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DUBAI, United Arab Emirates

— Two Iranian-backed militias in

the Mideast are signaling their

willingness to launch new attacks,

likely trying to back Iran on Mon-

day as it worried about an ap-

proaching U.S. aircraft carrier af-

ter President Donald Trump

threatened military action over its

crackdown on nationwide pro-

tests.

Yemen’s Iranian-backed

Houthi rebels signaled a willing-

ness to resume attacks on ship-

ping in the Red Sea. That came

just after Iraq’s Kataib Hezbollah

paramilitary group, long support-

ed by Iran’s paramilitary Revolu-

tionary Guard, issued a direct

threat late Sunday toward any at-

tack targeting Iran, warning a “to-

tal war” in the region would be a

result.

However, both the Houthis and

Kataib Hezbollah sat out from Is-

rael’s 12-day war on Iran in June

that saw the United States bomb

Iranian nuclear sites. The hesitan-

cy to get involved shows the disar-

ray still affecting Iran’s self-de-

scribed “Axis of Resistance” after

facing attacks from Israel during

its war on Hamas in the Gaza

Strip.

A short video by the Houthis in-

cluded images of a ship on fire,

with the caption: “Soon.” It later

aired footage Monday from its

January 2024 attack in the Gulf of

Aden on the Marshall Islands-

flagged tanker Marlin Luanda,

one of the over 100 ships attacked

as part of a campaign the Houthis

said pressured Israel over its war

against Hamas in the Gaza Strip.

The Houthis halted their fire af-

ter a ceasefire in the conflict,

though they’ve repeatedly warned

DANIEL KIMMELMAN/U.S. Navy

U.S. Navy sailors prepare to taxi an EA-18G Growler on the flight deck of Nimitz-class aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln on Wednesday. The
Abraham Lincoln Carrier Strike Group is underway conducting routine operations in the U.S. 7th Fleet area of operations. 

Fresh threats in the Mideast
2 Iranian-backed militias in Iraq, Yemen respond as US carrier heads toward Iran

BY JON GAMBRELL

Associated Press 

SEE THREATS ON PAGE 13

WASHINGTON — Democratic

senators are vowing to oppose a

funding bill for the Department of

Homeland Security following the

shooting death of a 37-year-old

Minnesota man, a stand that in-

creases the prospect of a partial

government shutdown by the end

of the week. 

Senate Democratic leader

Chuck Schumer, in a social media

post hours after the Saturday

shooting, said that what is hap-

pening in Minnesota is “appall-

ing” and that Democrats “will not

provide the votes to proceed to the

appropriations bill if the DHS

funding bill is included.”

Six of the 12 annual spending

bills for the current budget year

have been signed into law by

President Donald Trump. Six

more are awaiting action in the

Senate, despite a revolt from

House Democrats and mounting

calls for Homeland Security Sec-

retary Kristi Noem’s impeach-

ment. 

If senators fail to act by mid-

night Friday, funding for Home-

land Security and the other agen-

cies covered under the six bills

will lapse.

“Democrats sought common

sense reforms in the Department

of Homeland Security spending

bill, but because of Republicans’ 

Dems vow no
DHS funding
over shooting
in Minnesota

BY KEVIN FREKING

AND MARY CLARE JALONICK

Associated Press

RELATED

GOP calls growing 
for a fuller probe 
of fatal shooting
Page 9
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Meta is halting teens’ access to

artificial intelligence characters,

at least temporarily, the company

said in a blog post Friday.

Meta Platforms Inc., which

owns Instagram and WhatsApp,

said that starting in the “coming

weeks,” teens will no longer be

able to access AI characters “until

the updated experience is ready” 

This applies to anyone who gave

Meta a birthday that makes them a

minor, as well as “people who

claim to be adults but who we sus-

pect are teens based on our age

prediction technology.”

The move comes the week be-

fore Meta — along with TikTok

and Google’s YouTube — is sched-

uled to stand trial in Los Angeles

over its apps’ harms to children. 

Teens will still be able to access

Meta’s AI assistant, just not the

characters. 

Other companies have also

banned teens from AI chatbots

amid growing concerns about the

effects of artificial intelligence

conversations on children. 

Character.AI announced its ban

last fall. 

That company is facing several

lawsuits over child safety, includ-

ing by the mother of a teenager

who says the company’s chatbots

pushed her teenage son to kill

himself.

Meta pauses teen access to AI characters
Associated Press 
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Military rates

Euro costs (Jan. 27) 0.83
British pound (Jan. 27) $1.32
Japanese yen (Jan. 27) 154.00
South Korean won (Jan. 27) 1408.00

Commercial rates

Bahrain (Dinar) 0.3744
Britain (Pound) 1.3689
Canada (Dollar) 1.3687
China (Yuan) 6.9726
Denmark (Krone) 6.2870
Egypt (Pound) 47.0599
Euro 0.8418
Hong Kong (Dollar) 7.7974
Hungary (Forint) 320.963
Israel (Shekel) 3.1196
Japan (Yen) 153.727
Kuwait (Dinar) 0.3062

Norway (Krone) 9.7653

Philippines (Peso) 59.029
Poland (Zloty) 3.5373
Saudi Arabia (Riyal) 3.7457
Singapore (Dollar) 1.2684
South Korea (Won) 1439.34

Switzerland (Franc) 0.7755
Thailand (Baht) 31.058
Turkey (NewLira) 43.3722

(Military exchange rates are those available
to customers at military banking facilities in the
country of issuance for Japan, South Korea, Ger-
many, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom.
For nonlocal currency exchange rates (i.e., pur-
chasing British pounds in Germany), check with
your local military banking facility. Commercial
rates are interbank rates provided for reference
when buying currency. All figures are foreign
currencies to one dollar, except for the British
pound, which is represented in dollars-to-
pound, and the euro, which is dollars-to-euro.)

INTEREST RATES

Prime rate 6.75
Interest Rates Discount rate 3.75
Federal funds market rate 3.62
3-month bill 3.67
30-year bond 4.83

EXCHANGE RATES
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WASHINGTON — The Penta-

gon is turning the permanent

change of station task force into a

permanent, joint activity to re-

form how the department manag-

es moves, the secretary of de-

fense announced Friday.

“It will be a permanent solu-

tion for all service members who

move,” Defense Secretary Pete

Hegseth said in a video posted on

X. “We know moving is difficult

for everyone involved. Our war-

fighters deserve the kind of pre-

dictability, accountability and re-

spect during that process [that]

brings the stress down and

makes it something they can fo-

cus on their job.”

The Personal Property Activ-

ity, or PPA, will be based at Scott

Air Force Base, Ill., and will re-

port directly to Hegseth. The

PPA will stand up officially on

May 1. Before the formation of

the task force, permanent change

of station was managed through

U.S. Transportation Command.

Hegseth in May 2025 ordered

the formation of a Pentagon task

force to improve the workflow

behind permanent change of sta-

tion moves under the Global

Household Goods Contract, or

GHC.

Moves under the contract be-

gan with a slow rollout more than

a year ago but ramped up in ear-

nest in 2025. 

GHC was created because of

service member complaints over

the performance of the legacy

system. But GHC has been

plagued by late pickups and de-

liveries, and several U.S. sen-

ators commenced inquiries last

spring into its shortcomings.

Army Maj. Gen. Lance Curtis,

who has led the task force since

June 2025, has been selected as

the PPA’s first commander.

More than half of spouses are

unhappy with military life, con-

tinuing a downward trend in re-

cent years related to family frus-

trations over quality-of-life issues

such as frequent moves and em-

ployment difficulties, according

to a Defense Department survey

released May 16 to Congress.

“Our warriors deserve the

best, and that’s what this reform

will deliver,” Hegseth said.

Agency established to deal with PCS moves 
Personal Property Activity will report 
directly to Defense Secretary Hegseth

BY MATTHEW ADAMS

Stars and Stripes 

usual in the Reserve, the musician

said, or among the warrant officer

community. Warrant officers,

Morgan said, “are the experts in

their field, regardless of the field.” 

In his case, that field is music:

Morgan serves with the 313th Ar-

my Band at Redstone Arsenal,

Ala., and contributes to a suicide

prevention program that uses mu-

sic to speak to soldiers. The Pre-

vention Music Initiative ensures

soldiers’ well-being and also

keeps them from being non-de-

ployable, according to Morgan,

who emphasized that everyone in

the chain of command is commit-

ted to taking care of soldiers.

“It’s a soldier-led initiative,”

Morgan said. “We’re recording all

of the music with soldiers, with

military or Army engineers, Army

band members, Army vocalists.”

Morgan said he thinks the pro-

ject “is one of the most critical

things we’ve ever done in the mu-

sic world, especially in the mili-

tary.” He contributes by using his

civilian contacts in the industry to

help promote the music to a larger

audience.

The musician was careful to

note that he is not simply back in

service because of his musical ca-

reer but because he is physically

fit.

“I hear a lot of people say, ‘Oh,

this guy’s too old,’ ” Morgan ac-

knowledged, adding, “Come work

out with me. Come participate.

Country music star and Army

Reserve soldier Craig Morgan, 61,

is seeing his success in his effort to

balance a successful civilian ca-

reer with military service as he us-

es his years of experience to con-

tribute to an anti-suicide program

with the dozens of Army bands.

Morgan was promoted to the

rank of Chief Warrant Officer 2 in

a ceremony officiated by Defense

Secretary Pete Hegseth at the

Pentagon on Jan. 16, more than

two years after the star resumed

his military career. 

The high-profile of the ceremo-

ny was not unusual for Morgan,

who enlisted again in the Army

Reserve in 2023 at a ceremony at

the Grand Ole Opry after a pro-

longed break from his 17 years of

service. But it was an honor all the

same, he said, to have the senior

leader in his command pin his

rank.

Morgan originally joined in the

Army in 1985 and spent 9½ years

in active duty before serving in the

Reserve for 6½ years. He left the

service to pursue his burgeoning

career in music. He has racked up

a number of civilian and service-

related decorations, including a

spot in the U.S. Field Artillery Hall

of Fame, the U.S. Army’s Out-

standing Civilian Service Medal

and the USO Merit Award.

Morgan’s age is not all that un-

Don’t sit on the bench and talk

about me.”

Similarly, Morgan said he’s

worked with older personnel who

“have a lineage of expertise that

they bring to the table that the Ar-

my should not get rid of,” as long

as they remain physically and

mentally fit. No one, regardless of

age, should be able to stay in the

military if they cannot meet fit-

ness standards, he stressed.

Asked how often service mem-

bers want to know how he transi-

tioned into a music career, Mor-

gan responded, “every day.”

His advice to them is the same

advice he gives to civilians: con-

sult professionals, not simply the

opinion of family and friends for

validation.

Morgan also said he reminds

those serving to appreciate the

skills they learn in the military,

such as good communication

skills.

“I would put any soldier, E4 and

below, with four years in service

against any college graduate with

four years of college, and I prom-

ise you they will communicate

better. That soldier will,” he said.

As for how he manages his time

— between his Army service,

maintaining a successful music

career, and more recently writing

a memoir — Morgan said he put

together a great team. Civilians

may take the notion for granted or

even dismiss it, but Morgan noted

that in the military, teamwork is

essential. 

In both his revived military ca-

reer and in his civilian career, he

said, “I go to the experts.”

Music star Morgan
continues his work on
anti-suicide initiative

BY ALEXANDER BANERJEE

Stars and Stripes 

ALEXANDER KUBITZA/U.S. Navy

Country music star and Army Reserve soldier Craig Morgan, left, was promoted to the rank of Chief
Warrant Officer 2 in a ceremony officiated by Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth at the Pentagon on Jan. 16.

struction Regiment. 

Whimpey, who took over command in Feb-

ruary 2023, has been temporarily reassigned

to the staff at NCG-1.

Naval Construction Regiments provide a

wide range of military construction capabili-

ties to include the building and repair of roads,

bridges, bunkers, airfields, expeditionary

medical facilities and logistics bases.

The Navy has relieved the commodore of

the First Naval Construction Regiment of his

duties, the service said Friday.

Capt. Douglas Whimpey, a Navy reservist,

was relieved “due to loss of confidence in his

ability to command.”

The U.S. military routinely cites only a

vague “loss of confidence” when removing

commanders and other

leaders from authority po-

sitions.

The regiment is head-

quartered in Port Hue-

neme, Calif.

Whimpey was relieved of

command by Capt. Angel

Santiago, commander of

Naval Construction Group 1.

“Navy leaders are expected to uphold the

highest standards of responsibility, reliability

and leadership personally and professionally,

and the Navy holds them accountable when

they fall short of those standards,” the Navy

said in a statement.

Capt. Steven Sherman has assumed the du-

ties of commodore of the First Naval Con-

Navy commodore of First Naval Construction Regiment relieved of duties
Stars and Stripes

Whimpey

MILITARY
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Twelve hospitals and one clinic

on U.S. military bases worldwide

have earned top designations

from The Leapfrog Group, a non-

profit organization that evaluates

health care quality on behalf of

consumers and businesses. 

All told, 156 medical facilities

were named Top Hospitals in

2025, Leapfrog announced last

month. The 13 military facilities

recognized represent a record

number for the annual list, ac-

cording to a Dec. 18 news release

from the Defense Health Agency. 

A Leapfrog designation “says to

other facilities that we worked

hard to meet standards to prevent

errors, infections or accidents to

our patients,” said Air Force Maj.

Katerina Loeffler, officer in

charge of the 51st Medical Group’s

operating room at Osan Air Base,

South Korea. 

“So, we’re meeting a higher lev-

el of patient care by putting in ef-

fort to attain” Leapfrog status,

Loeffler said in a video posted

Wednesday on the base’s Face-

book page.

Of the 12 military hospitals rec-

ognized, two are in South Korea,

two are in Italy and one is in Ja-

pan. The remaining hospitals are

across the United States, from

Alaska to California to South Car-

olina. Naval Health Clinic Cherry

Point in North Carolina was

named a Top Ambulatory Surgery

Center. 

All but two military hospitals

earned recognition in the general

category. Bayne-Jones Army

Community Hospital at Fort Polk,

La., and Gen. Leonard Wood Ar-

my Community Hospital at Fort

Leonard Wood, Mo., were desig-

nated Rural Top Hospitals.

Fewer than 6% of hospitals na-

tionwide receive Top Hospital sta-

tus each year, according to DHA’s

release.

In Europe, U.S. Naval Hospital

Naples, Italy, and U.S Naval Hos-

pital Sigonella, Sicily, earned Top

Hospital designations. In the In-

do-Pacific, the 374th Medical

Group at Yokota Air Base, Japan,

and Brian D. Allgood Army Com-

munity Hospital at Camp Hum-

phreys, South Korea, also made

the list.

“What really sets our hospital

apart is that quality care comes

first and the Leapfrog score fol-

lows,” said U.S. Army Col. Chad

Black, director of the Allgood hos-

pital and commander of the 549th

Hospital Center and Medical De-

partment Activity — Korea. 

“From double checking medi-

cations to careful prep for surgery

and childbirth, our teams focus on

doing the right thing for patients

every time — and Leapfrog simply

reflects that,” Black said Friday in

an email from hospital spokeswo-

man Jean Han.

Leapfrog evaluates hospitals

using safety and quality measures

that include medication safety,

maternity care and infection pre-

vention. Hospitals must earn “A”

grades on the Leapfrog Hospital

Safety Grade to quality for Top

Hospital status. 

Military hospitals make quality care list

MARC CASTANEDA/Stars and Stripes

The 374th Medical Group at Yokota Air Base, Japan, is one of 13
military medical facilities recently named top health providers by The
Leapfrog Group.

BY MARC CASTANEDA

Stars and Stripes 

The United States and its allies

in Europe and the Pacific should

join forces to build a joint Arctic

fighting concept aimed at counter-

ing the growing Russia-China alli-

ance in the High North, a new

think tank report contends.

Russia has spent the past dec-

ade adding firepower in the Arctic

with assistance from China, but al-

lies aren’t keeping pace, the Hud-

son Institute said in a study re-

leased this week that calls for a

new approach to close security

gaps.

“As strategic competition heats

up, the US alliance system may be

unprepared to credibly counter

military challenges from Moscow

and Beijing,” the report said. “One

concern is that Russia is seeking to

expand its submarine operations

to maintain credible targeting of

the US homeland with submarine-

launched nuclear weapons.”

Over the past several years, the

region has steadily become more

of a focal point for the United

States and its two main rivals,

Russia and China. As sea ice

melts, new sea lanes are opening

in the area, which also is home to

vast amounts of valuable natural

resources.

While the United States is the

only NATO country with strategic

interests that span the entire Arc-

tic, from the Barents Sea to the

Bering Sea, Washington needs al-

lies to help secure those interests,

the report said.

The strategy calls for integra-

tion of U.S. and allied naval war-

fare operations across the Arctic

and into the Baltics and northern

Pacific Ocean.

“This effort would counter Rus-

sian and Russian-Chinese oper-

ational plans by coupling the Arc-

tic with the two theaters,” accord-

ing to the report, which noted that

northern European allies along

with Canada, Japan and South Ko-

rea would need to coordinate their

efforts.

The concept, which calls for al-

lies to invest in a wide range of

new manned and unmanned sys-

tems to increase the alliance’s

reach, comes at a tense time in the

High North and in NATO itself. 

In recent weeks, the United

States has been at odds with sever-

al allies over President Donald

Trump’s push to take control of

Greenland, a semiautonomous

territory of fellow NATO member

Denmark.

Leaders in Denmark and other

key NATO countries — such as

France, the U.K. and Germany —

have opposed Trump’s insistence

that Greenland be transferred to

American control. 

Others have criticized the White

House for not ruling out the use of

force as an option for taking the

territory.

But at the World Economic Fo-

rum annual gathering in Davos,

Switzerland, last week, the strain

on relations started to show signs

of easing, as Trump ruled out the

use of military force to annex the

strategic island. 

Trump also announced that he

and NATO Secretary-General

Mark Rutte were working on an

agreement related to Greenland

that would be supported across

the alliance.

While the details remain un-

known, the new developments

could eventually provide an op-

portunity for the U.S. and other al-

lies to step up more in the Arctic.

For Russia, the High North has

been a major factor in its military

planning over the past decade.

Moscow and Beijing also are

building an extensive seabed-to-

space sensor network that will

challenge the ability of U.S. and al-

lied submarines to remain unde-

tected in the area, the report said.

“Instead of reacting to Russian

and Chinese challenges, NATO al-

lies and their partners need a con-

cept of operations that creates se-

curity dilemmas for Moscow and

Beijing and makes the costs of un-

dertaking military operations too

high,” the report said. “Such a

concept should force Russia and

China to go on the defensive.”

One way to accomplish that is to

have a forward-based posture

closer to Russian bases of oper-

ation with assets capable of carry-

ing out strikes, the report said, ar-

guing that the current defensive

approach hasn’t worked.

More thorough integration with

allies will help deter Russia and

China from trying to expand their

military operations in the High

North, according to the report. 

In addition, doing so will “dem-

onstrate that the US and its allies

can operate across the Arctic in

the event of a two-front war en-

compassing several theaters,” the

report said.

Study urges offense to counter Russia, China in Arctic

JUSTIN MORELLI/U.S. Army

U.S. soldiers participate in a 2025 exercise at Donnelly Training Area, Alaska. The U.S. and its allies
should join forces to counter Russian and Chinese activity in the Arctic region, according to a new Hudson
Institute report.

BY JOHN VANDIVER

Stars and Stripes 



Tuesday, January 27, 2026 • S T A R S A N D S T R I P E S • PAGE 5

MILITARY

A soldier confined at Fort Leav-

enworth, Kan., added nine months

to his prison time after he and an-

other inmate attempted to escape

the facility and ended up tangled

in the barbed wire fencing.

Zachary Harader and Mason

Wollersheim made their escape

attempt April 29 from the Mid-

west Joint Regional Correctional

Facility, and both were appre-

hended by corrections personnel,

said Army spokeswoman Heather

J. Hagan.

Harader, who was about one

year into a 33-month sentence for

domestic violence at the time of

the escape attempt, pleaded guilty

Jan. 12 to the charge of attempted

escape from post-trial confine-

ment. Military Judge Col. Freder-

ic Gallun accepted the plea.

Harader was not convicted of a

second charge of conspiracy to es-

cape confinement, according to

the Army’s court docket.

When he was originally convict-

ed in April 2024, Harader was a

specialist assigned to Vilseck,

Germany. He pleaded guilty to as-

saulting his spouse two years pri-

or, according to court records.

Wollersheim sustained injuries

from the concertina wire at the top

of the perimeter fence and

charges have not yet been re-

ferred to a court-martial, Hagan

said. A preliminary hearing was

held in his case in November for

charges of attempted escapes,

conspiracy, escape from custody

and assault, the docket said.

Wollersheim, then a staff ser-

geant assigned to 10th Special

Forces Group, was convicted by a

jury at Fort Carson, Colo., roughly

three months before the attempt-

ed escape, according to Army

court records. The jury found him

guilty of broadcasting an indecent

recording, attempted larceny,

wire fraud and larceny, and he

was sentenced to 28 months in

prison.

His theft involved stealing from

UPS and attempting to steal from

Pinnacol Assurance, State Farm

and USAA.

Inmate sentence
extended for
escape attempt 

BY ROSE L. THAYER

Stars and Stripes 

FORT SHAFTER, Hawaii —

Army Garrison Hawaii is dou-

bling up soldiers in barracks

rooms on Oahu to deal with the in-

flux of personnel transferring to

the 25th Infantry Division as part

of an Army transformation.

With a growing number of com-

plaints and queries by soldiers af-

fected by the living-space crunch,

leaders of the garrison and the di-

vision hosted a town hall meeting

Tuesday afternoon at Schofield

Barracks to detail steps being tak-

en to ease the problem.

The doubling up has led to a

dearth of barracks parking, over-

flowing dumpsters and insuffi-

cient laundry facilities, as well as

privacy and security concerns.

Army regulations dictate the

minimum square footage single

soldiers must have in barracks,

but the garrison obtained a 15-

month exception to that policy to

temporarily house more soldiers

together in barracks on Schofield,

Wheeler Army Airfield and Fort

Shafter, garrison commander Col.

Rachel Sullivan said.

“I would love to be able to tell

you that 15 months from now we

won’t have to have any soldiers

doubled up in our barracks, but

the reality of the situation is we

likely will,” she said.

“We have a growing mission,”

Sullivan said. “Right now, we are

tracking more than 690 soldiers

that are inbound over and above

our outbounds in the next 120

days. We’ll still have many of

those soldiers over and above our

number of barracks rooms even 15

months from now.”

The 25th ID’s assigned strength

has grown over the past six

months in part because of the Ar-

my’s modernization effort, Trans-

formation in Contact, division

commander Maj. Gen. James Bar-

tholomees told the town hall au-

dience.

The initiative is designed to

shorten the gap between weapons

and tech innovation and their ulti-

mate use on the battlefield.

“We are leading the Army in a

lot of transformation, particularly

in our artillery, our sustainment

and our aviation, upcoming,” Bar-

tholomees said.

Other enabling units have

grown in tandem, he added.

“We’ve gone beyond our inven-

tory of single-soldier housing,”

Bartholomees said.

The division is also at “max ca-

pacity” in authorizing those sol-

diers to seek housing outside mil-

itary installations, he said.

More than 1,000 soldiers have

been given so-called statements of

non-availability that authorize

them to live on the local economy,

Sullivan said. But off-base hous-

ing is complicated by both the high

cost and shortage of housing on

Oahu, she said.

A specialist’s $2,600 monthly

basic housing allowance is not, on

average, sufficient to cover the

cost of rent and utilities on Oahu,

Sullivan said.

“Affordable housing is one of

the greatest concerns of the entire

state of Hawaii,” she said. “We are

under immense pressure from the

local leaders here, the local com-

munity leaders across the state,

[and] state, city and federal gov-

ernment here, to house as many of

our soldiers and families on the in-

stallation as possible.”

The garrison is hoping to ease

some of the near-term pain by pro-

viding beds and furniture that are

“more conducive for those of you

who are having to share rooms,”

Sullivan said.

Some of the beds for newly ar-

riving roommates now are little

more than cots used for field exer-

cises, she said.

The garrison is also pressing for

early completion of ongoing reno-

vations of two barracks, one on

Schofield and a second on the ad-

joining Wheeler.

WYATT OLSON/Stars and Stripes

The parking lot for Favreau Hall enlisted barracks on Fort Shafter, Hawaii, is filled to capacity Thursday.

Soldiers asked to share rooms as
Army division grows in Hawaii

BY WYATT OLSON

Stars and Stripes 

An investigation is being con-

ducted into the weekend death of a

Navy officer deployed to the U.S.

military’s hub in the east African

country of Djibouti, service offi-

cials said Friday.

Lt. Erin W. Crider was assigned

to Camp Lemonnier, Navy spokes-

person Lt. Cmdr. Jason Tross said

in a statement. No further infor-

mation was provided.

A Navy officer deployed to the

U.S. military’s hub in the east Afri-

can country of Djibouti died Sun-

day in an incident not related to

combat, officials said Friday.

Crider’s remains arrived Thurs-

day at Dover Air Force Base, Del.

“Our thoughts and prayers are

with the service member’s loved

ones,” Toss said. “Grief counsel-

ing service and support are avail-

able through the chain of com-

mand, mental health providers

and chaplains,” 

Navy probes death of officer in Djibouti
BY JOHN VANDIVER

Stars and Stripes 

To reduce accidents and suicid-

es in the ranks, a special civil-mil-

itary advisory committee has rec-

ommended South Korea’s mili-

tary adopt wireless technology to

tag and track its firearms.

A civil-military joint special ad-

visory committee recommended

the rapid introduction of a radio

frequency identification system,

or RFID, to reduce gun-related ac-

cidents in the armed forces, ac-

cording to a Ministry of National

Defense release Wednesday.

The RFID system would record

who checks out a firearm and

track its location while in use or

storage, the release said.

The committee focused its dis-

cussions on preventing suicides

and accidents — the leading cause

of death in South Korea’s military

— by strengthening resilience and

applying science and technology,

according to the release.

In 2023, 68 of the 79 deaths in

South Korea’s military were attri-

buted to suicide, according to data

published by the Ministry of Data

and Statistics and attributed to the

defense ministry.

Over the 10-year period begin-

ning in 2014, suicides accounted

for 611 of the 853 deaths recorded

in the South Korean military, the

data show. That represents nearly

72% of all accidental other non-

combat deaths during that period.

RFID technology uses a digital

tag that emits a wireless signal to

identify and track objects, accord-

ing to the Central Radio Manage-

ment Service’s website. The tech-

nology is widely used in retail, lo-

gistics and supply chain manage-

ment to track inventory.

RFID readers can detect sig-

nals ranging from a few inches to

about 200 feet, according to a

manufacturer of RFID devices.

The defense ministry said rapid

adoption of RFID technology

could help reduce firearm-related

accidents by improving accounta-

bility and oversight.

The committee also recom-

mended additional suicide pre-

vention measures, including es-

tablishing an emergency medical

support system, strengthening ac-

cident response protocols and en-

suring respectful treatment of ser-

vice members who die while on

duty, the release said.

S. Korea eyes technology to
reduce firearms accidents

BY YOOJIN LEE

Stars and Stripes 
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China has rapidly built up its

submarine fleet by making a tech-

nological U-turn to produce boats

the U.S. hasn’t built in more than

65 years.

More than half of the estimated

66 submarines operated by the

Chinese navy are conventionally

powered. The fleet includes more

than 20 newer Yuan-class diesel-

electric boats. 

The U.S. Navy’s last diesel-po-

wered submarine was the USS

Blueback, a Barbel-class subma-

rine commissioned in 1959 and re-

tired in 1990.

The Pentagon forecasts that

China will have more than 75 sub-

marines by 2030. The United

States currently has 69 subma-

rines, all nuclear-powered, ac-

cording to the Naval Vessel Regis-

ter.

The shorter construction time

of the conventional submarines

has allowed China to pull close to

U.S. numbers and cover its stra-

tegic goals in Asia, according to a

2025 report by the nonpartisan

Congressional Research Service.

“The force will likely continue

for some time to consist mostly of

SSs,” the report said, using the ab-

breviation for non-nuclear-po-

wered submarines.

China’s Yuan-class submarines

are 254-foot-long boats with a dis-

placement of 3,600 tons that can

move at 20 knots submerged.

They carry up to 65 crew mem-

bers. The boat has six torpedo

tubes and can launch anti-ship

missiles. In comparison, the main

variant of the U.S. Navy’s latest

Virginia-class submarine is 377

feet long, with a 7,900-ton dis-

placement and a speed of more

than 25 knots. It’s armed with four

torpedo tubes and vertical missile

launch capability. It has a crew of

up to 135.

Bryan Clark, a defense analyst

with the Hudson Institute think

tank, said that though the Chinese

submarines are not nuclear-po-

wered, they are built to modern

standards in acoustic sound sup-

pression.

“The Chinese Yuan-class con-

ventional submarines use an air-

independent propulsion system to

recharge their batteries, which

can give them a few weeks of sub-

merged endurance,” Clark said.

“They are very quiet, and the PLA

Navy has about two dozen now.”

Nuclear-powered submarines

are complex designs — the U.S.

plans on building only two Virgi-

nia-class attack submarines in

2026. Meanwhile, two aging Los

Angeles-class submarines are

scheduled for decommissioning

this year. The Navy is still waiting

for its first of the new Columbia-

class ballistic missile submarines,

which the CRS says is 18 months

behind schedule and not expected

to be delivered prior to 2030.

The Chinese see Taiwan as a

renegade province, a part of the

country that split away after

World War II, when Nationalist

Leader Chiang Kai-shek and his

supporters fled there in 1949 as

Mao Tse-tung and the commu-

nists took Beijing and the rest of

the country.

Then-CIA director William

Burns said in 2023 that U.S. analy-

sts believed Chinese President Xi

Jinping has called on his country’s

armed forces to have the capabil-

ity to invade Taiwan by 2027, the

100th anniversary of the founding

of the People’s Liberation Army. 

The CIA did not say China

would invade at that time but that

the country’s political and mili-

tary leaders wanted the armed

forces prepared to execute a plan

by then. The Taiwan Strait Risk

Report, issued in 2025 by an Aus-

tralian risk assessment firm, says

that 50% of world container ship

traffic passes through the Taiwan

Strait and forecast a 30% chance of

an invasion of Taiwan by China in

the next five years and a 60%

chance of an air and naval block-

ade.

Clark and other analysts say the

diesel-powered submarines are a

practical solution for the Chinese

because any fight with the United

States and its allies is likely to

come close to home ports. 

The potential battleground is

the Taiwan Strait, in the South

China Sea, which is 78 miles

across from the mainland. The

South China Sea is busy with ships

transiting the strategically tense

area, with what the Center for

Strategic and International Stud-

ies has estimated is $3.4 trillion in

oil, manufactured goods, and oth-

er products each year.

The Chinese have spent $50 bil-

lion to build a constellation of in-

stallations in the First Island

Chain, which curves from Japan

past Taiwan, the Philippines, Ma-

laysia and Borneo, to Vietnam. It’s

centered on two deepwater bays

on the Chinese island of Hainan,

China’s southernmost province,

which is home to the Greater Yu-

lin Naval Base and East Yulin Na-

val Base.

Yuan-class ships are built to op-

erate in the relatively shallow

South China Sea, with some coas-

tal shelves just 250 feet below the

surface, and many reefs — some

of which China has fortified as

missile-launching centers or air-

fields meant to give cover to Chi-

nese ships and submarines if the

U.S. and its allies intervene in the

region. 

The nearest American subma-

rines are based at Guam, just over

1,700 miles from Taiwan. The next

closest are 5,000 miles away at

Joint Base Pearl Harbor-Hickam,

Hawaii; 6,000 miles away at Naval

Base Kitsap, near Seattle; or 6,800

miles away at Naval Base Point

Loma in San Diego.

Nuclear power is how the Navy

addresses what analysts call “the

tyranny of distance” in U.S. efforts

to field forces in the Indo-Pacific

region. It allows the U.S. to send

submarines extreme distances for

long periods of time and “loiter” in

and around hot spots without wor-

rying about when or where it will

have to refuel.

Lyle Goldstein, an expert on

China’s military at the Asia Center

at Brown University, said China

has used diesel submarines to

spread out its “A2/AD line” —

standing for “Anti-Access/Area-

Denial” designed to keep an oppo-

nent outside an area and limit

their movements within it.

Submarines are one of the few

weapons that can get into and

around A2/AD areas, Goldstein

said. But in a combat scenario,

they would be called on to carry a

disproportionately large share of

the fighting if other Navy ships are

kept outside the zone.

“While these submarines could

do damage to the Chinese Navy,

they probably lack sufficient fire-

power to affect the overall out-

come of a war,” Goldstein wrote

for Defense Priorities, a think tank

that touts its focus on “reality and

restraint.”

Clark, the Hudson Institute ana-

lyst, said that now that China has

nearly achieved parity in subma-

rine numbers with the United

States, it will shift back to building

more nuclear submarines with a

more extended “blue sea” reach

as China expands its areas of in-

terest beyond Northern Asia.

“The Chinese are getting better

at building nuclear submarines

and making them quieter thanks

to technology sharing with Russia,

which comes as part of their ‘no

limits’ friendship,” Clark said. “I

think China will shift more of its

submarine production to nuclear-

powered and only build enough

conventional boats to recapitalize

the current fleet.” 

Naval News’ annual report on

the Chinese navy, published Jan.

17, states “construction of conven-

tionally powered types appears to

have slowed significantly.” 

The Congressional Research

Service report agrees the Chinese

are shifting back to developing nu-

clear-powered submarines —

with the help of Moscow.

“Closer ties with Russia could

provide opportunities for China to

overcome these enduring techno-

logical limitations by exploiting

political and economic levers to

gain access to Russia’s remaining

undersea technology secrets,” the

report said.

China’s nuclear-powered attack

submarine fleet consists of the

larger, quieter Shang-class boats,

which can fire torpedoes or TJ-18

anti-ship cruise missiles with a

range of over 240 miles. 

A 2025 report from the Austra-

lian Naval Institute warns that the

rapidly modernizing Chinese Na-

vy is taking “bold steps to field a

first-rate submarine force” that

“may be on the cusp of significant

expansion.”

The CRS notes that China’s na-

vy is expected to grow to 435 ships

by 2030. While focusing on major

surface combatant ships, subma-

rines are part of the construction

mix at the three shipyards that

specialize in building the boats.

“China is finally on the verge of

producing world-class nuclear-

powered submarines,” the report

said.

China goes retro with its submarine design 
BY GARY WARNER

Stars and Stripes 

SAMUEL SHAVERS/U.S. Navy 

Then-U.S. Secretary of the Navy Ray Mabus departs on a visit to the Chinese navy’s Yuan-class submarine
Hai Jun Chang in 2012.

JAMES CALIVA/U.S. Navy

The Virginia-class attack submarine USS Minnesota transits in Apra Harbor, Naval Base Guam, last year. 

MILITARY
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BEIJING — China made a ma-

jor announcement over the week-

end, saying it was investigating

the army’s top general for sus-

pected serious violations of disci-

pline and law. 

Gen. Zhang Youxia was the

highest military member just be-

low President Xi Jinping.

The Defense Ministry said Sat-

urday that authorities were inves-

tigating Zhang, the senior of the

two vice chairs of the powerful

Central Military Commission,

China’s top military body, and

Gen. Liu Zhenli, a lower member

of the commission who was in

charge of the military’s Joint Staff

Department.

The move shakes up virtually

the entire commission, chaired by

Xi, leaving only one of its six

members intact.

“Xi Jinping has completed one

of the biggest purges of China’s

military leadership in the history

of the People’s Republic,” said

Neil Thomas, a fellow at the Asia

Society Policy Institute’s Center

for China Analysis.

For the army and China in gen-

eral, the full impact of the changes

is still unknown. 

But some experts say the moves

also might have repercussions on

Beijing’s next move on Taiwan,

the self-ruled island that Beijing

claims as its own territory.

Here are some elements to un-

derstand why Zhang’s removal is

important.

What was behind purge?
The Defense Ministry an-

nounced the measures Saturday

but provided no details on the al-

leged wrongdoing. The next day,

the People’s Liberation Army

Daily published an editorial that

fell short of explaining the specif-

ic reasons, saying only that it was

“for suspected serious violations

of discipline and law” and showed

China’s commitment to punish

corruption. That is something Xi

has pursued since the early days

of his presidency. 

Rumors have circulated on so-

cial media and there have been

some media reports about the

changes, but nothing official.

“I do not believe any evidence

publicly released or selectively

leaked by Chinese authorities

would necessarily reflect the core

reason for Zhang’s removal,” said

K. Tristan Tang, nonresident Va-

sey Fellow at Pacific Forum. “The

critical point is that Xi Jinping de-

cided to move against Zhang; once

an investigation is launched,

problems are almost inevitably

uncovered.”

Analysts have said the purges

are designed to reform the mili-

tary and ensure loyalty to Xi. 

They are part of a broader anti-

corruption drive that has resulted

in punishment for more than

200,000 officials since the Chi-

nese leader came to power in

2012.

Before Zhang and Liu’s dis-

missal, the Communist Party ex-

pelled the other vice chair of the

commission, He Weidong, in Oc-

tober. He was replaced with

Zhang Shengmin, who is now the

only commission member.

Since 2012, at least 17 generals

from the People’s Liberation Ar-

my, or PLA, have been removed

from their military positions,

among them eight who were for-

mer top commission members,

according to a review of military

statements and state media re-

ports made by The Associated

Press. 

Impact on Taiwan
Some think the removals could

have repercussions for China’s

decisions on Taiwan, but it is far

from clear.

China considers Taiwan its own

territory and has threatened to

take control of the island by force

if necessary. China also has in-

creased military pressure and,

last month, launched large-scale

military drills around Taiwan for

two days after the U.S. govern-

ment announced a major arms

sales to Taiwan.

Thomas said the latest purge

“makes China’s threat toward

Taiwan weaker in the short term

but stronger in the long term.”

It would make a military esca-

lation against the island riskier in

the immediate term because of “a

high command in disarray,” but

in the long term would mean the

army has a more loyal and less

corrupt leadership with more mil-

itary capabilities, he said.

Asked if this might reinforce

the idea that removing top mili-

tary brass might show China is not

ready for war, Tang said it “does

not fundamentally change that as-

sessment.” 

“That said,” he added, “I also do

not believe the PLA’s combat

readiness has been severely dis-

rupted.”

Future unclear
With the recent changes, the

military commission will operate

with only one of six members ac-

tive and Xi at the top as the chair. 

The PLA’s Daily editorial said

that after the actions against

Zhang and Liu, the party is mov-

ing to “promote the rejuvenation

of the People’s Liberation Army,

and inject powerful momentum

into building a strong military

force.”

But it’s not clear if the five va-

cant positions will be replaced

soon or if Xi will wait until 2027,

when there will be a selection of a

new Communist Party Central

Committee, the body in charge of

also appointing the new military

commission members.

Tang doesn’t see any pressure

on Xi to fill the positions in the

short term. 

“Unless the objective is to cre-

ate an internal counterweight to

Zhang Shengmin,” the only cur-

rent member in the commission,

he said.

Top Chinese general focus of probe

NG HAN GUAN / AP

Gen. Zhang Youxia

Recent military leadership purges could impact army, future of Taiwan
BY E. EDUARDO CASTILLO

Associated Press 

CAMP FOSTER, Okinawa — The chief of

naval operations has recognized a Marine

staff sergeant for repairing a sophisticated

radar system used to defend troops against

aerial threats.

Brenden Kuhlmann of the 12th Marine

Littoral Regiment received the Gold Disk

award after fixing a key component of the

regiment’s AN/TPS-80 Ground/Air Task

Oriented Radar, according to a Navy ad-

ministrative message in September.

“It’s a good feeling to allow a lot of Ma-

rines to actually do the repairs that they’re

capable of, then see them get recognized for

it and come together to do all kinds of stuff,”

Kuhlmann said Thursday. “The entire pro-

gram that we’re running here is really bene-

ficial.”

The radar made its operational debut

during the July 2024 Resolute Dragon exer-

cise on Yonaguni Island, about 67 miles east

of Taiwan. 

The system can detect, identify and track

airborne threats in 360 degrees, according

to its manufacturer, Northrop Grumman.

The system plays a central role in the reg-

iment’s mission as a stand-in force, part of

the Marine Corps’ island-fighting doctrine.

Marine littoral regiments are small, mobile

units that operate within an adversary’s

missile range to seize and hold key terrain

and restrict enemy naval movement.

The radar malfunctioned in an unexpect-

ed way, said Chief Warrant Officer 3 Jared

Hohmeier, the regiment’s electronics

maintenance officer.

“It wasn’t in our technical manual,” he

said during the phone interview.

The repair involved restoring a connec-

tion between a major subassembly and a

smaller one — “one of the important vital

components of the radar,” Kuhlmann said.

Fixing the issue allowed the regiment “to

get the radar back up and healthy,” he said.

Kuhlmann is not the first Marine in the

regiment to earn the award. 

Sgt. Dylan Yates was recognized last year

for repairing four electric modules and cir-

cuit card assemblies, and Cpl. Daniel Mul-

lins received the award in 2024 for repair-

ing nine modules and assemblies on other

equipment.

A Gold Disk in the Defense Department

refers to a diagnostic test routine used by

electronics technicians to diagnose circuit

card assemblies and electronic modules.

“The recognition, also from the Navy

side, [is] definitely very cool,” Yates said.

“We get to have all the people that we work

with who are all supporting us.”

The award program was established in

1997 by then-Vice Adm. William Hancock,

deputy chief of naval operations for logis-

tics, to encourage fleet personnel to develop

advanced repair techniques that improve

readiness.

In their free time, Kuhlmann and Yates

work on automobiles as hobbyists and had

little electronics repairs experience before

entering the Marine Corps, they said.

Kuhlmann said he felt confident when he

made the repair.

“It was kind of one of those things where

it was in front of us, had to get done,” Kuhl-

mann said.

Repairs by the regiment’s members have

saved the Marine Corps an estimated $2

million and prevented more than 2,000 days

of operational downtime, according to a

3rd Marine Division news release Jan. 11.

ROBERT BLANKS/U.S. Marine Corps

Staff Sgt. Brenden Kuhlmann, an artillery electronics technician, repaired a vital
component of a radar after it malfunctioned in a way that was not in the technical
manual, earning him the Gold Disk award.

BY RYAN M. BREEDEN

Stars and Stripes 

Marine’s quick repair to critical radar earns honor
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A top Pentagon official praised

South Korea as a model ally ready

to take greater responsibility for

its own security after a new U.S.

defense strategy signaled a reduc-

tion in American military support

to deter North Korea from aggres-

sion.

After arriving in Seoul on Mon-

day, Undersecretary of Defense

for Policy Elbridge Colby held

talks with South Korea’s foreign

and defense ministers that he said

were about advancing an alliance

forged in the wake of the Korean

War of the 1950s.

“The ROK is a model ally that

has committed to meet the global

standard of spending 3.5% of GDP

on defense and take greater re-

sponsibility for its own defense in

the context of our alliance,” Colby

wrote on X, using the acronym for

South Korea’s official name, the

Republic of Korea.

Defense Minister Ahn Gyu-

back stressed during his meeting

with Colby the importance of com-

bined readiness posture to main-

tain peace and stability on the pen-

insula, Ahn’s office said. Foreign

Minister Cho Hyun emphasized

the need for continued close com-

munication and cooperation with

the U.S. during an earlier meeting

with Colby, according to the for-

eign ministry.

Colby’s visit comes after the

U.S. National Defense Strategy,

released Friday, urged South Ko-

rea to take the primary role in de-

terring North Korea as the Trump

administration shifts focus to pri-

oritize protecting the U.S. home-

land. Colby has a leading role in

writing the strategy.

“South Korea is capable of tak-

ing primary responsibility for de-

terring North Korea with critical

but more limited US support,” the

document said. “This shift in the

balance of responsibility is consis-

tent with America’s interest in up-

dating US force posture on the Ko-

rean Peninsula.”

Details of how the U.S. might

change its force posture aren’t yet

clear. The Pentagon is expected to

release an assessment soon of

where and how the U.S. stations its

military forces around the world,

known as the Global Posture Re-

view.

In a statement on Saturday,

South Korea’s Defense Ministry

said Seoul will work closely with

the U.S. to make sure U.S. Forces

Korea can continue contributing

to the peace and stability in the re-

gion, calling it a “core component”

of their bilateral alliance.

Colby, a China hawk who also

served in the Pentagon during

Trump’s first term, has long de-

manded U.S. allies do more to

share the defense burden.

South Korea has said it would

raise annual defense spending to

3.5% of gross domestic product

from 2.3% “as soon as possible.”

President Lee Jae Myung is also

pushing to bring back wartime op-

erational control of South Korea’s

military from the U.S. by the end

of his five-year term. Under cur-

rent arrangements, if war breaks

out on the Korean Peninsula, the

U.S. would take control of both na-

tions’ militaries.

South Korea also sealed an

agreement late last year with the

U.S. to build nuclear-powered

submarines for the South Korean

navy, although the details of the

plan have yet to be worked out. In

his meeting with Colby, Cho said

that cooperation on nuclear-po-

wered submarines will boost Se-

oul’s deterrence capabilities and

contribute to the alliance, accord-

ing to the ministry statement.

On North Korea, the new U.S.

defense strategy says the regime

“poses a direct military threat to

South Korea and Japan,” and

warns that its nuclear ambitions

could endanger the U.S. Lee said

last week that North Korea is con-

tinuing to produce nuclear mate-

rials at a pace that could allow it to

add up to 20 nuclear weapons a

year, calling for efforts to reopen

talks with Pyongyang.

In Seoul, DOD official praises South on spending
BY SOO-HYANG CHOI

Bloomberg News

KAISERSLAUTERN, Germa-

ny — The Pentagon’s research

arm is tapping into American in-

novation to design a drone that can

carry more than four times its

weight, a breakthrough capability

that could be applied to both the

military and civilian sectors.

Up for grabs in the Lift Chal-

lenge is $6.5 million in prize mon-

ey. The Defense Advanced Re-

search Projects Agency’s tactical

technology office is sponsoring

the contest, which kicked off ear-

lier this month and closes May 1.

The competition “aims to shat-

ter the heavy lift bottleneck” and

“revolutionize the way we use

drones across all sectors,” DAR-

PA said in a statement on its web-

site.

From reconnaissance to pack-

age delivery, small unmanned

systems are proliferating on the

modern battlefield and in the com-

mercial industry, driven by sim-

plicity, affordability and ease of

operation.

But the challenges posed by

heavy cargo are reflected in the

DOD solicitation.

Multirotor, vertical-lift drones

typically can maintain a payload-

to-weight ratio of 1-to-1 or less, the

agency said in a notice last fall an-

nouncing the contest. 

“This restriction significantly

limits their ability to carry heavy

payloads or operate for extended

durations,” the document said.

DARPA experts believe the 4-

to-1 payload-to-weight ratio is

plausible and are hoping to tap in-

to the American “garage inven-

tor” spirit to come up with a crew-

less aircraft that is both light-

weight and powerful.

“DARPA recognizes the best

solutions often come from unex-

pected places,” Phillip Smith, the

Lift Challenge program manager,

said in a statement in November. 

To compete, designs must

weigh no more than 55 pounds, in-

cluding fuel or power source, and

be capable of lifting a minimum

payload of 110 pounds across a cir-

cuit course of 5 nautical miles, ac-

cording to contest rules.

Participants must adhere to

Federal Aviation Administration

regulations and can expect to go

head to head in live, unclassified

performance trials this summer,

DARPA said.

The contest is open to teams or

individuals who are U.S. citizens

or green card holders and who

represent only U.S. companies or

institutions. Foreign teammates

are allowed with a U.S. sponsor,

but they cannot reside in any

countries included on the State

Department’s list of international

arms trafficking regulation viola-

tors.

U.S. government and military

organizations may apply to com-

pete if their design has not previ-

ously received federal funds, ac-

cording to the contest rules.

Prizes include $2.5 million for

first place, $1.5 million for second

and $1 million for third. DARPA

also plans to hand out three

$500,000 prizes for “subjective

categories” like most revolution-

ary aerodynamic design.

For more information on the

contest, go to: www.darpa.mil/re-

search/challenges/lift.

DOD offers cash to designers
of drones to haul heavy loads

BY JENNIFER H. SVAN

Stars and Stripes 

Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency

In a screenshot from a Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency
video, a heavy-lift drone takes off from a base. DARPA’s Lift Challenge
asks competition entrants to design a drone that can carry more than
four times its weight; $6.5 million in prize money is being offered.

NAPLES, Italy — One of the Na-

vy’s most strategic bases in Europe

now can be assured of having

enough power to supply critical

functions if its electrical supply is

disrupted. 

Two new solar arrays and battery

energy storage systems were activ-

ated this month at Naval Air Station

Sigonella on Sicily, the base said in a

statement Friday. 

NAS Sigonella’s microgrid uses

sodium nickel chloride batteries to

store excess solar energy for use

during nighttime operations and

periods of reduced sunlight. 

Each battery energy storage sys-

tem can supply up to 400 kilowatt-

hours of power, according to the

statement. By way of comparison,

the average U.S. household uses

about 29 kilowatt-hours of electric-

ity each day, according to the U.S.

Energy Information Administra-

tion.

During a power outage, the mi-

crogrid automatically transitions to

an isolated operating mode, com-

bining stored energy, solar genera-

tion and generator support to sus-

tain continuous operations for up to

14 days on a single fuel load, the

base said. The project “enhances

the command’s ability to maintain

uninterrupted logistics operations

during commercial power outag-

es,” according to the statement. 

Designed to support Defense Lo-

gistics Agency Distribution Sigo-

nella’s operations, the microgrid al-

so provides installation-wide bene-

fits.By reducing reliance on gener-

ators and decreasing fuel

consumption during outages, the

system also helps ease demand on

base infrastructure, NAS Sigonella

said. 

The system is the first of its kind

in the Navy Region Europe, Africa,

Central area of command, the state-

ment said. It’s part of a broader Pen-

tagon push to strengthen energy se-

curity at critical military installa-

tions worldwide.

“By investing in renewable ener-

gy and modern microgrid technolo-

gy, we are ensuring our tenant com-

mands and supported forces can

continue their missions without in-

terruption,” Cmdr. Seth Cochran, a

public works officer at Naval Facil-

ities Engineering Systems Com-

mand Sigonella, said in the state-

ment. 

It was unclear on Monday wheth-

er NAS Sigonella had used its new

microgrid during a fierce storm

that pounded eastern Sicily last

week, leaving widespread flooding

and other damage.

The base is home to more than 39

tenant commands, among them

Space Force, Army, Marines and

Air Force detachments. 

Microgrids are localized electri-

cal systems able to manage multi-

ple energy sources and loads. 

New microgrid strengthens energy security at NAS Sigonella
BY ALISON BATH

Stars and Stripes 

MEGAN GULLY/U.S. Army

Solar arrays like these at
Redstone Arsenal, Ala., were
recently installed at Naval Air
Station Sigonella on Sicily.
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refusal to stand up to President

Trump, the DHS bill is woefully

inadequate to rein in the abuses of

ICE,” said Schumer, D-N.Y. “I

will vote no.” 

The White House reached out to

Senate Democrats late Sunday, as

have Republicans, according to a

Senate Democratic leadership

aide who insisted on anonymity to

discuss the private talks.

But they have not yet raised any

realistic solutions, the aide said.

Republicans will need some

Democratic support to pass the re-

maining spending bills in time to

avoid a partial shutdown. That

support was already in question

after Renee Good, a mother of

three, was fatally shot and killed

earlier this month by an Immigra-

tion and Customs Enforcement

agent in Minneapolis. But the fatal

shooting Saturday of Alex Pretti,

an intensive care unit nurse,

quickly prompted Democrats to

take a more forceful stand.

On Sunday, House and Senate

Democrats convened separate

conference calls as they privately

assess next steps and press to re-

strain the Trump administration’s

immigration enforcement oper-

ations.

Washington Sen. Patty Murray,

the top Democrat on the Senate

Appropriations Committee and

key negotiator on the funding

package, had been pushing her

colleagues to vote for the home-

land security bill, arguing that

Democrats had successfully

fought off major increases to the

ICE budget. But in the wake of the

shooting, Murray said Sunday on

X that “I will NOT support the

DHS bill as it stands.”

“Federal agents cannot murder

people in broad daylight and face

zero consequences,” Murray

wrote.

Federal officials have defended

the actions of the agents involved

in the Good and Pretti shootings as

justified. Democrats said video

showed otherwise. Republicans

are increasingly challenged, with

some calling for thorough investi-

gations while others stand with

federal officials. 

The growing backlash from

Democrats puts Republican lead-

ers in the Senate in a difficult posi-

tion. 

Much of the government, in-

cluding the Department of De-

fense, continues to operate on a

short-term bill that provides fund-

ing only through Friday. Republi-

can leaders had hoped to avoid an-

other shutdown after last fall’s 43-

day closure that revolved around

Democrats’ insistence on extend-

ing federal subsidies that make

health coverage more affordable

for those enrolled in the Afforda-

ble Care Act marketplace. 

Before Pretti’s death, many

Democrats felt the same way

about a potential shutdown, lend-

ing support in the House to most of

the remaining appropriations bills

— with DHS the exception.

House Democrats largely re-

jected the homeland security por-

tion last week with just a handful

joining Republicans to ensure its

passage. More than 100 House

Democrats called for Noem’s im-

peachment.

The House sent the six funding

bills to the Senate as a package,

and that makes it exceedingly dif-

ficult to strip out the homeland se-

curity portion which Democrats

are demanding. 

Despite the procedural hurdles,

Schumer said Sunday that Repu-

blicans should work with Demo-

crats to advance the other five

bills and rewrite the DHS bill. 

The path ahead is uncertain.

The Senate is not scheduled to re-

turn to session until Tuesday, due

to a snowstorm. The House plans

to be out of session this week and

would have to pass the funding

package again if it is changed.

Democrats are pushing for pol-

icy changes to be added to the

homeland security spending bill

that would force ICE agents to use

warrants for immigration arrests,

mandate strengthened training,

require agents to identify them-

selves and have Border Patrol

agents stay on the border rather

than assisting ICE with immigra-

tion raids in the interior of the

country.

Connecticut Sen. Chris Mur-

phy, the top Democrat on the sub-

committee that oversees home-

land security funding, told CNN’s

“State of the Union” on Sunday

that Congress cannot fund a de-

partment “that is murdering

American citizens, that is trauma-

tizing little boys and girls across

the country in violation of the

law.”

Democratic senators discussed

the options on Sunday evening’s

call but without changes from Re-

publicans, they appeared headed

toward a shutdown. On the morn-

ing call with House Democrats,

they heard from Minnesota Gov.

Tim Walz and the state’s attorney

general, Keith Ellison, both for-

mer congressmen.

Several other Democratic sen-

ators announced they would vote

“no” on homeland security mon-

ey, including some who had

helped Republicans end the rec-

ord shutdown last year.

“The abuses of power we are

seeing from ICE in Minneapolis

and across the country are un-

American and cannot be normal-

ized,” Sen. Jacky Rosen, D-Nev.,

said in a post on X.

Funds: House would have to return
this week to vote again if bill changes

J. SCOTT APPLEWHITE/AP

Senate Minority Leader Chuck
Schumer, D-N.Y., left, is vowing
to oppose a funding bill for the
Department of Homeland
Security.
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WASHINGTON — A growing

number of Republicans are press-

ing for a deeper investigation into

federal immigration tactics in Min-

nesota after a U.S. Border Patrol

agent fatally shot a man in Minnea-

polis, a sign that the Trump adminis-

tration’s accounting of events may

face bipartisan scrutiny. 

House Homeland Security Com-

mittee Chairman Andrew Garbari-

no sought testimony from leaders at

Immigration and Customs Enforce-

ment, Customs and Border Protec-

tion and U.S. Citizenship and Immi-

gration Services, saying “my top pri-

ority remains keeping Americans

safe.”

A host of other congressional Re-

publicans, including Rep. Michael

McCaul of Texas and Sens. Thom

Tillis of North Carolina, Bill Cassidy

of Louisiana, Susan Collins of Maine

and Lisa Murkowski of Alaska,

pressed for more information. Their

statements, in addition to concern

expressed from several GOP gover-

nors, reflected a party struggling

with how to respond to Saturday’s

fatal shooting of Alex Pretti, 37, an

intensive care nurse at a Depart-

ment of Veterans Affairs hospital. 

Trump administration officials

were quick to cast Pretti as the insti-

gator. Homeland Security Secreta-

ry Kristi Noem was among those

who said Pretti “approached” im-

migration officers with a gun and

acted violently. Videos from the

scene show Pretti being pushed by

an officer and then a half-dozen

agents descend on him. During the

scuffle, he is holding a phone but is

never seen brandishing the 9 mm

semiautomatic handgun police say

he was licensed to carry.

The killing has raised uncomfor-

table questions about the GOP’s

core positions on issues ranging

from gun ownership to states’ rights

and trust in the federal government. 

Cassidy, who is facing a Trump-

backed challenger in his reelection

bid, said on social media that the

shooting was “incredibly disturb-

ing” and that the “credibility of ICE

and DHS are at stake.” He pushed

for “a full joint federal and state in-

vestigation.” Tillis, who is not seek-

ing reelection, urged a “thorough

and impartial investigation” and

said “any administration official

who rushes to judgment and tries to

shut down an investigation before it

begins are doing an incredible dis-

service to the nation and to Presi-

dent Trump’s legacy.” 

Trump and other administration

officials remained firm in their de-

fense of the hard-line immigration

enforcement tactics in Minneapolis,

blaming Democrats in the state

along with local law enforcement for

not working with them. Many Repu-

blicans either echoed that sentiment

or stayed silent. 

In a lengthy social media post on

Sunday evening, Trump called on

Minnesota’s Democratic leadership

to “formally cooperate” with his ad-

ministration and pressed Congress

to ban so-called sanctuary cities.

GOP calls growing
for deeper probe
into Minn. killing

BY STEVEN SLOAN

Associated Press 

GIAN EHRENZELLER, KEYSTONE/AP

Sen. Thom Tillis, R-N.C., speaks
during a panel session at the
World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, on Jan. 20.

MINNEAPOLIS — A federal

judge heard arguments Monday

over Minnesota’s challenge to the

Trump administration’s immigra-

tion enforcement crackdown, pos-

ing skeptical questions to both sides

about the effort that has led to two fa-

tal shootings by federal officers.

U.S. District Judge Katherine

Menendez is considering whether

to grant requests by the state and the

cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul to

temporarily halt the immigration

operation. She said the case was a

priority, though she issued no im-

mediate ruling.

Menendez questioned the gov-

ernment’s motivation behind the

crackdown and expressed skepti-

cism about a letter recently sent by

Attorney General Pam Bondi to

Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz. The let-

ter asked the state to give the federal

government access to voter rolls, to

turn over state Medicaid and food

assistance records, and to repeal

sanctuary policies.

“I mean, is there no limit to what

the executive can do under the guise

of enforcing immigration law?” Me-

nendez asked. She noted that the

federal requests are the subject of li-

tigation.

Lawyers for the state and the

Twin Cities argued that the situation

on the street is so dire as to require

the court to halt the federal govern-

ment’s enforcement actions.

“If this is not stopped right here,

right now, I don’t think anybody who

is seriously looking at this problem

can have much faith in how our re-

public is going to go in the future,”

Minnesota Assistant Attorney Gen-

eral Brian Carter said.

Brantley Mayers, counsel to the

Justice Department’s assistant at-

torney general, said the govern-

ment’s goal is to enforce federal law.

Mayers said one lawful action

should not be used to discredit an-

other lawful action.

“I don’t see how the fact that we’re

also doing additional things that we

are allowed to do, that the Constitu-

tion has vested us with doing, would

in any way negate another piece of

the same operation, the same

surge,” Mayers said.

Menendez questioned where the

line was between violating the Con-

stitution and the executive’s power

to enforce the law. She also asked

whether she was being asked to de-

cide between state and federal poli-

cies.

The state of Minnesota and the ci-

ties sued the Department of Home-

land Security earlier this month,

five days after Renee Good was shot

by an Immigration and Customs of-

ficer. The shooting of Alex Pretti by

a Border Patrol officer on Saturday

added urgency to the case.

Federal judge hears arguments on Minn. crackdown after fatal shootings
Associated Press
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The U.S. workweek opened with

yet more snow dumping on the

Northeast under the tail end of a

colossal winter storm that brought

lingering misery to parts of the

South, where freezing rain left

hundreds of thousands shivering

without electricity Monday. Au-

thorities reported at least 18

weather-related deaths.

Deep snow — over a foot ex-

tending in a 1,300-mile swath from

Arkansas to New England — halt-

ed traffic, canceled flights and

triggered wide school closings

Monday. Up to two feet were fore-

cast in some places.

There were more than 800,000

power outages in the nation on

Monday morning, most of them in

the South, according to powerout-

age.com. The region got its share

of sleet and freezing rain during

the storm. 

There also were more than

6,400 flight delays and cancella-

tions nationwide, according to

flight tracker flightaware.com.

More light to moderate snow

was forecast in New England

through Monday evening.

In Falmouth, Mass., about an

hour’s drive south of Boston, snow

came down in sheets and closed

down the town.

Nell Fields said she had to sho-

vel just to be able to let her dog out-

side Sunday. Seven inches had

fallen, with more still on the way.

“I feel that the universe just put

a big, huge pause on us with all the

snow,” Fields said.

On Manhattan’s Upper East

Side, January Cotrel enjoyed the

fresh snow on a block that always

closes during snowstorms for resi-

dents to sled, throw snowballs and

make snowmen.

“I pray for two feet every time

we get a snowstorm. I want as

much as we can get,” she said.

“Let the city just shut down for a

day and it’s beautiful, and then we

can get back to life.”

Meanwhile, bitter cold followed

in the storm’s wake. It got down to

minus 40 degrees in parts of Min-

nesota on Sunday. Many commun-

ities across the Midwest, South

and Northeast awakened Monday

to subzero weather. The entire

Lower 48 states were forecast to

have their coldest average low

temperature since January 2014.

Record warmth in Florida was

the only thing keeping that aver-

age from going even colder, said

former National Oceanic and At-

mospheric Administration chief

scientist Ryan Maue, who calcu-

lates national averages based on

National Weather Service data.

From Montana to the Florida

Panhandle, the weather service

posted cold weather advisories

and extreme cold warnings as

temperatures in many places

dipped to zero and even colder.

Wind made conditions even chil-

lier and the overnight cold made

roads freeze over anew early

Monday in a cruel reprise of the

weekend’s lousy travel weather.

Even with precipitation ending

in Mississippi, “that doesn’t mean

the danger is behind us,” Gov.

Tate Reeves said Sunday.

Freezing rain that slickened

roads and brought trees and

branches down on roads and pow-

er lines were the main peril in the

South over the weekend. In Co-

rinth, Miss., heavy machinery

manufacturer Caterpillar told em-

ployees at its remanufacturing

site to stay home Monday and

Tuesday.

It already was Mississippi’s

worst ice storm since 1994 with its

biggest-ever deployment of ice-

melting chemicals — 200,000 gal-

lons — plus salt and sand to treat

icy roads, Reeves said. He urged

people not to drive anywhere un-

less absolutely necessary. 

At one point Sunday morning,

about 213 million people were un-

der some sort of winter weather

warning, authorities said.

Some 12,000 flights also were

canceled Sunday and nearly

20,000 were delayed.

In New York City, Mayor Zoh-

ran Mamdani said at least five

people who died were found out-

side as temperatures plunged Sat-

urday, though the cause of their

deaths remained under investiga-

tion. Two men died of hypother-

mia related to the storm in Caddo

Parish in Louisiana, according to

the state health department.

In Massachusetts, police said a

snowplow backed into a couple

walking in a Massachusetts Bay

Transportation Authority parking

lot in Norwood on Sunday. A 51-

year-old woman was killed and

her 47-year-old husband was hos-

pitalized.

Two teenagers died in sledding

accidents, a 17-year-old boy in Ar-

kansas and a 16-year-old girl in

Texas, authorities said.

Three weather-related deaths

were announced in Tennessee, au-

thorities said. Further details

were not immediately available.

Northeast sees more snow from winter storm

OBED LAMY/AP 

A worker throws salt onto the pavement to melt ice in downtown Indianapolis, on Sunday.

BY JEFF AMY

AND RUSS BYNUM

Associated Press 

PARK CITY, Utah — A man

was arrested Friday night at a

party during the Sundance Film

Festival in Park City, Utah, for al-

legedly assaulting a Florida con-

gressman.

Democratic U.S. Rep. Maxwell

Frost wrote on X on Saturday that

he was punched in the face by a

man who told Frost that President

Donald Trump was going to de-

port him. 

The altercation occurred at a

private party hosted by talent

agency CAA at the High West

Distillery, a popular venue for

festival-adjacent events. 

“He was heard screaming rac-

ist remarks as he drunkenly ran

off,” Frost wrote. “The individual

was arrested and I am okay.”

Frost, the first Gen Z member

of Congress, thanked the venue

security and the Park City Police

Department for their help. 

A Park City Police Department

representative said officers ar-

rived on the scene just after mid-

night.

Christian Joel Young, 28, was

arrested on charges of aggravat-

ed burglary, as-

saulting an

elected official

and assault and

transported to

Summit County

Jail, according

to court records. 

Young ap-

peared to have

crashed the party by jumping a

fence and had a Sundance Film

Festival pass that was not issued

in his name, according to the po-

lice affidavit.

It was unclear if Young had an

attorney who could speak on his

behalf. 

The Sundance Film Festival

representatives released a state-

ment saying that they “strongly

condemn” the incident, noting

that while it occurred at a non-af-

filiated event that the behavior is

“against our values of upholding a

welcoming and inspiring envi-

ronment for all our attendees.”

County Judge Richard Mrazik

ordered Young held without bail,

on the grounds that he would con-

stitute, “a substantial danger to

any other individual or to the

community, or is likely to flee the

jurisdiction of the court if re-

leased on bail.” 

Young has a prior misdemea-

nor conviction, according to court

records.

Utah Gov. Spencer Cox, a Re-

publican, denounced the alleged

attack and said he won’t let ten-

sions over immigration enforce-

ment happening in places like

Minneapolis spill into Utah.

“Political or racially charged

violence of any kind is unaccepta-

ble in Utah,” Cox said in a state-

ment. “I’m grateful to local law

enforcement for swiftly appre-

hending the assailant and pursu-

ing justice for Rep. Maxwell

Frost.”

Man arrested in assault on US lawmaker
attending party during Sundance festival

Associated Press 

Frost

The Federal Aviation Adminis-

tration says seven people were

killed and a crew member sur-

vived with serious injuries when a

private business jet crashed in a

snowstorm at Maine’s Bangor In-

ternational Airport.

The Bombardier Challenger

600 carrying eight people crashed

on takeoff Sunday night as New

England and much of the country

grappled with a massive winter

storm. 

The airport, about 200 miles

north of Boston, shut down after

the crash. 

The Federal Aviation Adminis-

tration and the National Transpor-

tation Safety Board are investigat-

ing. 

The NTSB said preliminary in-

formation shows the plane

crashed upon departure and expe-

rienced a post-crash fire, but that

it would have no further statement

until after investigators arrive in a

day or two.

The NTSB said it has no role in

the release of information about

victims and that such information

is handled by local authorities.

But airport director Jose Saave-

dra refused to comment, saying at

a news conference Monday that

he was “awaiting guidance and

support from federal partners.”

An audio recording of air traffic

controllers includes someone say-

ing “Aircraft upside down. We

have a passenger aircraft upside

down,” about 45 seconds after a

plane was cleared for takeoff. 

The Bombardier Challenger

600 is a wide-bodied business jet

configured for nine to 11 passen-

gers. 

It was launched in 1980 as the

first private jet with a “walk-about

cabin” and remains a popular

charter option, according to air-

charterservice.com.

Jet fatally crashes
on take off in Maine

Associated Press 
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So many things went wrong last

Jan. 29 to contribute to the deadli-

est plane crash on American soil

since 2001 that the National Trans-

portation Safety Board isn’t likely

to identify a single cause of the col-

lision between an airliner and an

Army helicopter near Washing-

ton, D.C., that killed 67 people at

its hearing Tuesday.

Instead, their investigators will

detail what they found that played

a role in the crash, and the board

will recommend changes to help

prevent a similar tragedy. Last

week, the Federal Aviation Ad-

ministration already took the tem-

porary restrictions it imposed af-

ter the crash and made them per-

manent to ensure planes and hel-

icopters won’t share the same

airspace again around Reagan Na-

tional Airport.

Family members of victims

hope those suggestions won’t be

ignored the same way many past

NTSB recommendations have

been. Tim Lilley, whose son Sam

was the first officer on the Amer-

ican Airlines plane, said he hopes

officials in Congress and the ad-

ministration will make changes

now instead of waiting until for an-

other disaster.

“Instead of writing aviation reg-

ulation in blood, let’s start writing

it in data,” said Lilley, who is a pi-

lot himself and earlier in his ca-

reer flew Black Hawk helicopters

in the Washington area. “Because

all the data was there to show this

accident was going to happen.

This accident was completely pre-

ventable.”

Over the past year, the NTSB

has already highlighted a number

of the factors that contributed to

the crash including a poorly de-

signed helicopter route past Re-

agan Airport, the fact that the

Black Hawk was flying 78 feet

higher than it should have been,

the warnings that the FAA ignored

in the years beforehand and the

Army’s move to turn off a key sys-

tem that would have broadcast the

helicopter’s location more clearly.

The D.C. plane crash was the

first in a number of high-profile

crashes and close calls throughout

2025 that alarmed the public, but

the total number of crashes last

year was actually the lowest since

the COVID-19 pandemic hit in

2020 with 1,405 crashes nation-

wide.

Experts say flying remains the

safest way to travel because of all

the overlapping layers of precau-

tions built into the system, but too

many of those safety measures

failed at the same time last Jan. 29.

The route along the Potomac

River the Black Hawk was follow-

ing that night allowed for helicop-

ters and planes to come within 75

feet of each other when a plane

was landing on the airport’s sec-

ondary runway that typically han-

dles less than 5% of the flights

landing at Reagan. And that dis-

tance was only ensured when the

helicopter stuck to flying along the

bank of the river, but the official

route didn’t require that.

Normally, air traffic controllers

work to keep aircraft at least 500

feet apart to keep them safe, so the

scant separation on Route 4 posed

what NTSB Chairwoman Jennifer

Homendy called “an intolerable

risk to flight safety.”

The controllers at Reagan also

had been in the habit of asking pi-

lots to watch out for other aircraft

themselves and maintain visual

separation as they tried to squeeze

in more planes to land on what the

Metropolitan Washington Airport

Authority has called the busiest

runway in the country. The FAA

halted that practice after the

crash.

That night a controller twice

asked the helicopter pilots wheth-

er they had the jet in sight, and the

pilots said they did and asked for

visual separation approval so they

could use their own eyes to main-

tain distance. But at the investiga-

tive hearings last summer, board

members questioned how well the

crew could spot the plane while

wearing night vision goggles and

whether the pilots were even look-

ing in the right spot.

The American Airlines plane

flying from Wichita, Kan., collided

with the helicopter 278 feet above

the river, but the Black Hawk was

never supposed to fly above 200

feet as it passed by the airport, ac-

cording to the official route.

Before investigators revealed

how high the helicopter was fly-

ing, Tim Lilley was asking tough

questions about it at some of the

first meetings NTSB officials had

with the families. His background

as a pilot gave him detailed knowl-

edge of the issues.

“We had a moral mandate be-

cause we had such an in-depth in-

sight into what happened. We

didn’t want to become advocates,

but we could not shirk the respon-

sibility,” said Lilley, who started

meeting with top lawmakers in

Congress, Transportation Secre-

tary Sean Duffy and Army offi-

cials not long after the crash to

push for changes.

Investigators to detail causes of DC collision

BEN CURTIS/AP

A piece of wreckage is lifted from the water onto a salvage vessel near the site in the Potomac River of a
midair collision between an American Airlines jet and a Black Hawk helicopter, at Ronald Reagan
Washington National Airport, Feb. 4, 2025, in Arlington, Va. 

BY JOSH FUNK

Associated Press 

The U.S. is taking a minority

stake in an Oklahoma rare earth

miner, the latest government in-

vestment in the sector as it seeks

to minimize its reliance on im-

ports of a material used prevalent-

ly in smartphones, robotics, elec-

tric vehicles and many other high-

tech products.

China processes more than 90%

of the world’s critical minerals

and has used its dominance in the

market to gain significant lever-

age in the trade war with Wash-

ington.

USA Rare Earth said Monday

that the U.S. Commerce Depart-

ment is investing $1.6 billion in the

company to advance work on a

mine in Texas and to build a mag-

net manufacturing facility in Ok-

lahoma.

Shares of USA Rare Earth

jumped more than 13% before U.S.

markets opened.

The agreement with the Com-

merce Department’s CHIPS pro-

gram includes $277 million in pro-

posed federal funding and a $1.3

billion senior secured loan. 

The Commerce Department

will get 16.1 million shares of com-

mon stock in return, as well as

rights to buy 17.6 million more.

“USA Rare Earth’s heavy criti-

cal minerals project is essential to

restoring U.S. critical mineral in-

dependence,” Secretary of Com-

merce Howard Lutnick said in an

official statement about the in-

vestment. “This investment en-

sures our supply chains are resi-

lient and no longer reliant on for-

eign nations.”

The Trump administration is in-

tensifying efforts to build up the

critical mineral industry in the

United States to work to break the

chokehold that China has on the

global supply chain.

Industry insiders, analysts and

lawmakers have warned for years

that America’s dependence on

China for critical minerals — a list

of 50 minerals that includes 17

sought-after rare-earth elements

— is a national security vulnera-

bility.

Attempts by President Donald

Trump to acquire Greenland is

part of that push.

USA Rare Earth, based in Still-

water, Okla., is the third U.S. oper-

ator in which the Trump adminis-

tration has invested in recent

months.

The Pentagon invested $400

million in rare-earth producer MP

Materials. 

It gave the U.S. company a $150

million loan in August.

Administration invests in US rare
earth miner to counter China

Associated Press 

WASHINGTON — Eleanor

Holmes Norton, the 18-term dele-

gate for the District of Columbia in

Congress and a veteran of the Civil

Rights Movement, has filed pa-

perwork to end her campaign for

reelection, likely closing out a dec-

ades-long career in public service.

Norton, 88, has

been the sole

representative

of the residents

of the nation’s

capital in Con-

gress since 1991,

but she faced in-

creasing ques-

tions about her

effectiveness af-

ter the Trump administration be-

gan its sweeping intervention into

the city last year.

Mayor Muriel Bowser congrat-

ulated Norton on her retirement.

“For 35 years, Congresswoman

Norton has been our Warrior on

the Hill,” Bowser wrote on social

media. “Her work embodies the

unwavering resolve of a city that

refuses to yield in its fight for

equal representation.”

Norton’s campaign filed a ter-

mination report with the Federal

Election Commission on Sunday.

Her office has not released an offi-

cial statement.

Her retirement opens up a like-

ly competitive primary to succeed

her in an overwhelmingly Demo-

cratic city. Several local lawmak-

ers had already announced their

intentions to run in the Democrat-

ic primary.

Longtime DC delegate
ending her reelection
campaign for Congress

Associated Press 

Norton
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JERUSALEM — The remains of

the final hostage in Gaza have been

recovered, Israel’s military said

Monday, clearing the way for the

next phase of the ceasefire that

paused the Israel-Hamas war.

The announcement that the re-

mains of Ran Gvili had been found

and identified came a day after Is-

rael’s government said the military

was conducting a “large-scale oper-

ation” in a cemetery in northern Ga-

za to locate them.

Prime Minister Benjamin Neta-

nyahu called it “an incredible

achievement” for Israel and its sol-

diers, telling Israeli media that “I

promised we would bring everyone

home and we have brought every-

one home.” He said Gvili, who was

killed during the Hamas-led attack

on Oct. 7, 2023, that sparked the war,

was among the first to be taken into

Gaza.

The return of all remaining host-

ages, living or dead, has been a key

part of the Gaza ceasefire’s first

phase, and Gvili’s family had urged

Israel’s government not to enter the

second phase until his remains were

recovered and returned.

Netanyahu’s office said Sunday

that Israel would open the Rafah

crossing between Gaza and Egypt,

which Palestinians see as their life-

line to the world, once the search for

Gvili was finished. It has been large-

ly shut since May 2024, except for a

small period in early 2025.

Israel and Hamas had been under

pressure from ceasefire mediators

including Washington to move into

the second phase of the U.S.-broker-

ed truce, which took effect on Oct. 10.

Israel had repeatedly accused

Hamas of dragging its feet in the re-

covery of the final hostage. Hamas

said it had provided all the informa-

tion it had about Gvili’s remains, and

accused Israel of obstructing efforts

to search for them in areas of Gaza

under Israeli military control.

Israel’s military had said the op-

eration to locate Gvili’s remains was

“in the area of the Yellow Line” that

divides the territory.

The Oct. 7, 2023, attack killed

about 1,200 people and saw 251 tak-

en hostage. Gvili, a 24-year-old po-

lice officer known affectionately as

“Rani,” was killed while fighting

Hamas militants.

Before Gvili’s remains were reco-

vered, 20 living hostages and the re-

mains of 27 others had been re-

turned to Israel since the ceasefire,

most recently in early December.

Israel in exchange has released the

bodies of hundreds of Palestinians

to Gaza.

The next phase of the 20-point

ceasefire plan has called for creat-

ing an international stabilization

force, forming a technocratic Pales-

tinian government and disarming

Hamas.

Israeli forces on Monday fatally

shot a man in Gaza City, according to

Shifa Hospital, which received the

body. The man was close to an area

where the military had launched the

search operation for Gvili, the hospi-

tal said.

Israel: Remains of final hostage
in Gaza have been recovered

BY JULIA FRANKEL

AND SAMY MAGDY

Associated Press 

LEO CORREA/AP

People hold signs with a photo of Ran Gvili, who was killed while
fighting Hamas militants during the Oct. 7, 2023, attack, during a
rally calling for his return in Tel Aviv, Israel, on Friday. Gvili’s body has
been found, indentified and recovered, Israel’s military said Monday.

THE HAGUE, Netherlands —

Judges at the International Crimi-

nal Court ruled on Monday that for-

mer Philippine President Rodrigo

Duterte is fit to stand trial, after post-

poning an earlier hearing over con-

cerns about the octogenarian’s

health.

Duterte is facing charges of

crimes against humanity for his al-

leged involvement in dozens of kill-

ings as part of his so-called war on

drugs when in office, first as the

mayor of a southern city and later as

president.

Lawyers for the 80-year-old had

argued Duterte was in frail health

and his condition was deteriorating

in the court’s detention unit. 

Duterte was arrested in March

and was set to appear in court in The

Hague in September. That hearing

was delayed after a pretrial panel of

judges granted “limited postpone-

ment” to give the court time to deter-

mine “whether Mr Duterte is fit to

follow and participate” in the pro-

ceedings. Following an assessment

by a panel of medical experts, judg-

es found that Duterte “is able effec-

tively to exercise his procedural

rights and is therefore fit to take part

in the pre-trial proceedings.”

The hearing has now been res-

cheduled for Feb. 23. 

The panel included experts in ge-

riatric neurology and psychiatry.

According to court filings, Duterte

underwent cognitive testing, as well

as mental and physical examina-

tions. 

Duterte’s lead lawyer, Nick Kauf-

man, said he was disappointed in the

decision and would seek to appeal.

The defense was “denied the oppor-

tunity to present its own medical evi-

dence and to question, in court, the

contradictory

findings of pro-

fessionals select-

ed by the judges,”

he said. 

Two organiza-

tions supporting

the families of

suspects killed in

Duterte’s crack-

down hailed the court’s decision as

“a resounding victory for justice and

accountability.” 

According to a filing last month,

ICC prosecutors claim Duterte in-

structed and authorized “violent

acts including murder to be commit-

ted against alleged criminals, in-

cluding alleged drug dealers and us-

ers.”

Prosecutors announced in Febru-

ary 2018 that they would open a pre-

liminary investigation into the so-

called war on drugs overseen by Du-

terte when he served as mayor of the

southern Philippine city of Davao

and later as president.

In a move that human rights activ-

ists say was aimed at escaping ac-

countability, Duterte, who was pres-

ident at the time, announced a

month later that the Philippines

would leave the court. Judges re-

jected a request from Duterte’s legal

team to throw out the case on the

grounds that the court did not have

jurisdiction because the Philippines

had withdrawn from the court.

Judges find former
Philippines president
fit to stand trial at ICC

Associated Press

Duterte
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they could resume fire if needed.

Meanwhile, Ahmad “Abu Hus-

sein” al-Hamidawi of Kataib Hez-

bollah issued his own threat in a

statement.

“We affirm to the enemies that

the war on the (Islamic) Republic

will not be a picnic; rather, you

will taste the bitterest forms of

death, and nothing will remain of

you in our region,” he said.

The threats came as the aircraft

carrier USS Abraham Lincoln and

guided missile destroyers with it

moved ino the region. On Monday,

U.S. Central Command said tthe

ships were “currently deployed to

the Middle East to promote re-

gional security and stability.”a.

Trump has said the ships are be-

ing moved “just in case” he de-

cides to take action against Iran.

Trump already has laid out two

red lines for attack — the killing of

peaceful protesters and Tehran

conducting mass executions of

those it has arrested in a massive

crackdown over the demonstra-

tions.

The “Axis of Resistance” alli-

ances had allowed Iran to project

its power across the Mideast but

also was seen as a defensive buff-

er, intended to keep conflict away

from Iranian borders. But it has

collapsed after Israel targeted Ha-

mas, Hezbollah in Lebanon and

others during the Gaza war.

Meanwhile, rebels in 2024 over-

threw Syria’s Bashar Assad after a

yearslong, bloody war in which

Iran backed his rule.

U.S. Secretary of State Marco

Rubio, speaking to Iraqi Prime

Minister Mohammed Shia al-Su-

dani, also warned Iraq late Sunday

about Iran’s influence.

“A government controlled by

Iran cannot successfully put

Iraq’s own interests first, keep

Iraq out of regional conflicts or ad-

vance the mutually beneficial

partnership between the United

States and Iraq,” a statement on

Rubio’s behalf read.

The United Arab Emirates an-

nounced on Monday that it would

not allow its airspace, territory, or

territorial waters to be used for

military action against Iran. The

UAE said it would stress dialogue

and diplomatic resolutions.

Iranian Defense Ministry

spokesperson Gen. Reza Talaei-

Nik renewed warnings Monday to

both Israel and the U.S. over any

possible attack, saying it would

“be met with a response that is

more painful and more decisive

than in the past.” Iranian state tel-

evision quoted Talaei-Nik as add-

ing that threats from the two coun-

tries required Iran “to maintain

full and comprehensive prepared-

ness.”

Iranian Foreign Ministry

spokesman Esmail Baghaei sepa-

rately told journalists: “Regional

countries fully know that any se-

curity breach in the region will not

affect Iran only. The lack of secur-

ity is contagious.”

Iran over the weekend unveiled

a new banner in Tehran’s Enghe-

lab Square threatening the Lin-

coln, showing an aircraft carrier

strewn with bodies and streaked

with blood with the warning: “If

you sow the wind, you will reap the

whirlwind.” However, Iran is still

reeling from the 12-day war

launched in June that saw its air

defense systems broadly de-

stroyed and top military leaders

killed, as well as its nuclear en-

richment sites bombed by the U.S.

As a sign of concern over its air-

space, Iran issued a notice to pilots

Sunday that banned small private

aircraft from flying in the country,

with carveouts for the oil industry

and emergency medical flights.

Many Western airlines have

started to avoid Iranian airspace

entirely due to the tensions,

though Gulf Arab carriers flying

to Moscow still rely on the route.

Iranian air defense troops in 2020

shot down a Ukrainian commer-

cial airliner, killing 176 people on

board.

The protests in Iran began on

Dec. 28, sparked by the fall of the

Iranian currency, the rial, and

quickly spread across the country.

They were met by a violent crack-

down by Iran’s theocracy, the

scale of which is only starting to

become clear as the country has

faced more than two-week inter-

net blackout — the most compre-

hensive in the nation’s history.

The U.S.-based Human Rights

Activists News Agency on Sunday

put the death toll at 5,848, with the

number expected to increase. It

says more than 41,280 people have

been arrested.

The group’s figures have been

accurate in previous unrest and

rely on a network of activists in

Iran to verify deaths. That death

toll exceeds that of any other

round of protest or unrest there in

decades, and recalls the chaos

surrounding Iran’s 1979 Islamic

Revolution. The Associated Press

has not been able to independently

verify the toll.

Iran’s government has put the

death toll at a far lower 3,117, say-

ing 2,427 were civilians and secur-

ity forces, and labeled the rest

“terrorists.” In the past, Iran’s the-

ocracy has undercounted or not

reported fatalities from unrest.

Threats: Carrier moves toward region
FROM PAGE 1

DANIEL KIMMELMAN/U.S. Navy

A MH-60R Sea Hawk helicopter is directed on the flight deck of
Nimitz-class aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln on Wednesday.

MIDEAST
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First-ever parking fees at
popular park draw ire

CA SAN DIEGO — For dec-

ades, parking lots at San

Diego’s Balboa Park were packed,

with lines of drivers snaking

through lanes in search of a rare

open spot.

Recently there were plenty of

open spaces and several lots were

half empty, while people lined up

behind kiosks to pay newly imposed

parking fees.

This month San Diego city im-

posed the first parking fees for the

century-old cultural site, provoking

confusion and contempt. Museums

reported that visitation dropped

20% immediately, vandals defaced

the meters and San Diego County

mayors urged the city to reverse the

unpopular policy.

San Diego Mayor Todd Gloria

has said the parking fees will pro-

vide stable revenue for the park and

its museums, and help close a city

budget gap of roughly $300 million

this fiscal year and $110 million next

year.

Massive sewage spill flows
into the Potomac River

DC WASHINGTON — A

massive pipe that

moves millions of gallons of sewage

ruptured and sent wastewater flow-

ing into the Potomac River north-

west of Washington, D.C., sending

repair crews scrambling.

DC Water, which operates the

sewer system, was hooking up

pumps to divert sewage around the

rupture and allow crews to make re-

pairs. It has cautioned people to stay

out of the area and to wash their skin

if exposed.

The spill was caused by a 72-inch

diameter sewer pipe that collapsed

late last Monday, shooting sewage

out of the ground and into the river. 

DC Water spokesperson John

Lisle said the utility estimates the

overflow at about 40 million gallons

each day — enough to fill about 66

Olympic-size swimming pools —

but it’s not clear exactly how much

has spilled into the river since the

overflow began.

Doctor pleads not guilty
to killings of couple

OH COLUMBUS — An Illi-

nois doctor indicted on

murder charges in the December

shooting deaths of his ex-wife and

her dentist husband in their Colum-

bus home pleaded not guilty to the

killings in an Ohio courtroom on

Friday.

Michael David McKee, 39, ap-

peared remotely on camera from

jail for his arraignment in Franklin

County, where he faced four aggra-

vated murder counts and one count

of aggravated burglary while using

afirearm suppressor in connection

with the Dec. 30 double homicide of

Monique Tepe, 39, and Dr. Spencer

Tepe, 37. He was garbed in prison

attire and did not speak during the

brief hearing. Defense attorney

Diane Menashe waived a request

for bond, at least for now.

The mystery that first surround-

ed the case — which featured no

forced entry, no weapon and no ob-

vious signs of theft, additional vio-

lence or a motive — drew national

attention. McKee, of Chicago, was

arrested 11 days later near his work-

place in Rockford, Ill. He was re-

turned to Ohio on Tuesday to face

the charges .

Men face charges after
dogs found out in cold

CT BRIDGEPORT — Two

men face animal cruelty

charges after they left dogs exposed

to life-threatening cold at a Union

Avenue address that was the site of

similar abuse in 2018 and 2023,

Bridgeport police said.

Benito Islesias, 72, and Rusty Ro-

driguez, 46, both of Bridgeport,

were taken into custody on Friday

about 11:45 p.m. Rodriguez also was

charged with interfering with an of-

ficer after he disregarded officers’

commands and tried to hide one of

the three dogs, police said. Both

men posted bond and were re-

leased. They are scheduled to be ar-

raigned in state Superior Court in

Bridgeport on Friday, police said.

Officers responded to the 400

block of Union Avenue after dis-

patchers received an anonymous

call that dogs had been left outside

in the freezing cold for several

hours, police said. Officers found

two of the dogs barking and teth-

ered to dilapidated wooden shelters

in the backyard, police said. A third

dog was located in the basement.

Police responded to the same ad-

dress on Union Avenue for animal

cruelty calls in 2018 and 2023, and

Islesias was charged with animal

cruelty in the 2018 incident, police

said. Court records on the disposi-

tion of that case were not immedi-

ately available.

Effort to restore gambling
loss tax deduction busts

DC WASHINGTON — A

long-shot effort to re-

store the full federal tax deduction

for gambling losses fell short on

Capitol Hill lastweek.

The House Rules Committee de-

clined to advance an amendment to

alarger spending bill that would re-

store a gambler’s ability to deduct

100% of losses on annual tax filings.

Rep. Dina Titus, D-Nev., whose

bipartisan-supported FAIR BET

Act would restore the full tax de-

duction, pushed for the inclusion of

acomparable proposal to be includ-

ed in the Consolidated Appropria-

tions Act, which passed the House

on Thursday and has been sent to

the Senate.

Under tax changes approved last

year, bettors will be limited to de-

ducting up to 90%, a shift industry

advocates warn will create taxable

“phantom income” for players who

break even.

The proposal’s failure effectively

sidelines the effort unless lawmak-

ers insert the reversal into a differ-

ent must-pass bill later this year.

Gambling industry officials and

tax professionals argue that the 90%

deduction limit unfairly targets

professional gamblers and high-

stakes players, who will now be re-

quired to pay taxes on unrealized

earnings.

Mega Millions ticket 
just short of jackpot

CA SACRAMENTO — A

Mega Millions ticket

sold in Southern California fell just

one number short of winning the

$120 million jackpot, lottery offi-

cials said. Instead, the lucky ticket

won $1,265,778. 

The ticket matched five winning

numbers but not the Mega Ball in

the drawing Friday, with a 3x mul-

tiplier, the California State Lottery

said. California adjusts lottery priz-

es based on the number of tickets

sold and number of winners.

Car crashes into airport
entrance, injuring 6

MI DETROIT — A car

crashed through the en-

trance of the Detroit Metropolitan

Wayne County Airport on Friday

evening, striking a ticket counter

and injuring six people, airport offi-

cials said.

The driver was taken into custo-

dy, the Wayne County Airport Au-

thority said in a statement. The

cause of the crash was not yet

known, and airport police were in-

vestigating.

The WCAA Fire Department

treated six people at the site.

Video posted on social media

showed a blue, four-door sedan

stopped, with its hood and truck

popped open, in front of Delta Air

Lines counters in what appeared to

be a departure lobby.

Glass and other debris lay strewn

on the ground at the entrance, and

yellow police tape cordoned off the

scene.

The driver’s name was not imme-

diately released.

Earthquake monitors are
able to track space junk

FL CAPE CANAVERAL —

As more and more space

junk comes crashing down, a new

study shows how earthquake mon-

itors can better track incoming ob-

jects by tuning into their sonic

booms.

Scientists reported Thursday

that seismic readings from sonic

booms that were generated when a

discarded module from a Chinese

crew capsule reentered over South-

ern California in 2024 allowed them

to place the object’s path nearly 20

miles farther south than radar had

predicted from orbit.

Using this method to track un-

controlled objects plummeting at

supersonic speeds, they said, could

help recovery teams reach any sur-

viving pieces more quickly — cru-

cial if the debris is dangerous.

RICARDO B. BRAZZIELL, AUSTIN AMERICAN-STATESMAN/AP

Parents and children prepare to sled down a hill Sunday at Doss Elementary following a winter storm that brought rain, sleet, and freezing
temperatures to North Austin, Texas.

School’s out, sledding is in

From wire reports
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FACES

Charli xcx plays herself in “The Moment,” a
meta mockumentary about the end of Brat
summer and grappling with otherworldly suc-
cess. 

“I was just really interested in telling this
story about expectation,” Charli xcx told The
Associated Press the day after “The Moment”
debuted at the Sundance Film Festival.

The 33-year-old pop star from Essex, Eng-
land, has been in the music industry since she
was 16, with a career trajectory that she de-
scribed as anything but straightforward. Then,
in 2024, it hit a crescendo with her sixth studio
album, “Brat,” which became a pop culture
phenomenon. Finally, she said, she felt under-
stood for a moment. And then, just as quickly, it
changed.

“There was this sort of, kind of, you know,
persona that people really associated me with
and then there were a lot of expectations put on
me as a person, as an artist, of who I was then
supposed to be. And I didn’t fit into that sort of
narrative,” she said. “I had got to this place
where I was finally feeling so understood.
Then I was, like, not understood again.”

Making something immensely popular and
resonant can be a double-edged sword for an
artist working in a business that would some-
times rather milk the “sure thing” forever than
let someone evolve and move on. She found
herself wanting to grapple with that tension,
that existential conundrum that she’d experi-
enced.

Charli xcx likes a meta moment

A straightforward documentary didn’t seem
like right approach, so she and Aidan Zamiri,
the 30-year-old Scottish photographer and mu-
sic video director, got to work on something
else, something that felt truer to them. “The
Moment” is a little “This Is Spinal Tap,” a little
“Black Swan,” a little meta, with the likes of
Kylie Jenner and Rachel Sennott playing
themselves, a little funny and a little wild. It’s
heightened, but also true.

“I won’t lie; there are definitely some cross-
overs,” she said. “I haven’t made the choices
that Charli in the film makes, but I’ve definite-
ly, like, come close to it. ... It was a very accu-
rate depiction of what I’ve experienced in the
music industry.”

One of the buzziest titles in a starry program,
the A24 film will be in theaters faster than
most: It opens in New York and Los Angeles on
Friday and expands wide on Feb. 6.

In “The Moment,” Charli xcx is under pres-
sure as Brat summer comes to an end, having
to stage a concert film with Amazon, with a
sleazy director not of her choosing played by
Alexander Skarsgård; promote a Brat credit
card; and fall in line with what music execu-
tives want from her. She’s also not sleeping and
getting increasingly frazzled about everything.

Zamiri, who directed her “360” music video
and has become one of her best friends, was ex-
cited by the challenging approach and to direct

his first feature film. He also understood in-
trinsically what she was going through.

“It’s this battle of expectations and of people
wanting one thing from you and you feeling
this pressure too, to stick with it, to keep pro-
viding that one thing for fear that maybe that
attention, that excitement about you will falter
if the next thing, they don’t love,” Zamiri said.
“I love the process of making stuff. But part of
it, which is often really exciting but also weird,
is the sharing with the world because then it’s
just no longer yours anymore ... it becomes its
own thing, which I think we saw happen in real
time with Brat.”

Unofficial coronation as an actor

The Sundance Film Festival was a kind of
coronation for Charli xcx, the actor, with three
films across the first weekend, including

Gregg Araki’s “I Want Your Sex,” where she
played the uptight girlfriend of Cooper Hoff-
man’s character, and Cathy Yan’s “The Galle-
rist,” where she was an art world influencer
type with bleached eyebrows. They’re not her
first on-screen credits, but they do show her
range in addition to her ability to carry a film,
even if she’s playing a version of herself. 

It’s a big moment for Charli xcx personally,
too. She’s a self-professed cinephile. To now be
so fully entrenched in the filmmaking indus-
try, she said, “has been, like, everything and
more.” She also did a companion concept al-
bum for Emerald Fennell’s upcoming “Wuth-
ering Heights.”

“I really am sort of, like, desperate to, like,
learn more and more and more about, you
know, about every part of the film industry:
Making a film, being in film. I’m so hungry.” 

Goodbye
to Brat

CHRIS PIZZELLO, INVISION/AP 

Charli xcx attends the Jan. 23 premiere of “The Moment” in Park City, Utah. The singer calls
the film “a very accurate depiction of what I’ve experienced in the music industry.”

Charli xcx has her movie-star 
moment at Sundance premiere

BY LINDSEY BAHR

Associated Press 

A24/AP 

Charli xcx stars in “The Moment,” a
documentary that takes a different approach.

“The Moment” is a little
“This Is Spinal Tap,” a
little “Black Swan,” a
little meta, with the
likes of Kylie Jenner
and Rachel Sennott
playing themselves, a
little funny and a little
wild. It’s heightened,
but also true.

With a winter storm blanketing
a large swath of the country, Hol-
lywood had its quietest weekend
of the year so far at the box office.
The Amazon MGM sci-fi thriller
“Mercy” dethroned “Avatar: Fire
and Ash” from the No. 1 spot with
$11.2 million in North America, ac-
cording to studio estimates. 

Some 250 theaters were forced
to close, from Texas to Maine, ac-
cording to data firm Comsore.
More than 140 million Americans
were under winter storm warn-
ings, discouraging moviegoing. 

“Mercy,” a $60 million thriller
starring Chris Pratt as a man in a
near-future standing trial before
an AI judge, was the top new re-
lease. It arrived with withering re-
views (20% fresh on Rotten Toma-
toes) and a poor reception (a “B-”
CinemaScore) from audiences. 

That was still enough to finally
dislodge James Cameron’s third
Pandora epic from its monthlong
perch atop the box office. “Avatar:
Fire and Ash” slid to second place
with $7 million. While The Walt
Disney Co. release is starting to
peter out domestically, it remains
a top draw overseas. It took in
$28.1 million internationally in its
sixth weekend. 

“Avatar: Fire and Ash” isn’t go-
ing to make nearly as much as the
previous two “Avatar” movies.
The 2009 original grossed $2.9 bil-
lion and the 2022 sequel, “The
Way of Water,” tapped out at $2.3
billion. “Fire and Ash” has cleared
$1 billion internationally, but its
domestic haul ($378.5 million) is
well off the pace of the other two
films. 

A handful of Academy Award
nominees saw strong business. 

Chloé Zhao’s “Hamnet,” nomi-
nated for eight Oscars including
best picture, collected $2 million
in its first weekend of wide re-
lease. The Shakespeare drama,
starring Jessie Buckley and Paul
Mescal, is up to $17.6 million do-
mestically and $42.1 million
worldwide after eight weeks. 

Josh Safdie’s “Marty Supreme,”
nominated for nine Oscars,
earned $3.5 million in its sixth
weekend of release. The A24 title,
starring Timothée Chalamet, this
week crossed $100 million global-
ly. It’s made $86.2 million domes-
tically thus far. 

But newer releases struggled.
“Return to Silent Hill,” the third
installment in a horror series kick-
started with 2006’s “Silent Hill,”
opened with $3.2 million. 

“28 Years Later: The Bone
Temple” dropped swiftly. The So-
ny release opened last week to just
$13.3 million in sales despite good
reviews. Its second weekend was
even worse, dropping 71% with
$3.6 million. 

‘Mercy’ bumps
‘Avatar’ out of
box office No. 1 

BY JAKE COYLE

Associated Press
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OPINION

F
ormer special counsel Jack Smith

sat for a hearing with the House

Judiciary Committee on Thurs-

day, and congressmen from both

parties for the most part bombastically

plowed familiar political ground. But one

subject that finally got due attention was

the prosecutor’s effort to impose a gag or-

der on Donald Trump while he ran for the

office he now occupies.

Smith is out of power today, the target of

presidential vitriol and threats as Trump

sics the Justice Department on his political

opponents. But it’s still worth setting the

record straight on Smith’s tactics for those

who can’t or won’t recognize how liberal le-

gal aggression during the Biden years

helped bring the country to this point.

When members of the House committee

pressed Smith on the scope of his proposed

gag order in the election-interference case

against Trump, Smith repeatedly cast it as

an ordinary measure to protect witnesses,

one that judges largely affirmed. He told

Kevin Kiley, R-Calif., that an appeals court

that ruled on the gag order “found that it

was justified.”

Sympathetic media coverage has mostly

indulged Smith’s account. But it doesn’t

come close to capturing the excess of what

was attempted. In September 2023, the spe-

cial counsel sought a sweeping gag order

against Trump that would have not only

barred him from criticizing potential wit-

nesses but also sharply curtailed his ability

to object to his own prosecution.

Smith asked Judge Tanya Chutkan to bar

Trump from making “disparaging and in-

flammatory” statements about “any party”

to the case. One of the parties to the case

(United States of America v. Donald J.

Trump) was the Joe Biden-led federal gov-

ernment. The requested gag order would

have put Trump, as a candidate for presi-

dent, at risk of being remanded to jail dur-

ing the 2024 campaign for criticizing the in-

cumbent Justice Department.

That’s not hyperbole; defendants who vi-

olate gag orders can be jailed, and state-

ments from Trump that Smith’s filing iden-

tified as out of line included “This is not an

independent Justice Department, this is not

an independent special counsel,” and “WE

HAVE A DEPARTMENT OF INJUSTICE

RIGGING THE ELECTION FOR

CROOKED JOE BIDEN.” The filing gener-

ously conceded that Trump should still be

allowed to make “proclamations of inno-

cence.”

The point — and House Republicans

could have done a much better job devel-

oping it in last week’s hearing — is that

Smith wasn’t merely trying to protect wit-

nesses in the case. He was trying to mute

Trump’s public criticism of the prosecution

itself.

Smith spun court rulings on the question

as vindication. In fact, even sympathetic

judges balked at his gag-order overkill.

Chutkan, an Obama appointee, agreed in

October 2023 to limit Trump’s ability to put

potential witnesses on blast, but she also

denied a big part of Smith’s request. She

clarified that Trump was allowed to make

statements “criticizing the government

generally, including the current adminis-

tration or the Department of Justice” and to

assert “that his prosecution is politically

motivated.”

That substantially reduced the First

Amendment damage Smith tried to inflict.

But the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Dis-

trict of Columbia Circuit still had to roll

back the gag order further “to bring it with-

in constitutional bounds,” as the court put

it. Three appellate judges — all also ap-

pointed by Democratic presidents — joined

a ruling that noted a defendant’s right to

“speak out against the prosecution and the

criminal trial process that seek to take

away his liberty.”

Smith testified at the House hearing that

the appeals court narrowed the gag order

so “that it didn’t cover me anymore, which I

was fine with.” Really? Then he shouldn’t

have fought so hard to outlaw Trump’s crit-

icism of the prosecution. Smith told the

House committee that “the First Amend-

ment does not allow one to make statements

that interfere with the administration of

justice,” but he seems to still be in denial

about the First Amendment requirements

of a political campaign that had at its center

the prosecution of one of the candidates.

That tunnel vision raises questions about

whether Smith’s broader case was viable.

He charged Trump in part over his false

claims that the 2020 election was stolen, but

false political claims are usually constitu-

tionally protected. On the evidence of the

gag-order litigation, Smith’s First Amend-

ment judgment is not perfect. In Septem-

ber, a Michigan judge dismissed the state’s

prosecution of 2020 Trump electors who

featured in Smith’s indictment, citing First

Amendment concerns.

Democrats on the House committee

hailed Smith as a model prosecutor and a

moral beacon, but they should hope that

prosecutors in the current administration

can be held to a higher First Amendment

standard. They probably should also hope

that Attorney General Pam Bondi’s Justice

Department won’t seize their phone call

records without their knowledge in a crimi-

nal investigation, as the Biden Justice De-

partment did for GOP members of Con-

gress during the Trump case.

Smith defended those subpoenas as a

necessary legal step to find out with whom

Trump was communicating around the

Jan. 6 riot. But it’s still a mystery why the

subpoena for phone records belonging to

Rep. Jim Jordan, R-Ohio, now chairman of

the House Judiciary Committee, extended

to April 2022 — well after Trump’s attempt

to overturn the election and more than two

years into the Biden administration.

The Trump Justice Department is be-

having more recklessly (and incompetent-

ly) than Biden’s in pursuing the adminis-

tration’s opponents; it would be nice if the

House Judiciary Committee could conduct

some oversight of the prosecutors actually

in office. But it’s still important to ventilate

what was arguably the most consequential

criminal probe in American history. One

day, the liberal legal establishment that

venerates Smith will be back in control of

the executive branch. It will need to decide

whether to replicate his methods, in the

hope that they will work the next time, or

restore some measure of constitutional re-

straint.

Jack Smith is in First Amendment denial
BY JASON WILLICK

The Washington Post

Jason Willick is a Washington Post columnist focusing on law,
politics and foreign policy.

T
he pandemic may seem like ages

ago, but the financial fallout con-

tinues. In December, a Nevada

legislative committee learned

that the state still hasn’t burned through a

quarter of the federal money it received

from Congress during COVID. Washington

plans to claw back any funds that aren’t

spent by the end of this year.

The presentation to the Legislature’s In-

terim Finance Committee was instructive

as a means of illustrating Congress’ lack of

fiscal responsibility. The nation was on an

unsustainable financial path before the

pandemic hit in March 2020, but, during

COVID, the red ink accelerated from a stea-

dy flow to a gushing hemorrhage.

No doubt some aid measures were neces-

sary given the government-ordered clo-

sures of many businesses. But the pandem-

ic also provided cover for a massive expan-

sion of federal spending still reflected in the

soaring national debt.

Under the $1.9 trillion American Rescue

Plan, passed by the Democratic Congress

in 2021 with no Republican support, Neva-

da received nearly $2.7 billion. Theoretical-

ly, the cash — which included payments to

individuals and to state and local govern-

ments — was intended to mitigate the fall-

out of a U.S. economy that cratered during

an urgent public health emergency.

In fact, a good portion of the money end-

ed up directed to projects that had little or

nothing to do with COVID. Recall that the

city of Las Vegas spent federal pandemic

funds on raises for employees.

As of December, Nevada still has $700

million in unspent pandemic money, The

Nevada Independent reported this month.

Many other states are in the same boat.

Among the projects that Nevada has yet to

complete are a $25 million plan to relocate

residents in the sinking Las Vegas neigh-

borhood of Windsor Park, an $18.3 million

effort to update the state’s child welfare in-

formation system, a $3.5 million project for

early learning centers in two rural counties,

a $1.1 million plan to replace “culinary”

equipment at a Northern Nevada prison

and a $666,000 expenditure for the training

and certification of lactation consultants.

All of these endeavors may be worth-

while. But what do they have to do with

helping Americans navigate a pandemic

that has long since passed?

None of this even touches on the massive

fraud that was endemic in federal COVID

relief efforts such as the Paycheck Protec-

tion Program and expanded unemploy-

ment benefits. The General Accounting Of-

fice estimates that as much as $300 billion

ended up in the hands of cheats and grif-

ters.

The sheer amount of pandemic money

still floating around state coffers is a reflec-

tion of how members of Congress have

abrogated their responsibility to set the na-

tion on a sustainable fiscal path in favor of

using the U.S. Treasury as an ATM for their

own self-preservation.

Millions in COVID funds are still floating around
Las Vegas Review-Journal Editorial Board
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Bizarro Eugene Sheffer Crossword

ACROSS
 1 Impudent

 5 Tibetan monk

 9 La-la lead-in

 12 Norwegian saint

 13 United — 

Emirates

 14 Klutz

 15 Highest 

accolades

 17 Links org.

 18 Farm 

heavyweights

 19 More mature

 21 Bonkers

 24 Crunchy cookie

 25 Oodles

 26 Cute word for 

pets

 30 Econ. measure

 31 Dessert wines

 32 Luau garland

 33 Vintage wrinkle 

removers

 35 Made into 

lumber

 36 Agitate

 37 Lyrics

 38 “Blue” singer 

Rimes

 40 Detail, in short

 42 “Yucky!”

 43 Hush-hush

 48 Count starter

 49 Hollywood’s 

Kazan

 50 Eternities

 51 Lith., once

 52 Cozy rooms

 53 Castle

DOWN
 1 Soup cooker

 2 “Evil Woman” 

gp.

 3 Genre for Post 

Malone

 4 Oprah Winfrey, 

for one

 5 Track 

assignment

 6 “East of Eden” 

twin

 7 Ruin the veneer

 8 Soaks up

 9 The maximum 

price

 10 Fury

 11 Off in the 

distance

 16 Tic-tac-toe loser

 20 Meadow

 21 Really pesters

 22 Radius  

neighbor

 23 Excellent

 24 Scraps

 26 Chucklehead

 27 Samovar

 28 Salacious

 29 Goes astray

 31 Made a hard 

copy of

 34 Physics particle

 35 Mia Hamm’s 

sport

 37 Teeny

 38 Some August 

babies

 39 Nights of yore

 40 Whirl

 41 Ad Council ads, 

briefly

 44 Flamenco cheer

 45 Kanga’s kid

 46 Rock producer 

Brian

 47 “For shame!”

Answer to Previous Puzzle
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SCOREBOARD/NHL

Sunday’s men’s scores
EAST

Mercyhurst 61, Chicago State 59 

SOUTH

South Florida 89, Florida Atlantic 75 

MIDWEST

USC 73, Wisconsin 71 

FAR WEST

Hawai’i 89, Cal State Northridge 68 
Washington 72, Oregon 57

Sunday’s women’s scores
SOUTH

Alabama 85, Mississippi State 78 
Charleston 71, North Carolina A&T 62 
Georgia Tech 80, Florida State 69 
North Carolina 77, Syracuse 71, OT 
Oklahoma 72, Auburn 65 
South Carolina 103, Vanderbilt 74 

MIDWEST

Bradley 73, UIC 63 
Clemson 65, Notre Dame 58 
DePaul 76, Creighton 61 
Evansville 68, Northern Iowa 65 
Illinois State 85, Indiana State 69 
Iowa 91, Ohio State 70 
Kansas 83, Kansas State 61 
Marquette 64, Butler 60 
Michigan 73, USC 67 
Minnesota 88, Wisconsin 53 
Missouri 81, Texas A&M 70 
Murray State 89, Drake 88 
Purdue 80, Indiana 69 
Rhode Island 79, Dayton 66 
UCLA 80, Northwestern 46 
Youngstown State 61, Cleveland State 38 

SOUTHWEST

Arkansas State 74, James Madison 67 
Miami (FL) 75, SMU 66 

FAR WEST

California 78, Stanford 71, OT 
Colorado 79, Oklahoma State 65

COLLEGE BASKETBALL

Sunday’s transactions
HOCKEY

National Hockey League

COLORADO AVALANCHE — Activated G
Scott Wedgewood from non-roster list.
Reassigned Ds Isak Posch and Jack Ahcan
to Colorado (AHL). 

MINNESOTA WILD — Sent D David Spa-
cek to Iowa (AHL).

OTTAWA SENATORS — Sent G Hunter
Shepard to Belleville (AHL). Activated G Li-
nus Ullmark from the non-roster list.

TAMPA BAY LIGHTNING — Recalled D
Max Groshev from Syracuse (AHL). Placed
D Charle-Edouard D’Astous on injured re-
serve.

SOCCER
Major League Soccer

REAL SALT LAKE — Acquired M Stijn
Spierings via transfer from Brøndby IF
(Danish Superliga).

DEALS

Australian Open
Monday

At Melbourne Park
Melbourne, Australia
Purse: AUD111,500,000

Surface: Hardcourt outdoor
Seedings in parentheses

Men’s Singles
Fourth Round

Novak Djokovic (4), Serbia, def. Jakub
Mensik (16), Czechia, walkover

Lorenzo Musetti (5), Italy, def. Taylor
Fritz (9), United States, 6-2, 7-5, 6-4

Jannik Sinner (2), Italy, def. Luciano Dar-
deri (22), Italy, 6-1, 6-3, 7-6 (2)

Ben Shelton (8), United States, def.
Casper Ruud (12), Norway, 3-6, 6-4, 6-3, 6-4

Women’s Singles
Fourth Round

Jessica Pegula (6), United States, def.
Madison Keys (9), United States, 6-3, 6-4

Amanda Anisimova (4), United States,
def. Wang Xinyu, China, 7-6 (4), 6-4

Elena Rybakina (5), Kazakhstan, def. El-
ise Mertens (21), Belgium, 6-1, 6-3

Iga Swiatek (2), Poland, def. Maddison
Inglis, Australia, 6-0, 6-3

Men’s Doubles
Third Round

Rafael Matos and Orlando Luz, Brazil,
def. Yuki Bhambri, India, and Andre Go-
ransson (10), Sweden, 7-6 (7), 6-3

Jason Kubler and Marc Polmans, Austra-
lia, def. Li Tu and James McCabe, Austra-
lia, 6-4, 6-4

Mate Pavic, Croatia, and Marcelo Areva-
lo (4), El Salvador, def. Nikola Mektic, Croa-
tia, and Austin Krajicek (16), United States,
7-5, 4-6, 7-6 (7)

Patrik Rikl and Petr Nouza, Czechia, def.
Harri Heliovaara, Finland, and Henry Pat-
ten (2), Britain, 7-6 (4), 7-6 (6)

Women’s Doubles
Third Round

Vera Zvonareva, Russia, and Ena Shi-
bahara, Japan, def. Asia Muhammad, Unit-
ed States, and Erin Routliffe (6), New Zea-
land, 7-5, 3-6, 6-1

Hsieh Su-wei, Taiwan, and Jelena Osta-
penko (3), Latvia, def. Laura Siegemund,
Germany, and Sofia Kenin (13), United
States, 6-3, 6-2

Kimberly Birrell and Talia Gibson, Aus-
tralia, def. Kristina Mladenovic, France,
and Hanyu Guo (16), China, 3-6, 6-4, 6-2

Mixed Doubles
Third Round

Anna Danilina, Kazakhstan, and James
Tracy, United States, def. Nick Kyrgios,
Australia, and Leylah Fernandez, Canada,
6-3, 6-1

Katerina Siniakova, Czechia, and Sem
Verbeek, Netherlands, def. Zhang Shuai,
China, and Tim Putz (6), Germany, 4-6, 6-2,
10-8

Aleksandra Krunic, Serbia, and Mate
Pavic (5), Croatia, def. Matthew Chris-
topher Romios and Maya Joint, Australia,
6-4, 6-3

Kristina Mladenovic and Manuel Gui-
nard, France, def. Demi Schuurs, Nether-
lands, and Julian Cash (3), Britain, 7-6 (3),
5-7, 10-2

TENNIS

The American Express
Sunday

La Quinta, Calif.
Tournament is played on three

courses
a-La Quinta Country Club (Host

Course) 7,060 yards; Par 72
b-PGA WEST Nicklaus Tournament

Course 7,147 yards; Par 72
c-Pete Dye Stadium Course 7,210

yards; Par 72
Purse: $9.2 million

Final Round

S. Scheffler 63a-64b-68c-66c—261 -27

Jason Day 63c-71a-67b-64c—265 -23

Ryan Gerard 70c-66a-64b-65c—265 -23

M. McCarty 63a-66b-68c-68c—265 -23

A. Putnam 72c-60a-65b-68c—265 -23

Si Woo Kim 63b-65c-66a-72c—266 -22

Sam Stevens 64a-67b-68c-67c—266 -22

Russell Henley 65a-66b-69c-67c—267 -21

Tom Hoge 64b-68c-65a-70c—267 -21

Hao-Tong Li 68a-67b-64c-68c—267 -21

A. Smotherman 66c-65a-68b-68c—267 -21

Sahith Theegala 71c-64a-67b-65c—267 -21

Z. Bauchou 65b-70c-65a-68c—268 -20

J. Bridgeman 64b-66c-69a-69c—268 -20

P. Cantlay 63b-68c-68a-69c—268 -20

Wyndham Clark 66b-64c-66a-72c—268 -20

David Ford 67a-66b-70c-65c—268 -20

P. Coody 62b-72c-67a-68c—269 -19

Rickie Fowler 67a-63b-71c-68c—269 -19

S. Kim 63a-66b-74c-66c—269 -19

Karl Vilips 67a-65b-70c-67c—269 -19

Will Zalatoris 65a-70b-70c-64c—269 -19

Blades Brown 67a-60b-68c-74c—269 -19

Ben Griffin 63b-68c-69a-70c—270 -18

Harry Hall 72c-66a-67b-65c—270 -18

Adam Scott 65b-69c-68a-68c—270 -18

Sam Burns 65a-67b-68c-71c—271 -17

Eric Cole 64b-66c-66a-75c—271 -17

Harris English 65a-67b-70c-69c—271 -17

Max Homa 66c-69a-68b-68c—271 -17

Billy Horschel 64b-69c-72a-66c—271 -17

John Keefer 68a-65b-69c-69c—271 -17

Max McGreevy 66a-68b-70c-67c—271 -17

Matthieu Pavon 64b-70c-68a-69c—271 -17

Sam Ryder 68b-66c-68a-69c—271 -17

Jordan L. Smith 64b-70c-68a-69c—271 -17

Nick Taylor 65a-65b-72c-69c—271 -17

GOLF

Jan. 27

1937 — Tris Speaker and Cy Young are
elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame.

1973 — UCLA, led by Bill Walton, sets an
NCAA record for consecutive victories
with its 61st win, an 82-63 victory over
Notre Dame. The Bruins break the record
of 60 set by San Francisco in 1956. Walton
scores 16 points, grabs 15 rebounds and
blocks 10 shots.

1991 — The Giants survive the closest
Super Bowl ever when Scott Norwood’s
47-yard field goal attempt with 8 seconds
left in the game goes wide. New York wins
its second Super Bowl in five years, 20-19
over the Buffalo Bills.

1993 — American Chad Rowan is award-
ed the highest rank in sumo wrestling, the
ancient Japanese sport, making him the
first foreign “yokozuna.” The 6-foot-8, 455-
pounder from Honolulu becomes the 64th
person to hold the top rank in the sport’s
history.

1996 — The U.S. Golf Association elects
Judy Bell as the first female president in its
101-year history.

2001 — Jennifer Capriati upsets three-
time winner Martina Hingis 6-4, 6-3 to win
the Australian Open and her first Grand
Slam tournament title.

2007 — Serena Williams wins her third
Australian Open singles title, routing Ma-
ria Sharapova 6-1, 6-2. Unseeded and
ranked 81st, Williams wins her eighth and
most improbable Grand Slam. She is the
second unseeded woman to win the Aus-
tralian title in the Open era.

2013 — Novak Djokovic beats Andy Mur-
ray 6-7 (2), 7-6 (3), 6-3, 6-2 to become the
first man in the Open era to win three con-
secutive Australian Open titles.

AP SPORTLIGHT

Eastern Conference
Atlantic Division

GP W L OT Pts GF GA

Detroit 53 32 16 5 69 167 159

Tampa Bay 50 32 14 4 68 177 130

Buffalo 51 29 17 5 63 172 155

Montreal 52 28 17 7 63 177 175

Boston 52 30 20 2 62 174 162

Florida 51 28 20 3 59 157 165

Toronto 52 24 19 9 57 170 176

Ottawa 52 24 21 7 55 174 174

Metropolitan Division

GP W L OT Pts GF GA

Carolina 52 32 15 5 69 180 150

Pittsburgh 51 26 14 11 63 169 152

N.Y. Islanders 51 27 19 5 59 146 146

Philadelphia 50 24 17 9 57 154 158

Washington 53 25 21 7 57 170 159

New Jersey 52 27 23 2 56 138 159

Columbus 51 24 20 7 55 158 169

N.Y. Rangers 52 21 25 6 48 139 162

Western Conference
Central Division

GP W L OT Pts GF GA

Colorado 50 35 6 9 79 198 122

Minnesota 53 29 14 10 68 171 154

Dallas 52 29 14 9 67 172 144

Utah 51 27 20 4 58 163 141

Nashville 51 24 23 4 52 148 174

Chicago 52 21 23 8 50 141 164

Winnipeg 51 20 24 7 47 149 158

St. Louis 52 19 24 9 47 127 179

Pacific Division

GP W L OT Pts GF GA

Vegas 51 25 14 12 62 171 161

Edmonton 53 26 19 8 60 179 171

Anaheim 51 27 21 3 57 169 178

San Jose 50 26 21 3 55 156 174

Los Angeles 50 21 16 13 55 134 143

Seattle 51 23 19 9 55 143 154

Calgary 51 21 25 5 47 129 152

Vancouver 52 17 30 5 39 139 191

Note: Two points for a win, one point for
overtime loss. Top three teams in each di-
vision and two wild cards per conference
advance to playoffs.

Sunday’s games

Colorado 4, Toronto 1
Seattle 4, New Jersey 2
Ottawa 7, Vegas 1
Pittsburgh 3, Vancouver 2
Florida 5, Chicago 1
Anaheim 4, Calgary 3, OT

Monday’s games

Boston at N.Y. Rangers
Los Angeles at Columbus
N.Y. Islanders at Philadelphia
Utah at Tampa Bay
Anaheim at Edmonton

Tuesday’s games

Buffalo at Toronto
Los Angeles at Detroit
Nashville at Boston
Utah at Florida
Vegas at Montreal
Winnipeg at New Jersey
Chicago at Minnesota
Dallas at St. Louis
San Jose at Vancouver
Washington at Seattle

Wednesday’s games

N.Y. Rangers at N.Y. Islanders
Colorado at Ottawa
Philadelphia at Columbus

Scoreboard

TORONTO — Brock Nelson

scored twice in a 1:12 span in the

first period and sealed his fifth ca-

reer hat trick with an empty-netter

in the Colorado Avalanche’s 4-1

victory over the Toronto Maple

Leafs on Sunday.

Jack Drury also scored to help

NHL-leading Colorado improve to

35-6-9. MacKenzie Blackwood

made 32 saves.

The Avalanche became the

fourth team in NHL history with six

or fewer regulation losses through

50 games, joining the 1979-80 Phila-

delphia Flyers (35-3-12), 1943-44

Montreal Canadiens (38-5-7) and

1975-76 Canadiens (36-6-8).

The last team with at least 77

points through 50 contests was the

2022-23 Boston Bruins (38-7-5),

who went on to set the NHL record

for wins in a season with 65.

Toronto had a 4-3 overtime vic-

tory in Denver on Jan. 12, but has

dropped six of seven (1-4-2), in-

cluding an ugly 0-3-1 start to its

current five-game homestand fol-

lowing an 8-0-2 run.

Ducks 4, Flames 3 (OT):Rookie

Beckett Sennecke scored at 2:54 of

overtime for his first NHL hat trick

as visiting Anaheim rallied to beat

Calgary.

Sennecke’s winner came on a 2-

on-1 in which he kept the puck and

snapped a shot past Dustin Wolf,

just inside the post.

Chris Kreider also scored for the

Ducks (28-21-3), who extended

their winning streak to seven

games. 

Sennecke’s three-goal effort

gives him 18 for the season and 41

points overall, which places him

second in rookie scoring to Mon-

treal’s Ivan Demidov, who has 11

goals and 32 assists for 43 points.

Kraken 4, Devils 2: Matty Be-

niers and Berkly Catton scored 18

seconds apart in the third period,

Joey Daccord made 27 saves and

host Seattle beat New Jersey.

Ryker Evans and Jordan Eberle

also scored for the Kraken, who

have won three of their last 10

games.

Dougie Hamilton and Jack

Hughes scored for the Devils, who

end their four-game Pacific Divi-

sion road trip with a 3-1-0 record.

Senators 7, Golden Knights 1:

Stephen Halliday had two goals

and an assist, Dylan Cozens also

scored twice and host Ottawa rout-

ed Vegas.

Halliday scored his second and

third career goals, and added the

assist for a three-point game in his

first season in the NHL.

Fabian Zetterlund, Jordan

Spence and Nick Jensen also

scored, and Brady Tkachuk had

three assists.

Penguins 3, Canucks 2:Rookie

Ben Kindel scored twice in the sec-

ond period to lead visiting Pitts-

burgh to a win over Vancouver and

a sweep of its four-game western

Canada trip.

Jake DeBrusk and Teddy Blueg-

er scored in the third period for the

Canucks (17-30-5), who failed to

complete their comeback try and

dropped their second straight. Ke-

vin Lankinen stopped 21 shots.

Panthers 5, Blackhawks 1: De-

fenseman Tobias Bjornfot scored

his first two goals this season — giv-

ing him just three over seven NHL

seasons and 139 career games —

and visiting Florida defeated Chi-

cago for its third straight win.

Mackie Samoskevich and Car-

ter Verhaeghe connected 2:04

apart early in the third period and

Sam Reinhart added an empty-

netter as the Panthers won for the

sixth time in eight games.

SAMMY KOGAN,THE CANADIAN PRESS/AP

Colorado’s Brock Nelson scores against the Maple Leafs during first period on Sunday in Toronto. The
Avalanche are the fourth team in NHL history with six or fewer regulation losses through 50 games.

ROUNDUP

Nelson’s hat trick
keeps Avs streaking

Associated Press
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WINTER OLYMPICS

The biggest rivalry going into the bobsled competi-

tion at the Milan Cortina Olympics is pretty much not

in dispute.

On one side, there is Germany. And on the other

side, there is everybody else.

The sport made its Olympic debut in 1924 and Ger-

many didn't win its first gold medals until 1952. But

the country, including the days of both East Germany

and West Germany, has dominated like no other,

with 22 gold medals since 1952 and rest of the world

combining for 21 golds in that span.

How does it work?

There are four types of bobsled races: two-man,

four-man, two-woman and monobob, which has just

one female pilot in the sled and nobody else. All sleds

have one driver, and the person in the back of the sled

is considered the brakeman; his or her role is exactly

as it sounds, to pull the brakes once the sled has

crossed the finish line. Races start with everyone

running either alongside or behind the sled, down a

ramp before they jump into the sled. For aerodynam-

ic reasons, everyone’s head should stay down during

a race (except the driver, of course). Speeds can

reach 90 mph (145 kmh).

Who to watch

Germans tend to dominate sliding, and four-time

Olympic gold medalist Francesco Friedrich is gener-

ally considered the best bobsledder of all time. He

will face competition from teammate Johannes

Lochner, and American pilot Frank Del Duca will try

to crash the medal party. For the women, U.S. star

Kaysha Love is the reigning world monobob cham-

pion, while veterans Kaillie Humphries Armbruster

(three gold medals) and Elana Meyers Taylor (five

medals) are never to be counted out. Germany’s

women are very strong as well.

Venues and dates

Competition in bobsled is from Feb. 15-22, all at the

Cortina Sliding Center on the remodeled Eugenio

Monti track.

Memorable moments

For USA Bobsled, the quintessential Olympic mo-

ment likely remains the four-man bobsled gold med-

al by Steven Holcomb in the famed “Night Train”

sled at the 2010 Vancouver Games, when he and his

team ended a 62-year drought for the Americans in

the sport’s biggest race. There also is the unforget-

table, made-for-the-movies tale of the Jamaican bob-

sled team at the 1988 Olympics in Calgary when they

bucked overwhelming odds and competed in the two-

and four-man events. Jamaica still has a bobsled

team as well, and plenty of other smaller nations —

even those that never see snow — have embraced the

sport more and more since.

Fun facts

Friedrich will try to become the first pilot with

more than four gold medals; he’s currently tied with

another German great, Andre Lange, for the most in

Olympic history. If a team crashes, it remains in the

competition provided that the sled actually crosses

the finish line. Unlike skaters, who have blades on

their feet, bobsleds don’t have anything sharp on the

bottom of the sleds. They glide on runners, which are

steel tubes.

PHOTOS BY MATTHIAS SCHRADER/AP

Winner Kaysha Love of the United States celebrates after the women's monobob race at a World Cup race
in Innsbruck, Austria in November. She is the reigning world monobob champion.

German men, US women
lead the way in bobsled

BY TIM REYNOLDS

Associated Press

Francesco Friedrich of Germany and his team
celebrate winning the 4-man bobsled at a World
Cup event in November. Friedrich is considered the
world’s top bobsled driver.

Nobody knows for certain when

luge — the French word for sled —

started, since nobody surely took

note of the first time someone slid

feet-first down a slope.

Some say the 15th century, with

evidence that there were races in

Norway around that time. USA

Luge believes that the sport could

date all the way back to around

800 B.C., citing research that Vik-

ings used sleds that had two run-

ners, kind of like those kids have

gotten for decades.

The sport, at least as we know it

now, began taking off in 1964. It's

all about speed, sliders on their

backs, going feet-first and reach-

ing more than 85 mph (137 kph) on

some of the tracks that are in use

around the world today. Here is

what to know as the Winter Olym-

pics arrive.

How it works

Luge features men’s singles,

women’s singles, men’s doubles

and women’s doubles in the Olym-

pic program along with a team re-

lay featuring one entrant from

each discipline. Sliders push off of

handles to start their run, then dig

their fingertips – using gloves with

tiny spikes on them – into the ice to

help generate more speed before

getting settled on the sled for the

trip down the chute. They use

their bodies (hands, leg, weight) to

make minor steering adjustments.

There are no brakes, so the ath-

letes pull up the front of the sled

and use their feet to slow down as

the track tilts uphill.

Who to watch

The easy answer for this used to

be “the Germans,” but the fields

are more wide open these days.

Germany still has stars like back-

to-back men’s world champion

Max Langenhan, the legendary

Felix Loch and women’s world

champion Julia Taubitz. But host

Italy (led by Dominik Fischnaller)

should be strong, Austria is loaded

(especially Madeleine Egle in

women’s singles, Selina Egle and

Lara Kipp in women’s doubles,

and Thomas Steu and Wolfgang

Kindl in men’s doubles) and the

Americans (including Summer

Britcher, Ashley Farquharson

and Emily Fischnaller in women’s

singles) have a slew of legitimate

medal hopefuls. Women’s doubles

is in the Olympic program for the

first time this winter.

Venues and dates

Competition will take place

from Feb. 7-12 at the Cortina Slid-

ing Center.

Memorable moments

The U.S. has won six Olympic

medals, but none of them gold –

three silver and three bronze.

There was a tie for gold at the 1972

Olympics in men’s doubles, when

Italy’s Paul Hildgartner and Wal-

ter Plaikner had the same time as

East Germany’s Horst Hörnlein

and Reinhard Bredow. Official

timing was extended to thou-

sandths of a second after that race,

instead of the hundredths like in

many sports.

Fun facts

It could be a home Olympics for

Emily Fischnaller; the veteran

U.S. slider has competed under

the name Emily Sweeney until

this season. She married Italian

star Dominik Fischnaller in 2025

and the couple has a home a short

drive from the Cortina track. …

The Tobis — German doubles

stars Tobias Wendl and Tobias

Arlt — have a chance to break a tie

with retired German women’s

great Natalie Geisenberger as the

most decorated Olympic lugers

ever. Wendl and Arlt have six

golds, matching Geisenberger’s

total. She has seven medals over-

all, one more than the Tobis. To

give some idea of Germany’s dom-

inance in luge, consider this: Ger-

many has 22 gold medals, the most

of any nation. Second on that list?

That would be East Germany,

which hasn’t existed since 1990,

with 13 golds.

ROMAN KOKSAROV/AP

Felix Loch of Germany celebrates placing 2nd in the men’s race of the
Luge World Cup. He is one of the top contenders at the Milan Games. 

Germans favorites in
wide open luge fields

BY TIM REYNOLDS

Associated Press
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NBA

Eastern Conference

Atlantic Division

W L Pct GB

Boston 28 17 .622 —

Toronto 29 19 .604 ½

New York 27 18 .600 1

Philadelphia 24 20 .545 3½

Brooklyn 12 32 .273 15½

Southeast Division

W L Pct GB

Miami 25 22 .532 —

Orlando 23 21 .523 ½

Atlanta 22 25 .468 3

Charlotte 18 28 .391 6½

Washington 10 34 .227 13½

Central Division

W L Pct GB

Detroit 33 11 .750 —

Cleveland 27 20 .574 7½

Chicago 23 22 .511 10½

Milwaukee 18 26 .409 15

Indiana 11 35 .239 23

Western Conference

Southwest Division

W L Pct GB

San Antonio 31 15 .674 —

Houston 27 16 .628 2½

Memphis 18 25 .419 11½

Dallas 19 27 .413 12

New Orleans 12 36 .250 20

Northwest Division

W L Pct GB

Oklahoma City 37 10 .787 —

Denver 31 15 .674 5½

Minnesota 27 19 .587 9½

Portland 23 23 .500 13½

Utah 15 31 .326 21½

Pacific Division

W L Pct GB

L.A. Lakers 27 17 .614 —

Phoenix 27 19 .587 1

Golden State 26 21 .553 2½

L.A. Clippers 21 24 .467 6½

Sacramento 12 35 .255 16½

Sunday’s games

Detroit 139, Sacramento 116 
Golden State 111, Minnesota 85 
New Orleans 104, San Antonio 95 
Toronto 103, Oklahoma City 101 
Miami 111, Phoenix 102 
L.A. Clippers 126, Brooklyn 89 
Denver at Memphis, ppd 
Dallas at Milwaukee, ppd 

Monday’s games

Indiana at Atlanta 
Philadelphia at Charlotte 
Orlando at Cleveland 
L.A. Lakers at Chicago 
Memphis at Houston 
Portland at Boston 
Golden State at Minnesota 

Tuesday’s games

Portland at Washington 
Sacramento at New York 
Milwaukee at Philadelphia 
New Orleans at Oklahoma City 
Brooklyn at Phoenix 
Detroit at Denver 
L.A. Clippers at Utah

Scoreboard

MINNEAPOLIS — The Minne-

sota Timberwolves returned to the

court after the postponement of

their game against the Golden

State Warriors the day before, the

focus clearly distracted by a com-

munity in crisis.

“Their group was suffering. The

vibe in the stands, it was one of the

most bizarre, sad games I’ve ever

been a part of,” Golden State

coach Steve Kerr said after the

111-85 victory Sunday. “You could

feel the somber atmosphere. Their

team, you could tell they were

struggling with everything that’s

been going on and what the city

has been through.”

Before the game, Minnesota

coach Chris Finch’s voice cracked

and faltered as the he expressed

on behalf of the team a heartbreak

for the community’s collective

fear and pain from the ongoing im-

migration crackdown, following

the fatal shooting of 37-year-old

Alex Pretti by a federal officer.

Finch presents a straightfor-

ward, no-nonsense approach in

his public statements and rarely

reveals much emotion, but he was

clearly moved by the situation in

Minneapolis. The game between

the Timberwolves and Warriors

was postponed by 24 hours, after

Pretti was killed Saturday.

“I’m more than a resident. This

is my home. I love living here. I

love being a part of this commun-

ity. I’ve been embraced from day

one. People have been amazing.

It’s sad to watch what is happen-

ing,” said Finch, who was hired by

Minnesota five years ago. “On the

human level, certainly as some-

body who takes great pride in be-

ing here, I know a lot of our players

feel the same. They all love being

here, and it’s just hard to watch

what we’re going through.”

Afterward, Finch called it a

“ghost of a performance” after his

team’s lowest final score in more

than four years. Kerr said he

thought it was impossible for the

fans and players to focus on the

court.

“They came to the game to try to

forget about stuff, I guess, but I

don’t think anything went away

from the city and for their team,”

Kerr said.

On the court, Stephen Curry

scored 26 points to lead Golden

State. Anthony Edwards led the T-

wolves with 32 points and 11 re-

bounds in their fifth straight loss,

their longest skid in more than

three years.

Minnesota held a moment of si-

lence for Pretti prior to the nation-

al anthem, just as they did for Re-

nee Good before their game Jan. 8,

the day after she was fatally shot

by a federal officer. The Trump

administration in December

launched what the Department of

Homeland Security declared the

largest immigration enforcement

operation in history and earlier

this month announced a surge of

more officers to push their force

past 2,000.

The NBA announced Saturday

that the rescheduling decision was

made to “prioritize the safety and

security of the Minneapolis com-

munity” after Pretti was killed

during a confrontation in a com-

mercial district less than 2 miles

south of Target Center. Finch said

Sunday that the Wolves pushed for

the postponement to respect the

public grieving process.

“Playing basketball just didn’t

feel like the right thing to do,”

Finch said, thanking the NBA and

Golden State for their support.

Warriors coach Steve Kerr, long

one of the league’s most outspoken

coaches, was measured but clear-

ly moved as he expressed his own

sympathy.

“This has always been a great

stop on the NBA tour. I love the

city of Minneapolis. People here

are wonderful, and it’s very sad

what’s happening. I feel for the

city. There’s a pall that’s been cast

over the city. You can feel it. A lot

of people are suffering, and ob-

viously a loss of life is the No. 1 con-

cern. Those families will never get

their family members back,” Kerr

said.

Play resumes in grieving Minneapolis
BY DAVE CAMPBELL

Associated Press

MATT KROHN/AP 

Golden State Warriors head coach Steve Kerr, left, and Minnesota Timberwolves head coach Chris Finch
talk after a game Sunday in Minneapolis.

SAN ANTONIO — Saddiq Bey

and Zion Williamson each had 24

points and 10 rebounds and the New

Orleans Pelicans squandered a 20-

point lead before rebounding to beat

the San Antonio Spurs 104-95 on

Sunday night.

San Antonio held a 24-5 advan-

tage to open the fourth quarter, but

New Orleans closed the game on a

17-3 run to avoid a season sweep by

the Spurs.

Victor Wembanyama had 16

points, 16 rebounds and four blocks

to lead San Antonio. Keldon Johnson

added 15 points as the Spurs failed to

capitalize on a double-digit rally.

Pistons 139, Kings 116: Cade

Cunningham had 29 points and 11

assists and host Detroit routed Sac-

ramento for its fifth victory in six

games.

The Eastern Conference-leading

Pistons rebounded from a home loss

to Houston on Friday night to im-

prove to 33-11. Tied at 35 after a

quarter, Detroit broke it open in the

second by outscoring the Kings 43-

30.

Raptors 103, Thunder 101: Im-

manuel Quickley had 23 points and

11 rebounds to help visiting Toronto

defeat NBA-leading Oklahoma City.

R.J. Barrett scored 14 points and

Scottie Barnes added 10 points and

10 rebounds for the Raptors, who

won their fourth straight.

Heat 111, Suns 102: Bam Ade-

bayo scored 22 points, Jaime Jaquez

Jr. added 20 and visiting Miami beat

short-handed Phoenix.

The Heat had a short turnaround

after blowing out Utah 147-116 on

Saturday night, but took advantage

of the Suns playing without Devin

Booker and Jalen Green.

Clippers 126, Nets 89: Kawhi

Leonard scored 21 of his 28 points in

the first half as host Los Angeles

built a 38-point lead in the second

quarter and beat Brooklyn.

James Harden scored 19 points,

John Collins added 18, and Jordan

Miller had 16. Ivica Zubac finished

with 11 points and 10 rebounds as the

Clippers won for the eighth time in

nine games.

ROUNDUP

Pelicans rebound to defeat Spurs
after squandering 20-point lead

ERIC GAY/AP 

New Orleans Pelicans guard Saddiq Bey grabs a rebound over Spurs
forward Harrison Barnes during the first half in San Antonio on Sunday.

Associated Press



Tuesday, January 27, 2026 • S T A R S A N D S T R I P E S • PAGE 21

AUSTRALIAN OPEN/GOLF

MELBOURNE, Australia —

Jessica Pegula knocked podcast

pal and defending champion Ma-

dison Keys out of the Australian

Open on Monday to secure a quar-

terfinal against Amanda Anisimo-

va, another all-American match.

Their fourth-round wins on Day

9 meant four Americans reached

the women’s singles last eight in

Australia for the first time since

2001, when Serena and Venus Wil-

liams, Jennifer Capriati, Monica

Seles and Lindsay Davenport

made it through.

“Sucks that one American has to

go out in the quarterfinals,” Anisi-

mova said.

Pegula had a slightly different

take: “At least one of us will get

through and I think that’s great for

American tennis. Yeah, it’s been

pretty crazy how well the women

have been doing and how many

top-ranked girls there are. I’m just

happy to be a part of that conver-

sation.”

Pegula and Anisimova ad-

vanced a day after No. 3 Coco

Gauff and 18-year-old Iva Jovic

earned their places on the other

side of the draw.

Pegula’s 6-3, 6-4 win at Rod La-

ver Arena ended Keys’ first Grand

Slam title defense in a tough sec-

tion of the draw.

Anisimova, runner-up at the

last two majors at Wimbledon and

the U.S. Open, advanced 7-6 (4),

6-4 over Wang Xinyu as the tem-

perature started rising at Mel-

bourne Park and organizers trig-

gered the heat stress policy which

allowed for extra cooling breaks.

“What a battle out there. Tough

conditions against a really good

opponent.” Anisimova said. 

No. 2 Iga Swiatek continued her

quest to complete a career Grand

Slam with a 6-0, 6-3 win over home

qualifier Maddison Inglis, giving

the center court crowd little to

cheer on the Australia Day nation-

al holiday.

Swiatek next meets No. 5 Elena

Rybakina, runner-up to Aryna Sa-

balenka here in 2023.

Pegula’s play
Pegula is in the quarterfinals for

the fourth time in Australia but

has never previously gone further

at the season-opening major. Ani-

simova is in the last eight here for

the first time.

“I have been seeing, hitting,

moving, I feel very well this whole

tournament, and to be able to keep

that up against such a great player

as Maddie and defending cham-

pion was going to be a lot tougher

of a task today,” Pegula said, “I

was still able to do that really

well.”

Pegula and Keys had played

three times previously, and Keys

had won the last two. But on Mon-

day it was Pegula who dominated,

racing to 4-1 leads in both sets.

Pegula’s best performance in a

major was reaching the U.S. Open

final in 2024.

Italian men
Three Italian men started Day

9. Only two could advance. 

Two-time defending champion

Jannik Sinner beat compatriot Lu-

ciano Darderi 6-1, 6-3, 7-6 (2) two

days after admitting he felt lucky

to survive the third round. 

Sinner struggled with the ex-

treme heat and cramping in his

Saturday afternoon win over No.

85-ranked Eliot Spizzirri, and only

took control of that match after the

roof was closed in the third set. 

His evening match Monday was

much cooler, and so was Sinner.

He served a personal best 19 aces

and controlled the tempo against

Darderi, taking the last seven

points in the tiebreaker. 

Lorenzo Musetti reached the

quarterfinals for the first time in

Australia with a 6-2, 7-5, 6-4 win

over an ailing Taylor Fritz.

It completed a Grand Slam set

of quarterfinals for the 23-year-

old Italian.

MARK BAKER/AP 

Jessica Pegula of the U.S. plays a backhand return to her compatriot
Madison Keys during their fourth-round match at the Australian Open
in Melbourne, Australia on Monday.

Pegula tops Keys, sets up
all-American quarterfinal

BY JOHN PYE

Associated Press 

LA QUINTA, Calif. — New year,

same Scottie Scheffler.

The world’s No. 1 player loves

coming to the California desert

early in the season to take stock of

his game and get into tournament

shape. There’s wasn’t much

wrong Sunday in The American

Express.

Scheffler made birdie on half of

his holes, going from a two-shot

deficit early to a lead that

stretched to six shots late before

he closed with a 6-under 66 for a

four-shot victory.

“There’s always a certain

amount of rust when it comes to

playing competitive golf,” Schef-

fler said. “You can simulate as

best you can at home, but you can

only get into the heat of the mo-

ment when you’re posting a score

and you’re in contention when

you’re at a tournament. So it’s nice

to see some of the stuff that I’ve

been being practicing and work-

ing on has paid off.”

He had four birdies in a six-hole

stretch on the front nine to blow

past 18-year-old Blades Brown

and everyone and the rest of the

field.

Scheffler won for the 20th time

on the PGA Tour — all in the last

four years — to earn a lifetime

membership. More indicative of

his dominance in the game is win-

ning nine of those 20 tournaments

by four shots or more.

He also joined Jack Nicklaus

and Tiger Woods as the only

players to have 20 PGA Tour titles

and four majors before turning 30.

The world’s No. 1 player briefly

shared the stage with Brown, who

finished high school two weeks

ago and tied for 17th in a Korn Fer-

ry Tour event in the Bahamas that

finished Wednesday. He’s the first

player to play eight straight days

of PGA Tour-sanctioned competi-

tion.

Brown was one shot behind 54-

hole leader Si Woo Kim and one

shot ahead of Scheffler heading to

the tee at the par-3 fourth on the

Stadium Course at PGA West.

Five holes later, Brown and Kim

both were five shots behind and

Scheffler was putting it into over-

drive.

“Eight rounds I know sounds

like a lot, but I was having a lot of

fun,” he said. “You’re telling me I

get to play in a PGA Tour event

and to play with Scottie Scheffler

and see him win it, that was in-

sane.

It all looked so routine at the

end. Scheffler rapped in a par putt

to finish at 27-under 261, stuffed

the golf ball in his pocket and

smiled. It all looks so routine.

Scheffler seized control quickly

after a birdie-bogey start. He hit 8-

iron to 2 feet on the par-3 fourth

hole, played the par-5 fifth smart-

ly with a shot away from the water

and a pitch-and-run he nearly

holed from across the green for

birdie. Wedges led to two more

birdies to close out the front, two

more early on the back to lead by

four.

Brown’s chances seemed to end

on one hole. 

He took an aggressive line and

pulled his tee shot into the water

on the par-5 fifth. He had to drop

in front of the tee boxes — he

chose to drop in the dormant Ber-

muda rough instead of the teeing

ground — and then hit a poor

wedge when he got back into posi-

tion that led to double bogey. 

Brown went 11 holes without a

birdie and had to late bogeys that

led to a 74. He fell from a tie for

second to a tie for 18th, costing him

a spot at Torrey Pines next week.

But it was a good lesson along-

side a great teacher.

Day closed with a 64 that moved

him up 18 spots to a runner-up fin-

ish, along with Ryan Gerard (65),

Matt McCarty (68) and Andrew

Putnam (68).

Kim, who plays often with

Scheffler at Royal Oaks in Dallas,

also lost his way on one hole. He

was two shots behind on the par-5

eighth when he took two shots to

get out of a greenside bunker,

chipped strong and made double

bogey. He missed a 3-foot par putt

on the next hole. Kim rallied with

three birdies on the back nine to

salvage a 72 and tie for sixth.

Scheffler’s only big blunder was

when it didn’t matter, a tee shot in-

to the water on the par-3 17th

known as “Alcatraz,” and by then

he had plenty of get-of-jail-free

cards. His double bogey only kept

the margin from being greater

against the strongest field The

American Express has had in dec-

ades.

Scheffler now takes a week off

before ending the West Coast with

three straight events, starting with

the Phoenix Open where this

amazing run began four years ago.

He won his first PGA Tour title in

a playoff. It hasn’t been that close

lately.

ROSS D. FRANKLIN/AP 

Scottie Scheffler celebrates his win in the American Express at PGA West on Sunday in La Quinta, Calif. He
made birdies on half his holes and won by four strokes.

Scheffler starts new season
with his same winning ways

BY DOUG FERGUSON

Associated Press 
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SEATTLE — Sean McVay had

zero interest in discussing wheth-

er Matthew Stafford, his soon-to-

be 38-year-old quarterback, will

be back for the Los Angeles Rams

next year.

McVay had a bit more to say

about how his team came up short

against the Seahawks yet again

Sunday, losing 31-27 in the NFC

championship game. The Rams

lost twice in a two-month span at

Seattle, falling 38-37 in December

when the Seahawks converted two

2-point conversions in regulation

and a third in overtime.

This loss denied Los Angeles a

chance of winning the franchise’s

third Super Bowl and the second

and five years for McVay and Staf-

ford.

“I’m never really short on

words, and I am right now,”

McVay said. “It’s tough, but this is

sports, and you got to be able to

deal with it.”

Aside from one questionable de-

cision — the Rams going for it on

fourth-and-4 at the Seattle 6 with

4:59 remaining while trailing by

four — McVay had his team hum-

ming as usual.

LA totaled 479 yards of offense

to 396 for the Seahawks. Stafford,

an MVP finalist, completed 22 of

35 passes for 374 yards and three

touchdowns.

Before that critical fourth-down

play, McVay raced down the side-

line, looking like he might call ti-

meout. But he didn’t, and Devon

Witherspoon broke up Stafford

pass in the end zone.

“I thought about it, and didn’t

decide to do it,” McVay said. “Ob-

viously it didn’t work out for us.

But I thought our guys played

well. There were a lot of things

that we got a lot of what we wanted

today. Felt really good about the

way that our guys executed, spe-

cifically on the offensive side. And

you know, that was a situation

where we just kind of came up

short.”

In the third quarter, the Rams

had their latest of several special-

teams miscues this season when

Xavier Smith muffed a punt and

Seattle recovered. On the next

play, Sam Darnold connected with

Jake Bobo for a 17-yard touch-

down and a 24-13 lead.

Smith also juggled a punt earlier

in the game.

“That one, it was costly,” McVay

said. “I love him. He’s done a great

job. ... But that was a tough one.”

Los Angeles countered each

time the Seahawks took a double-

digit lead. The NFL’s top-scoring

offense put together consecutive

touchdown drives after Smith’s

gaffe.

Stafford found Davante Adams

for a 2-yard touchdown and then

connected with Puka Nacua for a

34-yard score.

“It was a battle,” Stafford said.

“The whole game wasn’t like we

were all just waiting for one play

here or there. There’s a million

plays in a football game that can

turn the tide, and we had our op-

portunity and didn’t make it.”

Had Stafford completed that

fourth-down pass, it could have

been the sixth game-winning

drive of his playoff career, and

third this postseason.

Stafford guided the Rams past

the Carolina Panthers in the wild-

card round with a late TD pass to

Colby Parkinson, and then set up

Harrison Mevis for a game-win-

ning field goal against the Chicago

Bears in the divisional round.

“Great football team we just

played,” Stafford said. “Feel like

it’s a great effort, really good foot-

ball game, obviously we didn’t

come out on top. Tough pill to

swallow at the moment.”

Rams’ McVay, Stafford lament missed opportunities in loss
BY ANDREW DESTIN

Associated Press 

GODOFREDO A. VÁSQUEZ/AP 

Los Angeles Rams quarterback Matthew Stafford runs over
Seahawks linebacker DeMarcus Lawrence during the second half of
the NFC championship Sunday in Seattle. 

SEATTLE — Sam Darnold was cast aside

by the New York Jets, who drafted him No. 3

overall in 2018. The Minnesota Vikings

didn’t bring him back after he led them to a

14-3 season but flopped in the playoffs.

Now, in his first season with the Seattle

Seahawks, he’s Super Bowl-bound.

Darnold threw for three touchdowns,

Seattle’s “Dark Side” defense came up with

a critical fourth-down stop, and the Sea-

hawks advanced to the Super Bowl, beating

the Los Angeles Rams 31-27 in an electrify-

ing NFC championship game Sunday.

“You can’t talk about the game without

talking about our quarterback,” second-

year coach Mike Macdonald said. “He shut a

lot of people up tonight, so I’m happy for

him.”

Led by Darnold — an eight-year veteran

playing for his fifth team — Seattle (16-3)

reached its fourth Super Bowl in franchise

history and first in 11 years. The Seahawks

lost that most recent appearance to the New

England Patriots, their opponent in two

weeks at Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara, Cal-

if.

Darnold, who was blown out in his playoff

debut last year with Minnesota — by Los An-

geles, no less — played through an oblique

injury and completed 25 of 36 passes for 346

yards with no turnovers. Jaxon Smith-Njig-

ba had 153 yards receiving — the second-

most in a playoff game in franchise history

— and a touchdown on 10 catches.

Seattle needed Darnold to keep pace with

Matthew Stafford, who drove the Rams

(14-6) into position to take the lead with 4:59

remaining. On fourth-and-4 at the Seattle 6,

coach Sean McVay elected to go for it and

Stafford’s pass was broken up in the end

zone by Devon Witherspoon.

“He’s just the heart of our defense,” safety

Julian Love said of Witherspoon. “He just is

the essence. ’Spoon is it. He plays with just

such a raw energy. And we love him for it.”

LA didn’t get the ball back until there

were 25 seconds left, and Puka Nacua was

tackled inbounds near midfield on the final

play.

Stafford threw for 374 yards and three

touchdowns, but the Rams were undone by

critical errors, including a muffed punt by

Xavier Smith in the third quarter. On the

next play, Darnold connected with Jake Bo-

bo for a 17-yard touchdown and a 24-13 lead.

The Seahawks led 31-20 late in the third

quarter on Darnold’s 13-yard TD pass to

Cooper Kupp, but Los Angeles got back into

the game when Seattle cornerback Riq Woo-

len was flagged for taunting after breaking

up a pass to Nacua on third-and-12, giving

the Rams a first down.

On the next play, Stafford threw at Woo-

len again, and Nacua beat him in the corner

of the end zone for a 34-yard touchdown.

“Even though I made a great play, I wasn’t

great for my team,” Woolen said, “and I’ve

got to be better with that and celebrate with

the team.”

LA forced a punt on the Seahawks’ next

possession and went on a 14-play, 84-yard

drive that came up empty thanks to Wither-

spoon’s pass breakup.

Seattle stayed aggressive on its final pos-

session, with Darnold throwing for three

first downs to run out most of the clock.

Darnold set the tone with his first comple-

tion of the game, a 51-yarder to Rashid Sha-

heed. Four plays later, Walker ran 2 yards

for a TD to make it 7-0.

Leading 13-10, the Rams forced a three-

and-out late in the second quarter, but after

two straight incompletions by Stafford, Los

Angeles punted the ball back, and it took

Darnold just 34 seconds to put the Seahawks

ahead for good.

Smith-Njigba caught a deep pass from

Darnold, absorbed a big hit by Kam Curl and

held on for a 42-yard gain. Four plays later,

Darnold and Smith-Njigba hooked up for a

14-yard TD that made it 17-13 heading into

halftime.

“I told my team, I’m going to do whatever

it takes. Whatever y’all ask of me, I’m gonna

get it done, whatever that might be,” said

Smith-Njigba, the NFL’s leading receiver in

the regular season. “And that’s what you

saw today. You just saw grit, determination,

you saw passion out there and you saw a

group, a collective, going out there and get-

ting the job done.”

Stafford’s potential return
McVay bristled when asked if he expects

Stafford to return next season. The 37-year-

old is a finalist for his first MVP award after

throwing for a league-leading 4,707 yards

and a career-best 46 touchdown passes.

“I know that if he wants to, he’s still play-

ing at a pretty damn good clip,” McVay said.

“I mean, he’s the MVP of the league, and if

he’s not, respect for everybody else. But this

guy played a level that’s just different.”

Bobo finds the end zone
Bobo’s touchdown catch was his first

since Jan. 5, 2025, which also came against

the Rams, and the fourth of his three-year

career. He gave all the credit to Darnold.

“He’s the best in the world,” Bobo said. “It

didn’t surprise anybody in here, I’ll tell you

that.”

Seahawks win NFC title, head to Super Bowl
BY ANDREW DESTIN

Associated Press 

GODOFREDO A. VÁSQUEZ/AP 

Seahawks quarterback Sam Darnold throws during the first half of the NFC
championship against the Los Angeles Rams on Sunday in Seattle.
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DENVER — Drake Maye han-

dled the sloppy, snowy conditions

better than the home team and he

scored New England’s only touch-

down on a 6-yard keeper, propell-

ing the Patriots to their 12th Super

Bowl with a 10-7 win over the Den-

ver Broncos in the AFC champion-

ship game Sunday.

Maye threw for just 86 yards,

but ran for 65 and iced the win

with a 7-yard keeper on third-

and-5 in the waning minutes to

send New England (17-3) to the

Super Bowl in Mike Vrabel’s first

year as coach.

The Patriots will play the Seat-

tle Seahawks, who beat the Los

Angeles Rams in the NFC cham-

pionship game, on Feb. 8 in Santa

Clara, Calif.

“I’m just proud of this team,”

said the 23-year-old Maye, who’s

the second-youngest starting

quarterback to reach the Super

Bowl, behind only Miami’s Dan

Marino. “Don’t have many words.

Just thankful for this team. Love

each and every one of them. It took

everybody.”

Christian Gonzalez intercepted

Jarrett Stidham, starting in place

of an injured Bo Nix, with 2:11 re-

maining for New England’s sec-

ond takeaway. The first set up the

Patriots with a short field and led

to Maye’s touchdown scamper

that tied it at 7 heading into half-

time.

With Nix looking on from a suite

following ankle surgery Tuesday

in Alabama, Stidham made his

first start in more than two years.

His first completion since the 2023

regular-season finale was a 52-

yard dart to Marvin Mims Jr. to

the New England 7 that set up

Courtland Sutton’s 6-yard touch-

down catch.

That was Stidham’s highlight as

he turned the ball over twice and

finished 17 of 31 for 133 yards with

the TD.

“I was super excited for the op-

portunity and just hate that we fell

short,” Stidham said.

The Patriots, who went 4-13 last

year under Jerod Mayo, became

the third team in the Super Bowl

era to win a conference champion-

ship with 10 points or less. Buffalo

beat Denver 10-7 in the 1991 AFC

title game, and Los Angeles beat

Tampa Bay 9-0 in the 1979 NFC

championship game.

Vrabel, who won three Super

Bowls as a playmaking linebacker

for New England, could become

the first person in NFL history to

also win as a head coach for the

same franchise.

“I won’t win it. It’ll be the

players that’ll win the game,” Vra-

bel said. “I promise you, it won’t

be me that’ll win it, and I promise

you that I’ll do everything I can,

and our staff, to have them ready

for the game.”

The Broncos (15-4) had a 7-0

lead early in the second quarter

that was short-lived. Elijah Pon-

der recovered Stidham’s back-

ward pass at the Denver 12 with

three minutes left, setting up the

tying touchdown two plays later.

“I thought I threw it forward

and obviously the replay said dif-

ferently,” Stidham said. “Proba-

bly should have just eaten the sack

and let (Jeremy) Crawshaw punt

the ball and flip the field.”

Both kickers missed two field

goals in the frigid conditions with

the Broncos’ Wil Lutz and the Pa-

triots’ Andy Borregales wide on

long tries just before the snow

came in at halftime. Lutz’s 45-yard

attempt late in the fourth quarter

was tipped by Leonard Taylor III.

New England’s victory was its

40th in the playoffs, breaking a tie

with the San Francisco 49ers for

the most in NFL history.

It was sunny at kickoff with a

temperature of 26 degrees, but by

halftime the snowflakes began

falling and grounds crews had to

use snowblowers to mark the

hashmarks and yard lines by the

fourth quarter, when it was 16 de-

grees.

“It was a lot of fun out there,”

Denver cornerback Pat Surtain II

said. “Snow game, for the confe-

rence, to go to the Super Bowl — it

doesn’t get any better than that. I

felt like I was a little kid out there

just playing in the snow.”

And the Patriots had the most

fun of all.

“What an atmosphere out here,”

said Maye, in his second NFL sea-

son. “Battle of the elements. Love

this team. How about the defense?

I love each and every one of

them.”

New England has allowed 26

points across three playoff games.

The only team to allow fewer

points over three playoff games

before a Super Bowl appearance

was the 2000 Ravens, who allowed

just 16 points.

ASHLEY LANDIS/AP 

New England linebacker Elijah Ponder (91) runs after recovering a fumble against the Broncos during the
first half of the AFC Championship game Sunday in Denver. The play led to the Partriots touchdown.

Patriots back in Super Bowl
with gritty win over Broncos

BY ARNIE STAPLETON

Associated Press

DENVER — Sean Payton con-

ceded he will have second

thoughts about his decision to pass

up an easy field goal, as well as the

play he called instead.

The Denver Broncos and their

fans now have the entire offseason

to argue over which part of that

critical fourth-and-1 play was

worse.

Because Payton decided not to

kick a chip-shot field goal for a

10-0 lead in good weather in the

first half of Sunday’s AFC cham-

pionship game against the New

England Patriots, Denver ended

up needing to make a kick once the

blowing snow and wind rolled in

after halftime. The decision

played an integral role in the

Broncos’ 10-7 loss.

“There’s always regrets,” Pay-

ton said. “I felt like here were are,

fourth-and-1, close enough — it’s

also a call you make based on the

team you’re playing and what

you’re watching on the other side

of the ball. Yeah, there will always

be second thoughts.”

That fateful move put Denver

on a slippery slope that would’ve

challenged any quarterback — to

say nothing of perennial backup

Jarrett Stidham.

Everyone from Bill Cowher on

the pregame show to Tony Romo

in the broadcast booth was talking

about the importance of the Bron-

cos taking every point they could

with Stidham stepping in for the

injured Bo Nix, but Payton didn’t

heed that advice.

Wil Lutz missed two field goals

(one was blocked) on a day Den-

ver’s defense gave up one touch-

down. And that score was set up

when Stidham turned the ball

over deep in New England territo-

ry.

Had the Broncos not given away

three points, they may have been

able to overcome those mistakes.

“There will be a number of

things when we watch the tape I

will look at and critique and pay

close attention to,” Payton said. “It

was a hard-fought game, and we

didn’t do enough to win.”

Early in the second quarter —

and with the skies still clear —

Denver led 7-0 and faced fourth-

and-1 at the Patriots 14. The Bron-

cos called timeout to discuss their

options. The offense returned to

the field and Stidham’s pass to RJ

Harvey fell incomplete.

“Just didn’t work out on that one

play,” said Stidham, who threw

for 133 yards and a score, along

with a fourth-quarter interception

that sealed the win for New Eng-

land. “That’s just football.”

Late in the game, trailing 10-7,

Payton sent Lutz out to try a 45-

yard kick into a tricky wind and on

a snow-covered field. Leonard

Taylor III got a hand on the kick.

“Unfortunately, you couldn’t

see the lines on the field and hon-

estly I think we might have been a

yard short on the snap,” Lutz said.

“But you can’t see the lines on the

field and we had to kind of esti-

mate.”

Denver was right there, too. On-

ly three teams have won a game to

advance to the Super Bowl while

scoring 10 points or fewer — and

the Broncos were on the wrong

end in two of them. They also lost

10-7 to Buffalo in the 1991 AFC ti-

tle game, with backup quarter-

back Gary Kubiak replacing the

injured John Elway.

GARRETT W. ELLWOOD/AP 

Denver head coach Sean Payton opted not to kick a field goal on
fourth-and-1 in the first half, which cost the Broncos in their 10-7 loss.

Denver coach Payton
has second thoughts
on passing up easy FG

BY PAT GRAHAM

Associated Press
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D
rake Maye vs. Sam

Darnold. Two stingy

defenses. A second-

year head coach vs. a

veteran coach in his second act.

Super Bowl 60 is set and it’s a re-

match: The New England Patriots

vs. the Seattle Seahawks.

The Patriots will seek their

NFL-record seventh Super Bowl

victory when they face the Sea-

hawks on Feb. 8 at Levi’s Stadium

in Santa Clara, Calif.

Led by Maye, coach Mike Vra-

bel and a stifling defense, New

England is back in the Super Bowl

for the first time since Tom Brady

and Bill Belichick won their sixth

ring together seven years ago.

The Patriots (17-3) beat the

Denver Broncos 10-7 on Sunday in

the AFC championship game to

advance to their 12th Super Bowl.

Darnold, Mike Macdonald and a

suffocating defense have led Seat-

tle to the big stage for the fourth

time in franchise history. The Sea-

hawks are seeking their second

Lombardi.

Darnold, a No. 3 overall pick in

2018 now with his fifth team,

played one of his best games to

lead Seattle to a 31-27 victory over

the Los Angeles Rams in the NFC

title game. He threw for 346 yards

and three touchdowns with no

turnovers.

“That doesn’t matter to me,”

Darnold said about the doubters

he’s proven wrong. “I just come to

work every single day with these

guys. These guys in the locker

room, that’s what it’s about to me,

man. The way we’ve come to work

ever since April in OTAs, training

camp, one day at a time and we’re

here. We did it.”

“We did not care,” Macdonald

said about coming into the season

as underdogs in the NFC West be-

hind the Rams and 49ers. “It’s

about us. It’s always been about us

and what we do and now we’re go-

ing to the Super Bowl.”

Maye scored on a 6-yard touch-

down run in the second quarter in

Denver after a critical turnover by

Jarrett Stidham, who made his

fifth career start filling in for in-

jured Broncos quarterback Bo

Nix.

“The Pats are back, baby,”

Maye said. “Now, gotta win one.”

PHOTOS BY ASHLEY LANDIS, LEFT, AND LINDSEY WASSON/AP

Quarterbacks Drake Maye, left, and Sam Darnold will face off for the New England Patriots and Seattle Seahawks, respectively, in Super Bowl 60 on Sunday, Feb. 8.

Super Bowl matchup set
Patriots, Seahawks make triumphant returns to title game after close wins

BY ROB MAADDI

Associated Press
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