tiny structures that
diffract light falling on them, creating an
interference pattern from which colours
emerge. Dr Kjernsmo questioned the idea
that jewel beetles and species like them use
their colours to attract mates, because such
sexual selection usually results in only the
male being brightly coloured, rather than
both sexes, as with jewel beetles. She also
questioned the idea that beetle colouration
is a warning. For such a warning to work an
organism must either be toxic to consume
or dangerous to approach. Jewel beetles are
neither. Nor do they mimic any known
creature with these properties, which is the
other way that something which looks like
warning colouration can evolve (albeit as a
bluff, rather than the real thing). There is,
however, a third variety of defensive colou-
ration. This is crypsis, in which colour acts
as camouflage. 

At first sight, it seems absurd that col-
ouration as bright as a jewel beetle’s might

be cryptic. But intuition is not data, so Dr
Kjernsmo decided to do some experi-
ments. First, she and her colleagues built
dummy beetles out of epoxy resin using
silicone dental moulds created from the
shed exoskeletons of real beetles. They
then painted these dummies in a range of
colours not sported by real beetles, namely
violet, ocean blue, a mix of peacock green
and metallic green, and black. They also
made some dummy beetles that were iri-
descently coloured like real ones, by gluing
the exoskeletons of real beetles onto the
replicas. Lastly, they created yet further
dummies that were the colour of real bee-

tles, but without the iridescence.
For the experiment they pinned the

dummies to dead mealworms, to provide a
reward for any predator taking an interest,
and then attached them to plants like
beech, hazel, holly and ivy that were grow-
ing in a local nature reserve. They then
monitored each dummy 2, 24 and 48 hours
later. If the mealworm had been eaten, the
dummy was recorded as probably having
been attacked by a bird. If it had had its flu-
ids sucked out, a spider was probably re-
sponsible. If it had been chopped into bits,
the culprits were likely to have been ants.

The research team found that 646 of the
886 dummies they had deployed were at-
tacked by birds. They also found that iri-
descent and black dummies took longer for
the birds to discover, and were more likely
to survive for the full 48 hours. 

The survival of black dummies, which
are presumably hard to spot, was no sur-
prise. What intrigued Dr Kjernsmo was the
survival of the iridescent dummies. She
therefore ran another experiment, this
time involving people. She distributed
more dummies through the woods and
asked volunteers to find them. Each of 36
participants was equipped with a laser 
rangefinder and asked to walk along one of
the two paths. Participants were told to
stop and point the rangefinder at a model
as soon as they saw it. This yielded two sets
of data: whether a model was spotted and,
if it was, how close it had to be to a hunter to
be noticed. 

The upshot was that when models were
on glossy leaves such as holly and ivy they
were indeed much harder to spot—some-
thing presumably true of real beetles as
well. So, in this species at least, iridescence
really does act as cryptic colouration. As
long as a beetle chooses the right leaf to
perch on. 7

Bright colours can conceal things, as well as revealing them

Animal colouration

Beetle drive

Hiding in plain sight

Buy CSS Books Online as Cash on Delivery https://cssbooks.net 



The Economist January 25th 2020 71

1

Abdul jabbar was nine years old when
he was given some coloured pencils

and asked to draw scenes from his life in
Darfur. Like hundreds of thousands of oth-
ers he had been driven from his village in a
ferocious assault by the Sudanese army
and their merciless accomplices, the Janja-
weed, meaning roughly “evil on horse-
back”. Abdul Jabbar was surviving in a refu-
gee camp—but at least he had survived. His
drawing records the fates of some who did
not. Here a young child is being thrown
into a fire (see above). In the middle of the
picture, a hooded man is being shot at close
range. Towards the bottom, a soldier is cut-
ting off another man’s head. 

This drawing, and hundreds of others,
were collected by Anna Schmidt (not her
real name), a humanitarian worker for
Waging Peace, a British ngo. She met Abdul
Jabbar in a refugee camp in Chad, to which
many Darfuris had fled. She was there to
gather evidence of what had really hap-

pened in Darfur since full-scale conflict
had erupted four years earlier, in 2003. The
Sudanese government of President Omar
al-Bashir claimed that its forces had carried
out only a limited counter-insurgency op-
eration, which rebels had provoked. Others
suspected something much worse. For all
the authorities’ sophisticated attempts to
cover up their atrocities, the children’s
drawings helped give the lie to the official
version of events.

Ms Schmidt remembers that it was the
mothers who urged her to talk to the chil-
dren. “If you really want to know the truth,”

they told her, “speak to them. Don’t just
take it from us.” At first she wanted them to
write about their experiences. Many, how-
ever, preferred to draw. They were asked
simply to give an account of life in their vil-
lages; Ms Schmidt was shocked by the vis-
ceral images they produced.

Time and again, the same motifs recur.
Helicopter gunships swoop low, bringing
fire from the sky even as the people below
are still sleeping. Next come the Janjaweed,
on camel or horseback, followed closely by
regular Sudanese troops in their “techni-
cals”, pick-up trucks with heavy machine-
guns mounted on the back. The detail—
down to the flashes on the troops’ uni-
forms, clearly identifying them as regular
Sudanese soldiers—is remarkable. The
government claimed that this was never an
ethnic conflict, but the children tell a dif-
ferent story. Often the victims are rendered
with grey or brown skin, whereas their at-
tackers are coloured pink. This indicates
that the villagers are non-Arab, African
groups (often Masalit), while their assail-
ants come from Nilotic Arab tribes. In other
words, this was ethnic cleansing and, as
the International Criminal Court (icc) was
to rule, a genocide.

Some of these haunting images are on
display at the Wiener Holocaust Library in
London until April 1st. As Barbara Warnock,
the curator, avers, they “provide crucial ev-

Art and genocide

Caught on paper

Drawing is a form of therapy for survivors of atrocities—and a tool of justice
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idence of the experiences of child survivors
of the genocide in Darfur”. They have previ-
ously stirred viewers elsewhere in Europe
and in North America. But this new exhibi-
tion comes at a poignant moment for Su-
dan, and for the prosecution of the most
grievous crimes against humanity.

The art of suffering
Except for remote satellite images of incin-
erated villages, there was no contempora-
neous photographic proof of the carnage in
Darfur. That means the children’s sketches
may be the most important visual repre-
sentations of the killings that the world is
ever likely to see. In 2007, as it investigated
possible war crimes in the region, the icc

admitted the drawings as “contextual evi-
dence”; Mr Bashir was himself indicted for
genocide in 2010. Yet, tragically, the suffer-
ing is by no means over. 

Despite a popular revolution in Sudan
that toppled Mr Bashir and his regime last
year, peace has yet to reach Darfur. Fierce
fighting in early January killed roughly 50
more people, and displaced a further
40,000, according to the un. After years of
denial, the new Sudanese government has
promised to investigate crimes in the re-
gion. The children’s drawings could yet be
used in that process, even if Mr Bashir him-
self is never hauled off to the icc.

Precedents for such use were set by war-
crimes trials following the Holocaust. The
best-known children’s drawings of that era
are from Theresienstadt, a holding camp in
Czechoslovakia in which Jews were impris-
oned before many were transferred to
death camps farther east. 

Twelve thousand children passed
through; few ultimately survived. Some

were encouraged to draw by Friedl Dicker-
Brandeis, a pioneer of art therapy. Al-
though the Nazis used Theresienstadt as a
show-camp to fool delegations from the
Red Cross about the horror of the Final Sol-
ution, the truth breaks through in the
drawings. One frequent motif is food—re-
flecting the hunger in a place where over
30,000 people were deliberately starved to
death. Some of the images are all the more
evocative for their eerie normality. 

One Theresienstadt artist, Yahuda Ba-
con, also survived Auschwitz, which was
liberated 75 years ago, on January 27th 1945.
Soon afterwards, the 16-year-old drew his
memories of the camp. Those pictures, in-
cluding sketches of the gas chambers, were
presented as forensic evidence in the early
1960s at the trials of Adolf Eichmann in Is-
rael and of Auschwitz personnel in Frank-
furt. Other drawings were considered, too.

These examples could yet have a bear-
ing on the latest genocide, of the Rohingya
Muslims by the Myanmar army. Last year
Save the Children, a charity, asked young-
sters in Rohingya refugee camps to draw
what they wanted to tell the world, as part
of their therapy. Again, some rendered ex-
traordinarily detailed portrayals of the de-
struction of their homes and their flight to
relative safety in Bangladesh (see below). 

As yet, there is no plan to enlist these as
evidence. But as courts whirr into ac-
tion—on January 23rd, as The Economist
went to press, the International Court of
Justice was due to issue a ruling on the
slaughter—interest in them may grow. Ex-
perience shows that, uncluttered by adult
artifice, children can provide the most
honest impressions of unspeakable acts,
and the most searing. 7

When words fail

When breakdancing, splayed fingers
jabbing to the beat, legs akimbo

above improbable head-spins, he seems
supremely macho. When performing arias
and oratorios, brows arched above plain-
tive eyes, he seems as innocent as a choris-
ter. In person, Jakub Jozef Orlinski is a viva-
cious yet plain-talking Polish opera star,
who also maintains a deep commitment to
street dance. 

He grew up in the leafy Zoliborz district
of Warsaw, where, with his friend Piotr, he
joined a local choir as an alto at the age of
eight. Piotr had the more beautiful voice,
Mr Orlinski says modestly, but he had the
staying power. He attended the Fryderyk
Chopin University of Music in Warsaw,
then the Juilliard School in New York. “He
was like a sponge,” says Edith Wiens, who
taught him there; “his disciplined work
habits were astounding.” He knew nothing
of harmony when he began his studies, and
was unable to read music, but he emerged a
masterful countertenor—the top of the vo-
cal range for male voices—who sings in an
ethereal falsetto. 

Modern countertenors mostly sing
parts originally intended for others. In pre-
vious centuries, castrati were the only male
performers to reach these lofty registers;
composers wrote specifically for them. In
works by, for instance, Purcell and Handel,
there were also roles for male singers
whose natural range extended beyond
their modern counterparts’. Men used to be
smaller, explains Simon Ravens, a musi-
cologist, and natural speaking and singing
voices were generally much higher. The
upshot is that there is very little music ex-

A Polish countertenor is updating
opera’s image 
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pressly designed for modern, falsetto
countertenors like Mr Orlinski. They have
to be adaptable.

“I started going to competitions,” Mr Or-
linski says of his early career. “I wasn’t win-
ning at first, but I met a lot of people.” Some
were directors of opera festivals, who wield
the same sort of clout as the scouts who de-
termine the future of pop. The ploy paid off.
Now 29, Mr Orlinski’s schedule is booked
up for years to come. He has already made
two records; last summer he sang the lead
in Handel’s “Rinaldo” at the Glyndebourne
festival in East Sussex, after the mezzo-so-
prano who had been cast pulled out.

Opera has a reputation for being staid
and exclusive, but, perhaps because of his
appealing looks as well as his artistry, Mr
Orlinski is reaching new audiences. A for-
mer pin-up for Levi’s and Nike adverts, he
has a big following on social media. When
your correspondent met him, he had just
performed at Sofia University in Bulgaria.
The hall was packed with students who, he
reckons, were impressed. So, he remem-
bers, were a group of breakdancers on a re-
cent trip to Switzerland. 

“I looked up the local [breakdance] crew
in Zurich and joined their training ses-
sion,” Mr Orlinski says. After that, “I got
them tickets and they came to see me sing.
They couldn’t believe it!” His combination
of talents and interests might seem eccen-
tric, but look closely, and they chime. In
breakdancing, anything goes. In ornamen-
tation—the flourishes of notes that punc-
tuate musical phrases—there is the same
sort of licence, especially in the Baroque
pieces that Mr Orlinski frequently sings.
Both marry finely honed technique with
the thrill of freedom. 7

Especially in america, travel has al-
ways been associated with freedom and

opportunity. Immigrants sailing to a new
world, pioneers heading West in search of
virgin land, or lost souls hoping for a sec-
ond chance—in each case, physical mobil-
ity has seemed essential to the social kind.
But as Candacy Taylor demonstrates in her
new book, “the open road wasn’t open to
all”. As the author sets out in heartbreaking
detail, for Americans of African descent the
simple act of leaving home was often a dan-
gerous undertaking.

Published from 1936 to 1967, the “Negro
Motorist Green Book”—from which the
Oscar-winning film of 2018 takes its
name—helped make travel possible, if not
exactly worry-free. In a country where
lynchings and other attacks on black peo-
ple were common, the guide was not only a
convenience but often a lifesaver. As the
understated tag-line on the edition of 1956
put it, “Carry your green book with you—
you might need it.”

Along with informative articles, the
guide listed hotels, restaurants, petrol sta-
tions and other essential services, many of
them black-owned, where African-Ameri-
can customers would not be harassed or
humiliated. It enabled readers—up to 2m at
the height of its circulation in 1962—to
avoid businesses where they were unwel-
come and steer clear of “sundown towns”,
where black visitors spotted after dark
faced arrest, or worse. The Royce Café in
Edmond, Oklahoma, for instance, proudly
puffed the town as, “A Good Place to Live.
6000 Live Citizens. No Negroes.”

Though the “Green Book” mapped a ge-
ography of hate, it strived to maintain an
upbeat tone, urging its readers to partici-
pate in the increasingly popular pastime of
leisure travel. A feature titled “Let’s Go
Places” identified the limited number of
public places where, Ms Taylor says, black
Americans could “swim, picnic and relax
on the beach”. The “Railroad Edition” of
1951 insisted that “every effort has been
made to assure a more pleasant journey”.

Despite the grim history that it recalls,
“Overground Railroad” is not simply a

chronicle of cruelty and despair (though
both are abundant). In the face of systemic
oppression, black culture and many black
communities thrived. The book is full of
stories featuring Duke Ellington, Ella Fitz-
gerald, Langston Hughes and countless
other luminaries who led creative lives in
the face of almost daily indignities. Pre-
vented from mingling freely with their
white compatriots, African-Americans
created their own vibrant hubs, in Harlem,
Denver’s Five Points and South Central Los
Angeles. All this is documented in loving
detail by Ms Taylor, through both text and
photographs, many taken as she made her
own pilgrimage to sites listed in the guide.

“Overground Railroad” is at its best in
the small details that capture both the bit-
ter and the sweet of lives and pleasures
pursued in the teeth of injustice. Descrip-
tions of “Green Book” favourites conjure a
bygone era—such as Dooky Chase’s Creole
restaurant in New Orleans, which Ray
Charles celebrated in song, or the Dew Drop
in the same city, which hosted perfor-
mances by the drag queen Patsy Vidalia, as
well as singers including James Brown,
Sam Cooke and Otis Redding. By contrast,
for all her legitimate indignation at past
and present outrages, Ms Taylor’s musings
on the wider political context rarely offer
fresh insights. The strength of this book
about a book lies in the street-level views
through which the American road un-
spools in all its compromised glory. 7

American history

Safe havens

Overground Railroad: The Green Book and
the Roots of Black Travel in America. By
Candacy Taylor. Abrams Press; 360 pages; $35

The unopen road

Innovators are not always welcome. In
1589 William Lee made his way to the

English court, hoping to be granted a pat-
ent for his invention, a knitting machine.
Queen Elizabeth I turned him down: “Con-
sider thou what the invention could do to
my poor subjects,” she enjoined. “It would
assuredly bring to them ruin by depriving
them of employment.”

The fears of Good Queen Bess have ech-
oed down the centuries—from the Ludd-
ites, who smashed textile machinery in the
early 19th century, to John F. Kennedy, who
warned of the dangers of automation dur-
ing his presidential campaign of 1960. In
the 21st century the concerns have
switched to robots and artificial intelli-
gence (ai); 30% of American workers be-
lieve their jobs are likely to be replaced by 

The future of work

If you can get it

A World Without Work. By Daniel
Susskind. Metropolitan Books; 307 pages;
$28. Allen Lane; £20
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2 robots and computers in their lifetime.
Daniel Susskind has written about this

issue before in “The Future of the Profes-
sions”, co-authored with his father, Rich-
ard. That book focused on the threat posed
by machine-learning to doctors, lawyers
and the like. His new tome is a much broad-
er look at the economic and social conse-
quences of automation.

In the past the relationship between
machine and human labour has been dri-
ven by two factors: the substituting effect,
which caused people to lose jobs, and the
complementing effect, which allowed em-
ployees to do their work more productive-
ly. The author worries that, in the future,
the substituting effect will dominate. Ad-
vances in ai have been so rapid that ma-
chines will eventually be better than peo-
ple at most activities, he says, and so will be
the “default choice” for performing them. A
few highly paid humans will still be em-
ployed, but the rest will either struggle to
find work or fall into the “precariat”, stuck
in jobs that are not just poorly paid but un-
stable and stressful.

Mr Susskind thinks that this scenario
will require a change in political thinking.
Part of his answer would be a “conditional
basic income”, paid by the government and
financed by taxes on the better-off. Rather
than being universal, this would come
with provisos: recipients would have to
make some contribution to society, such as
providing social care or teaching children.
Given all the superabundant free time,
societies will also need a more coherent
leisure policy, coaxing people away from

their smartphones and televisions.
This gloomy view of the impact of tech-

nology is plausible. But so is a more opti-
mistic outlook, as the economist Roger
Bootle showed in “The ai Economy: Work,
Wealth and Welfare in the Robot Age”, pub-
lished last year. Mr Bootle argued that ai

and robotics would improve productivity
and economic growth, and release people
from performing the most humdrum
tasks. As for employment, there will always
be demand for services with the human
touch, just as there is an appetite for “arti-
sanal” loaves as well as sliced white bread.

Which of these visions is right? Recent
history has not vindicated either the opti-
mists or the pessimists. Employment has
surged in both America and Britain, sug-
gesting that technology has not led to
widespread labour replacement. On the
other hand, growth in productivity has
consistently been extremely disappoint-
ing, indicating that technology is not yield-
ing the hoped-for increases in prosperity.
This record is a shaky basis on which to
make forecasts. Mr Susskind wisely hedges
his bets, declaring that “in all likelihood,
there will be enough work for humans to
do for a while yet.” The problem, he says,
lies in the long run.

Perhaps. The truth is that, seductive as
prognostications like Mr Susskind’s may
be, it is impossible to be sure whether the
latest advances will in the end have mainly
benign or malign economic effects. Books
like his are a useful summary of the current
debate on an important subject. But they
are not crystal balls. 7

Coming to a shop floor near you

Mention agatha christie, and what
springs to mind is the use of poison to

bump off her victims, starting with the
strychnine in “The Mysterious Affair at
Styles” (1920). She is less associated with
campus mysteries, even though “Cat
Among the Pigeons” (1959) takes place at a
girls’ school. For that sub-genre, crime afi-
cionados are more likely to think of Do-
rothy L. Sayers or P.D. James.

Both elements meet in “The Truants”,
Kate Weinberg’s deliciously creepy addi-
tion to the campus-mystery catalogue.
Farm girl Jess Walker goes to university in
Norfolk—where Ms Weinberg earned a cre-
ative-writing degree from the University of
East Anglia—for just one reason: she wants
to take classes with Lorna Clay, known for a
book called “The Truants” and for “‘rescu-
ing’ female authors who had been lost or
dismissed from the canon as irrelevant”.
Authors such as Christie.

Jess signs up for Lorna’s seminar and
befriends three other students. Georgie has
wrist wounds—“like spatters of very pale
paint, almost silvery from age”—which are
only one sign of her problems. Nick is a
“rock geek” who studies geology and falls
for Jess. She prefers Alec, a white South Af-
rican journalist on leave to write a book.

Naturally, these relationships are not
always what they seem. Students speculate
about the reasons why Lorna left Cam-
bridge for Norfolk. She fuels the rumours
by writing on the board, “People disappear
when they most want to be seen”, and by re-
minding her class that Christie’s greatest
mystery occurred in her own life: her 11-day
disappearance in 1926 after she learned that
her husband was having an affair. A death
and the possibility of poisoning also fea-
ture in Ms Weinberg’s plot.

Like Christie’s, her characters some-
times give over-long explanatory speeches.
But she exhibits some of the queen of
crime’s best traits, too. Part of Christie’s ap-
peal, Ms Weinberg knows, is her recogni-
tion that for many, innocents as well as
scoundrels, outward behaviour is a series
of veils that shroud their true identities. In
“The Truants”, readers never quite grasp
the characters’ motives until the end. Skil-
fully, the novel shows that some university
experiences do resemble a country manor
with strychnine on the premises. All that
refinement may be only an illusion. 7

Campus mysteries

Class acts

The Truants. By Kate Weinberg. G.P.
Putnam’s Sons; 320 pages; $26. Bloomsbury
Publishing; £14.99
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MINISTRY OF INFRASTRUCTURE AND ENERGY

NOTIFICATION OF CONTRACT

1. Name and Address of Contracting Authority: Ministry of Infrastructure and Energy,
Republic of Albania. Address: Str. Abdi Toptani, No. 1, Tirana, Albania.

2. Name and address of the Contact Person: Mr Antonio Bushati, Ministry of
Infrastructure and Energy.

E-mail: antonio.bushati@infrastruktura.gov.al,
Copied to: gjergji.simaku@infrastruktura.gov.al

3. The Form, Object and Type of Contract: Selection of the successful bidder for
the design, financing, construction, operation, maintenance and transfer of a Solar
Photovoltaic Facility to be located at Remas – Karavasta, Lushnje and Libofsha, Fier,
with an installed capacity of 70 MW, as part of the support measures, and an additional
installed capacity of 70MW, which will not be part of the support measures (totaling
140 MW of installed capacity) (Project).

4. Type of Competitive Procedure: Open Procedure.

5. Project Location: The PV Facility shall be located at Karavasta area, Remas –
Karavasta Lushnje, and Libofsha Fier, Albania.

6. Duration of Project Development Agreement: 30 years (as per specifications
provided under Bidding Procedure Documents).

7. Power Purchase Agreement: As part of the support measures, a Power Purchase
Agreement to be entered into between the successful bidder and the offtaker, for a
purchase capacity of 70 MW, for a duration of 15 years.

8. Bid Submission Deadline: 16 March 2020, at 12.00 hrs. CET.

9. Bid Opening: 16 March 2020, at 12.00 hrs. CET.

10. Bid Validity Period: Bids must be valid for 180 days from the final Bid Submission
Deadline.

11. Bid Security: A bid security, issued by a reputable bank, in the amount of Euro 560,000
(Euro five hundred and sixty thousand), to be valid for a period of 180 days from the
final Bid Submission Deadline.

12. Purchase of Bidding Procedure Documents: Bidding Procedure Documents can be
only purchased starting from 20th January 2020, against the payment of Euro 2,000
(Euro two thousand).

13. Bidding Eligibility and Evaluation: As set forth in the Bidding Procedure Documents.

Additional information about the Bidding Procedure documents can be obtained

from the Contracting Authority’s website: http://infrastruktura.gov.al/

The Common Fund for Commodities (CFC) is an intergovernmental financial 

institution established by the United Nations and is based in Amsterdam, the 

Netherlands. The CFC invites applications for the position of:

Junior Project Manager (UN Scale: P-1)

The Junior Project Manager will focus on the implementation of development 

projects and financial interventions for the private sector. The ideal candidate 

will have an advanced university degree in development, finance, economics 

or business along with strong technical skills and at least 1 to 2 years’ 

experience of working in a financial or development environment.

The closing date for applications is 21 February 2020. Further information and 

detailed Terms of Reference are available at  www.common-fund.org

To advertise within the classified section, contact:
United States
Richard Dexter
Tel: +1 212 554 0662 
richarddexter@economist.com

UK/Europe
Olivia Power
Tel: +44 20 7576 8539 
oliviapower@economist.com

Middle East & Africa
Philip Wrigley
Tel: +44 20 7576 8091 
philipwrigley@economist.com

Asia
Connie Tsui
Tel: +852 2585 3211 
connietsui@economist.com
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Economic data

 Gross domestic product Consumer prices Unemployment Current-account Budget Interest rates Currency units
 % change on year ago % change on year ago rate balance balance 10-yr gov't bonds change on per $ % change
 latest quarter* 2019† latest 2019† % % of GDP, 2019† % of GDP, 2019† latest,% year ago, bp Jan 22nd on year ago

United States 2.1 Q3 2.1 2.3 2.3 Dec 1.8 3.5 Dec -2.4 -4.6 1.8 -97.0 -
China 6.0 Q4 6.1 6.1 4.5 Dec 2.9 3.6 Q4§ 1.5 -4.3 2.8     §§ -14.0 6.90 -1.3
Japan 1.7 Q3 1.8 0.8 0.5 Nov 0.4 2.2 Nov 3.2 -3.0 nil -8.0 110 -0.4
Britain 1.1 Q3 1.7 1.3 1.3 Dec 1.8 3.8 Oct†† -4.3 -1.8 0.7 -69.0 0.76 1.3
Canada 1.7 Q3 1.3 1.7 2.2 Dec 2.0 5.6 Dec -2.1 -1.1 1.5 -52.0 1.31 1.5
Euro area 1.2 Q3 1.1 1.2 1.3 Dec 1.2 7.5 Nov 3.2 -1.0 -0.3 -50.0 0.90 -2.2
Austria 1.5 Q3 -0.7 1.6 1.7 Dec 1.4 4.2 Nov 1.6 0.2 -0.1 -54.0 0.90 -2.2
Belgium 1.6 Q3 1.7 1.3 0.8 Dec 1.3 5.2 Nov -0.1 -1.3 nil -75.0 0.90 -2.2
France 1.4 Q3 1.1 1.3 1.5 Dec 1.3 8.4 Nov -0.9 -3.2 nil -62.0 0.90 -2.2
Germany 0.5 Q3 0.3 0.6 1.5 Dec 1.3 3.1 Nov 7.3 1.0 -0.3 -50.0 0.90 -2.2
Greece 2.7 Q3 2.3 2.2 0.8 Dec 0.5 16.6 Oct -2.3 0.6 1.4 -276 0.90 -2.2
Italy 0.3 Q3 0.2 0.2 0.5 Dec 0.7 9.7 Nov 2.9 -2.2 1.3 -144 0.90 -2.2
Netherlands 1.9 Q3 1.8 1.8 2.7 Dec 2.7 4.1 Dec 9.4 0.6 -0.2 -52.0 0.90 -2.2
Spain 1.9 Q3 1.6 2.1 0.8 Dec 0.8 14.1 Nov 1.0 -2.3 0.5 -86.0 0.90 -2.2
Czech Republic 3.4 Q3 1.6 2.6 3.2 Dec 2.9 2.2 Nov‡ 0.7 0.2 1.7 -12.0 22.7 -0.5
Denmark 2.3 Q3 1.5 2.1 0.8 Dec 0.8 3.7 Nov 8.3 1.5 -0.3 -43.0 6.75 -2.5
Norway 1.3 Q3 0.1 1.0 1.4 Dec 2.2 3.8 Oct‡‡ 5.4 6.5 1.4 -39.0 8.99 -4.3
Poland 4.2 Q3 5.3 4.2 3.4 Dec 2.2 5.2 Dec§ 0.2 -1.2 2.3 -57.0 3.83 -1.6
Russia 1.7 Q3 na 1.1 3.0 Dec 4.5 4.6 Nov§ 6.2 2.3 6.3 -215 62.1 7.2
Sweden  1.7 Q3 1.1 1.2 1.8 Dec 1.8 6.8 Nov§ 3.4 0.4 0.1 -34.0 9.52 -5.2
Switzerland 1.1 Q3 1.6 0.8 0.2 Dec 0.4 2.3 Dec 10.2 0.5 -0.6 -47.0 0.97 3.1
Turkey 0.9 Q3 na 0.1 11.8 Dec 15.2 13.4 Oct§ 0.2 -3.0 10.4 -552 5.92 -9.8
Australia 1.7 Q3 1.8 1.7 1.7 Q3 1.5 5.1 Dec 0.4 0.1 1.1 -118 1.46 -4.1
Hong Kong -2.9 Q3 -12.1 -0.6 2.9 Dec 3.0 3.3 Dec‡‡ 4.8 -0.1 1.6 -41.0 7.77 1.0
India 4.5 Q3 4.5 4.9 7.4 Dec 3.6 7.6 Dec -1.8 -3.9 6.6 -89.0 71.2 0.3
Indonesia 5.0 Q3 na 5.1 2.7 Dec 3.0 5.3 Q3§ -2.3 -2.0 6.7 -141 13,645 4.2
Malaysia 4.4 Q3 na 4.5 1.0 Dec 0.8 3.2 Nov§ 3.1 -3.5 3.3 -78.0 4.07 1.5
Pakistan 3.3 2019** na 3.3 12.6 Dec 9.4 5.8 2018 -3.7 -8.9 11.1     ††† -222 155 -10.1
Philippines 6.4 Q4 9.1 5.7 2.5 Dec 2.4 4.5 Q4§ -0.3 -3.1 4.8 -167 50.9 4.0
Singapore 0.8 Q4 0.1 0.7 0.6 Nov 0.5 2.3 Q3 17.4 -0.5 1.7 -52.0 1.35 0.7
South Korea 2.2 Q4 4.7 1.8 0.7 Dec 0.4 3.4 Dec§ 3.0 0.8 1.7 -28.0 1,165 -2.9
Taiwan 3.4 Q4 7.0 2.6 1.1 Dec 0.5 3.7 Dec 11.9 -0.9 0.6 -24.0 30.0 3.1
Thailand 2.4 Q3 0.4 2.4 0.9 Dec 0.7 1.1 Nov§ 6.8 -2.8 1.4 -84.0 30.4 4.8
Argentina -1.7 Q3 3.8 -3.3 53.8 Dec‡ 53.2 9.7 Q3§ -1.6 -4.3 na -464 60.1 -37.6
Brazil 1.2 Q3 2.5 1.2 4.3 Dec 3.7 11.2 Nov§‡‡ -2.4 -5.7 4.4 -289 4.18 -9.6
Chile 3.3 Q3 3.0 1.3 3.0 Dec 2.3 6.9 Nov§‡‡ -3.0 -1.8 3.2 -103 772 -12.9
Colombia 3.3 Q3 2.3 3.1 3.8 Dec 3.5 9.3 Nov§ -4.5 -2.5 5.8 -106 3,334 -5.9
Mexico -0.3 Q3 0.1 nil 2.8 Dec 3.6 3.1 Dec -0.8 -2.7 6.8 -190 18.7 2.5
Peru 3.0 Q3 2.9 2.3 1.9 Dec 2.1 5.4 Dec§ -1.9 -1.7 4.1 -152 3.31 0.9
Egypt 5.6 Q3 na 5.6 7.0 Dec 8.1 7.8 Q3§ -0.2 -7.1 na nil 15.8 13.4
Israel 4.2 Q3 4.1 3.4 0.6 Dec 0.9 3.9 Nov 2.4 -3.9 0.9 -134 3.46 6.4
Saudi Arabia 2.4 2018 na 0.4 0.3 Dec -1.2 5.5 Q3 1.9 -6.0 na nil 3.75 nil
South Africa 0.1 Q3 -0.6 0.6 4.0 Dec 4.2 29.1 Q3§ -3.9 -5.9 9.0 12.0 14.3 -3.0

Source: Haver Analytics.  *% change on previous quarter, annual rate. †The Economist Intelligence Unit estimate/forecast. §Not seasonally adjusted. ‡New series. **Year ending June. ††Latest 3 months. ‡‡3-month moving 
average. §§5-year yield. †††Dollar-denominated bonds. 
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Commodities

The Economist commodity-price index % change on
2015=100 Jan 14th Jan 21st* month year

Dollar Index
All Items 116.8 117.0 2.1 10.5
Food 101.6 101.9 0.6 8.7
Industrials    
All 130.9 131.1 3.1 11.8
Non-food agriculturals 103.9 104.3 1.7 -3.4
Metals 138.9 139.1 3.5 15.8

Sterling Index
All items 137.0 136.7 1.3 9.6

Euro Index
All items 116.4 116.9 2.0 13.0

Gold
$ per oz 1,543.6 1,557.8 3.9 21.6

Brent
$ per barrel 64.7 64.7 -3.9 5.8

Sources: Bloomberg; CME Group; Cotlook; Datastream from Refinitiv; 
Fastmarkets; FT; ICCO; ICO; ISO; Live Rice Index; LME; NZ Wool 
Services; Thompson Lloyd & Ewart; Urner Barry; WSJ.  *Provisional.

Markets
 % change on: % change on:

 Index one Dec 31st index one Dec 31st
In local currency Jan 22nd week 2018 Jan 22nd week 2018

United States  S&P 500 3,321.8 1.0 32.5
United States  NAScomp 9,383.8 1.4 41.4
China  Shanghai Comp 3,060.8 -0.9 22.7
China  Shenzhen Comp 1,819.6 0.3 43.5
Japan  Nikkei 225 24,031.4 0.5 20.1
Japan  Topix 1,744.1 0.8 16.7
Britain  FTSE 100 7,571.9 -0.9 12.5
Canada  S&P TSX 17,599.9 1.1 22.9
Euro area  EURO STOXX 50 3,769.8 nil 25.6
France  CAC 40 6,011.0 -0.4 27.1
Germany  DAX* 13,515.8 0.6 28.0
Italy  FTSE/MIB 23,706.3 -0.2 29.4
Netherlands  AEX 611.6 nil 25.4
Spain  IBEX 35 9,573.7 0.7 12.1
Poland  WIG 58,401.7 -0.5 1.2
Russia  RTS, $ terms 1,612.9 0.7 51.3
Switzerland  SMI 10,895.1 2.1 29.3
Turkey  BIST 122,747.1 1.5 34.5
Australia  All Ord. 7,249.0 1.9 27.0
Hong Kong  Hang Seng 28,341.0 -1.5 9.7
India  BSE 41,115.4 -1.8 14.0
Indonesia  IDX 6,233.4 -0.8 0.6
Malaysia  KLSE 1,578.0 -0.5 -6.7

Pakistan  KSE 42,561.3 -1.0 14.8
Singapore  STI 3,253.9 -0.1 6.0
South Korea  KOSPI 2,267.3 1.6 11.1
Taiwan  TWI  12,118.7 0.2 24.6
Thailand  SET 1,574.6 -0.4 0.7
Argentina  MERV 42,002.3 1.8 38.7
Brazil  BVSP 118,391.3 1.7 34.7
Mexico  IPC 45,604.4 2.6 9.5
Egypt  EGX 30 13,752.1 -0.1 5.5
Israel  TA-125 1,682.4 2.2 26.2
Saudi Arabia  Tadawul 8,428.2 -0.1 7.7
South Africa  JSE AS 57,918.9 -0.2 9.8
World, dev'd  MSCI 2,410.2 0.8 27.9
Emerging markets  MSCI 1,133.4 -0.4 17.4

US corporate bonds,  spread over Treasuries
 Dec 31st
Basis points latest 2018

Investment grade    140 190
High-yield   450 571

Sources: Datastream from Refinitiv; Standard & Poor's Global Fixed 
Income Research.  *Total return index. 

For more countries and additional data, visit
Economist.com/indicators

Economic & financial indicators
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Seventy-five years after Auschwitz was liberated, historians have identified around two-thirds of the camp’s Jewish victims
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Simone marienberg, a five-month-old
baby, had been born in Saint-Martin-Vé-

subie, a hilly village in France. Salomon Ie-
oyda, who was close to 90, came from Thes-
saloniki in Greece. At least 40 members of
the Horovitz family arrived from Hajdu-
hadhaz in Hungary. There were more than
9,300 Davids and 14,400 Esthers. 

The 1.1m people killed at Auschwitz, an
extermination camp in occupied Poland,
were born as far away as Finland and Mo-
rocco. Most of the victims, after journeys of
brutalising squalor, were led directly from
the trains to the gas chambers. When the
Red Army liberated the Third Reich’s big-
gest death factory on January 27th 1945, 75
years ago this week, it found 7,000kg of hu-
man hair shorn from the corpses.

The tally of the dead is hard to compre-
hend. Of the 9.5m Jews in Europe before the
war, 6m were murdered. If you spent five

minutes reading about each of them, it
would fill every waking hour for 90 years.
The overall civilian death toll attributed to
the Nazis—including Gypsies, disabled
people, gays, prisoners and bystanders to
combat—was perhaps three times greater.

Yad Vashem (“A Memorial and a Name”),
a museum in Israel, is determined to com-
memorate Holocaust victims as individ-
uals. In 1946 Sarah Friedlander, a survivor
of Bergen-Belsen, became the first director
of its archive, which documented Jews’
lives using testimonies from relatives. In
2004 Yad Vashem published its database of

victims online. Since then, it has grown
from 2.7m people to 4.8m, thanks to digital
analysis of the museum’s 210m docu-
ments. The records include 736,000 mur-
dered Jews who were sent to Auschwitz.

The most detailed entries provide pho-
tos, a biography, links to other relatives and
place of death. As well as memorialising
each victim for ever, this effort reveals the
extent of the losses across Europe. The map
above shows the last recorded residence—
or birthplace, if the pre-Holocaust home is
unknown—of all identified Jews killed at
Auschwitz. Even though that camp was re-
sponsible for just one-sixth of the death
toll, it claimed lives from nearly every-
where in Nazi-occupied territory, and
those of many people born elsewhere, too.

Yad Vashem is racing against time to
reach 6m names. Today, 400,000 Jews who
survived or fled the Nazis and their collab-
orators are alive, reckons the Claims Con-
ference, a body that sends them €480m
($564m) a year in compensation, mostly
from the German government. By 2030
there could be fewer than 100,000 surviv-
ing Jews who lived in or near Axis territory
during the war. As Alexander Avram, the
database’s director, said in 2017, “Every new
name is a small victory against oblivion.” 7

Archivists are racing against time to
identify every Jewish Holocaust victim

A memorial and 
a name

The HolocaustGraphic detail

*Forecast applies mortality rate of Israeli survivors to all regions
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Who would dream of starting a travelling circus at the dawn of
the 21st century? Who would brave mud, late-night pull-

downs, rats in the straw-bales, leaky caravans, temperamental ani-
mals, lack of loos, lack of baths, unless they had been born to it?
Who would put up with, and then triumph over, suspicious local
councils and the indifference of English rural folk? Nell Gifford
would. From 1998, when she and her husband Toti took the great
decision, she built up Giffords Circus from one ex-hire tent and
one wagon found in a hedge to a treasured summer institution of
the southern counties. As soon as her shining procession of hand-
painted burgundy wagons appeared in a town, queues would form
and tickets would fly out as fast as they could be printed. 

Audiences might have soured on the big noisy circuses of the
recent past, with their sad exploited tigers and creepy clowns, but
hers was different. It was a pocket circus, with a small ring and a
troupe of perhaps four dozen performers, all of whom worked,
sang and danced together. The horses were few but beautiful, and
at various times there were hens, doves, hawks and five dachs-
hunds. Most of the costumes were home-stitched and the sets
were made on-site, the old-fashioned way. Yet all the thrill of the
circus was there full-on, from the lights at evening strung around
the tent to the flames struck up by the knife-thrower, from the fear-
less pirouetting of Rebecca, the bareback ballerina, to the risky
tumbling of Tweedy the clown, from the glittering costumes of the
dancers to the terrifying sky-flips of the gymnasts. And there she
was at the centre of it all, dressed in whatever leotard or feathers or
hat the show demanded, eyelashes curled with foil and make-up
running with sweat, the picture of happiness.

What was a middle-class graduate from Oxford doing in such a
place? She had many answers. Childhood dreams came into it, of
ponies, candy-striped tents and dressing-up boxes, and of living in
a velvet-lined wagon under the stars. The ring allowed her to ride

horses, which she loved, in ways that magnified their mystery and
possibilities. She could push her fizzing creativity to the extreme,
whether piling on sequins, plaiting manes, devising moons for ac-
tors to swing from, or deciding that the theme of the next show
should be Cockerels, or Snow, or Xanadu. The minions of her
imagination were scurrying round all the time, especially in 
haberdasher’s shops among the fabrics or in museums among the
puppets, making a thousand little odd links, seeking out ideas. 

Powerful magic also lay at the heart of this. She wanted people
to imagine her tent was lit by candles. A good circus, she wrote, was
a sublimely existential thing, a golden present moment, even a cri-
sis that tipped into excess, and then it vanished. It was over, and
she would sometimes wander into the tent before pull-down just
for that still-magical smell of animals, popcorn and trodden grass. 

Nonetheless it was a business, and the road had been long to get
there. She and Toti started with a purple ring-binder of ideas, al-
most no money and almost no experience. He had a zebra-striped
tractor, could landscape gardens and build things, and was good at
keeping the mad project going. She had odd-jobbed for circuses for
a while, selling ice-creams, rolling up rubber mats, raking sawdust
and occasionally performing, as when the French Santus Circus 
allowed her to be a ring-mistress. In her head, though, were the im-
ages that had amazed her at the Circus Roncalli in Germany, where
visitors sipped champagne and the front-of-house staff wore de-
signer uniforms, celebrating shows that were also works of art. She
would have elegance and order in her miniature circus, too. 

Meanwhile, as they renovated their first wagon, they worked in
a freezing breeze-block hut, were fed for nothing by a friendly pub-
lican, and ran up debts of £100,000. Slowly they found perform-
ers—Rebecca in Stow-on-the Wold, her horse on the Welsh bor-
ders, a Russian strongman in Birmingham—and built movable
accommodation for them. Then in 2000, penniless, they played at
the Hay Festival, were packed out, and everything changed. They
were in Tatler and Vogue; by 2007, ever-growing, they needed a
choreographer and a director. By 2010 they had a permanent base
on a farm, with a big rehearsal barn and a building for each section.
They were no longer innocent, she felt. But they were famous. 

People still wondered why she had plunged into circus so en-
tirely. It was, after all, a closed world in which she would always be
a “josser”, an outsider. She was asked once by one of her gymnasts,
as they ate together after a show, what she had been running away
from when she founded Giffords, and that took her aback. But it
was a pertinent question. In 1991her mother Charlotte had fallen so
badly from a horse that she had been irreversibly brain-damaged.
In her loving untidy bohemian way, Charlotte had created the
world for her children—the large messy breakfasts, the fairy sto-
ries she told on walks, the wet roses she brought in from the gar-
den. When that world suddenly collapsed all her children, then
teenagers, needed to build another. Nell’s was the circus.

For circus was also family. She felt safe and at home there, being
by the horses, in her community, in her tribe. And it was through
families that circus was passed down. So when in 1999 she and Toti
wrestled with names for theirs, “Giffords” came to seem obvious.
Here was her multilingual travelling world of Cuban strongmen,
Ethiopian jugglers, Italian acrobats and even a dashing Hungarian
rider, Attila, in his glorious indigo robes—all helping, when neces-
sary, to babysit her twins, Cecil and Red, or cook up a pot of supper,
or give a wagon a strong shove out of the mud. 

She needed them, too, when the cancer struck, not that she in-
tended to slow down for a minute. If she felt tired at Giffords she
would paint vivid watercolours of circus scenes, or recline on her
day-bed to watch rehearsals. When her blonde hair fell out she
liked the boyish cropped look, which went well with the dashing
outfits she copied from her Cossack riders. Or she could wear, as
she did in the ring last summer, a flowing wig crowned with flow-
ers to complement her long white dress and her wonderful white
stallion, a queen of circus, not about to fade away. 7

Nell Gifford, founder of Giffords Circus, died on 
December 8th, aged 46

The triumph of magic

Nell GiffordObituary
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