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Donald Trump appeared
before a judge in Manhattan to
plead not guilty to 34 charges
of falsifying business records.
They relate to payments he
made before the 2016 election
to a pornographic actress as
hush money over an alleged
fling. The charges were laid by
a grand jury after the Manhat-
tan district attorney revived
the case. The violence from his
supporters that some had
feared ahead of Mr Trump’s
appearance did not materi-
alise. Mr Trump is the first
former American president to
be charged with a crime. He
described the case against him
asa “witch hunt”.

The left won two big elections
in America. Brandon Johnson
won Chicago’s mayoral elec-
tion; he was backed by teach-
ers’ unions and defeated a
law-and-order candidate. And
voters in Wisconsin chose a
liberal judge for the state
Supreme Court, ending its
control by conservatives.

Rahul Gandhi, India’s opposi-
tion leader, launched an
appeal against his conviction
for defaming Narendra Modi,
the prime minister, during a
speech in 2019. Mr Gandhi’s
conviction has resulted in him
being disqualified from Parlia-
ment. His appeal starts on
April 13th.

Australia’s governing Labor
Party won a seat from the
opposition Liberals, the first
time in over 100 years that an
opposition party has lost to the
government in a by-election.
Aston, a suburb of Melbourne,
had been a safe seat for the
Liberals until last year’s gener-
al election, when it became a
marginal constituency. Antho-
ny Albanese, the prime

minister, is riding high in the
polls, with an approval rating
close to 60%.

Najib Razak, a former prime
minister of Malaysia, lost his
final appeal against a corrup-
tion verdict for which he has
been sentenced to 12 years in
prison. Meanwhile, the Malay-
sian Parliament voted to scrap
mandatory death sentences,
giving leeway to judges to
impose other punishments,
such as whipping. A moratori-
um on executions has been in
place since 2018.

Israel’s cabinet approved the
creation of a national guard
under the control of the
national-security minister,
Itamar Ben-Gvir. Mr Ben-Gvir
is the leader of Jewish Power, a
far-right party, and a fero-
ciously anti-Arab politician.
His opponents fear that he will
use the force as his own pub-
licly funded militia. Binyamin
Netanyahu, the prime min-
ister, authorised the force in
order to prevent Mr Ben-Gvir
from abandoning the govern-
ing coalition.

Egypt and Syria agreed to
strengthen relations during
the first official visit by a Syri-
an foreign minister to Cairo in
more than a decade. It repre-
sents the latest effort by Arab
states to mend ties with Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad.

Burkina Faso, which experi-
enced two military coups last
year, lurched further away
from France and America,
which have been helping it
fightajihadistinsurgency. It
expelled two French journal-
ists, one of whom had in-
vestigated a video in which
Burkinabé soldiers appear to
have filmed themselves mur-
dering teenage boys. Burkina
Faso also said it wants to buy
weapons from North Korea.

Troops in an east African re-
gional force recaptured the key
Congolese border town of
Bunagana, which had been
under the control of the M23
rebel group. The regional force
has been reinforced with a
contingent from South Sudan

and has received a pledge of
soldiers from Angola, after
rebels broke a ceasefire deal.

Guillermo Lasso, the conserva-
tive president of Ecuador,
denied allegations that he had
been involved in graft. Mr
Lasso faces an impeachment
trial in May. Congress is
dominated by left-wingers
who are hostile to Mr Lasso, a
former banker.

Sound familiar?

Jair Bolsonaro, a former presi-
dent of Brazil, returned to the
country after three months in
the United States. Thousands
of his supporters stormed
government buildings in
January in an attempt to over-
turn his narrow election defeat
in October. Mr Bolsonaro faces
numerous legal probes in
Brazil, including into whether
he incited the rioters (he
denies all allegations). If found
guilty, he could be barred from
public office for eight years.

The centre-right National
Coalition Party took the most
seats in Finland’s general
election and will try to form a
coalition government under
Petteri Orpo. It was a bitter
defeat for Sanna Marin, the
outgoing prime minister,
whose Social Democrats came
third by the number of seats.
The right-wing Finns Party
came second, and took 20.1%
of the vote, its best share ever.

Ms Marin'’s biggest achieve-
ment in office was steering
Finland through the crisis of
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
Finland formally became a
member of NATO this week,
after Hungary and Turkey
became the final two members
of the military alliance to

approve its application. Those
two countries are still holding
up Sweden’s bid to join.

France’s president, Emmanuel
Macron, arrived in Beijing for
avisit timed to coincide with
one by the president of the
European Commission, Ursu-
lavon der Leyen. They hoped
to send a unified message to
the Chinese leader, XiJinping,
about how European leaders
view ties with China. Mrs von
der Leyen, however, has
sounded more hawkish than
Mr Macron, who flew to China
accompanied by a large busi-
ness delegation.

America’s secretary of state,
Antony Blinken, demanded
that Russia release Evan
Gershkovich, a journalist
with the Wall Street Journal,
who has been arrested and
accused of spying for the
United States.

An influential Russian blog-
ger who supported Russia’s
war in Ukraine was assassi-
nated by a bomb in St Peters-
burg. Russia blamed Ukraine
for his death; Ukraine said he
was a victim of Russian in-
fighting. The authorities
arrested a woman on suspi-
cion of being involved.

The husband of Nicola Sturge-
on, Scotland’s former first
minister, was arrested in
connection with an investiga-
tion into party finances. Ms
Sturgeon was the leader of the
pro-independence Scottish
National Party until she an-
nounced her resignation
unexpectedly in February; her
husband, Peter Murrell,
served as the party’s chief
executive until last month.

A French revolution

In a triumph for pedestrians
everywhere, Parisians voted
in a referendum to ban rented
electric scooters from their
streets following a spate of
injuries. Only 8% of those
eligible to vote did so, but the
result was 90% in favour of
prohibiting the traffic-weav-
ing, pavement-riding nui-
sances from the city.
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Oil prices rose sharply after
OPEC+ announced a surprise
cut to production. The cartel
said it wanted to support sta-
bility in the market, which is
another way of saying it didn’t
like the dip in oil prices in
mid-March. It also wanted to
deter speculators who have
been betting on softer oil
prices. OPEC+ is lowering
output by a further 1.15m bar-
rels per day, taking its reduc-
tion in supply to 3.66m bpd, or
3.7% of global demand.

Media reports suggested that
UBS may cut up to 30% of the
workforce, around 36,000 jobs,
in the newly combined bank
that emerges from its emer-
gency takeover of Credit
Suisse. Meanwhile the chair-
man of Credit Suisse, Axel
Lehmann, apologised to in-
vestors at the 167-year-old
bank’s last-ever annual general
meeting. In his opening
speech, Mr Lehmann noted the
“bitterness, anger and shock”
of shareholders.

The chairman of HSBC, Mark
Tucker, faced irate share-
holders at a meeting in Hong
Kong. Influential investors in
the Chinese territory support
proposals for HSBC to spin off
its Asian business, which
provides most of the bank’s
profits. The campaign is
backed by Ping An, a Chinese
insurance company and HSBC'S
biggest shareholder. Mr Tucker
said the board’s opposition to a
split was unanimous. He also
pledged to keep up dividend
payments that had been cut
during the pandemic.

China Renaissance Holdings,
an investment bank based in
Beijing, suspended trading in
its shares and postponed its
audited annual results,

because the auditors cannot
contact Bao Fan, the bank’s
chairman and founder, to sign
off the report. Mr Bao dis-
appeared in February. It is
widely assumed that he has
been detained by the authori-
ties and is co-operating with
an investigation.

The 11 countries in Asia and the
Pacific that comprise the
Comprehensive and Progres-
sive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership agreed to
let Britain join the free-trade
pact. The British government
hailed this as a big post-Brexit
win, but the gains to the Brit-
ish economy will be small,

if not negligible.

The euro zone’s annual rate of
inflation slowed significantly
in March, to 6.9% from 8.5%
the previous month. However,
core inflation, which strips out
volatile food and energy prices
and which economists worry
about most at the moment, hit
anew high of 5.7%.

Australia’s central bank left its
key interest rate unchanged at
3.6%, after a round of ten
consecutive rises since May.
Philip Lowe, the bank’s go-
vernor, recognised that “mon-
etary policy operates with a
lag” and the rate increases had
yet to be felt. But he also said

that some further tightening
may be needed to bring
down inflation.

An obit for Virgin Orbit
Virgin Orbit filed for bank-
ruptcy protection in America.
The satellite-launch firm,
backed by Sir Richard Branson,
went public on the Nasdaq
stock exchange in 2021 by
merging with a special-pur-
pose acquisition company
(spPAC). But its business of
offering cheap, small-scale
launch services to the rapidly
growing space industry
couldn’t capture a significant
slice of an increasingly
competitive market.

Tesla delivered almost 423,000
cars in the first quarter, up by
around a third from the same
period last year. Its share price
fell on the news since markets
were expecting even higher
sales given Tesla’s recent price
cuts for customers.

Teck Resources, a Canadian
mining company, rejected an
unsolicited takeover bid from
Glencore, which wants to spin
off their combined coal busi-
nesses. Mining coal is still
profitable, despite the turn to
renewable energy. Teck also
owns several copper mines, an
attractive asset at a time when

miners can’t get enough of the
metal, which is prized because
of its extensive use in building
new energy infrastructure for
electric cars, solar, wind and
the like.

Italy’s data-protection reg-
ulator temporarily banned
ChatGpT because of concerns
over privacy violations. Italy is
the first country in the West to
prohibit the generative
artificial-intelligence chat-
bot. Germany’s data-privacy
boss suggested that his coun-
try could do the same. Not
everyone agrees. Matteo Salvi-
ni, Italy’s deputy prime min-
ister, said the decision was
“hypocritical” given that virtu-
ally everything online raises
questions of privacy.

Get ready to rumble

The companies behind the
Ultimate Fighting Champi-
onship and World Wrestling
Entertainment agreed to
merge in a $21.4bn deal. Both
organisations are social-media
powerhouses, with UFC
punching above 15m sub-
scribers on YouTube and WWE
pinning down 94m. Conor
McGregor, arguably the biggest
star in mixed martial arts,
suggested that he wants to
become the first combined UFC
and wwE world champion.

WHAT DOES
KYPO -
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Hug pylons, not trees

The case for an environmentalism that builds

HE SHEER majesty of a five-megawatt wind turbine, its cen-

tral support the height of a skyscraper, its airliner-wingspan
rotors tilling the sky, is hard to deny. The solid-state remorse-
lessness with which a field of solar panels sucks up sunshine of-
fers less obvious inspiration, but can still stir awe in the aficio-
nado. With the addition of some sheep safely grazing such a
sight might even pass for pastoral. The sagging wires held aloft
by charmless, skeletal pylons along which the electricity from
such installations gets to the people who use it, by contrast, are
for the most part truly unlovely. But loved they must be.

If the world’s climate is to be stabilised, stopping electricity
generation from producing fossil-fuel-derived emissions is cru-
cial. So is greatly increasing the amount of electricity available.
With more generating capacity, it will be possible to power mo-
tor vehicles and warm homes with electricity, rather than by
burning dirty fuels. Expanding access to power for people in the
poorest countries will reduce emissions from biomass burning
and greatly improve living standards. More copious and reliable
electricity will be needed for effective adaptation, too. If heat-
waves are not to become ever more lethal (see Asia section),
grids in developing countries will have to reliably power wider
use of air conditioning in energy-hungry cities.

The trouble is that the scale of the changes needed to adapt
the world’s electricity grids is vastly underap-
preciated. Too little investment is taking place.
Planning rules getin the way. And, ina deep and
damaging irony, some of the biggest advocates
of slowing climate change do not accept the log-
ic that to do so requires building more.

As our Technology Quarterly explains, ex-
panding and greening the grid will be demand-
ing—and phenomenally expensive. A recent re-
port by the Energy Transitions Commission, a global group of
experts, sees the splitin costs between the new generating capa-
city needed for an ample supply of clean electricity and the dis-
tribution, transmission and storage systems needed to make
that supply useful as a roughly 55:45 proposition. The 45% that
goes on grids and storage comes to about $1.1trn a year between
now and the middle of the century. For comparison, the Interna-
tional Energy Agency, an intergovernmental think-tank, reck-
ons that worldwide spending on electric grids is currently
around $260bn a year: far less than is needed and, tellingly, less
than is invested in upstream oil and gas.

In addition to investment in new projects, existing ones
must be speeded up. Too many that need connections are de-
layed by red tape, as are vital new transmission lines. Reforms to
planning rules must make it easier to build big and often unpop-
ular bits of infrastructure (see United States section).

If those plans are to work, and to do so legitimately, there also
needs to be less objection to building in the first place. That
would make timid politicians more comfortable with legislation
designed to streamline things; it would hasten the arrival of es-
sential new capacity; and, by reducing uncertainty, it would
lower the cost of capital.

One way forward is incentives. Modern grids allow for more

local energy markets; they make it more feasible, say, to lower
the cost of electricity to people who have a wind farm nearby, or
whose land is needed for transmission lines. A scheme whereby
some postcodes in England have lower electricity prices when
the winds spinning a nearby turbine get stronger seems to have
proved popular. Variable prices can both favour people near re-
newables and improve overall grid efficiency.

The design of such incentives will be important. Research
undertaken in Germany shows that when landowners get mon-
ey but the community at large does not, opposition can increase.
Even when everyone gets a share, enthusiasm may not follow;
being offered money makes people worry about what, exactly,
they are giving up. Other European studies show that clear com-
munication about the decarbonisation a project is designed to
bring about works in a way cash does not.

We had to loot the planet in order to save it

That leads to the crux of the matter. The strongest objections to
building are often lodged in the name of the environment, and
by those keenest on a greener future. The skyline must be pre-
served, they might say, or the woodland is too ancient to fell, or
the colony of terns too important in and of itself.

But climate change is a problem of a different magnitude
from almost all other environmental concerns,
and of a different kind. That it was brought to
the world’s attention mostly by the environ-
mentally minded is to the movement’s credit.
But it cannot be tackled merely with the values
central to classical environmentalism. Those
most anxious to achieve the energy transition
must acknowledge that more building is the
most practical course of action.

And it is economic growth that will make possible the build-
ing of new transmission lines, gigawatt-scale renewable power
installations and, indeed, the mines from which the minerals
these things need are sourced. To demonise it, as some environ-
mentalists do, is to expose the world to more climate change,
not less. Many environmentally minded politicians now boast
of the “green jobs” that their policies will bring. Seeking extra
jobs makes sense only in the context of the continued economic
growth they make possible.

Those who believe there is no way to stop climate change
through growth are fond of quoting Albert Einstein to the effect
that “We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we
used when we created them.” This has two difficulties. One is
that there is no evidence that Einstein actually said it. The sec-
ond is that to change the way the world thinks, person by per-
son, is a yet more ambitious task than changing the ways in
which the world generates and distributes its electric power.

If the energy transition cannot be achieved with the habits of
mind already available, it is hard to see that it can be achieved at
all. For some of those who see themselves as green, that may be a
counsel of despair. To those who want humans to flourish on a
planet they can care for, the idea of an environmentalism that
builds mustbe a call to action. m
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Trans treatments

The dangers of gender medicine

Too many doctors have suspended their professional judgment

OR MANY Americans, the great tragedy of trans rights is the
Fstory of how Republican governors and state legislatures are
stigmatising some of society’s most put-upon people—all too
often in a cynical search for votes. This newspaper shares their
dismay at these vicious tactics. In a free society it is not the gov-
ernment’s place to tell adults how to live and dress, which pro-
nouns to use, or what to do with their bodies.

However, nestled within that first tragedy appears to be a sec-
ond—this time a tragedy of good intentions. On different sides
of the Atlantic, medical experts have weighed the evidence for
the treatment of gender-dysphoric children and teenagers,
those who feel intense discomfort with their biological sex. This
treatment is life-changing and can lead to infertility. Broadly
speaking, the consensus in America is that medical intervention
and gender affirmation are beneficial and should be more acces-
sible. Across Europe several countries now believe that the evi-
dence is lacking and such interventions should be used sparing-
ly and need further study. The Europeans are right.

The number of children and teenagers diagnosed with gen-
der dysphoria in America has soared. One estimate found that
there were over 42,000 new diagnoses in 2021, three times the
count in 2017. Gender-affirming care, as America understands it,
stipulates counselling, which can lead to puberty-blocking
drugs and subsequently cross-sex hormones
(testosterone for girls and oestrogen for boys—
used, by one estimate, in 10% of cases). Occa-
sionally, there may be mastectomies and,
very rarely in the under 18s, the construction of
ersatz genitals from flaps of skin or pieces of
bowel. The goal is to align the patient’s body
with the way that they think about themselves.

Proponents say that the care is vital to the
well-being of dysphoric children. Failure to provide it, they say,
is transphobic, and risks patients killing themselves. The af-
firmative approach is supported by the American Academy of
Paediatrics, and by most of the country’s main medical bodies.

Arrayed against those supporters are the medical systems of
Britain, Finland, France, Norway and Sweden, all of which have
raised the alarm, describing treatments as “experimental” and
urging doctors to proceed with “great medical caution”. There is
growing concern that, if teenagers are offered this care too wide-
ly, the harms will outweigh the benefits.

As we report in this week’s briefing, one concern is that doc-
tors have changed the safeguards built into the original treat-
ment design, devised in the Netherlands in the 1980s and 1990s.
Twenty years ago, the typical patient was male, with a long histo-
ry of dysphoria. Children and teenagers with psychological pro-
blems besides dysphoria were disqualified from treatment.
These days most patients are adolescent girls. Their dysphoria
may be relatively recent. Some are depressed, anxious or autis-
tic, but mental illness is no longer a hard barrier to treatment. Do
these patients respond to drugs and surgery in the same way?

It is unclear. And that is because the clinical evidence for in-
tervention in broader categories of adolescents is vague. A for-
mal British review of the clinical evidence, prepared in 2020,

found that almost all the studies in this area were of poor qual-
ity; one in Sweden came to similar conclusions. When research-
ers find benefits, the effects tend to be small. It is often impossi-
ble to conclude whether they are lasting, or how much the credit
is down to drugs or counselling or both. Some older studies sug-
gest that, left alone, most children will naturally grow out of
their dysphoric feelings. The long-term effects of puberty-block-
ers remain unknown, though there are worries about brain de-
velopment and decreasing bone density.

Medical bodies build safeguards into their treatment proto-
cols, but they vary. And in any case practitioners may ignore
them. Whistle-blowers say that some children and teenagers are
being put on puberty-blockers after only a cursory assessment.
A growing number of “detransitioners”, who regret their treat-
ment, say that they have been left scarred, infertile, with irre-
versibly altered appearances and were unhappy with how their
dysphoria was treated.

America’s professional bodies acknowledge the science is
low quality, but say they have a duty to alleviate patients’ mental
anguish. Some patients suffer regret in all medical procedures,
from knee surgery to liposuction. And they observe that the
most shocking allegations about poor treatment are only anec-
dotes. Speaking on American radio last year, Rachel Levine, as-
sistant secretary for health and a paediatrician,
was very clear: “There is no argument among
medical professionals...about the value and the
importance of gender-affirming care.”

Except that there is. And when medical staff
raise concerns—that teenage girls may be
caught up in a social contagion, say, or that
some parents see transition as a way to have a
straight daughter rather than a gay son—they
have been vilified as transphobic and, in some cases, suffered
personal and professional opprobrium.

Medical science is not supposed to work this way. Treatments
are supposed to be backed by a growing body of well-researched
evidence that weighs the risks and benefits of intervention. The
responsibility is all the heavier when treatments are irreversible
and the decisions about whether to go ahead are being taken by
vulnerable adolescents and their anxious parents.

What to do? To some, the uncertainties that surround medi-
cal interventions are grounds for an outright ban. In fact, the
lack of evidence cuts both ways. Perhaps, when proper trials are
complete, their proponents will be proved correct. The right
policy is therefore the one Britain’s NHS and the Karolinska In-
stitute in Sweden seem to be working towards. This would pro-
mote psychotherapy and reserve puberty-blockers and cross-sex
hormones for a system in which patients would almost always
be enrolled in a well-run clinical trial.

Ideally, American regulators would insist on trials, too. If the
culture wars put that compromise out of reach, professional
bodies should uphold their own protocols by welcoming whis-
tle-blowers and advance science by calling on patients to be in
trials. Sometimes, they will need to protest againstilliberal laws.
Above all, they should not add to the tragedy. m
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Cyber-attacks

Use the force—responsibly

State hackers need to wield their weapons with precision and care

USSIA'S CYBERWAR in Ukraine has been as reckless as its
Rphysical one. Its cyber-attack on satellites on the first day of
fighting mistakenly spilled over into almost 6,000 German wind
farms. It sprayed “wiper” malware across the country, irrevers-
ibly destroying data. And it directed attacks at civilian power
and water infrastructure, adding to the misery of its shells and
rockets. It has been one of the most intensive cyber-campaigns
ever conducted—and perhaps the most irresponsible.

But what is a responsible cyber power? On April 4th Britain’s
National Cyber Force (NCF) sought to answer that question by
publishing a document setting out how it views the purpose and
principles of “offensive cyber”’—the disruption of computer net-
works, as distinct from cyber-espionage. It also revealed the
identity of the NCF's commander, James Bab-
bage, who has given his first interview, to The
Economist (see Britain section).

Britain’s transparency is a welcome step for-
ward. Cyber operations are shrouded in secrecy.
They can spill over into the computer networks
that modern economies and societies depend
on—a Russian cyber-attack in 2017 caused more
than $10bn of damage. Their potential is also
poorly understood. Many political leaders mistakenly view
them as strategic weapons to deter enemies.

The NCF’s new paper is important because it spells out a real-
isticand circumscribed view of cyber power. It says that its main
purpose is not so much kinetic—a digital substitute for air
strikes—as cognitive. Russia’s cyber-enabled disinformation is
often aimed at entire populations. Britain says its targets are
typically individuals and small groups. A cyber-attack might, for
example, tinker with their communications so they are para-
lysed by confusion, or turn on one another.

The British example suggests several criteria to judge wheth-
er cyber power is being used responsibly. The first is what sort of
targets are chosen. North Korean hackers once attacked an

American film studio because it released an unflattering movie
aboutKim Jong Un, the country’s leader. Iran has attacked Amer-
ican banks in response to sanctions. Russia has used cyber tac-
tics to meddle in elections in America and Europe.

Another is how well attacks are calibrated. Are they precise in
their effects and mindful of escalation? Or do they hurl mali-
cious code around wildly? Officials and experts have spent years
debating how international law, including the laws of armed
conflict, apply to cyberspace. The Tallinn Manual, associated
with NATO, is one such guide. Russian intelligence services do
not pay much attention to this sort of thing, but responsible cyb-
er commanders need lawyers by their side.

A third test is how well cyber forces protect their arsenals.
The hacking tools used by states are often
powerful and dangerous. They can cause con-
siderable harm if they become widely available.
In 2017 a North Korean cyber-attack spread ran-
somware worldwide in part by repurposing ma-
licious code that had leaked out of America’s
National Security Agency (NSA). As more coun-
tries embrace offensive cyber operation, the se-
curity of their tools will become a bigger issue.

Finally, cyber forces need accountability. Britain’s view of
offensive cyber as a means of targeted psychological disruption,
rather than an all-purpose weapon of power projection, has
much to commend it. But it also pushes cyber power into the
murky realm of covert action. Oversight of this is doubly hard:
the work is both highly secret and also highly technical. Law-
makers and judges often struggle to grasp the details.

For the time being, Britain’s approach is to be welcomed. Ten
years ago Edward Snowden, a former NSA contractor, sent shock
waves through the NsA and GCHQ, its British counterpart, by
publicly revealing their industrial-scale intelligence collection
in cyberspace. A decade on, the spooks seem to have learned that
responsibility requires scrutiny. m

An American first

The Trump Show

What America’s friends should make of the latest drama

OU HAVE to hand it to The Trump Show. Just when you

thought it had little left to offer, back it comes with a block-
buster episode. This week it offered a sensational courtroom
drama, as Donald Trump became the first former American pres-
ident to face criminal charges—34 of them in all. Those charges,
which stem from three sets of hush money, including one to a
former porn star, allegedly involved falsifying business records
and the violation of campaign-finance laws. They are familiar,
butlurid enough to grip an audience. Mr Trump has denied them
all. America is, as ever, bitterly divided in its reactions, but unit-
ed in being glued to the spectacle. What should the rest of the

world make of it? Two contrasting reactions are in order.

Oneis to be relatively relaxed. All this may be a first for Amer-
ica, but not for other democracies, where taking former leaders
to court is pretty common. From France (think of Jacques Chirac
and Nicolas Sarkozy) to Italy (Bettino Craxi, Silvio Berlusconi)
and Israel (Moshe Katsav, Ehud Olmert and now Binyamin Net-
anyahu), the list of prosecuted former presidents and prime
ministers is long. In Taiwan indicting ex-presidents verges on a
tradition. Brazil’s president, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, is back in
office after a 580-day stint in prison. This week a former presi-
dent of Kosovo, Hashim Thaci, pleaded not-guilty to war crimes p»
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» and crimes against humanity at a special tribunal in The Hague.
Though Mr Trump calls his legal reckoning “AN ATTACK ON OUR
COUNTRY THE LIKES OF WHICH HAS NEVER BEEN SEEN BEFORE’,
elsewhere such things have not obviously been a disaster for de-
mocracy. Often, it is quite the reverse.

True, Mr Trump’s opponents have tried and failed to take him
down by means of the political system. The House of Represen-
tatives impeached him twice; twice the Senate could not muster
the two-thirds vote needed to convict him. America’s constitu-
tion deliberately makes the impeachment process hard. Mr
Trump survived the made-for-Tv hearings of the House’s Janu-
ary 6th committee. Now the effort to punish him through the
courts is starting with what appears to be the flimsiest and most
convoluted of the various legal cases threatening him. For that
reason, the indictment in New York looks like a mistake. But
prosecuting a former president at least affirms a core principle
of democracy, that no one is above the law.

Serious soap

On another level, however, America’s friends should be alarmed.
Many have spent the past two years in blessed relief that Mr
Trump is no longer in power, desperate to believe that, surely,
given his misconduct after the election in 2020 and his many
troubles (from legal jeopardy to electoral setbacks and the rise of
rivals), he cannot return to the White House. Such insouciance,
always naive, now seems reckless, too. The latest attack has
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strengthened Mr Trump’s status as the Republican front-runner,
with a hard but plausible path back to the presidency (see Lex-
ington). That will start to influence countries’ calculations.

Take Ukraine. Its leaders will conclude that the possibility of
Mr Trump'’s return to power makes it all the more vital to achieve
military gains sooner rather than later. In Moscow Vladimir Pu-
tin will draw the opposite conclusion, that he should hold out
for a time when Ukraine’s main Western backer might have a
commander-in-chief who scorns the country and says Russia
will eventually conquer all of it. Or take NATO. Many have feared
a second-term Trump would abandon it. Fortunately, Russia’s
aggression has strengthened the alliance and expanded it. On
the day Mr Trump appeared in court, Finland formally became
NATO’s 31st member. All of them now have a greater interest in
fortifying the alliance to withstand another Trump shock.

Of course, a lot could happen to prevent a new White House
series of The Trump Show. Now that the Manhattan case has
created an American precedent for indicting a former president,
itbecomes more likely that other, stronger cases will follow—on
election interference in Georgia, for example, or on his
mishandling of classified documents. Legal imbroglios could
yet overwhelm Mr Trump. Even if he wins his party’s nomina-
tion, thanks to his strength with the Republican base, the broad-
er electorate may punish him in a rematch with Joe Biden. More
twists in the soap opera are guaranteed. But America’s friends
should remember the awful truth: it is reality, not a show. m

Global finance

How to fix the IMF

The fund must get tough on obstructive creditors like China—but save them a seat at the table

VER SINCE it was founded in 1944, the IMF has had to get used

to reinventing itself. Today, however, it faces an identity cri-
sis like none before. The fund, whose annual spring jamboree
kicks off on April 10th, is supposed to provide a financial safety-
net for countries in distress. Yet, although the poor world is in
the throes of the worst debt crisis in decades, the fund seems all
but unable to lend (see Finance & economics section). An extra
$1trn has been committed to the IMF since the covid-19 pandem-
ic began; however its loan book has grown by a paltry $51bn.

The fund is paralysed because it is a multi-
lateral institution that aspires to represent the
whole world, at the same time as being a club
which is controlled by America and its Western
allies. That worked when America was the
world’s dominant power and was intent on pur-
suing liberal internationalism. Now China is
trying to build an alternative order and America
is turning inward. Unless the fund acts soon, its
ability to do its job as a crisis lender will be in question.

In its infancy the IMF’s main role was to promote balanced
trade and manage the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange
rates. It was only when those arrangements collapsed that it
shifted its focus to another of its missions: providing emergency
cash, with strings attached, to countries in crisis. From the
1980s, and especially during the Asian financial crisis in1997, the
fund became known for its unyielding application of economic
orthodoxy. In the 2010s it revised some of its views on austerity

and capital controls, and tried to promote its softer side.

Today the fund’s role as a crisis lender is both shrunken and
less successful. Many big emerging markets have amassed vast
quantities of foreign-exchange reserves to guard against curren-
cy crises. Some 30% of the fund’s outstanding lending has gone
to just one borrower, Argentina. The IMF lends to countries like
Egypt and Pakistan, which are strategically important to Ameri-
ca. But these have gained licence to put off reform indefinitely;
the fund has been urging Pakistan to mend its sales tax since at
least1997. And the IMF is no longer the only cri-
sis lender in town. Gulf countries including
Saudi Arabia now offer emergency cash, often
using obscure methods, say by depositing mon-
ey at the borrower’s central bank.

The main problem is that China has become
a big creditor to the poorest countries, whose
needs are small but urgent. Rising interest rates
and the pandemic have left at least 21 in default
or seeking debt restructuring, and many more look fragile. Yet
China is reluctant to participate in debt write-downs, in part be-
cause it objects to the IMF not bearing its share of losses—a vital
safeguard for a lender of last resort. The fund has not overseen a
single write-down involving China since the crisis started.

Without them, countries’ finances may not be sustainable
even as creditors are bailed out. America worries about IMF
funds flowing into China’s pockets. Although many loans have
been approved, most are supposed to be conditional on restruc-
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» turing that has not been agreed on—much of the cash intended
for Suriname, for example, has been in limbo for more than a
year. As the fund has floundered, China has boosted its own
emergency lending.

Together these trends risk making the 1MF irrelevant—just
like another global institution, the World Trade Organisation,
which has also been sabotaged, this time by America. With debt
talks frozen, the fund is conjuring up new goals, such as lending
to help with climate change. That has caused a turf war with the
World Bank, which is better suited to project finance.

The fund does not need a new mission. It needs the ability to
get tough on rogue creditors. For some the solution is for it to
align itself explicitly with the West, perhaps by implementing
restructurings that ban countries from ever again borrowing
from unco-operative official creditors. But even if such a policy
were credible, it would be a mistake to freeze out China entirely.

Leaders

Not only would it be against the spirit of the fund’s mission, but
if countries are forced to make a once-and-for-all choice be-
tween financial spheres, some may well choose China’s.

Instead the IMF should make borrowers suspend payments
on their debts to obstructive official creditors for as long as a
fund programme is active. That would circumvent and punish
lenders that block restructuring, while leaving open a path to
their participation should they decide to behave constructively.
The IMF would remain open and global. It would not push China
away, but save a seat at the table should it choose to take one.
Such a strategy would echo the fund’s inclusive approach to sev-
eral communist states in the cold war.

Though the 1MF should not close itself off, the sooner it can
bypass today’s blockages, the better. Helping countries in crisis
is much harder and less glamorous than it used to be. But it is
still essential. m

Universities

Higher expectations

Students are veering away from dodgy degrees. Governments should help them

T IS FASHIONABLE to be gloomy about the costs and benefits of
Ia degree. In America a majority of people now tell pollsters
thatthey think going to university is not worth it. For the average
undergraduate thatis far from the truth. In rich countries people
who hold a bachelor’s degree earn over 40% more than those
who do not. This premium has remained lofty, even as the num-
ber of university-goers has soared: some 33m people are study-
ing undergraduate degrees across the rich world today.

Yet those average figures hide queasily large differences (see
International section). For a shocking share of students, the re-
turns from attending university are puny. About 25% of men and
15% of women graduates in England would have been better off
financially had they not bothered. In total, student debt has
reached $1.6trn in America, 60% more than is owed on credit
cards. Low earnings help explain why about a
fifth of America’s student borrowers were in de-
fault before the pandemic.

Those who do worst out of higher education
attend shoddy institutions, are badly prepared,
give up, or choose subjects that lead to low wag-
es. Many who do complete their courses are
loaded with debt and equipped with a degree of
peripheral relevance that has been taught badly.
They are being ripped off, not prepared for a better life.

The good news is that young people are voting with their feet.
A dramatic shift is taking place as students switch to subjects
that are linked to better earnings. In America, for example, the
numbers enrolled in computer science have more than doubled
in a decade. Those studying English and history, subjects that
are less likely to raise wages, have fallen by abouta quarter. Some
universities have begun to cull courses.

Governments should seek to accelerate this adjustment in
the higher-education marketplace. But all too often their in-
stinct is to throw money at the problem. President Joe Biden
wants America’s Supreme Court to approve his plan to forgive a
large chunk of the country’s student debts, as a one-off. He also
hopes to tweak the rules on repayment, which will make the fed-

eral loan system a bit more generous. Together these changes
could cost hundreds of billions of dollars over the next decade.
The danger is that they will make America’s students less dis-
cerning about how much they borrow and what they use the
money for. Without a disciplining mechanism, pricey universi-
ties will be even more inclined to raise their fees.

A better alternative would be for governments to invest in
giving students the information they need to make sensible
choices. Britain has pulled together detailed data about how
much graduates from thousands of courses at hundreds of insti-
tutions go on to earn, but it does a poor job of supplying this to
all applicants. America has been working on something similar,
but laws that limit federal data-crunching are getting in the way.
Some youngsters, often the better-off ones, are already making
good use of data. Supplying it to everyone else
should be a priority. Modest spending on career
counselling in secondary schools could help re-
duce the billions spent on writing off student
loans down the line.

Governments should also be fussier about
which courses their cash helps pay for. Pro-
grammes at all levels that wish to benefit from
state funds should have to clear a basic quality
hurdle—for example, that a majority of the students who enroll
in them eventually end up earning more than high-school grad-
uates. Mr Biden would like a limited rule of this kind to come to
America. But a decade has passed since such talk began.

Some universities and colleges resist these kinds of safe-
guards. They argue that trying to weed out poor-value courses
and to focus government lending will compromise the pursuit
of knowledge and penalise poor families and minorities by lim-
iting what they can study. However, the real problem is that the
status quo is leading too many people to pursue shoddy but ex-
pensive degrees. The goal should be an education system that
steadily adapts to the shifting preferences of society and the de-
mands of the labour market—and one that has a low tolerance
for degree courses that fail young people. m

)

4 — .
mu.u-nfa“m.;m-

n



12

Letters

The Economist April 8th 2023

Factors in life expectancy
You reported on the decline in
life expectancy in Britain (“The
missing quarter of a million”,
March 11ith). However, this is
not a story of a failed health
system. Rather it is a story of
success driven by drug devel-
opment and health care over
the past 40 years. Premature
mortality decreased from the
1990s to the 2010s, primarily
because of improvements in
cardiovascular treatment. This
decrease plateaued in the
2010s, not because of a failure
in medicine and social struc-
tures, but because, given pa-
tient adherence levels, maxi-
mum efficiency was reached.
The reduction in child
mortality over the four
decades to the 2010s can be
explained mostly by improved
road safety, suffocation risk-
reduction measures (inhala-
tion holes in plastic bags, pen
lids and toys), and leaps for-
ward in the treatment of
haematological cancers and
childhood neoplasms more
broadly. Medical science con-
tinues to reduce childhood
mortality and will cut deaths
from disease in children to
below the figure of seven per
100,000 in Britain in 2020.
Modern medicine is nota
panacea. With over three times
as many people in deprived
areas still smoking compared
with higher income areas, and
most Britons becoming over-
weight or obese in their 20s
onwards, we know there are
health consequences to our
life-style choices as adults.
DR GRACE LOMAX
Clinical director
Clarivate
London

Improving the lifespan means
that ageing becomes an oppor-
tunity, not a cost. People work
longer, spend more, volunteer
and provide care. In countries
such as Canada, where 6% of
health spending goes on pre-
vention, there are lasting and
significant impacts. Across the
G20, increasing preventative
health spending by just 0.1%
could unlock a 9% increase in
annual spending by people
aged 60 and over. We are at risk

of heading in the wrong direc-
tion. In Britain spending to
help people stop smoking has
been reduced, yet fewer smok-
ing-related diseases would
boost the British economy by
as much as £19bn ($23bn) a
year. There is a clear economic
argument as well as a moral
one for committing to longer
lives for all.

DAVID SINCLAIR

Chief executive

International Longevity Centre
London

Future of the Chagos Islands
Simon Jackson wonders why
Mauritius is keen to obtain the
Chagos Islands (Letters, March
18th). These islands have al-
ways been part of Mauritius. In
the Lancaster House Agree-
ment of 1965 Britain promised
to return them to Mauritius
when they were no longer
needed for defence purposes.
Neither the Seychelles nor the
Maldives have any historical
links to, or have ever made a
claim to, Chagos, even if the
archipelago is closer to their
shores. But then the Channel
Islands are much closer to
France than Britain.

Mauritius is committed to
the American base remaining
on Diego Garcia and has
offered a 99-year lease and also
to facilitate and finance the
resettlement of Chagossians
who wish to return. Mauritius
also supports the continuation
of a marine protected area.

An overall settlement is the
purpose of the current negotia-
tions between Britain and
Mauritius, which America and
the Chagos Islands All-party
Parliamentary Group fully
support. Both governments
expect to conclude an agree-
ment within the coming
months. Britain can no longer
ignore resolutions at the uN
General Assembly and the
rulings of international courts,
nor the opprobrium that its
unlawful occupation of the
Chagos conveys.

DAVID SNOXELL
Co-ordinator of the Chagos
Islands All-party
Parliamentary Group

High Wycombe,
Buckinghamshire

The Fed'’s policy choices
Your article suggesting that the
Federal Reserve must choose
between inflation and
financial stability (“Stick or
twist”, March 19th, digital
editions) underestimates the
importance of the central
bank’s new liquidity facility,
the Bank Term Funding Pro-
gramme. As you point out,
many banks hold mark-to-
market losses as a result of
rising interest rates. The new
facility puts a floor on those
losses for up to a year by lend-
ing at par values, in effect
providing amnesty to banks
with sufficient Treasury hold-
ings. And you are right that the
broader economy can shoulder
higher rates, and few banks are
as brazen in risk control as
those that have floundered.
The Fed doesn’t need to
prevent all losses for banks
indefinitely—it just needs to
provide time and a safety net
for those banks to adjust to a
changing environment. The
new liquidity facility does just
that. With its short-term rate-
insurance policy, the Fed
indeed can walk and chew gum
at the same time.
VINCIENT ARNOLD
Research associate
Yale School of Management
New Haven, Connecticut

Crooked car washes
Our organisation, set up by the
Church of England to fight
modern slavery, is all too
familiar with the exploitative
hand-car-wash businesses that
Bagehot described (March
18th). The police do intervene
when extreme cases are
discovered, but as exploitation
occurs on a sliding scale it
often goes undetected. There
are thousands of businesses
that do not treat their workers
properly. Many workers don’t
have the appropriate protec-
tive gear, or are under age or
live on site in poor conditions.
Sometimes they are paid next
to nothing and face a variety of
other unsafe, unfair and
controlling practices.

To try to identify exploit-
ative businesses in the hand-
car-wash sector, we have de-

veloped the Safe Car Wash App.
We would urge readers to
download the app and use it
whenever they visit a hand
car-wash. By doing this they
can help law-enforcement
agencies free victims of mod-
ern slavery and exploitation.
We would also encourage
policymakers, as Bagehot
suggests, to start taking seri-
ously the need to crack down
on law-breaking businesses
before more lives are ruined.
CAROLINE VIRGO

Director

Clewer Initiative

London

Thrown out of the club

Brian Olney pointed out your
excessive use of “a club of
mostly rich countries” to
describe the OECD (Letters,
March 25th). He was being too
kind. The phrase is inaccurate
and insipid. “Mostly rich” does
not describe Luxembourg;
“blessedly rich” would be more
like it. Should the countries
that do not fall under the defi-
nition of “mostly rich” be
asked to leave? And why use
the somewhat disparaging
“club”? Do OECD members sit
around in upholstered chairs
in some stuffy Victorian build-
ing in the West End of London?
JOHN ASTELL

Holden, Massachusetts

We fry our best

AsIread yourarticle on Amer-
ica’s egg business my hopes
gradually rose that you would
avoid the yoke/joke pun
(“Eggstortionate”, March 18th).
Alas, “itis no yolk!” concluded
the final sentence. I was beat-
en, my mood cracked, my
equanimity scrambled. But I
appreciate your hard-boiled
journalism too much and I will
continue to shell out for my
weekly copy.

RICHARD HOOPER

Nairobi

Letters are welcome and should be
addressed to the Editor at

The Economist, The Adelphi Building,
1-11John Adam Street, London WC2N 6HT
Email: letters@economist.com

More letters are available at:
Economist.com/letters
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Briefing Treating gender dysphoria in kids

Trans substantiation

The evidence to support gender transitions in adolescents is worryingly weak

P RISHA MOSLEY was 17 when she was first
given testosterone in a clinic in North
Carolina, after she had declared to her par-
ents that she was a boy. She had struggled
through her teen years with anorexia and
depression after a sexual assault. Luka
Hein had both breasts removed as a 16-
year-old in Nebraska. Chloe Cole, in Cali-
fornia, was a year younger when she had
her double mastectomy. She had been on
testosterone and puberty-blocking drugs
since 13, also after a sexual assault.

All three girls were experiencing “gen-
der dysphoria”, a feeling of intense dis-
comfort with their own sexed bodies. Once
a rare diagnosis, it has exploded over the
past decade. In England and Wales the
number of teenagers seeking treatment at
the Gender Identity Development Service
(GIDS), the main clinic treating dysphoria,
has risen 17-fold since 2011-12 (see chart1on
next page). An analysis by Reuters, a news
agency, based on data from Komodo, a
health-technology firm, estimated that
more than 42,000 American children and
teenagers were diagnosed in 2021—three
times the count in 2017. Other rich coun-

tries, from Australia to Sweden, have also
experienced rapid increases.

As the caseload has grown, so has a
method of treatment, pioneered in the
Netherlands, now known as “gender-af-
firming care”. It involves acknowledging
patients’ feelings about a mismatch be-
tween their body and their sense of self
and, after a psychological assessment, of-
fering some of them a combination of pu-
berty-blocking drugs, opposite-sex hor-
mones and sometimes surgery to try to
ease their discomfort. Komodo’s data sug-
gest around 5,000 teenagers were pre-
scribed puberty-blockers or cross-sex hor-
mones in America in 2021, double the
number in 2017.

Dysphoria furoria

The treatment is controversial. In many
countries, butin America mostofall, it has
become yet another front in the culture
wars. Many on the left caricature critics of
gender-affirming care as callously disre-
garding extreme distress and even suicides
among adolescents with gender dysphoria
in their determination to “erase” trans peo-
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ple. Zealots on the right, meanwhile, ac-
cuse doctors of being so hell-bent on pro-
moting gender transitions that they
“groom” vulnerable teenagers—a term
usually applied to paedophiles. In October
supporters and critics of gender-affirming
care held rival, rowdy protests outside a
meeting of the American Academy of Pae-
diatrics. Several American states, such as
Florida and Utah, have passed laws ban-
ning gender-affirming care in children. Joe
Biden, America’s president, has described
such laws as “close to sinful”.

Almost all America’s medical authori-
ties support gender-affirming care. But
those in Britain, Finland, France, Norway
and Sweden, while supporting talking
therapy as a first step, have misgivings
about the pharmacological and surgical el-
ements of the treatment. A Finnish review,
published in 2020, concluded that gender
reassignment in children is “experimen-
tal” and that treatment should seldom pro-
ceed beyond talking therapy. Swedish au-
thorities found that the risks of physical
interventions “currently outweigh the pos-
sible benefits” and should only be offered
in “exceptional cases”. In Britain a review
led by Hilary Cass, a paediatrician, found
that gender-affirming care had developed
without “some of the normal quality con-
trols thatare typically applied when new or
innovative treatments are introduced”. In
2022 France’s National Academy of Medi-
cine advised doctors to proceed with drugs
and surgery only with “great medical cau-
tion” and “the greatest reserve”.
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» There is no question that many chil-
dren and parents are desperate to get help
with gender dysphoria. Some consider the
physical elements of gender-affirming
care to have been life-saving treatments.
But the fact that some patients are harmed
is not in doubt either. Ms Mosley, Ms Hein
and Ms Cole are all “detransitioners”: they
have changed their minds and no longer
wish to be seen as male. All three bitterly
regret the irreversible effects of their treat-
ment and are angry at doctors who, they
say, rushed them into it. Ms Cole considers
herself to have been “butchered by institu-
tions we all thought we could trust”.

The transitioning of teenagers has its
roots in a treatment protocol developed in
the Netherlands in the1980s and 1990s. It is
built on three pillars: puberty-blockers
(formally known as GnRH antagonists),
cross-sex hormones and surgery. The goal
was to alter the patient’s body to more
closely match their sense of cross-sex
identity, and thereby relieve their mental
anguish. A pair of papers published in 201
and 2014 by Annelou de Vries, one of the
Dutch protocol’s pioneers, reported on the
experiences of some of the first patients.
They concluded that symptoms of depres-
sion decreased among patients taking pu-
berty-blockers, and that gender dysphoria
“resolved” and psychological functioning
“steadily improved” after cross-sex hor-
mones and surgery.

Transition ignition

Puberty-blockers do what their name sug-
gests. The idea is that suspending unwant-
ed sexual development can give patients
time to think about their dysphoria, and
whether or not they wish to pursue more
drastic interventions. The same family of
drugs is used to treat “central precocious
puberty”, in which puberty begins very ear-
ly. Some countries also use them to chem-
ically castrate sex offenders. As with many
other medicines used in children, the use
of puberty-blockers in gender medicine is
“off-label”, meaning that they do not have
regulatory approval for that purpose.

Patients who decide to proceed with
their transition are then prescribed cross-
sex hormones. Males will see the develop-
ment of breasts and alterations to how fat
is stored on the body. Giving testosterone
to females boosts muscle growth and caus-
es irreversible changes such as deepening
the voice, altering the bone structure of the
face and the growth of facial hair.

Under the original Dutch protocol, sur-
gery was permitted only after a patient
turned 18, although as the cases of Ms Cole
and Ms Hein show, in some places mastec-
tomies occur at a younger age. Male pa-
tients can have artificial breasts implant-
ed. More elaborate procedures, in which
females have a simulated penis built from
a tube of skin harvested from the forearm

or the thigh, or males have an artificial va-
gina made in a “penile inversion”, are per-
formed extremely rarely on minors.

In 2020 the National Institute for
Health and Care Excellence (NICE), a Brit-
ish body which reviews the scientific un-
derpinnings of medical treatments, looked
at the case for puberty-blockers and cross-
sex hormones. The academic evidence it
found was weak, discouraging and in some
cases contradictory. The studies suggest
puberty-blockers had little impact on pa-
tients. Cross-sex hormones may improve
mental health, but the certainty of that
finding was low, and NICE warned of the
unknown risks of lasting side-effects.

For both classes of drug, NICE assessed
the quality of the papers it analysed as “ve-
ry low”, its poorest rating. Some studies re-
ported results but made no effort to ana-
lyse them for statistical significance.
Cross-sex hormones are a lifelong treat-
ment, yet follow-up was short, ranging
from one to six years. Most studies fol-
lowed only a single set of patients, who
were given the drugs, instead of comparing
them with another set who were not. With-
out such a “control group”, researchers
cannot tell whether anything that hap-
pened to the patients in the studies was
down to the drugs, to other treatments the
patients might be receiving (such as coun-
selling or antidepressants), or to some
other, unrelated third factor.

The upshot is that it is hard to know
whether any of the supposed effects re-
ported in the studies, whether positive or
negative, are actually real. Reviews in Fin-
land and Sweden came to similar conclu-
sions. As the Swedish one put it, “The sci-
entific base is not sufficient to assess...pu-
berty-inhibiting or gender-opposite hor-
mone treatment” in children.

Two American professional bodies, the
Endocrine Society (s) and the World Pro-
fessional Association for Transgender
Health (WPATH) have also reviewed the sci-
ence underpinning adolescent transitions.

I—
Gender gyre
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Boys to girls
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But ES’s review did not set out to look at
whether gender-affirming care helped re-
solve gender dysphoria or improve mental
health by any measure. It focused instead
on side-effects, for which it found only
weak evidence. This omission, says Gor-
don Guyatt of McMaster University, makes
the review “fundamentally flawed”.
WPATH, for its part, did look at the psycho-
logical effects of blockers and hormones. It
found scant, low-quality evidence. Despite
these findings, both groups continue to
recommend physical treatments for gen-
der dysphoria, and insist that their reviews
and the resulting guidelines are sound.

One justification for puberty-blockers
is that they “buy time” for children to de-
cide whether to proceed with cross-sex
hormones or not. But the data available so
far from clinics suggest that almost all de-
cide to go ahead. A Dutch paper published
in October concluded that 98% of adoles-
cents prescribed blockers decide to pro-
ceed to cross-sex hormones. Similarly high
numbers have been reported elsewhere.

The reassuring interpretation is that
blockers are being prescribed very precise-
ly, given only to those whose dysphoria is
deep-rooted and unlikely to ease. The trou-
bling one is that puberty-blockers lock at
least some children in to further treat-
ment. “Time to Think”, a new book about
GIDS by a British journalist, Hannah
Barnes, cites British medical workers con-
cerned by the latter possibility. They say
patients received blockers after cursory
and shallow examinations.

The Dutch researchers weigh both ex-
planations. “It is likely that most people
starting [puberty-blockers] experience
sustained gender dysphoria,” they write.
But, “One cannot exclude the possibility
that starting [puberty-blockers] in itself
makes adolescents more likely to continue
medical transition.”

Perhaps the biggest question is how
many of those given drugs and surgery
eventually change their minds and “de- p»



The Economist April 8th 2023

» transition”, having reconciled themselves
with their biological sex. Those who do of-
ten face fresh anguish as they come to
terms with permanent and visible alter-
ations to their bodies.

Once again, good data are scarce. One
problem is that those who abandon a tran-
sition are likely to stop talking to their doc-
tors, and so disappear from the figures. The
estimates that do exist vary by an order of
magnitude or more. Some studies have re-
ported detransition rates as low as 1%. But
three papers published in 2021 and 2022,
which looked at patients in Britain and in
America’s armed forces, found that be-
tween 7% and 30% of them stopped treat-
ment within a few years.

The original Dutch studies published in
201 and 2014 were longitudinal—that is,
they followed the same group of patients
throughout their treatment. Yet three re-
cent critiques published in the Journal of
Sex & Marital Therapy nonetheless find
fault with the studies’ data.

One of the new studies’ concerns is the
small size of the original samples. The 2011
paper looked at 70 patients. But the out-
come of treatment was only known for be-
tween 32 and 55 of them (the exact number
depends on the specific measure). And
even then, the final assessment of out-
comes occurred around 18 months after
surgery—a very short timeframe for a treat-
ment whose effects will last a lifetime.
(The first patient, “FG”, was followed for
longer. In 201, when in his mid-30s, re-
searchers reported his feelings of “shame
about his genital appearance” and of “inad-
equacy in sexual matters”. A decade later
though, things had improved, and FG had a
steady girlfriend.)

The critiques also suggest that the find-
ing that gender dysphoria improved with
treatment may have been an artefact of
how the participants were assessed. Before
treatment, female patients were asked to
agree or disagree with such statements as,
“Every time someone treats me like a girl I
feel hurt.” This established their desire to
be seen as male. After blockers, hormones
and surgery the same individuals were
asked questions on a scale originally devel-
oped for those born male. It offered state-
ments such as, “Every time someone treats
me like a boy I feel hurt.” Naturally, pa-
tients who preferred to be seen as male dis-
agreed. In effect, the yardstick was
changed in a way that might be seen as
making positive outcomes more likely.

Finally, the original studies seem to
have inadvertently cherry-picked patients
for whom the treatment was most effec-
tive. The researchers started with 111 ado-
lescents, but excluded those whose treat-
ment with puberty-blockers did not pro-
gress well. Of the remaining 70, others
were omitted from the final findings be-
cause they did not return questionnaires,

or explicitly refused to do so, or dropped
out of care or, in one case, died of compli-
cations from genital surgery. The data may
therefore exclude precisely those patients
who were harmed by or dissatisfied with
their treatment.

In a rebuttal published in the same
journal, Dr de Vries insists that the original
papers found a significantimprovement in
gender dysphoria, the condition the proto-
col was designed to treat. She concedes
that the switching of assessment scales is
“notideal” but says this does not imply the
studies’ results were “’falsely’ measured”.
In response to worries about the relatively
short follow-up, she noted that a study re-
porting longer-term outcomes is due “in
the upcoming years”.

Newer longitudinal studies have been
published since, but they have drawbacks,
too. One published in January in the New
England Journal of Medicine by Diane Chen
of Northwestern University and colleagues
looked at teenagers after two years of
cross-sex hormone treatment. Although
participants did typically report improve-
ments in their mental health, they were
small—generally single-digit increases on
a scale that runs from o to 100. The study
lacked a control group. Two of the 315 pa-
tients committed suicide.

What is more, whatever the merits of
the Dutch team’s original research, the pa-
tients passing through modern clinics are
strikingly different from those assessed in
their papers. Twenty years ago the majority
of patients were pre-pubescent boys; in re-
cent years teenage girls have come to dom-
inate (see chart 2 on previous page). The
findings of older research may not apply to
today’s patients.

The Dutch team’s approach was deliber-
ately conservative. Patients had to have

Briefing Treating gender dysphoria in kids

suffered from gender dysphoria since be-
fore puberty. Many of today’s patients say
they began to suffer from dysphoria as
teenagers. The Dutch protocol excludes
those with mental-health problems from
receiving treatment. But 70% or more of
the young people seeking treatment suffer
from mental-health problems, according
to three recent papers looking at patients
in America, Australia and Finland.

Despite the protocol’s caution, says
Will Malone of the Society for Evidence-
Based Gender Medicine, an international
group of concerned clinicians, the reality
is often the reverse, especially in America,
with mental-health issues becoming a rea-
son to proceed with transitions, rather
than to stop them. “We are now told that if
we don’t address young people’s mental-
health problems caused by dysphoria with
transition, they will kill themselves.”

Gender agenda

The original Dutch protocol emphasises
the need for careful screening and assess-
ments, as do official guidelines in most
countries. But whatever the guidance,
there are persistent allegations that it is
not being followed in practice. “I had one
15-minute appointment before I was given
testosterone,” says Ms Mosley. Many Amer-
ican patients contacted by The Economist
reported similarly brief examinations.

The possibility that many teenagers
presenting as trans could instead be gay
has long been discussed. The Dutch study
of 201 found that 97% of the participants
were attracted either to their own sex or to
both sexes. In 2019 a group of doctors who
resigned from GIDS told the Times, a British
newspaper, of their worries about homo-
phobia in some patients and parents. They
worried that, by turning children into sim-
ulacra of the opposite sex, the clinic was, in
effect, providing a new type of “conversion
therapy” for gay children.

Both within America and without,
whatever the loudmouths may claim, the
vast majority of practitioners are simply
trying to ease the genuine suffering of ado-
lescents afflicted by gender dysphoria. But
in America in particular the charged atmo-
sphere has made it very difficult to sepa-
rate the science from the politics.

European medical systems have not
concluded thatitis always wrong for an ad-
olescent to transition. They are not trying
to erase distressed patients. They have
simply determined that more research and
data are needed before physical treatments
for gender dysphoria can become routine.
Further research could, conceivably, lead
to guidelines similar to those already in
use by American medical bodies. But that
is another way of saying that it is impossi-
ble to justify the current recommenda-
tions about gender-affirming care based
on the existing data. ®
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Why the future’s

ADVERTISEMENT

most valuable brands
will be B2B brands

Think of a brand and the chances are that
the first one popping into your head will be a
brand that you buy as a consumer. [t could
be a soft drink, a hamburger or a car, but the
chances are that it springs to mind because
of the years of investment that consumer
marketers have devoted to putting it there.

Business to Consumer (B2C) brands are
the glamorous end of the marketing
profession with the biggest budgets, the
highest-profile ads and the most awards.
However, they're far from the only type of
brand adding value to businesses. The
biggest future opportunities can now be
found elsewhere - among the Business to
Business (B2B) businesses that were once
dismissed as the drab cousins of B2C.

“I think brand is phenomenally important
regardless of which sector you're in, says
Brigitte Trafford, Chief Corporate Affairs
and Marketing Officer for the London
Stock Exchange Group (LSEG), a leading
global financial markets infrastructure and
data provider who's currently overseeing a
significant brand simplification.

At the end of the day, people buy
brands. They may be choosing you
because of a particular product or
solution, but there's always an
emotional connection as well.

It's really exciting to invest in that -
and create a brand that will stand
out in any category.

Brigitte Trafford
CMO, LSEG

Generating value for the
world’s biggest brands

BNP Paribas Asset Management is one of
many long-established B2B businesses
that are exploring more creative ways to
bring their brands to life. “I'm asking my
team to think about what we can do
beyond straightforward display

We want to make sure that we're
always top-of-mind for our clients
and our prospects. A business like
ours is really selling our intellectual
capital, and we run year-round
thought leadership activity like our
Talking Heads podcast to build
that capital.

Hilda Tingle

Global Head of Digital
Marketing, BNP Paribas
Asset Management

From Google to Microsoft to BNP Paribas,
many of the world’s most valuable brands
are famous among consumers - but owe
much of their value to the revenue they
generate from other businesses, You don't
need a consumer-facing dimension to be
a valuable B2B brand, though. In recent
years, the list of the most successful tech
IPOs has been dominated by purely B2B
businesses — evidence of the growing
number of rapidly scaling companies
that owe their success to the strength of
their B2B brands.

“It's not just about visible things like the
number of leads or the number of people
who turn up to an event,” says Kirsten
Cox, VP EMEA Marketing for
ServiceNow, which is experiencing
exploding demand for its workflow
automation platform.

It's about using marketing to make
sure our brand is known for something
before a salesperson walks through
the door. It's about introducing new
customers into the mix and creating
opportunities for connections that
didn't exist before. And because we're
a Software as a Service (SaaS)
business based on recurring revenve,
we also have to keep customers
engaged and motivated.

How brand accelerates
growth in B2B

A growing number of B2B businesses are
investing in their brands — because they
realise those brands have many different
ways to repay them. “There are many
different objectives that you can set fora
brand campaign - from contributing to
saliency and building market share, to
supporting a price premium,” says Luis
Casado, Head of Worldwide Personal
Systems Commercial Marketing for HP.

When we make big bets in terms of
marketing investment in a country, we
can see consideration move, and later
on, we see market share respond. We're
able to size that in terms of the budget
that we allocate and revenue and profit
that we ultimately receive, and our
business leaders and Chief Finance
Officer can see that link very strongly.

ﬂ Luis Casado

i Head of Worldwide

Personal Systems
Commercial Marketing, HP
For many B2B organisations, this is driving
a change in role for marketing teams, with
growing confidence leading to a louder
voice on business and marketing strategy.
“Rather than being a team that just delivers
advertising, we want to ask: What is our
strategy? How do we want to innovate?
What are our objectives?” says Katie
Cairns, Global Vice President of Integrated
Media at SAP.

We want to get ahead of the curve on
best practice, rather than being
behind it.

Katie Caimns
VP Integrated Media, SAP

advertising,” says Hilda Tingle, Global Kirsten Cox =

Head of Digital Marketing for BNP Paribas VP EMEA Marketing, Lln ked m

Asset Management. ServiceNow :
You'll find more insights from senior marketing leaders at www.linkedin.com/showcase/linkedin-collective/

This advertising has been produced by LinkedIn. It did not involve any reporting or editing by staff of The Economist, no endorsement is implied.
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The Belfast Agreement at 25

A good Good Friday

BELFAST

Northern Ireland’s politics are now rarely deadly. But they

are depressingly dysfunctional

N THE COLD April day in 1998 when the

Good Friday Agreement was struck,
George Mitchell told Northern Ireland’s
leaders that he had a dream. The former
American senator had missed most of the
first six months of his son’s life in cajoling
unionists and nationalists to reach a set-
tlement. One day, he said, he wanted to sit
with the boy in the public gallery of the
Stormont Assembly, watching former ene-
mies govern together. Fourteen years later
he did just that. The ministerial statement
they sat through was “dry as dust”, he said.
“But it was music to my ears, and I thought
it wonderful to hear.”

President Joe Biden, Rishi Sunak and
other global leaders will soon be in Belfast,
marking the deal’s 25th anniversary on
April 10th. There is much to celebrate. You
can see the accord’s traces in the city’s very
architecture: without the fear of bombs,
there are glazed structures on nearly every
street. You can taste them, too: where once
a ring of steel kept out not only bombers
but also diners, the Michelin guide recom-

mends 18 restaurants. They have fostered
friendship and even love. The Troubles
forced people to stick largely to their own
communities. Though most still live apart,
many mix freely in the city centre.

The compromise that mostly ended 30
years of carnage has endured and even won
over some who opposed it. Yet there are
deep divisions still—and there is none of
Mitchell’s music, but plenty of dust, in the
assembly’s walnut-panelled chamber. De-
volved government has been in abeyance
for overayear, after its sixth collapse in all.
Civil servants are keeping health, educa-
tion and other services running, but can-
not change laws or policies.

The deal was an astonishing achieve-

- Also in this section

22 Thechief cyberwarrior speaks

23 Thatcher’s chancellor remembered

24 Bagehot: National SwingMan

The Economist April 8th 2023

ment. Some of those who struck it could
barely speak to each other. David Trimble,
leader of the Ulster Unionists, then the
largest unionist party, did everything he
could to avoid speaking directly to Gerry
Adams of Sinn Féin, the political wing of
the Irish Republican Army (IRA), believing
him to have been a key figure in the terro-
rist group. Mr Adams once tried to strike up
conversation as they relieved themselves
at the urinals. “Grow up,” Trimble growled.

Yet Trimble led wary unionists to a gen-
erational compromise with nationalists,
led by the avowedly non-violent John
Hume, leader of the Social Democratic and
Labour Party (SDLP), then the biggest on the
nationalist side, whose thinking saturated
the document. The two men would share
the Nobel Peace Prize for their courage. Mr
Adams showed courage of a different sort.
Having failed to drive out the British at
gunpoint, he oversaw the destruction of
the 1RA’s arsenal, knowing he could be
killed for doing so.

The agreement’s genius lay in giving
everyone just enough. Power-sharing be-
tween unionists and nationalists is com-
pulsory. The leading party on one side pro-
vides the first minister and the other the
deputy, and key votes in the assembly
must be passed by majorities representing
both. This protected the nationalist minor-
ity’s interests, even while Northern Ireland
remained British. The requirement to hold
a referendum on uniting Ireland if there m
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» was evidence nationalists would win al-
lowed Sinn Féin to say it had a political
path to its goal (though Northern Ireland
was always unviable without majority sup-
port). Cross-border bodies blurred a previ-
ously militarised frontier, even if union-
ists retained a veto over their actions.

It was enough for almost three-quarters
of a population worn down by incessant
atrocities. In referendums six weeks later
71% of voters in Northern Ireland and 94%
in the Republic of Ireland voted for the
agreement. The Democratic Unionist Party
(pup) furiously opposed the deal. Now it is
the main unionist group, the DUP cites it in
defence of its interests. One of the most
controversial changes for unionists was
the transformation of the old Royal Ulster
Constabulary, which was only 8% Catholic,
into the Police Service of Northern Ireland,
which is 32% Catholic. A government sur-
vey says that change has won the confi-
dence of 86% of the population.

Tragic calculations

The accord undoubtedly saved many lives.
How many, no one can know. But in nearly
three decades of bloodletting, beginning in
1969, more than 3,500 people had been
killed—nearly 400 of them even in the
1990s, when improved intelligence and se-
curity were constraining loyalist and re-
publican paramilitaries.

The violence did not end at once—the
deadliest single atrocity, a bombing in
Omagh by dissident republicans, came in
August1998—and small loyalist and repub-
lican groups still occasionally kill. mis,
Britain’s security service, still dedicates
20% of its resources to Northern Ireland.
On March 28th it raised the threat level to
“severe”, meaning an attack is highly likely.
But the scale of violence is minuscule after
what went before (see chart1). In the past12
months, one person has been killed and 37
wounded by paramilitaries. There have
been six bombings and 36 shootings. The
police have recovered 1,000-odd rounds of
ammunition.

Peace has come at a price, paid largely
by victims and their families. Michael Lon-
gley, a Belfast poet, encapsulated this in
“Ceasefire”, which draws on Homer’s “Ili-
ad”. Collecting the battered body of his son
Hector from Achilles, who has slain him,
the elderly King Priam says: “I get down on
my knees and do what must be done/And
kiss Achilles’ hand, the killer of my son.”

What had to be done was to allow pris-
oners to walk free. Killers caught later
would spend no more than two years in
prison. Now the British government is go-
ing further still, in effect introducing an
amnesty, saying it is time to move on.

Some have forgiven the unforgivable.
Jude Whyte, whose mother was murdered
by a loyalist bomb in 1984, sees no benefit
in jailing her killer. Others cannot. Stand-
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A brake on carnage
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ing at the spot by the family cottage where
his father was shot by the 1RA in 1985, Sam-
my Heenan remembers the “haunting and
dying screams” outside his bedroom win-
dow. He didn’t welcome the accord: “I was
absolutely devastated and distraught.”

Mr Heenan is concerned, too, that his
father’s killers will become heroes. He be-
lieves a new generation is romanticising
the bloody past. Young people have chant-
ed “Ooh aah, up the 'Ra” (short for 1rA) at
concerts, in bars and even in the dressing
room of the Irish women'’s football team.
Sinn Féin’s leader at Stormont, Michelle
O’Neill, has said there was “no alternative”
tothe IRA’s campaign of terror. In a poll last
year seven in ten nationalist respondents
agreed with her; in1998 seven in ten Catho-
lics said they had no sympathy at all for re-
publican violence.

Many unionists foresee a further price:
Irish unification. They complain that
where they saw a settlement, Sinn Féin saw
a staging post on its long march to a united
Ireland. (According to a recent poll, 54% of
unionists would now vote against the deal
if they could.) But Mr Adams was always
open about that. He said in 1998 that the
Good Friday document was “concluding
one phase of our struggle and opening up
another”. Confining agitation for unity to
politics was the whole point.
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Yet despite Sinn Féin’s electoral suc-
cess—it long ago overtook the spLP as the
main nationalist party and came top in last
year’s elections to Stormont, ahead of the
puP—republicans are little closer to unit-
ing Ireland than in 1998. Declining to mur-
der their fellow citizens has made unity
less threatening to more of the unconvert-
ed. Butactual converts have been limited.

Nationalists are nonetheless more con-
fident than at any time since Ireland’s par-
tition in1921. They believe the tide of histo-
ry has turned decisively in their favour, al-
though even few republicans would expect
to win a border poll now. Unionists are de-
spondent. A succession of inept political
leaders and the sense that their power is
slipping away have fuelled fatalism.

Peace has surely been good for the
economy, if not as good as you may have
hoped. Between 1998 and 2019 Northern
Ireland’s GDP grew by 43%, a little less than
that of the whole UK. But despite closer
economic integration on the island, the
Republic of Ireland’s economy (on a mea-
sure stripped of the distorting effect on
GDP of the Irish corporate-tax system) grew
half as fast again (see chart 2).

Afloat again

Even so, to pace the modern streets of Bel-
fast’s Titanic quarter is to walk through the
Northern Ireland that the agreement made
possible. The site of the doomed liner’s
construction had by 1998 become a post-
industrial wasteland. Now the 75-hectare
site houses more than 100 companies, in-
cluding global giants such as Citibank and
Microsoft. The architecturally daring Ti-
tanic visitor centre has been more success-
ful than the ship, attracting 7m visitors
since opening a decade ago—an influx that
would have been inconceivable when the
city was fortified against attack. Nearby, in
the cavernous Paint Hall Studio, “Game of
Thrones” was filmed.

Across the road is the unremarkable
scene of another drama, now almost seven
years old: a huge hall where, in the early
hours of June 24th 2016, it was announced
that Northern Ireland had voted to remain
in the EU, but the UK as a whole had chosen
to leave. The Brexit vote critically destabil-
ised a deal which had deliberately and
helpfully blurred the border on the island.

To keep that border open, the British
government ultimately decided to keep
Northern Ireland in the EU’s customs un-
ion and single market for goods, while tak-
ing the rest of the UK out. The resulting
Northern Ireland protocol, part of the Brex-
it treaty, eased nationalists’ discombobula-
tion at Brexit, but dismayed unionists be-
causeitdrewaborderin theIrish Sea, mak-
ing trade with Great Britain more difficult.

In February 2022 the pup walked out of
Stormont in protest. The Windsor frame-
work agreed on by Britain and the EU has mw
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» since replaced the protocol, but has been
rejected by the pup. Stormont is still not
sitting. The powerful vetoes the agreement
gave both sides have enabled a party with
just 21% of the vote to stop a government
being formed.

Numbers have always been critical to
Northern Ireland. Its boundaries were
carefully drawn a century ago to take in six
of the nine counties in the province of Ul-
ster, ensuring Catholics, who opposed par-
tition, would be in a minority. But the Prot-
estant majority has long gone. Last year’s
census confirmed that Catholics now out-
number Protestants, though they are not a
majority either.

Paul Nolan, a social researcher, likens
the publication of the census once a de-
cade to football results announcing victory
or defeat for one side or the other. But clos-
er inspection of the latest showed some-
thing else: “The big winners were not
unionism or nationalism, but those who
wished to slip free of those moorings alto-
gether..and with three teams now at play
no one knows how this game will end.”

Orange, green and in between

In 1998, just 7% of legislators were from
non-tribal parties; today the centrist Alli-
ance Party has almost 20% (see chart 3). Its
rise is partly the child of the agreement,
but now threatens that which gave it birth.
The privileges the accord gave to two tribes
in the assembly, unionists and national-
ists, mean in effect that the votes of a third,
centrists, don’t count. That was theoreti-
cally indefensible in 1998, but made little
practical difference; now it is an untenable
absurdity. Moving to qualified majority
voting, in which the backing of maybe 65%
of all legislators is needed to pass a law—
would prevent a return to the abuses of
majority rule and give all members an
equal say.

Even when functioning, devolved gov-
ernment has lurched between the plod-
ding and the preposterous. The collapse
before the latest one, which lasted three
years, came in 2017 after the “cash for ash”
scandal. Those in the know had piled into a
green-energy scheme in which Stormont
paid £1.60 for every f£i-worth of fuel
burned. An inquiry cleared anyone of cor-
ruption, but the incompetence revealed
was shocking enough.

To Alban Maginness, an SDLP negotia-
tor in 1998 and Belfast’s first nationalist
lord mayor, the agreement remains “the
only way you can have a civilised form of
politics here”. Remarkably, he would like a
referendum on unity in the next five years
because he expects to lose. With the agree-
ment ruling out another poll for seven
years, it “might be best to get that out of the
way and give us seven years of relatively
stable government”. But he admits that the
price of stability is weak government.
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Jonathan Powell, who as chief of staff to
Tony Blair, then Britain’s prime minister,
was centrally involved in the 1998 talks,
says that forced power-sharing “can’t goon
for ever”. But to remove it just after the pup
has been overtaken by Sinn Féin would be a
mistake, he adds.

Yet the agreement which operates today
is already not the one agreed on in 1998.
The number of legislators has been cut
from 108 to 90. The sensitive justice minis-
try is allocated outside the accord’s mecha-
nisms to assuage unionist fears of an ex-
IRA bomber being in charge of criminal
justice. A technical change to how the first
and deputy first minister are chosen has
increased tribalisation—which is bad for
Northern Ireland, but good for the pup and
Sinn Féin.

Stormont has been good at talking
about problems. Agreeing on solutions is
another matter. “It was a tremendous wast-
ed opportunity,” says Stephen Grimason, a
former BBC journalist who spent 15 years as
Stormont’s chief spin doctor. “The pup and
Sinn Féin had no guts to take the decisions
that had to be taken, particularly in health.
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Now it's maybe too late.” (There is poignan-
cy in his words: Mr Grimason is seriously
ill.) Peter Donaghy, an analyst, calculates
that 37.7% of people on National Health
Service waiting lists have been there for
more than two years, compared with
0.016% in England. The agreement may
have ended terrorist killings, but bad gov-
ernment can be deadly in a different way.

It is not only in Stormont that hearts
still need softening. Northern Ireland re-
mains a land of perpetual disputes, even
over the name of the 1998 accord. Most
unionists call it the unadorned Belfast
Agreement (its official title), while nation-
alists and others prefer the grander Good
Friday label. It has become one of the innu-
merable shibboleths—from how someone
pronounces the letter H to whether their
name is Sean or Billy—that mark people as
Catholic or Protestant.

Most people still live by choice in segre-
gated communities. Divisions linger in
everything from sport to schools, and in
popular culture (see Culture section). It is
“a huge scandal for us as church leaders”
that religious denomination is a badge of
conflict, says Archbishop Eamon Martin,
Ireland’s most senior Catholic cleric.

Yet there have been myriad examples of
inter-communal generosity. And some
problems are shockingly simple to solve.
“We still need to create opportunities for
kids to get to know each other,” says Gareth
Harper, from the Peace Players, which uses
sport to bring together young people who
otherwise would never mix outside their
communities.

The push and the pull

A.]. Conlon, a 17-year-old Catholic, and Re-
becca Crozier, a16-year-old Protestant, met
through Peace Players and have come to
cherish the freedom from sectarianism
which it provides. Yet both expect to leave
Northern Ireland. For Ms Conlon, an attack
on her aunt and her awareness of people
being burnt out of their homes are a spur to
leave; Ms Crozier wants to “see what doors 1
could open for myself”.

But their yearning may be less gloomy
than it sounds. When Andrew Hassard cast
his vote for the Good Friday Agreement in
1998, he was as young as anyone with a say
could be: it was his 18th birthday. He too
had no intention of staying in Northern
Ireland. He left to study in England and
then worked abroad. Twenty-five years lat-
er, he is back, running his own company
selling psychedelically painted bicycles.
Married with four children, he lives two
miles away from his parents.

“Home is home,” Mr Hassard says. “I
worked around the world, but Northern
Ireland is ultimately where I was drawn
back to.” The pull of a peaceful home—
even such a stubbornly dysfunctional
one—can be hard to resist. ®
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Cyberwarfare

All in the mind

An interview with the commander of the National Cyber Force

“IT 1S THE deterrent rocket force of our
age,” gushed one columnist. “Cyber di-
visions are worth more than aircraft carri-
er[s] or nuclear weapons.” He was referring
to Britain’s National Cyber Force (NCF),
created in 2020 with a mission to “disrupt,
deny, degrade” in cyberspace. Now the NCF
is opening up to dispel such fantasies.

On April 4th it published “Responsible
Cyber Power in Practice”, which explains in
28 pages how Britain views the purpose
and principles of “offensive cyber”. On the
same day it revealed its commander’s iden-
tity. James Babbage has spent nearly 30
years at GCHQ, Britain’s signals-intelli-
gence agency. Mr Babbage gave his first in-
terview to The Economist.

Less than a decade ago, he says, even in-
siders “tended to think about offensive
cyberas ared button”—a potent weapon to
pull out in the first hour of a war, or in re-
sponse to some provocation. Now, he says,
“both of those framings have lost quite a lot
of their power”. Instead NCF operations re-
flect “the doctrine of cognitive effect”—the
idea that offensive cyber is less about turn-
ing the lights off in Moscow than a stealthy
and subtle form of psychological warfare.

In essence, the NcF—staffed by GCHQ,
M16 and the armed forces—hacks comput-
ers and their networks. Today, that means
everything from smartphones to fighter
jets. Hacking can do physical damage, as
America and Israel showed in the Stuxnet
attack on Iranian nuclear facilities over a
decade ago. It can also wipe data, as Russia
has done prolifically in Ukraine. But the
NCF sees its ultimate goal as influencing
the behaviour of people or groups, whether
criminals, terrorists or state adversaries.

Sometimes that means simple disrup-
tion, such as disabling a server or app that
terrorists are using to communicate. But it
usually calls for a more artful approach.
“Covert techniques may be used to reach
out to individuals who pose a significant
threat,” says the NCF. In 2018, for instance,
the Pentagon’s Cyber Command sent tar-
geted messages to Russian hackers to dis-
suade them from interfering in that year’s
American midterm elections.

More often the aim is to stay in the
shadows. “The intent is sometimes that
adversaries do not realise that the effects
they are experiencing are the result of a
cyber operation,” says the NCF. It finds the
“greatest cognitive effect” comes from tin-
kering with an enemy’s networks over

time—what Mr Babbage calls “tilting the
playing field imperceptibly”. British cyber
operations against Islamic State during
2016-17, for instance, not only hampered
Is’s communications, but also made its op-
eratives distrust the orders sent over them.
“Adversaries aren’t very good at identifying
and attributing UK cyber activity,” boasts
Mr Babbage, “and that’s quite a good thing.”
Inducing paranoia among enemies is a
long-standing aim of covert action, says
Rory Cormac, of the University of Notting-
ham. Historically, he says, M16 “set people
very discreetly against one another so that
they destroyed each other”. He points to
Operation Flitter, a (failed) effort by the
agency to induce a purge in the Soviet lead-
ership in the 1950s. During Northern Ire-
land’s Troubles spooks routinely sowed di-
vision within the Irish Republican Army,
for instance by spreading rumours that
one faction was plotting against another.
In many ways, cognitive effect is a re-
packaging of these dark arts. But one rea-
son why the NCF is coming out of the shad-
ows is to emphasise that it is a “responsi-
ble” cyber power. It says its operations are
precisely targeted, calibrated to avoid esca-
lation and accountable to ministers and
Parliament—the Intelligence and Security
Committee oversees operations. “When
the Russians talk about psychological op-
erations, they are much more often look-
ing at population scale,” says Mr Babbage.
“When we're talking about cognitive ef-
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fect, we're really talking about decision-
makers, or usually quite small...groups.”

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine under-
scores the difference. Its cyber-attack on
communication satellites inadvertently
disrupted nearly 6,000 wind turbines in
Germany. Russian digital propaganda has
been crude and scattershot, using deep-
fake videos and fake news outlets. “Our
currency really is the truth,” insists Mr
Babbage. “The wider our audience, the
more critical it is that what we’re putting
out is true.” Above all, he says, the Russian
hackers waging information warfare ap-
pear to be disconnected from those dis-
rupting Ukrainian computer networks.
“That is exactly counter to our doctrine of
cognitive effect, which is about bringing
them both together.”

Britain is still learning what that means
in practice. In the past it often thought mil-
itary cyber-attacks would be tactical—say,
electronic warfare to take out a particular
radar at a key moment. Now, says Mr Bab-
bage, they seem most useful at the “the-
atre” level: influencing enemy generals in
their headquarters, rather than colonels in
the field. Two military lawyers sit within
the NCF to advise on how the laws of war
might apply.

The NCF refuses to discuss specific op-
erations, citing the benefits of ambiguity.
But it hopes that opening up about its doc-
trine will help shape others’ behaviour. Its
cognitive framing “is becoming something
of a consensus” among allies, says Mr Bab-
bage. “It’s really important to help middle-
ground states see that there’s a real differ-
ence between responsible cyber power,
that we advocate and practise, and...adver-
sary cyber power”. Meanwhile the NCF is a
work in progress. It is developing versatile
tools for use against a wide range of targets
rather than justone. “Red buttons,” says Mr
Babbage, “become rusty buttons.” m
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Nigel Lawson

The Iron Lady’s chancellor

The tax reformer, privatiser and Eurosceptic died on April 3rd, aged 91

N IGEL LAWSON, the former Conservative
chancellor of the exchequer who died
on April 3rd, leaves two legacies. Britain’s
economy is still largely the one he trans-
formed in the Thatcherite wave of privati-
sation, deregulation and tax reform in the
1980s. And the modern Conservative Party,
transfixed by arguments over Europe and a
rising tax burden, is packed with pretend-
ers to his intellectual mantle.

As chancellor under Margaret Thatcher
from 1983 to 1989, Lord Lawson eliminated
a tax in each one of his six budgets. His re-
cord, however, was one of reforming rather
cutting taxes, most notably by abolishing
several higher rates of income tax and sim-
plifying the system. (Subsequent chancel-
lors have re-complicated it horribly.) In his
memoirs, published in 1992, he lamented
that during his chancellorship the share of
national income the state took in tax fell
only slightly—from 33% to 31%, according
to the latest figures.

He was an enthusiast for the privatisa-
tion of nationalised industries, a process
he launched as financial secretary to the
Treasury and energy secretary before he
became chancellor. After the sale of shares
in British Telecom in 1984, he lauded “the
birth of people’s capitalism”.

The government’s goal, he said in his
budget speech in 1986, was “the conquest
of inflation and the creation of an enter-
prise culture”. Neither was fully achieved.
The “big bang” of financial deregulation
breathed new life into the City of London

but privatisations did not ultimately create
the mass shareholder culture he and
Thatcher hoped for. A successful policy of
disinflation in the early 1980s—though at
the price of mass unemployment, which
Lord Lawson said Britain “can get along
with”—gave way to rocketing inflation in
the “Lawson boom” that followed his tax-
cutting budget 0f 1988.

Marked man
Like many in his party, Lord Lawson grew
more radically Eurosceptic over the years.
Yet his advocacy of European integration
of a sort had brought about his downfall.
He had pushed for Britain’s entry into the
European Exchange Rate Mechanism, a
system of fixed exchange rates: deter-
mined to control inflation, he anchored
the pound to the German Deutschmark.
Lord Lawson clashed with Thatcher’s eco-
nomic adviser, Alan Walters, who wanted
Britain to stay out of the mechanism. Lord
Lawson demanded that Walters be made to
resign but Thatcher refused. The chancel-
lor quit instead. Walters would follow. Lit-
tle more than a year later, in November
1990, Thatcher herself was gone.
Arguments about Europe have con-
sumed the party ever since. Lord Lawson
remained part of them right up until his
death. In 2016 he briefly became chair of
the Vote Leave campaign, which success-
fully advocated Britain’s departure from
the Eu. Though he was curious about ideas
and his budget speeches were often long
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and dry, filled with technical details about
monetarism, he believed that the true spir-
it of Thatcherism was a simple combina-
tion: free-market thinking, nationalism,
self-reliance and “a dash of populism”.

He was not shy of provocation. In later
life he was a prominent climate-change
sceptic as well as a fervent Brexiteer. His
anti-Eu pronouncements—from his home
in France, where he sought permanent res-
idency two years after the 2016 referen-
dum, though he later left—irritated those
who had backed Remain. His frequent
presence on the BBC, arguing against the
reality of man-made climate change or, al-
ternatively, thatabit of warming was desir-
able, depending on the day, outraged envi-
ronmentalists and scientists alike.

All sides of today’s Conservative Party
still lay claim to his (and Thatcher’s) inher-
itance. Rishi Sunak, the prime minister,
called Lord Lawson an “inspiration” after
his death. Yet the exact shape of this legacy
is contested. In a lecture in 2022 when he
was chancellor, Mr Sunak said that many
Conservatives gave only a partial account
of Lord Lawson’s time in office: their idol
had waited to cut taxes until he had bal-
anced the budget. In her tributes, Liz Truss,
Mr Sunak’s immediate predecessor, hailed
Lord Lawson’s tax-cutting zeal. The prime
minister before her, Boris Johnson, hailed
him as a “prophet of Brexit”.

The difficulties confronting Conserva-
tives in government today give the lie to
simplistic claims to be Lord Lawson'’s eco-
nomic heirs. The party is yet to find a way
to combine voters’ desire for better public
services with its own small-state instincts.
Ms Truss’s brief, disastrous premiership,
during which borrowing costs spiked after
a surprise announcement of tax cuts, has
quietened calls to shrink the state immedi-
ately, but few on the party’s right are happy
with the ratcheting-up of the tax burden to
pay for better services.

And although Mr Johnson praised Lord
Lawson’s Euroscepticism, when prime
minister he compared his own governing
philosophy more to the views of Michael
Heseltine, one of the “wets” more sceptical
of the Thatcherite revolution than the true-
believing “dries”, such as Lord Lawson. Mr
Johnson’s embrace of a bigger state and re-
gional redistribution, with a dash of popu-
list bluster about “getting Brexit done”,
helped him win swathes of former Labour
voters in the election of 2019.

Lord Lawson endorsed Mr Sunak over
Ms Truss in last year’s contest to become
leader of the Conservative Party, arguing
that he was the true heir to Thatcherism.
Tax cuts required fiscal rectitude, he wrote,
rather than an “insouciant attitude to the
public finances”. On the subject of how to
combine that rectitude with fixing Brit-
ain’s creaking health service, however,
Lord Lawson’s legacy is silent. ®
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Bagehot | National Swing Man

Meet the exotic tribe that will determine the next election

The Economist April 8th 2023

PSEPHOLOGY THESE days resembles a trip to an old-fashioned
anthropological museum, stuffed with the relics of mysterious
tribes that have constituted the British electorate. In one glass
case, we find Mondeo Man, the archetypal swing voter of the
1990s. In the next is Workington Man, a Brexit-backing rugby
league fan who switched to the Conservatives in 2019. Newer spec-
imens include Waitrose Woman, and her male friend, Spotify
Dad—the disaffected middle classes abandoning the Tories. These
people inhabit strange lands: the Red Wall, the Blue Wall, the Sea
Wall and the Purple Patches.

Your pith-helmeted correspondent has uncovered another,
who embodies the forces again reshaping the British electorate.
Our specimen is male, but could justas easily be female. He is aged
between 18 and 80. He may have a white-collar job, or a blue-collar
one. He voted either Leave or Remain in the Brexit referendum. He
lives somewhere—pretty much anywhere—in Britain. He is lean-
ing towards Labour. He is National Swing Man.

National Swing Man reflects an older idea of the electorate: not
of distinct tribes but of a single people whose party allegiances ebb
and flow like the tide. In 1945 David Butler, a 20-year-old Oxford
undergraduate, founded modern electoral science by applying the
rudimentary statistics he honed on cricket scores to that year’s
general election. He turned raw ballot tallies into percentages, and
then calculated the shift in parties’ vote shares. He called this
“swing”. A striking pattern emerged: swing was similar across
constituencies. Young Butler became a fixture of election-night
television, divining the story of the night from a few early results,
aided by his pendulous “swingometer”.

Politicos identified ever more tribes as online surveys became
cheap and abundant. Archetypes helped them decode an elector-
ate that had become more complex and volatile than Butler’s
swingometer could capture. The Brexit referendum broke and re-
made party allegiances. Insurgent parties entered the field. Age
and education replaced class as the best predictor of voting behav-
iour. As the country turned on itself, uniform national swing
broke down: the Tories advanced in Leave strongholds and retreat-
ed in Remain areas. Butler, who died last November aged 98, was
confounded. “The rules in the game of politics have changed very

substantially from the world that Ilived in,” he remarked.

Things are shifting again. A national swing is again flowing
through the electorate like an incoming tide. Under Sir Keir Starm-
er, the Labour Party leads the Conservatives by 46% to 26%, ac-
cording to a YouGov poll published on March 31st. That is a Butler
swing of 19 points since YouGov'’s post-election poll in 2019. Pro-
fessionals have swung 17 points Labour’s way and manual workers
16 points. By age, the swing to Labour looks like this: among 18- to
24-year-olds, five points; 25-49ers, 17 points; 50-64s, 19; over-65s,
18. Fixate on the tribes and you miss the bigger story.

National Swing Man does not think much about Brexit these
days. Research by Jane Green, Geoffrey Evans and Dan Snow, who
work on the British Election Study, which Butler initiated in 1964
at Nuffield College, Oxford, shows how the grand Brexit realign-
ment has ossified. Between 2016 and 2019, the proportion of Tory
support drawn from Brexiteers went from half to three-quarters,
as Leavers were drawn to the party and some old Tory Remainers
embraced Euroscepticism. Yet from 2019 to December 2022, those
relative proportions remained fixed even as the Conservatives’
overall support fell. The national tide, the YouGov data shows, is
pulling both Leavers and Remainers towards Labour.

National Swing Man reflects the politics of consensus. Voters
cite as their priorities the economy and health care; inflation and
A&E queues bite everyone much the same. National Swing Man
enjoyed the joke about Liz Truss and the lettuce. By the time the
salad triumphed, eight in ten Britons disapproved of her. He dis-
agrees with his neighbours on trans rights, but that won’t be dic-
tating how he votes: only 2% of Britons call it a political priority. If
the Conservatives can mount a recovery, it will be on broad ques-
tions of leadership and economic competence rather than narrow
cultural-wedge issues.

Our new-old specimen renders earlier anthropology a little out
of date. In “Values, Voice and Virtue”, a new book, Matthew Good-
win, an academic, argues that Labour lost the working class after
being taken over by a cosmopolitan tribe he calls the New Elite. It
is a familiar story from the Brexit years. But Mr Goodwin does not
successfully reconcile it with Labour’s 16-point lead over the To-
ries among such salt-of-the-earth types. Tribes can be misused by
political ventriloquism. The strident views attributed by mps to
Red Wall Man on immigration and crime are also heard in any Sur-
rey Conservative association.

Stonehenge via Stevenage

Yet handled smartly, tribes remain useful. They are a shorthand by
which parties conduct internal debates over where to direct mes-
saging and resources to crystallise a notional swing in the polls
into a real one at the ballot box in the places that count.

A new report by Labour Together, a Starmerite think-tank, is
such a case. It segments the electorate into six tribes, all of which
are swinging to Labour. The party’s strategy hitherto has been fo-
cused on regaining working-class voters in northern towns (the
“patriotic left” ) which would grant Labour a small majority. The
authors argue a more ambitious front, taking in politically undog-
matic families in bellwether seats such as Stevenage (the “disillu-
sioned suburbans”), would yield a large one. In other words, the
mission is to find and capture the marginal voter in marginal con-
stituencies through appeals to sound management of the econ-
omy and public services. For the past decade the electorate has
been as mysterious as the folk who built Stonehenge. Now an un-
dergraduate transported from 1945 would recognise it. B
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The inner cricle of Olaf Scholz

Who does Germany'’s

chancellor listen to?

BERLIN
Life inside the Scholzery

ERLINERS CALL it the Washing Machine.

Yet lately the sound coming from the
giant cube of concrete and glass where Ger-
man chancellors work has not been a whirr
of efficiency but a clank of discord. Wheth-
er against European neighbours, American
allies or partners in Germany’s own three-
party coalition, the tight circle of advisers
that has ringed Olaf Scholz since he took
office 16 months ago seems to have a pen-
chant for getting into fights.

Many of these troubles could have been
avoided. When eastern Europeans railed at
German slowness to back Ukraine last year,
the chancellery responded generously, but
so slowly that the impression of foot-drag-
ging never lifted. Germany needlessly an-
noyed France, the closest of allies, by re-
peatedly failing to consult it before acting.
The Biden administration bridled at the
Scholz team’s stubborn insistence that
Germany would send tanks to Ukraine
only if America did the same. In March the
exasperation came from Brussels, after
Germany suddenly blocked an environ-
ment bill. All along the Greens, liberals and

Social Democrats inside Mr Scholz’s gov-
ernment have bickered. Every few months
he has had to pull them into a days-long
private pow-wow to restore peace.

The problem lies partly with Mr
Scholz’s own high and dry style, and partly
with the tightness of the ship he runs. In
contrast to his predecessor, Angela Merkel,
who tended to arrive at meetings first,
leave last and in-between spend hours
chatting across a wide network, the cur-
rent chancellor likes his meetings short
and narrow, preferably one-on-one.
Unusually for a world leader, Mr Scholz ex-
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pects to be home for an undisturbed din-
ner with his wife every day, followed by a
good book and an early bed.

Chief among the praetorian guard that
surrounds the chancellor is Wolfgang
Schmidt, a former lawyer who has been Mr
Scholz’s right-hand man for 20 years, start-
ing with local politics in their hometown
of Hamburg. So close is the odd couple—
one big and bearded, the other bald and
compact—that a columnist tellingly
tagged them “Wolaf”.

Mr Schmidt makes up for the chancel-
lor’s quiet reticence with equal and oppo-
site ebullience, working phones and Ber-
lin’s bars until the early hours. But the
broadness of Mr Schmidt’s portfolio—he is
chief of the chancellery’s 60o-plus staff,
and has some oversight of national intelli-
gence and communication strategy—can
make him appear more of a fireman and
salesman than a policymaker.

Others in Mr Scholz’s core line-up in-
clude Steffen Hebestreit, his official
spokesman; Jorg Kukies, his top economic
adviser and go-to person for European af-
fairs; and Jens Plotner, a smooth former
diplomat who serves as his foreign-policy
adviser. Although the inner circle is male-
dominated, Mr Scholz is reputed to en-
courage women colleagues. His office
manager, Jeanette Schwamberger, an econ-
omist who held the same job in his finance
ministry, often joins her boss on foreign
trips. Women head four of the chancel-
lery’'s seven departments. Mr Scholz p
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» named Sarah Ryglewski, a Social Demo-
cratic MP, as a minister of state in the chan-
cellery, and seeks her advice on parliamen-
tary affairs and regional politics. His clos-
est counsellor may be his wife, Britta Ernst,
who has had a similarly long career in poli-
tics and local government.

There have been few leaks from Mr
Scholz’s chancellery. “They form a tortoise
around him,” complains one think-tank
observer, speculating that the chancellor’s
long, unhappy experience as a relative out-
sider in his own party has taught him to be
extra-cautious. Another lesson he may
havelearned is to keep more of an ear to the
street than to the experts. Asked in a recent
interview about Joe Biden, the American
president, Mr Scholz tellingly responded
that he felta bond because both hold a spe-
cial concern “for the middle class”. Mr He-
bestreit, his spokesman, says his boss pref-
ers opinion to advice.

But the tightness of the chancellor’s cir-
cle can both make it impermeable to useful
information and create a siege mentality.
His lieutenant, Mr Schmidt, despite posing
as a genial friend of the press, tends to
blame journalists for twisting the truth
rather than admit that the chancellery
might have communicated poorly or put
forward flawed policies. The fact that Mr
Schmidt himself holds so much sway
could be a problem. Foreign-policy advis-
ers have long pleaded for the creation of a
National Security Council to bypass sys-
temic rivalry between the chancellery and
the foreign ministry, a change acutely
needed as Germany is increasingly forced
to abandon its traditional wallflower
stance in geopolitics. But talks broke down
last month over where to house such a
council and who should run it. One for-
eign-ministry diplomat mutters, “We can’t
have Schmidt making security policy, too.”

A bit of extra attention could also help
to fend off troubles inside the coalition ov-
er domestic policy, where strains are inev-
itable between the tight-fisted Free Demo-
cratic liberals who run the finance minis-
try and the Greens who run economic poli-
cy. “Merkel had dedicated people whose
whole focus was to make sure her coalition
partners were happy,” says an official who
served the previous government. “No won-
der Scholz has problems.”

Intimates of the chancellor are more
forgiving. Despite the sharpest regional
crisis in decades, they say, Germany’s in-
ternational alliances have grown stronger
over the pastyear, not weaker. Although Mr
Scholz’s three-headed coalition is the most
complex to date in a German national (as
opposed to state) government, very few
people believe thatit is going to fall. And in
public opinion the chancellor has man-
aged to hold the centre, repeatedly proving
to have a better sense of Germany'’s pulse
than his critics. ®

Turkey

Kingmakers and
scapegoats

KIZILTEPE
Turkey’s Kurds will play a critical role
in next month’s elections

ILUFER ELIK YILMAZ'S tenure as mayor
N of Kiziltepe, a town in Turkey’s south-
east, was short-lived. In November 2019,
seven months after she was elected, Mrs
Yilmaz, a member of the People’s Demo-
cratic Party, Turkey’s main Kurdish one,
was ousted by the interior ministry and re-
placed by a government appointee. Weeks
later, she was locked up on terrorist char-
ges. Freed on parole over a year later, she
was recently sentenced to more than six
years in prison, pending appeal. Across the
Kurdish south-east, stories like hers are
the rule, not the exception. Of the 171 may-
ors elected on the HDP’s ticket in the past
decade, some 154 have been dismissed or
prevented from taking office. Dozens have
been arrested. “This cycle has to end,” says
Mrs Yilmaz. But that all depends on Tur-
key’s upcoming elections.

Turks will elect parliament and presi-
dent on the same day, May 14th. The out-
come may hinge on the Kurds. Recent polls
suggest that neither the governing co-
alition, composed of the Justice and Devel-
opment (AK) party and the Nationalist Ac-
tion Party (MHP), nor the main opposition
bloc, the Nation Alliance, will be able to
hold a parliamentary majority. The HDP
can expect to take at least 10% of the vote,
which could make its Mps kingmakers.

Its voters may play an even bigger role
in the presidential poll. Instead of putting
forward its own candidate, the HDP is back-
ing the Nation Alliance’s contender, Kemal
Kilicdaroglu, head of the Republican Peo-
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ple’s Party (CHP), against Turkey’s presi-
dent, Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The aim, says
Selahattin Demirtas, the HDP's former
leader, writing from prison, “is to put an
end to the Erdogan regime and give democ-
ratisation a chance”.

For Kurdish leaders to endorse a CHP
leader for president right now shows just
how badly Mr Erdogan and his AK have fall-
en out with the country’s biggest ethnic
minority. For decades the cHP, the party of
Turkey’s old secular establishment, denied
that a separate Kurdish language and cul-
ture even existed. Well into the 2000s, the
party still opposed any concessions. Mr Er-
dogan and his AK were much more accom-
modating, offering the Kurds new cultural
rights, using appeals to Islam to win over
Kurdish conservatives, and even launch-
ing peace talks with the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK), an armed separatist group.
This earned them a decent share of the
Kurdish vote.

Things began to change in 2015, when
Mr Erdogan washed his hands of the peace
talks and the pkK, emboldened by the suc-
cess of its American-backed offshoot in
Syria, launched an wurban insurgency
across the south-east. Mr Erdogan’s gov-
ernment responded with deadly force,
then with a blanket crackdown against
Kurdish nationalists, including the HDP,
which most Turks consider the PKK’s polit-
ical wing. Mr Demirtas and several other
MPps, as well as hundreds of other HDP poli-
ticians and activists, were thrown behind
bars on mostly trumped-up terrorism
charges. Many Kurds believe the HDP’s ear-
lier refusal to back Mr Erdogan’s plans for
an executive presidency was another rea-
son for the sweeping crackdown.

The government has since turned even
more hawkish, sacking Kurdish mayors en
masse, in effect disfranchising millions of
voters. It attacked the pkK and its affiliates
in Syria and northern Iraq. “The AK has
moved further away from the Kurds,” says
Vahap Coskun, an academic. “And the cHP
has moved closer.” What this spelled for
Turkish politics became clear in the local
elections of 2019, when Kurdish votes pro-
pelled cHP candidates to victories in may-
oral races in Istanbul, Turkey’s largest city,
and Ankara, the country’s capital.

The HDP and its voters are not just king-
makers but scapegoats. Mr Erdogan and
his ministers, coddled by a complacent
media, have pushed the HDP to the mar-
gins of politics. Leading news channels
treat HDP politicians as untouchables.
Dozens of HDP members face prison terms
on charges dating back to 2014, when prot-
ests against the government’s policies in
Syria erupted in the south-east.

A separate case, now before Turkey’s
constitutional court, may see the party
closed down and its leading members, in-
cluding Mrs Yilmaz, banned from politics p»
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» for several years. A verdict in this case may
be reached as soon as April uth. To sidestep
a possible ban, the HDP recently decided to
contest the coming elections under the
banner of another party, the Green Left.

Over the years, by refusing to speak up
for the Kurds or to speak with a single
voice, the opposition was complicit in the
government’s persecution of them. The
cHP backed both the decision to strip HDP
parliamentarians of immunity and its mil-
itary operations in Syria. Now the doveish
Mr Kilicdaroglu has at least expressed re-
morse about the CHP’s past mistakes and
offered to work with the HDP if elected,
making him the candidate most palatable
to the Kurds, says Mr Coskun. But the CHP’s
main alliance partner, the Good party, a
group dominated by nationalists, takes a
much harder line, refusing so much as to
meet representatives of the HDP.

Mr Erdogan is keen to deepen these
cracks in the alliance, hoping to drive some
nationalists away from the opposition and
into his own camp. Ahead of the election,
he has doubled down, claiming that by
courting the HDP, which he denounces as a
PKK front, the opposition has teamed up
with terrorists. The opposition needs the
HDP and its voters to win the presidency.
Mr Erdogan needs them to pep up his
scaremongering campaign. |

Finland’s election

Back to grey

Finland joins NATO but boots
out Sanna Marin

T BECAME THE defining image of the

Finnish election campaign: Sanna Ma-
rin, the Social Democratic prime minister,
and Riikka Purra, leader of the hard-right
Finns Party, wagging their fingers furious-
ly at each other during a televised debate.
Yet in the end the winner was neither Ms
Marin nor Ms Purra, but the third candi-
date in the debate. Petteri Orpo’s centre-
right National Coalition party narrowly
won Finland’s general election on April
2nd, taking 20.8% of the vote to the Finns’
20.1% and the Social Democrats’ 19.9%. Mr
Orpo now faces the tricky task of forming a
governing coalition.

The 37-year-old Ms Marin, who has
been prime minister since 2019, won inter-
national fame for her strong support for
Ukraine and decisiveness in bringing Fin-
land into NATO: on April 4th it became the
31st member of the alliance. Although her
image was coloured by an embarrassing

Evan Gershkovich

On March 29th Evan Gershkovich, a correspondent for the Wall Street Journal, dis-
appeared during a reporting trip to Yekaterinburg, Russia’s fourth-biggest city. The
next day Russian security services revealed that they had arrested him on spying char-
ges. That Mr Gershkovich, an American citizen, is fully accredited to report in Russia
seems to have made no difference. The newspaper says it is deeply concerned for his
safety. Despite appeals from President Joe Biden, the secretary-general of NATO and
many other governments, as well as newspapers across the world, there has been no
contact with Mr Gershkovich, a talented reporter with a deep love of Russia. The ar-
rest, the first of a Western journalist on espionage charges in Russia since the end of
the cold war, will worsen already terrible relations between Russia and America. The
Kremlin may intend to use Mr Gershkovich as a bargaining chip to secure the release of
Russians imprisoned in America or Europe, but there is still no confirmation of this.

Europe

leak last summer of home videos showing
her dancing enthusiastically with friends
(she took a drug test to squash rumours),
Finns had come to take Ms Marin seriously
after her solid handling of covid policy.
“She came in as a young prime minister in
a difficult situation, but she was very cred-
ible as a leader throughout the pandemic,”
says Teija Tiilikainen, a political scientist.

Yet Ukraine and NATO were barely men-
tioned during the campaign, since almost
all Finnish parties now agree on them. The
National Coalition party is at least as firm
on defence as the Social Democrats; two of
its new mps are former generals. And the
Finns Party, unlike many hard-right popu-
list outfits in Europe, has few traces of
sympathy for Russia. It prefers scepticism
towards the European Union and climate
policy, and hostility to immigration.

The battle was mostly fought on other
grounds. Fiscally conservative sorts, Finns
worry about government debt, which rose
to 75% of GDP during the pandemic. Rising
defence spending will exacerbate that. Mr
Orpo promised to bring the deficit down by
cutting social spending; Ms Marin had
promised to raise it.

The election displayed a new phenome-
non for Finns: tactical voting. Both the So-
cial Democrats and the National Coalition
urged sympathetic supporters of smaller
parties to pick them instead, in order to in-
crease their chances of coming first and
leading the government. As a result, big
parties got bigger and most small ones
shrank—the opposite of the trend of frag-
mentation observable in most other Euro-
pean democracies.

So while Ms Marin did reasonably well,
increasing the Social Democrats’ vote
share, the overall result was a shift to the
right. In his search for a majority, Mr Orpo’s
most straightforward choice would be to
form a solidly right-wing government with
Ms Purra. If that fails, he will have to try to
create a centrist “red-blue” government
with the Social Democrats.

The policy implications of the hard-
right option are hard to predict. The Finns
Party has moderated its image somewhat.
In 2019 one of its campaign advertisements
depicted a fiery ancient monster rising up
to avenge the Finnish people on their cor-
rupt leaders. This year it pleaded for the
country to burn domestic peat to alleviate
energy shortages.

On April 5th Ms Marin announced that
she will be stepping down as leader of the
Social Democrats in the autumn. Her party
will need to bide its time and see how Mr
Orpo’s negotiations work out. Should he
fail to form a coalition, it may yet get a
chance to try again. But Finland is losing
its international figurehead. It was unusu-
al for such a stoical country to have a flam-
boyant leader. Mr Orpo represents a rever-
sionto the norm. W
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Gays in Ukraine’s armed forces

A battle yet
to be won

KYIV
But there are signs of progress

WHEN PASHA LAGOYDA joined the Uk-
rainian army in 2021, he didn’t tell
anyone he was gay. In his first weeks his
room-mates at training camp found some
“spicy texts”, as he puts it, and he was bul-
lied. “There was aggression. They called
me a faggot—all that stuff.”

As his fellow recruits got to know him
better, the intimidation died down. Now
Mr Lagoyda is serving on the front line and
all the 180 people in his unit know he’s gay.
He posts selfies looking fit in his camo fa-
tigues with washboard abs and immacu-
late stubble. He is also a member of
LGBTIQMilitary, an Instagram account that
features LGBT people in military service. It
even has a link to buy merch: mugs and
cloth patches depicting an armoured un-
icorn breathing fire. “Wherever 1 serve,”
says Mr Lagoyda, “everyone tells me: ‘Be-
cause you are here at war, in principle I
have no right to call you gay or a faggot; you
are justa person who is protecting us on an
equal footing”

He is not alone. Thousands of gay peo-
ple are serving in the Ukrainian armed
forces, often sporting a rainbow badge next
to the Ukrainian blue and yellow on their
uniform. LGBT groups have also been at the
forefront of humanitarian volunteering.
Their visibility has led to a sea-change in
Ukrainian society.

Homosexual sex was decriminalised
after the Soviet Union broke up in 1991, but
when Kyiv's first Gay Pride parade was held
in 2013 only a few dozen people were brave
enough to ignore the threat of skinhead vi-
olence. Even after Ukraine’s revolution of
2014 and the reforms that followed, legisla-
tion protecting gay rights lagged behind.
Despite years of campaigning, for example,
parliament has still not amended
Ukraine’s hate-crime laws to include acts
against gay people.

War changes everything. Last summer,
the parliament finally ratified the Council
of Europe’s Istanbul convention on vio-
lence against women, after a decade-long
delay, caused by the objections of church
groups to the use of “gender” in the text. It
is now drafting a bill that would give same-
sex couples the right to register civil part-
nerships, something that was unimagin-
able even a year ago.

Inna Sovsun, the Mp who introduced
the bill, says she was encouraged when a
petition last summer calling for same-sex
marriage to be legalised was signed by over

On an equal footing

25,000 people, meeting the threshold for
presidential consideration. Polls have
shown that more than half of Ukrainians
think gay and bisexual people should en-
joy equal rights. Ukraine’s president, Volo-
dymr Zelensky, has signalled support for a
civil-partnership law, but his government
has yet to make it a priority.

Protecting the rights of gay people in
the military gives a big push for the bill.
Civil partnerships would let same-sex cou-
ples make medical decisions if a partner is
wounded; if one is killed, the survivor
would be able to bury him or her according
to their wishes, inherit with the same tax
advantages that marital spouses have, and
receive state compensation for the loss.
“It's something many people dream about,”
says Mr Lagoyda. “If something happens to
me, God forbid, I want my boyfriend to be
able come to the intensive care or take my
body away.”

Sofiia Lapina, head of Ukraine Pride, an
activist group, argues that the shift in atti-
tudes on gay issues partly reflects Ukrai-
nian aspirations to be culturally and politi-
cally closer to Europe. It is also a way, she
adds, for Ukrainians to oppose Vladimir
Putin’s repressive Russia, which has out-
lawed “homosexual propaganda” and
characterises the war in Ukraine as an exis-
tential battle against the West's supposed
promotion of gay marriage, rampant pae-
dophilia and gender-neutral pronouns.

Ukrainian LGBT groups have document-
ed how lesbian and gay people in Russian-
occupied territories have been hunted
down, raped, detained and humiliated.
Tattoos of gay symbols are as much a red
flag to Russian troops as Ukrainian tri-
dents. Transgender people there are afraid
to go out into the streets. Ms Lapina says
“Ukrainians have begun to see more clearly
that hate in any form—racism, homopho-
bia—is basically Russian propaganda.” m
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A Balkan boss falls

Milo Djukanovic is ousted

FTER A THIRD of a century the blade

had blunted. Nicknamed britva,
“the razor”, because of his political
sharpness, Milo Djukanovic finally lost
the presidency of Montenegro on April
2nd, when he was resoundingly defeat-
ed in an election by Jakov Milatovic, a
relative newcomer. Mr Djukanovic first
tasted power in 1989, when Mr Milatov-
ic was two years old. In 1991 he became
prime minister. Until his party lost a
general election in 2020 he was the
undisputed master of Montenegro.

Back in 1989 Mr Djukanovic, now 61,
was a protégé of Serbia’s leader, Slobo-
dan Milosevic. Two years later he cheer-
led as Montenegrin units of what was
still Yugoslavia’s army attacked the port
of Dubrovnik, in neighbouring Croatia,
which was breaking away. He then
backed a referendum for Montenegrins
to stay united with Serbia, as the last
components of Yugoslavia. But in 1997,
when protests against Mr Milosevic
rocked Serbia, Mr Djukanovic turned
coat, emerging as a Montenegrin
nationalist. In 2006 he steered his
country to independence. Montenegro
joined NATO in 2017.

One of his successes was to keep his
multi-ethnic country of 617,000 people
at peace. But he was never able to heal
the historic division between those
who saw Montenegro’s identity and
future as tied to Serbia and those who
did not. He has also long been dogged
by allegations of cronyism (which he
has always denied). When he leaves the
presidency next month he will lose
immunity from prosecution, which his
enemies may well call for.

Mr Milatovic, aged 36, an Oxford-
educated former minister of the econ-
omy, was backed by pro-Serbian, pro-
Russian parties—and by many on the
other side of that gulf, too. “I think the
vote was more anti-Djukanovic rather
than pro-Milatovic,” says an analyst.

All eyes are on the general election
due in June. Mr Milatovic is a pragmatic
centrist bent on mending the economy.
His new party, Europe Now!, is expected
to do well. He wants Montenegro to join
the EU by 2028, which may be optimis-
tic. He has said little about Ukraine and
will be friendlier towards Serbia than
Mr Djukanovic was. The government
has more power than the president, so
the next election may be the real har-
binger of Montenegro’s future.
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America’s energy transition

The irresistible nation

WOODBINE

Getting the most ambitious energy and climate laws in American history
through Congress was not easy. Now comes the hard part
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THE FUTURE catches you in unexpected
places. Drive down Interstate 95, the
highway running along America’s Atlantic
coast, into south-eastern Georgia and you
will find signs and rest stops named after
pecans and peaches. Take the local roads to
Woodbine, an outpost so far from tradi-
tional industrial hubs that a state develop-
ment officer, a proud Georgian, confesses
that: “The nearest civilisation there is Flor-
ida.” In this unlikely spot you can get a
glimpse of America’s clean-energy future.
Plug Power, a pioneer in energy tech-
nology, provides warehouses operated by
Walmart and Amazon with forklifts run on
hydrogen. Plug is building one of the
world’s largest plants to make liquid hy-
drogen. When your correspondent visited,
workers were removing tarps from giant
electrolysers, which will use clean energy

to crack water into its constituents, hydro-
gen and oxygen. Sanjay Shresta, Plug’s
chief strategy officer, says the output will
be able to power 10,000 of those forklifts a
day. Local officials helped with site selec-
tion and permitting, he explains, but the
Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), a climate-fo-
cused law passed by Congress last August,
hashad “atransformational impact” on the
prospects for clean hydrogen.

Mention of that project gets Ali Zaidi,
the White House’s national climate advis-
er, leaping to his feet in his West Wing of-
fice. Pointing to a chart showing clean-in-
vestment trends outperforming forecasts,
he says: “We’re seeing people make bets on
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Americaeven ahead of where our ambition
might have been.” Since President Joe Bi-
den took office, thanks to three recent
laws, the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law
(BIL), the cHIPS Act and the IRA, firms have
announced about $200bn in investments
into everything from batteries and electric
vehicles (Evs) to renewables and hydrogen.
Some $65bn of that has come just since the
IRA was signed into law last August.

Jennifer Granholm, America’s secretary
of energy, argues that the country is well
on its way to becoming “a global energy su-
perpower”. America’s oil exports, which hit
a record high last year, have kept world
markets supplied, and its exports of lique-
fied natural gas helped rescue Europe dur-
ing the Russia-induced energy shock of the
past year. Mr Biden came into office with
an anti-fossil-fuel stance, but concerns
about energy security have led to a more
open posture towards Big Oil.

Witness his approval last month of Wil-
low, an Alaskan oil project that became a
cause célebre of anti-fossil-fuel activists.
Senator Lisa Murkowski, a Republican
from that state, credits his “much more
pragmatic” approach to the impact of Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine on energy mar-
kets. That pragmatism is enshrined in the
fine print of the BIL and 1RA. The laws offer
subsidies for decarbonisation technol-
ogies well beyond wind and solar to in-
clude carbon capture and sequestration
(ccs) and hydrogen made from fossil fuels. m
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United States

» They are specifically designed to persuade
the oil and gas industry to clean up its act.

A year ago Ms Granholm addressed en-
ergy bosses in Houston at CERAWeek, the
country’s main oil and gas conference, just
as America was imposing sanctions on
Russia. The oilmen did not respond well to
being scolded as climate villains by the ad-
ministration at the same time as it was ask-
ing them to produce more oil to make up
for global shortfalls. She returned to Hous-
ton a few weeks ago for the same confer-
ence but this time her innovation-focused
speech “really electrified the audience”,
says Daniel Yergin, who chaired the event.

“We have provided a suite of carrots to
make the United States irresistible,” says
Ms Granholm. Sure enough, energy firms
from around the world are accelerating
their investment plans in America, even as
they express private doubts about the effi-
ciency of industrial policy. They also worry
about the strings Congress has attached,
such as woolly social-justice provisions
and onerous domestic-sourcing rules.

The I1RA’s climate-related provisions
provide some $369bn in tax credits and
other direct government funding over the
next decade for energy and infrastructure.
Some of the tax credits (such as the lavish
$3/kg production credit on offer for clean
hydrogen) are uncapped by Congress, so if
investors flock enthusiastically—as early
signs indicate they are, from around the
world—the 1RA’s public climate spending
could exceed $8oobn. Add in the likely cat-
alytic impact on private capital, says Gold-
man Sachs, a bank, and the figure soars to
$1.6trn in decarbonisation investments ov-
er that period (see chart1).

America’s energy system is at an inflec-
tion point. Last year power generated from
renewable energy surpassed the total gen-
erated from coal for the first time (see chart
2). That trend looks likely to accelerate
sharply. The unsubsidised costs of wind
and solar are plummeting below the cost of
coal generation, and tax credits for their
deployment will soon flow freely.

The 1rA is unlikely to be overturned by a
future Republican Congress. Senator Chris
Coons, a Democrat from Delaware, reports
that, despite noisy complaints from Re-
publicans in the House of Representatives,
he is “not hearing from Republicans in the
Senate that they want to completely repeal
itin 2024”", in part “because Houston bene-
fits as much as Chicago, if not more”.

A report by Climate Power, an advocacy
group, found that over 100,000 new jobs
were announced in 31 states between the
passage of the 1RA and the end of January,
with the lion’s share of the 9o-plus clean-
energy projects in conservative states.
Georgia, hardly a liberal stronghold, came
top with over $15bn in investment. Bryan
Fisher of RMI, a clean-energy non-profit,
estimates that more than 75 decarbonisa-

tion projects worth $1bn or more are under
development in deep-red Texas and Louisi-
ana thanks to BIL and IRA inducements.
ExxonMobil, once a highly climate-scepti-
cal company, is now heading a $100bn pro-
ject for ccs along the Gulf of Mexico.
America’s new approach to energy
rightly tackles the climate externality pre-
viously neglected by federal policy while
mostly leaving the picking of specific tech-
nology winners to the private sector.
Thanks to the insistence of Senator Ron
Wyden, a wonkish Democrat from Oregon,
the tax credits for clean power will shift to
a technology-neutral approach. A geother-
mal entrepreneur gushes that his hitherto-
overlooked technology will finally get a
fair chance. As Mr Wyden explains: “This
ties together markets with choice and
competition...the more you reduce carbon
emissions, the more tax credits you earn.”

New pragmatism

American law requires official support for
low-greenhouse-gas (GHG) hydrogen made
from renewables, nuclear power and fossil
fuels with carbon capture. Some activists
are hostile towards carbon-capture tech-
nologies, which they believe are giving Big
Oilalonger lease on life, but UN climate ex-
perts have said they are needed to achieve
long-term climate goals. America will sup-
port all forms of carbon capture capable of
making it the global leader in this nascent
area. BloombergNEF (BNEF), a research
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firm, reckons that merely the projects an-
nounced so far will propel America to a six-
fold increase in its ccs utilisation by 2030.

Also encouraging are early indications
that the Biden administration wants to
soften problematic protectionist provi-
sions written into the new laws. One worry
was that the desire to combat Chinese
domination of vital supply chains will lead
to an overreaction, with stringent tax guid-
ance forcing American firms to domesti-
cate supply chains radically and quickly or
risk losing out on subsidies. Proposals are
also making the rounds in Congress for an
anti-China border tax on carbon that could
become a form of protectionism.

But there are further signs of pragma-
tism. To avoid a tit-for-tat battle over car-
bon border taxes, European and American
trade officials are discussing forming a car-
bon club of economies that would levy ta-
riffs on steel and aluminium based on the
GHG-intensity in their production.

On March 31st the Treasury unveiled
rules governing the tax credits available for
Evs. If these had been written in the most
stringent way, they would have made it
much harder to earn tax credits for new Ev
models. In the event, the proposal widened
eligibility such that it would make it easier
to source some key inputs from countries
lacking the comprehensive free-trade
deals long enjoyed by Canada and Mexico.
The rules were denounced by Senator Joe

Manchin, an influential Democrat from
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West Virginia favouring much stronger
protectionism, as “horrific”.

Weighing against those arguments are
three big impediments. The first is bu-
reaucracy. Mr Coons argues that “the next
two years are all about implementation be-
fore the 2024 election...speed is very im-
portant now.” Passing the 1RA and its sister
laws may have required Herculean efforts,
but that pales in comparison with turning
those laws into reality.

Hundreds of billions of dollars of in-
vestment hang in the balance as the Trea-
sury, with advice from the Department of
Energy and others, decides how squeaky
green projects must be to get the full hy-
drogen tax credit, how exactly to apply en-
vironmental and social-justice provisions
in determining winners of grants, and
other politically fraught decisions. Among
energy-industry types, enthusiasm for the
coming bonanza is tempered with con-
cerns about the opacity and complexity of
the rules involved. And there could be un-
intended consequences: some environ-
mentalists are abuzz with rumours that in-
vestors are already chopping down forests
in order to set up subsidised solar projects.

Old obstacles

The second snag is permitting. “We can be
the superpower of all energy sources,” says
Ms Murkowski, but for that to happen,
“we’ve got to have permitting that makes
sense.” BNEF reckons that over 1,000GwW of
power projects are awaiting access to the
grid, with renewables making up the lion’s
share of capacity waiting in the intercon-
nection queues (see Technology Quarter-
ly). 1rA spending could boost annual con-
struction of solar and wind capacity over
the next decade by half above the non-1rRA
baseline, but failure to fix permitting con-
straints would slash that potential gain in
half (see chart 3 on previous page). The
conventional wisdom is that no ambitious
reform is possible with a presidential cam-
paign due to start in earnest this autumn.

Yet there are surprising signs of pro-
gress. Mariannette Miller-Meeks, a Repub-
lican congresswoman from Iowa and vice-
chair of the Conservative Climate Caucus,
says that “one of our top priorities is per-
mitting” and extends an olive branch: “We
need to partner with the other side.”

A coalition of dozens of business
groups led by the us Chamber of Com-
merce issued a letter on March 27th calling
the current permitting quagmire “the sin-
glebiggest obstacle” to building infrastruc-
ture, and demanding that reforms be en-
acted by the end of summer. The coalition
stretches from the American Petroleum In-
stitute to the Solar Energy Industries Asso-
ciation. On March 3oth House Republicans
passed a fossil-friendly energy bill. It will
not succeed (Mr Biden vows to veto it) but
its permitting proposals could be carved

out with bipartisan support.

The bigger obstacles to reform have
typically come from the left, which has ar-
mies of lawyers skilled in delaying projects
until they become unviable. Yet change
may be coming. Congressman Scott Peters,
a Democrat from deep-green California,
has been pushing his colleagues to accept
that “climate action involves building a lot
of things...this is a break-the-glass mo-
ment.” He dares to say that even the Na-
tional Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),
which is held sacred by many environmen-
talists, needs to be updated: “You can’t sit
on this old law as Biblical.”

The combination of climate crisis and
“policy opportunity” requires a change in
approach if the “deployment challenge” is
to be tackled, acknowledges Manish Bap-
na, head of the Natural Resources Defence
Council, an influential American environ-
mental group. It wants reforms in the way
projects are approved at state and local lev-
el, for example through the designation of
“go” and “no go” zones. While upholding
the need for NEPA, the group accepts the
need to implement it more efficiently.
“This is not just about playing defence to
stop bad projects, but also about going on
the offence to build,” says Mr Bapna.

John Podesta, the supremo co-ordinat-
ing Mr Biden’s climate and energy efforts,
confessed to the CERAWeek audience that
“permitting has never been a top priority
for senior officials in the past—and I've
been in three White Houses.” He revealed
that the administration plans to invoke
provisions added to the Federal Power Act
in 2005, but never fully exercised, that al-
low certain transmission lines to be put on
afasttrack. Asked about this, Ms Granholm
shows off a whiteboard in her “war room”
listing the most important transmission
lines pending approval: she updates the
White House regularly on their progress.

The third potential spoiler is the fact
that the 1RrA is full of incentives but almost
entirely devoid of regulatory mandates.
Fresh analysis from the Rhodium Group, a
research firm, shows that America’s cur-
rent approach, while better than doing
nothing, will fail to achieve Mr Biden’s
goals for decarbonisation, which are
linked to the UN’s Paris agreement, unless
accompanied by federal and state regulato-
ry actions (see chart 4).

One environmental advocate reckons
that enforcing rules rigorously under the
existing Clean Air Act would be “the most
important thing the administration can do
on climate”. Another thinks the absence of
federal mandates in the IRA means that
“we need the sticks at the state and local
level”, such as low-carbon fuel standards.

America’s potential as a clean-energy
superpower may yet be realised. To get
there, though, the mighty obstacles to im-
plementation must now be overcome. ®

United States

Free speech at law schools

Legally bland

NEW YORK
A botched event at Stanford rekindles a
debate over freedom of expression

({0 YOU SODOMISE your wife?” When a

law student posed this query to An-
tonin Scalia during a Q&A at New York Uni-
versity in 2005, the audience was shocked.
Butthe event resumed and the impertinent
question to the Supreme Court justice was
not quite a non sequitur: two years earlier
the arch-conservative had written a stri-
dent dissent defending the constitutional-
ity of laws banning sodomy.

On America’s other shore 18 years on,
another right-wing judge speaking at a law
school encountered a different kind of out-
rageous question. “Why can’t you find the
clit?” a Stanford law student inexplicably
asked Kyle Duncan, a judge on the Fifth
Circuit Court of Appeals, on March 9th.
Judge Duncan, a Trump appointee, faced a
chorus of jeers as he tried to deliver his pre-
pared remarks. He gave up after ten min-
utes of shouts including “we hope your
daughters get raped” and “we hate you”.

Why the vitriol? Mr Duncan has issued
rulings permitting abortion restrictions
and stricter voting rules, and he once acer-
bically refused to use a transgender defen-
dant’s pronouns. In contrast to Justice Sca-
lia, who gave his interlocutor a stare and
carried on, Judge Duncan struck back. “The
inmates have gotten control of the asy-
lum,” he told the students. He then penned
an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal recount-
ing his experience at Stanford.

Tirien Steinbach, the law school’s dean
for diversity, equity and inclusion, who
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rose when Mr Duncan called for an admin- p
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istrator to restore order, compounded the
tumult. She told the judge he was “abso-
lutely welcome in this space”, before say-
ing his rulings had “harmed” students and
she understood “why people feel like the
harm is so great” that the law school
should “reconsider” its free-speech rules.

The law school’s dean, Jenny Martinez,
and Stanford’s president, Marc Tessier-La-
vigne, wrote a letter of apology to Mr Dun-
can. Ms Martinez followed up on March
22nd with a ten-page letter to all at the law
school clarifying its commitment to free
expression and noting that Ms Steinbach
was now on leave. Shutting down speakers
“is incompatible with the training that
must be delivered in a law school”. To do so
creates an “echo chamber that ill prepares
students” to be “effective advocates”.

Fallout from the event extended beyond
the Bay Area. On March 29th four witnesses
discussed the threat to “diversity of
thought” on campuses at a congressional
hearing. Each speaker—including one in-
vited by Democrats, Suzanne Nossel, the
head of PEN America, a free-expression or-
ganisation—agreed that meaningful cam-
pus exchanges between ideological rivals
should be encouraged, not quashed.

But Ms Nossel was alone in opposing
federal legislation to police campus ex-
pression, and to caution against state ef-
forts to meddle in university curriculums.
States including Florida, Mississippi and
Iowa, she noted, had passed laws present-
ing an “unprecedented threat to open dis-
course”. By declaring certain concepts off
limits, she wrote, these laws “use state
power to exert ideological control over
public educational institutions”.

In response to the students’ behaviour,
Ms Martinez promised a half-day training
on freedom of speech as well as a more de-
tailed policy for disciplinary sanctions.
That is inadequate, believe two conserva-
tive circuit-court judges who pledged last
year not to hire law clerks from Yale, where
similar disruptions have occurred. On
April 1st they extended the blanket boycott
to Stanford graduates. Other conservative
commentators have argued that the stu-
dent hecklers should face punishment, not
aseminar.

This hardline approach could backfire,
Ms Nossel warns. If today’s progressive
students “come to see the cause of free ex-
pression as a punitive agenda or a smoke-
screen for hatred”, she argues, they might
come to displace free expression as a “bed-
rock American principle”.

Nadine Strossen, a former president of
the American Civil Liberties Union, agrees
that “overly harsh punitive responses” are
no solution. Yet even with “the best free-
speech law and policies in the world”, she
says, little will change “unless there is also
a free-speech culture”. A recent survey
found that nearly two-thirds of college stu-

dents are fine with shouting down dis-
agreeable speakers and nearly a quarter be-
lieve that violence may be used towards
this goal.

At Yale last year some 120 students
shouted down Kristen Waggoner, a lawyer
who has argued for the right of Christian
business-owners to refuse to provide ser-
vices for gay weddings. Ms Waggoner'’s re-
prise visit to Yale in January was a success,
according to Ms Strossen, who spoke at the
event. Yet the strictures that helped make
it go smoothly bothered Ms Strossen. With
members of the press and Yale undergrad-
uates barred, and recordings strongly dis-
couraged, the “pendulum swung very far
the other way” towards overly tight con-
trols. This made the intellectually robust
discussion a “lost learning opportunity”
for everyone outside the room. |

Chicago and Wisconsin vote
Bringing down
the house

CHICAGO
Two elections show the limits of
tough-on-crime politics

IF THERE WAS a soundtrack to Brandon
Johnson’s campaign to be mayor of Chi-
cago, it was house music. At his events, a
truck blaring it out followed him around.
At his election-night party, a by warmed up
supporters with Chicago classics such as
“Percolator” by Green Velvet and “Your
Love” by Frankie Knuckles. Middle-aged
women in union hoodies bopped along-
side young men in suits. The queue for
drinks stretched across the room. But the
most appropriate song played at the event
was, oddly enough, by a British band—
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“You Sexy Thing”, by Hot Chocolate, with
its chorus “I believe in miracles”. When Mr
Johnson came onto the stage, he began his
speech with one word: Hallelujah.

Mr Johnson’s victory, by around three
percentage points, was one of two striking
wins for left-wingers on the western shore
of Lake Michigan on April 4th. The other
was in Wisconsin, where Janet Prota-
siewicz, a left-leaning Milwaukee circuit-
courtjudge, won a vacant seat on the state’s
Supreme Court by a margin of about ten
points, defeating Daniel Kelly, a conserva-
tive former member of the body, and giving
liberals a majority on the court in the state
for the first time in 15 years.

The two races were distinct. Chicagoisa
deeply blue city in a blue state, and voters
had a choice between two Democrats, albe-
itones from opposite ends of the same par-
ty. Wisconsin, by contrast, is a true battle-
ground state in which Republicans domi-
nate the state legislature. Yet in both places
the results are a huge boost to the progres-
sive wing of the Democratic Party. They
also constitute a challenge to the idea that
tough-on-crime rhetoric is a reliable way
to win elections.

Mr Johnson’s victory is the more sur-
prising of the two. Few Chicago politicos
expected the former public-school teacher
and union organiser even to make it to the
second round (the first round of the elec-
tion was on February 28th). In January Lori
Lightfoot, Chicago’s outgoing mayor,
mocked the teachers’ union, Mr Johnson'’s
primary patron, for pouring money into
his campaign, saying: “God bless. Brandon
Johnson isn’t going to be the mayor of this
city” He had struggled to shake off past
radicalism, such as a claim he made in
2020 that defunding the police was a “real
political goal”, which many assumed
would sink his campaign.

In the event, however, Mr Johnson’s
tangible charisma and radicalism drew out
a young, left-wing crowd, even as he con-
solidated the votes of the other progres-
sives he beat in February. And although his
leftism probably did cost him some votes,
he was also lucky in his opponent, Paul
Vallas, a former head of the Chicago public
schools. Like Mr Johnson, Mr Vallas spent
much of the campaign trying to get away
from past comments—in particular, two
he made more than a decade ago in which
he suggested that he was more Republican
than Democrat, and that he was “funda-
mentally” opposed to abortion. In a city
that has not elected a Republican mayor
since the 1920s, Mr Vallas was arguably the
more controversial candidate.

In Wisconsin, the liberal Ms Prota-
siewicz also won in a race in which her op-
ponent attempted to paint her as weak on
crime. Mr Kelly spent much of the cam-
paign pointing to rapists she had apparent-
ly not jailed. Yet his own extremism cost p»
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» him more. Ms Protasiewicz campaigned on
her “personal values” of supporting abor-
tion rights, which are popular but are also
currently non-existent in Wisconsin,
thanks to a law from 1849 brought back
into effect by the United States Supreme
Court last year. Mr Kelly was associated
with a far less popular cause: that of the at-
tempt to overturn the results in Wisconsin
of the last presidential election, by having
fake electors cast votes for Donald Trump.
Though Mr Kelly tried to argue that he was
merely an impartial lawyer advising a cli-
ent, rather than a fully-fledged participant
in the plan, evidently few voters in Wis-
consin bought it.

The question now is whether in govern-
ing—or judging—they can satisfy their
voters. Mr Johnson has promised radical
changes to end Chicago’s “tale of two cit-
ies”, including tax rises to pay for social
spending. But he will take over a govern-
ment struggling with a black hole in its
pension funds and a hostile police depart-
ment. Similarly, Ms Protasiewicz, as part of
the new liberal majority on the Wisconsin
Supreme Court, will face demands from
the base that elected her to make contro-
versial decisions on law, such as throwing
out the state’s abortion ban, or imposing
new election maps that are more favour-
able to Democrats. Both could end up dis-
appointing at least a few of the people who
propelled them to victory. m

Defending Guam

Where America’s
next war begins?

ANDERSEN AIR FORCE BASE
The tourist island and vital military
outpost is surprisingly vulnerable

IKE MANY of America’s bases in the Pa-
Lciﬁc, Guam mixes hedonism with war
jitters. Japanese and South Korean visitors
revel on the sand of Tumon Bay, a coral-
reef lagoon. Above, F-15 fighters and B-1
bombers bank to land at Andersen Air
Force Base nearby. Below, nuclear attack
submarines slip in and out of Apra Har-
bour. The marines are building a base up
the road. Around lie reminders of the Pa-
cific war between America and Japan. The
lastJapanese soldier surrendered in 1972.

“Where America’s day begins”, as Guam
likes to sell itself (incorrectly), is also
where a future American war with China
may begin. This westernmost speck of
America, just 30 miles (48km) long and
with a population of about 170,000, helps it
project power across the vast Pacific. As
tension over Taiwan increases, war games
often predict early and sustained Chinese
missile strikes on Guam, and perhaps the
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use of nuclear weapons against it.

Startlingly, for such a vital military
complex, Guam is only thinly defended. Its
THAAD missile-defence battery is not al-
ways switched on. It is in any case intend-
ed to parry only a limited attack from
North Korea, not an onslaught from China.
Andersen has no Patriot ground-to-air
missiles, though they are deployed at
American bases in South Korea and Japan
to defend against aircraft, cruise missiles
and short-range ballistic missiles. War-
ships with Aegis air-defence systems offer
extra protection, but they may not always
be nearby. To judge from the ubiquitous
metal traps on fences around Guam'’s bas-
es, commanders seem more worried about
the brown tree snake, an invasive species,
than a surprise Chinese strike.

China makes no secret that Guam is in
its crosshairs. The DF-26 missile, with a
range of 4,000km, is commonly called the
“Guam killer”. In 2020 a Chinese propagan-
da video depicted an H-6K bomber attack-
ing an undisclosed air base: the satellite
image was unmistakably of Andersen. To
survive within China’s “weapons engage-
ment zone”, the American air force is de-
veloping “agile combat employment”. This
involves scattering aircraft to deny China
an easy shot, and networking them with
distant “sensors” and “shooters” to give
battle. It practised such tactics in February
at the Cope North exercise with Japan and
Australia on Guam and nearby islands. At
the end of each day, though, the jets were
all parked together in neat rows in the
open. The base has no hardened shelters
for aircraft, and its fuel is stored in closely
packed tanks above ground.

The vulnerability of Guam is belatedly
getting attention in Washington, not least
because successive heads of Indo-Pacific
Command (INDOPACOM) in Hawaii, in
charge of any future war with China, keep
pleading for better protection. A plan is
emerging. The Pentagon has requested

United States

$1.5bn to start beefing up the island’s air
defences in the 2024 fiscal year (which
starts in October 2023). Much of this is for
the Missile Defence Agency (MDA), which
focuses mainly on missile threats against
the American homeland, and the rest is for
the army. INDOPACOM wants $147m more.

“We are playing catch-up,” admits Vice-
Admiral Jon Hill, director of the MDA. He
says the first step will be to put the ship-
based Aegis system on land. Unlike “Aegis
ashore” systems in Poland and Romania,
the version on Guam will have better ra-
dars, and many components will be “distri-
buted”: movable on wheels to improve
their chances of surviving attack. Several
radars will give all-round coverage. With
THAAD, this will provide more robust pro-
tection against ballistic missiles.

Cruise missiles may prove a bigger
menace because of their greater numbers,
and ability to fly low and turn. These would
be taken on mainly by army systems: Patri-
ot; its more powerful successor, LTAMDS;
and a shorter-range system called IFpC.
The first elements should be in place by
2024. Future kit will be integrated as it be-
comes available. It may eventually include
weapons to take out hypersonic missiles,
which are hard to hit because they fly fast
and manoeuvre, and “directed energy” sys-
tems (using lasers and microwaves).

All this raises questions. One is the
timetable: several of the components are
not yet in production, and much of the
money is still going on research and devel-
opment. Another is whether disparate sys-
tems from the MDA, navy and army can be
fully integrated so that commanders can
fight off many kinds of missiles from many
directions. A third is whether a polarised
Congress will pass a budget on time. And
last, many of Guam’s people may well ask:
will ever more military hardware on Guam
endanger us, or scare away the tourists? B

THAAD's not enough
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The charges in Manhattan have restored Donald Trump to his favourite role

«“ I BRING OUT the worst in my enemies,” Roy Cohn, a ferocious

red- and gay-baiting lawyer, once told William Safire, a con-
servative columnist, “and that’s how I get them to defeat them-
selves.” Donald Trump, for years Mr Cohn’s client and ardent pu-
pil, has outdone his mentor: Mr Trump brings out the worst in
everyone—enemy, ally and onlooker alike.

How else to explain the ecstasy of news-media speculation and
vamping as Mr Trump’s arraignment approached on April 4th, the
historic and unprecedented use of the words “historic” and “un-
precedented”, the online tracker CNN created so that panting view-
ers could follow along as Mr Trump’s plane delivered him from
Florida to New York City?

And how else to explain the indictment itself? Democrats and
their sympathetic commentators had been predicting that when
the charges were unsealed, they would prove far darker than the
familiar accusations that Mr Trump orchestrated a scheme in 2016
to pay hush money to smother embarrassing revelations and en-
hance his chance at the presidency. They said the indictment
would show that Alvin Bragg, the Manhattan district attorney, was
not relying on an unusual gambit to bootstrap what are misde-
meanours under state law—falsifying business records—into fel-
onies by linking them to violations of campaign-finance law. They
predicted that Mr Bragg would not be counting heavily on the tes-
timony of Mr Trump’s former lawyer, Michael Cohen, whose in-
tegrity might not impress a jury since he has already pleaded guil-
ty in the scheme and to lying to Congress.

Yet in the end the surprise was that the indictment held none.
Of course, as Mr Bragg’'s defenders say, no American should be
above the law. No principle of good governance could immunise
former presidents from being prosecuted for committing crimes.
There is also rough justice in Mr Trump, who has so often called
for opponents to be jailed, finding himself in the dock. But in
choosing to charge this former president with these crimes, Mr
Bragg has done less to vindicate the rule of law than to put it at
risk. He has smoothed Mr Trump’s path back to the Republican
nomination and thus to the White House.

Not long ago, Mr Trump seemed to be waning as a political
force. Even some of his supporters worried that, as he whined

about the 2020 election and his brace of impeachments, he came
across as obsessively pursuing stale personal grievances rather
than championing Americans’ concerns. Fox News had turned its
cameras away from him and trained them on a seemingly formi-
dable, likely challenger, Governor Ron DeSantis of Florida.

But this indictment is transforming Mr Trump from Ahab back
into the great white whale. With all eyes once more upon him, he
is again bearing down on America’s democracy. Mr Bragg has re-
turned Mr Trump’s litany of grievance to the present tense and
him to his favourite role, as the target of obsessed leftists. “They
are not coming after me,” Mr Trump likes to tell his crowds. “They
are coming after you, and Iam just standing in their way.” After the
indictment, he delivered a particularly vicious speech at his Flori-
da club. “The only crime that I have committed”, he said, “is to
fearlessly defend our nation from those who seek to destroy it.”

Mr Trump has denied the charges and any affairs, but he has
admitted paying hush money to protect his reputation, without
regard for any campaign. Past sex scandals involving President Bill
Clinton and Senator John Edwards suggest voters and juries have a
high tolerance for political chicanery to conceal intimate matters.

Maybe Mr Bragg will persuade a jury in the end. But with Mr
Trump not due back in court in this case until December, even Re-
publicans who are determined to stop him are accusing the prose-
cutor, a Democrat, of playing politics. Senator Mitt Romney of
Utah said Mr Bragg had set “a dangerous precedent for criminalis-
ing political opponents”. Mr Trump has surged in recent polls, and
he claims to have hauled in millions of dollars in donations with
his pleas for support against the prosecution in Manhattan.

In the clearest index of broader Republican sentiment, Mr
Trump’s opponents for the nomination have felt it necessary to
fall in behind him. (One noble exception is Asa Hutchinson, a for-
mer governor of Arkansas, who said Mr Trump should withdraw
out of respect for the justice system and the presidency.) In mid-
March Mr DeSantis mocked Mr Trump for “paying hush money to
a porn star”. But he soon joined the chorus, pandering with an
empty vow not to “assist in an extradition request”.

Dopes and prayers

The White House apparently regards this as good news. Joe Biden,
who is all but certain to run for re-election, is said to believe Mr
Trump is the easiest Republican to beat. Other, more threatening
indictments are probably headed Mr Trump’s way, over his at-
tempts to overturn the election and to make off with classified
documents. The publication Politico reported on April 4th that Mr
Biden’s advisers believe the swing voters who deserted Mr Trump
in 2020 will not return to him, given all the furore he creates.

What dangerous assumptions. Mr Trump may have lost the
2020 election by 7m votes, but he was just over 40,000 votes away
from tying Mr Biden in the electoral college. In a general-election
campaign, Mr Trump can count on polarisation to rally doubting
Republicans behind him, and Mr Biden’s approval ratings remain
low by historic standards. Who knows what may happen with his
health or the economy. The indictment in New York may help Mr
Trump demean any other legal action against him.

It could be hoped, once, that the challenge to decency posed by
Mr Trump would bring out the bestin America. Instead, Mr Trump
has made zealots and quislings out of Republicans while inflam-
ing and dumbing down Democrats and polarising, which is to say
corrupting, the news media. He promises to make America great
but he keeps making it worse, and he is far from done. ®
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New thinking on population growth

Africa’s slowing baby boom

DAKAR AND KANO

Fresh evidence suggests that Africa’s birth rates are falling fast,
with huge implications for the world’s peak population

((yHAVE TEN children,” says Rahama

Sa’ad squatting outside her shack on
the outskirts of Kano, the biggest city in
northern Nigeria. “It’s the will of God,” she
explains, as chickens, children and grand-
children scramble around her. In northern
Nigeria big families are easy to find. Abdul-
kadar Dutse, a local businessman in Kano,
is one of 35 siblings split among the four
wives of his father.

Such stories of big families inform
much of how the world thinks about sub-
Saharan Africa, not just now but over com-
ing decades. At conferences and in cabinet
meetings across the continent, politicians
and policymakers fret about how to edu-
cate, employ, house and feed a population
that the UN expects to grow at breakneck
speed from around 1.2bn people now, to
3.4bn people by 2100. In southern Europe,
populists stoke up fears that hundreds of
millions of Africans may try to cross the
Mediterranean to escape poverty, war or

hunger. Across the rich world, environ-
mentalists fear the impact on the climate
and planet of an extra 2bn people.

Yet few have noticed a wealth of new da-
tathat suggest that Africa’s birth rate is fall-
ing far more quickly than expected.
Though plenty of growth is still baked in,
this could have a huge impact on Africa’s
total population by 2100. It could also pro-
vide a big boost to the continent’s econom-
ic development. “We have been underesti-
mating what is happening in terms of fer-
tility change in Africa,” says Jose Rimon II
of Johns Hopkins University. “Africa will
probably undergo the same kind of rapid
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changes as east Asia did.”

The UN’s population projections are
widely seen as the most authoritative. Its
latest report, published last year, con-
tained considerably lower estimates for
sub-Saharan Africa than those of a decade
ago. For Nigeria, which has Africa’s biggest
population numbering about 213m people,
the UN has reduced its forecast for 2060 by
more than 10om people (down to around
429m). By 2100 it expects the country to
have about 550m people, more than 350m
fewer than it reckoned a decade ago.

Yet even the UN’s latest projections may
not be keeping pace with the rapid decline
in fertility rates (the average number of
children that women are expected to have)
that some striking recent studies show.
Most remarkable is Nigeria, where a UN-
backed survey in 2021 found the fertility
rate had fallen to 4.6 from 5.8 just five years
earlier. This figure seems to be broadly
confirmed by another survey, this time
backed by usAiD, America’s aid agency,
which found a fertility rate of 4.8 in 2021,
down from 6.1in 2010. “Something is hap-
pening,” muses Argentina Matavel of the
UN Population Fund.

If these findings are correct they would
suggest that birth rates are falling ata simi-
lar pace to those in some parts of Asia,
when that region saw its own population
growth rates slow sharply in a process of-
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» ten known as a demographic transition.

A similar trend seems to be emerging in
parts of the Sahel, which still has some of
Africa’s highest fertility rates, and coastal
west Africa. In Mali, for instance, the fertil-
ity rate fell from 6.3 to a still high 5.7 in six
years. Senegal’s, at 3.9 in 2021, equates to
one fewer baby per woman than little over
a decade ago. So too in the Gambia, where
the rate plunged from 5.6 in 2013 to0 4.4 in
2020, and Ghana, where it fell from 4.2 to
3.8 injust three years.

These declines bring west Africa closer
to the lower fertility rates seen in much of
southern Africa. Dropping rates have alrea-
dy been celebrated in places such as Ethio-
pia and Kenya (see chart on next page).

Demographers are divided over how
much to read into these recent surveys,
particularly since the data they produce
can be noisy. "When you see a precipitous
decline in fertility, your starting-point is
that something is wrong with the data,”
says Tom Moultrie of the University of
Cape Town. Some point out that survey re-
sponses in Africa on desired family size
have fallen little, though not all recent sur-
veys ask that question. Other demogra-
phers reckon the data point to real chang-
es. Still, many caution against comparing
rates across different sorts of polls. Yet
even comparing only within iterations of
the same survey (as The Economist has done
with the figures above), the trend is evi-
dent. Comparing across them in the case of
Niger, which has the world’s highest fertil-
ity rate but few surveys, shows a decline
from 7.6 in 2012 to 6.2 in 2021.

Others are also reducing their projec-
tions. In 1972 the Club of Rome, a think-
tank, published an influential book, “The
Limits to Growth”, warning that consump-
tion and population growth would lead to
economic collapse. Now it says the popula-
tion bomb may never go off: it reckons sub-
Saharan Africa’s population may peak as
soon as 2060, which is 40 years earlier
than the UN’s projections.

Even so, fertility rates are not dipping
uniformly. Some countries, including An-
gola, Cameroon and Congo, are seemingly
stuck at relatively high rates. And there are
often big regional differences within coun-
tries such as Kenya (see next article). Al-
most everywhere in Africa, fertility rates
are much lower for urban women, who
typically have 30-40% fewer children than
those in the countryside.

Demographers would be more inclined
to agree that these fertility declines are real
and likely to continue if they could easily
identify their causes. In Ethiopia, Kenya
and Malawi, past plunges have been
strongly associated with higher use of con-
traception, often thanks to big government
pushes. In Malawi and Kenya well over half
of married women use modern contracep-
tion such as the pill or injectables, while in

Ethiopia about 40% do. The use of such
methods is markedly lower in west Africa
(see map on next page), but improvements
from a low base are probably part of the
reason for the fertility drops. In Nigeria
contraception use has gone from 1% to
18% in the past five years. In Senegal it has
doubled to 26% in the past decade.

Family planning, especially when pro-
moted by outsiders, has often caught the
ire of religious leaders. Yet in some places
that may be changing. Clerics talk more of-
ten about family planning these days,
notes Amina Mohammed, a devout mother
on the outskirts of Kano. “There is no verse
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in the Holy Koran where Muslims are for-
bidden from controlling, planning or re-
stricting the number of children they
have,” says Shuaib Mukhtar Shuaib, one
such cleric. The Prophet Muhammad tacit-
ly approved of the withdrawal method, he
continues. These days Idris Sulaiman Abu-
bakar, a gynaecologist in Kano’s biggest
public hospital, is more worried about the
impact of Nigeria’s film industry on con-
traception than that of religion. “They’ll
bring a story-line that the woman’s repro-
ductive system was damaged because she
uses pills,” he explains.
Girls’ education also makes a big differ- p

Northern Kenya's exploding population

NAIROBI
Urbanites plan their families a lot more carefully than the rural poor

ASTLEIGH, A NEIGHBOURHOOD of

Nairobi, Kenya’s capital, is a thrum-
ming hive of hawkers, honking cars,
belching lorries, potholed pavements,
jostling pedestrians and legions of young
men loafing around, clearly out of work.
“Too many cars, too many people,” tut-
tuts Charles Mwangi, a taxi driver from
another part of the sprawling city, which
overall has grown in population from
361,000 at independence in 1963 to some
5.3m today.

Eastleigh is the urban hub of ethnic
Somalis, who make up nearly 6% of
Kenya’s population and are among its
fastest expanding groups. At last count,
women in the mainly Somali counties of
the arid north-east, many of whom drift
into the city, still on average bear more
than seven children each. This rate is
common elsewhere across northern
Kenya, where drought, conflict and
poverty dangerously persist. It is also

Where the antelope once roamed

high in some parts of the west, near Lake
Victoria, where polygamy among some
groups is still common.

Kenya's population has grown at
breakneck speed. At the end of the 19th
century, when British colonisers first
imposed themselves, the populace may
have been as small as a million or so.
Kenya’s first formal estimate, in 1921, put
itat under 3m. At independence in 1963 it
had hit 9m, and it is now close to 55m. At
this rate the population could hit 85m by
2050, according to the UN, which would
be “completely unsustainable”, laments a
conservationist who promotes the co-
existence of wildlife and people, partic-
ularly dirt-poor pastoralists.

Yet Kenya’s fertility rate has been
dropping sharply, from 6.7 children per
woman in 1989 to 3.4 last year, according
to a recent demographic and health
survey. It also shows a marked difference
between town and countryside. On aver-
age, urban women are expected to have
2.8 babies each, which is one fewer than
the 3.9 of their rural cousins. Among the
burgeoning middle class, two children is
becoming the norm.

The survey hints at how this is being
achieved and at the challenges that re-
main. Overall 57% of married women use
modern contraceptives, with even higher
proportions in counties surrounding
Nairobi. Yet Mandera county, up against
the Somali border, has a fertility rate of
eight. Just 2% of married women there
use birth control, which is frowned upon
by many Kenyan Muslims and evangeli-
cal Christians.

A former president, Mwai Kibaki, who
stepped down in 2013, regularly spoke
out in favour of family planning. But
William Ruto, elected to the post last
year, has so far been notably silent on it.
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» ence to fertility rates. In Angola, for in-
stance, women without any schooling
have 7.8 children, whereas those with ter-
tiary education have 2.3. Educated women
have a better chance of a job, so the oppor-
tunity cost of staying at home to look after
children is higher and they are more likely
to win arguments with their husbands ov-
er how many kids to have.

Research by Endale Kebede, Anne Gou-
jon and Wolfgang Lutz of the Wittgenstein
Centre for Demography and Global Human
Capital suggests that a stall in Africa’s de-
mographic transition in the 2000s may
have stemmed from the delayed effect of
cutsin spending on education in the1980s,
when many African economies were in cri-
sis. The rapid falls in fertility rates that
now seem to be taking place could be be-
cause of the huge push to improve girls’
schooling in the past few decades.

Economists tend to think that poor
families have more children to ensure that
some survive to look after their parents in
old age. But that logic may be changing,
too. Zainab Abubakar, a 30-year-old moth-
er wrapped in a blue hijab in the outskirts
of Kano, has two kids but does not want
any more. “The cost of living is high,” says
Ms Abubakar, who sells charcoal.

She is not alone. When the economy in
Nigeria soured between 2013 and 2018, the
number of women wanting no more kids
jumped from 19% to 25%. As the costs of
raising children rise, more parents worry
about being able to educate them. “We are
trying to make our children productive,”
explains Ms Abubakar, when asked why
she does not want more of them. Even rural
Nigerians are thinking about the trade-off
between having many poorly-educated
kids or fewer ones with better job pros-
pects, says Funmilola Olaolorun of the
University of Ibadan.

The end of baby-Kkissing politics

Leaders may also play a role. In Uganda,
President Yoweri Museveni used to tell
students: “Your job is to produce children.”
Now he tells Ugandan women that lots of
pregnancies will “weaken your bodies and
many children are not easy to manage and
nurture.” President Mohamed Bazoum of
Niger made the “fight on demography” the
core of his election campaign. In Nigeria,
funding for family planning is low but
President Muhammadu Buhari recently
created a National Council on Population
Management, underscoring “the urgency
toaddress Nigeria’'s sustained high fertility
rate, through expanding access to modern
family planning”.

In the past many African politicians
were suspicious that Western eagerness to
promote family planning was a ruse to
keep African countries from growing pop-
ulous and strong. Such attitudes are rarer
these days. Alas, another form of muddle-
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headed thinking has taken root among
Western environmentalists, who link Afri-
ca’s population growth to climate change.

Yet wealthy Westerners cause many
times more greenhouse-gas emissions
than Africans do. That “we should have
fewer Africans so we can drive polluting
cars seems to me a really odd ethical posi-
tion to take,” points out David Canning of
Harvard University. Worries about African
migration to Europe also seem peculiar,
since the EU and Britain are expected to be
short of about 44m workers by 2050, even
with normal migration flows.

Misguided Western worries aside, the
implications of continued or accelerated
declines in fertility rates are enormous. For
a start, Africa’s population—and therefore
the world’s—would be considerably lower
than most current projections. Take Nige-
ria. If the latest surveys are correct in find-
ing that its fertility rate was 4.6 in 2021, this
would suggest that it was already at a lower
bound of the UN’s estimates and on a much
lower fertility trajectory than the UN’s
main forecast. Assuming Nigeria stays on
the lower trajectory, then its population
would get to about 342m people in 2060.
That is some gom people fewer than the
UN'’s current base estimate and some 200m
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fewer than it forecast ten years ago.

This is good news, though not, as some
would have it, because Africa is over-
crowded. In fact sub-Saharan Africa has an
average of 48 people per square kilometre,
which is far lower than Britain (277), Japan
(346) or South Korea (531). Of sub-Saharan
Africa’s five most populous countries, all
are below Britain’s density. There is little
evidence of whole African countries being
stuck in a Malthusian trap, named after
Thomas Malthus, who claimed population
growth would outstrip food supply, lead-
ing to catastrophe. Trade and global food
production, which is rising while the
amount of land used for it is falling, means
that neither sub-regions nor even coun-
tries need be self-sufficient provided their
economies produce the wealth to buy it.

Nor is it because high population
growth necessarily means economic
growth per head is low. “It’s not very clear
that we have the data to be able to say for
sure that the population growth rate itself
is bad or good,” says Anne Bakilana of the
World Bank. Richer places have fewer chil-
dren and higher savings rates. But teasing
out the causality is tricky.

What is clearer is that the transition
from high population growth to a lower
one can bring a bevy of benefits. Women
and children are both more likely to prosp-
er as fertility rates fall. Fertility drops usu-
ally mean wider gaps between births and
fewer teenage pregnancies: both help re-
duce risks to a mother’s health. And falling
fertility rates mean there are more work-
ing-age adults relative to the number of
children. With fewer mouths to feed at
home, each child is more likely to get
enough food, as well as books and uni-
forms for school. At the national level
smaller cohorts could allow governments
to spend more per child.

Falling fertility rates also excite econo-
mists because they boost both the work-
ing-age share of the population and the
number of women in the workforce. More
people working should boost prosperity.
The faster fertility rates fall, the bigger the
impact. A study in 2017 by Mahesh Karra
and David Canning of Harvard University
and Joshua Wilde of the University of
South Florida estimates that lowering the
fertility rate by one child per woman in Ni-
geria could almost double income per per-
son by 2060. Yet for countries to reap a big
dividend, those entering the job market
need to be able to find productive jobs—a
monumental challenge in a continent that
must invest trillions of dollars in the infra-
structure (such as roads, power lines and
ports) needed to generate them.

Fertility numbers seem dull when set
against the drama of elections, conflictand
economic helter-skelter. Yet in survey after
survey Africa’s biggest story of the future
may be quietly unfolding. m
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Real estate in the Gulf

Up and out

DUBAI
A red-hot property market is making
Dubai residents see red

00 MUCH good news can be a bad thing.

Dubai, the commercial capital of the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), has had lots of
the former in the past two years. Lax re-
strictions during the pandemic lured ex-
pats. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine brought
another influx of new residents.

High oil prices have added to the boom-
time feeling. Restaurants and bars are
heaving. Rush-hour traffic is back to pre-
pandemic levels. Public transport moved a
record number of passengers in February.

For some residents, though, the good
news is grating. Annual inflation hit a 14-
year high of 7.1% last summer, partly due to
soaring petrol prices (unlike other Gulf
states, the UAE does not subsidise fuel). It
has since dropped to less than 5%, below
many other rich economies. But the head-
line number does not tell the full story.

Official inflation figures for 2022
showed just a 0.6% increase for housing
and utilities, which make up 41% of the
consumer-price index. These track all leas-
es, however, so do not reflect recent rises
in rents; many in Dubai are feeling steeper
increases. Apartment rents rose by 28% in
the year to February, to almost 100,000 dir-
hams (about $27,200), estimates CBRE, a
property firm.

Three factors explain the surge. One is
demand, from Russians and other new ar-
rivals. Many seek to live in Dubai’s most
fashionable areas. On Palm Jumeirah, an
artificial island in the Gulf, a two-bedroom
flat that rented for 100,000 dirhams two
years ago can now fetch 215,000 dirhams.

Next is a booming property-sale mar-
ket. At around 1,200 dirhams a square foot,
apartment prices are at their highest in al-
most a decade. Some investors who bought
homes early in the pandemic flipped them,
two years later, for profits of 50% or more.
Rising prices have made some landlords
unscrupulous, asking for rental increases
beyond the 20% per year allowed by law.

Dubai’s property market has much to
recommend it, from low taxes to a vast
pool of would-be renters. But some won-
der if the sector, the backbone of Dubai’s
economy, is again becoming a bubble. The
city has already endured two real-estate
crashes this century: an abrupt one during
the financial crisis in 2008, when property
values fell by half, and a slower one from
2014 t0 2020, when they slid by 35%.

Buyers are still piling in, but some rent-
al rates may be peaking. In popular areas
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Dam-nation

The recent earthquakes have left Middle Easterners worried about their dams

HE TURKISH authorities announced
on March 30th that 140 dams had
been inspected since two earthquakes hit
southern Turkey and northern Syria in
February. None, they insisted, was seri-
ously damaged. Still, many in the Middle
East remain fearful about the state of the
more than 860 dams along the Euphrates
and Tigris rivers and their tributaries.
UN officials say that, since the earth-
quakes, fractures have appeared in eight
dams in the region including three in
Syria. The Taloul dam in the Syrian prov-
ince of Idlib, already devastated by war,
was struck by an aftershock and burst on
February 8th. The flood washed away this
year’s harvest and filled the streets with
debris. Thousands fled. Cracks over a
metre wide have been seen in the Sultan-
suyu dam 20okm north of the Syrian
border, prompting the Turkish authori-
ties to discharge its waters as a “precau-
tionary measure”. Engineers, however,
say the dam is damaged beyond repair.
Taloul is one of the Middle East’s
smaller and shoddier dams and is made
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like the Palm and downtown Dubai, they
were either flat or declined in February, ac-
cording to CBRE. Instead they grew in less
desirable inland areas—suggesting that
renters are voting with their feet.

Other prices are climbing. Annual food
and drink inflation was above 6% in Febru-
ary. The UAE imposed price caps in 2022 on
a few staples. Petrol prices, though reason-
able by global standards, hit a record last
summer. Authorities shut down a local
newspaper after it covered the issue.
School fees are a burden for expats.

Despite its reputation as a modern-day
El Dorado, salaries in Dubai are not keep-
ing pace with rising prices. Cooper Fitch, a
consultancy, estimates that they will in-

of compacted earth. No concrete dam has
ever failed as a result of earthquakes,
points out Jonathan Hinks, a former
chairman of the British Dam Society and
an editor of a book on earthquakes and
dams to be published this year. Fears that
Turkey’s vast Ataturk Dam, the world’s
third-largest, had been damaged in the
recent quakes proved unfounded.

Others are less confident. Many dams
in the region are made at least partly of
earth. In such barriers even small leaks
can lead to a build-up of pressure that
can wash them away, says Ceyhun Oz-
celik, a professor of engineering from
Gaziantep, a city near the recent earth-
quakes’ epicentre. Two decades ago, the
Zeyzoun dam in northern Syria crumbled
in hours, inundating nearby villages. The
region’s high dams (those at high alti-
tudes with high walls) are hundreds of
times larger. And years of war mean
many in Syria and Iraq are in disrepair.

The dams themselves can induce
seismic activity when the water pressure
builds near tectonic faults. About 140
quakes seem to have been caused in this
way globally since the 1960s, in at least
one case killing thousands.

After February’s earthquakes and then
heavy rains, Turkish officials eased the
pressure on dams by lowering water
tables. Rivers that had dried up because
of the dams turned to torrents. In the city
of Hasake in north-eastern Syria the
Khabur river ran through parched farm-
lands for the first time in years. Islands
that had surfaced in the Tigris in Bagh-
dad, Iraq’s capital, briefly sank again. It is
asign of the region’s sclerotic manage-
ment of its waterways that it takes earth-

| quakes to get them flowing.

crease this year by only around 2%.

Some of this galloping inflation should
be temporary. Rental prices may drop as
landlords temper expectations and new
homes enter the market.

Some economists argue that the UAE
should try to ease the tax burden on resi-
dents and firms. It introduced a 5% value-
added taxin 2018, and in June it will start to
collecta 9% corporate levy. Even as it intro-
duces formal taxes, it has kept many of the
fees that amount to stealth taxes, like a
steep housing surcharge added to electric-
ity bills in Dubai. In January the emirate
did suspend its 30% tax on alcohol—com-
fort, perhaps, for residents who want to
forget their new rental contracts. ®
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Electrical grids

The ultimate supply chains
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One of the foundations of modernity is about to be transformed, reports Hal Hodson

I N THE TURBINE hall at Drax, a power plant in the English county
of Yorkshire, sit six monsters of angular momentum. They are
massive—2,800 tonnes each—and complex, composed of 28 tur-
bine sub-assemblies. And they spin on their axes 3,000 times per
minute. Place your hand on the blue metal casing around one of
them and your whole body thrums in harmony. The hall’s floor
hums a flattened A three octaves below middle C that numbs the
soles of your feet.

The turbines are driven by high-pressure steam produced in
vast boilers that hang from the ceiling. The boilers’ walls are me-
ticulously insulated, but you can still feel the heat of their 1,100°C
(2,000°F) bellies at 20 paces. For most of Drax’s life those flames
have been fed by a steady stream of coal, tens of thousands of
tonnes of it pulverised and blasted into the blaze every day.

Today, in a sign of the times, most of Drax’s boilers burn bio-
mass instead. The shift is part of the move towards renewables
taking place around the world. Removing fossil fuels from elec-
tricity generation is universally seen as a necessary, but not suffi-
cient, step towards stabilising the level of greenhouse gases in the
atmosphere. The attractions are clear: much of the world already
runs on electricity; there are many sources of non-fossil-fuel en-
ergy available, some very cheap; and increasing electricity’s share
of total energy use by encouraging use of electric vehicles, heat
pumps and the like looks comparatively easy.

To abandon mines and oilfields in favour of energy from sun-
shine and thin air is not merely good climate policy. It has the ap-

pealing feeling, as electrification always has, of progress through
dematerialisation. The thrilling, visceral sense of immensities in
harness provided by the sights, sounds and vibrations of a turbine
hall will become increasingly archaic. But if the production of
electricity through motionless glass panels and blades turned by
the wind seems effortless and futuristic, getting the gigawatts to
the consumer will remain a very physical process.

Within Drax, energy flows from fuel to flame to steam to spin;
but to serve the world beyond the walls a last transformation is
needed. The turbines’ driveshafts spin powerful magnets which
are encircled by the copper wires of an electric generator. As the
spinning magnets’ poles point first this way then that, their mag-
netic field pushes and pulls at the electrons in the generator’s
wires, setting them aquiver with energy. This electromagnetic
coupling bleeds off the turbine’s kinetic energy at exactly the same
rate as the high-pressure steam replenishes it, thus making that
energy available to anything connected to the generator in an elec-
tric circuit.

For Drax, that circuit is Britain’s national grid. The 50 cycles a
second (50Hz) alternating current (AC) power available from pretty
much every socket in the country is a national expression of the
vibrating floors in Drax and other powerhouses. Its pulsations un-
ite the spinning generators which feed it and all the devices
plugged into it into a single vast machine.

In the early days of mains electricity, customers were supplied
with power by a generator devoted to their factory or from a single »
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A vast machine
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2. The generator does this by
setting electromagnetic fields
oscillating in the wires of the grid:
a sea of electrons sloshing to and
fro 50 times a second, synced to
the turbine’s spin. That sloshing is
the grid’s 50Hz frequency. It must
stay steady through changes in
generation and demand
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1. The steam turbine in the
power plant spins at 50Hz, or 50
times every second. It connects
to a generator, which converts

the spin to alternating current

4. Wind turbines and solar

panels don't provide the steady
frequency that defines the grid.
Their electricity is harmonised to
50Hz at a substation so that it can
join the grid's sloshing sea

5

3. That same sea of electrons runs
into the wiring of your home, and
into your washing machine. There
an electric motor inverts the
generator’s work, converting the
sloshing motion of the electrons
back into a physical movement

» nearby power station. But the advantages of pooling resources
soon became apparent. Generator frequencies were synchronised
to 50HZ (60HZ in the United States and a few other places) so that
high-voltage lines could combine currents from different genera-
tors. As high voltages are not good for consumers, transform-
ers—a technology which only works in Ac systems—were devel-
oped to step those high voltages down to lower domestic ones. The
familiar architecture of pylons and substations housing trans-
formers began to appear.

That physical infrastructure made electricity supply look solid
and static, part of the industrial furniture. That appearance can
and does deceive. The grid is oddly immaterial and highly dynam-
ic. Its conditions are endlessly subject to change because of a fun-
damental truth about electrical-power systems: supply has to
match demand in real time.

At any given time the amount of power being drawn out of the
grid to do work—the load—has to be matched by what is going in.
The amount of power being used by washing machines, lights,
smart speakers, air conditioners, heart monitors, fan-assisted ov-
ens and all the other components of modern life has to be the
same as the amount being generated. This means that, as the elec-
tromagnetic drive train of a machine in which movement at one
end—a spinning turbine—and movement at the other—a dish-
washer, say—the grid is in constant flux. And so it needs constant
supervision lest some sort of imbalance causes it to crash.

This machine Kkills carbon

This complexity made increasing the size of grids a challenging
task. But the benefits were seen as worth it. Patterns of use among
amillion users are statistically reliable in the way that the patterns
within a single household are not. More predictable demand can
be met by bigger, more efficient generators. Bigger grids allow big-
ger loads. It was the grids which allowed the smelting of alumini-
um, and thus the building of planes, on a new scale that made

America the second world war’s “arsenal of democracy”. They al-
low economies of scale and geography in generation, too. By the
1960s it made sense to build behemoths like Drax next to York-
shire’s coal field and distribute their power around the country.

Now things have to change. At present, 62% of the energy deli-
vered as electricity comes from fossil fuels; that has to come down
to more or less zero. A lot of its replacement will be in the form of
cheap wind and solar, and that presents a serious challenge to grid
operators. It means a lot of new connections, which are trouble-
some. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that renewable in-
stallations typically generate less power than steam turbines do.
That means more connections per unit of capacity.

As well as adding a great many new connections, grids will also
have to change shape. The places best suited to the generation of
renewable energy in very large amounts are often not the places
where today’s generation is concentrated. So new transmission
lines will be needed. And because grids are complicated things,
some of those expansions will require compensating changes
elsewhere as bits of the grid become congested.

Renewables are also intermittent. An obvious way to lessen
this problem is to expand grids so that they can access renewable
resources over larger areas. Even if this is done, though, grids in
which renewables play a large role will require connections toa lot
of new energy storage. Some will be located alongside the renew-
ables; some will not, complicating things further. To ease the stor-
age challenge grids will also need access to demand-management
systems through which they can reduce demand on various differ-
ent time scales.

Last of all, various ways in which grids are controlled and bal-
anced today are physically rooted in the way steam turbines gen-
erate power. They will need to be rethought. In the long run this is
awelcome opportunity to make the system cheaper and more reli-
able. In the short term it is a requirement for yet more investment.

And in the midst of all this change, grids will also have to grow m
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» in capacity at a rate the developed world has not seen for many de-
cades. As a lot of the things fossil fuels are used for—such as po-
wering vehicles or heating houses—become electrified, demand
will shoot up (see chart). Electricity makes up just 20% of the
world’s energy consumption today, but in the future it “will be the
backbone of the entire energy system”, says Gerhard Salge, chief
technology officer of Hitachi Energy, one of the key suppliers of
grid equipment. His firm estimates that by 2050 the world will
need four times as much electricity generation as it has today, and
three times as much transmission capacity.

The technologies to meet these challenges are for the most part
already available, as this report will explain. A revolution in the
application of solid-state electronics to power systems, combined
with improved technology for building high-voltage direct-cur-
rent circuits, is easing the connection of far-flung renewables to
grids, helping to reduce congestion and making interconnections
between grids easier to set up. These technologies should also pro-
vide ways of keeping grids stable as many of the huge turbines
they have relied on as their pacemakers are retired.

But fielding them requires a huge amount of investment. A re-
cent study by the Energy Transitions Commission, a coalition of
companies and financial institutions, found that $1.1trn must be
spent on the grid every year until 2050 if the world is to reach its
net-zero goal. That is on top of the cost of new generating capacity.

It also requires a level of executive determination unprece-
dented outside times of all-out war. Steve Brick of the Clean Air
Task Force, an American NGO, used to work in grid regulation.
When he looks at maps showing the expansion of American trans-
mission infrastructure which a decarbonised system is said to re-
quire, he says, “I puton my practical hat..and I say that's notgonna
happen.” Local opposition to new infrastructure may be the larg-
est obstacle. It will not be the only one. If he is right, and the grid
cannot expand at the rate needed to decarbonise the economy,
there will either be a massive move towards decentralised sys-
tems, a failure to reduce emissions fast enough, or both.

A degree of decentralisation in some markets is inevitable and
will often be welcome. Roughly 1bn people, a large majority of
them in Africa, currently lack any access to electricity. Local re-
newables can bring them some of its advantages more quickly
than grid connections will. But there is good reason to think that
modern grids moving copious energy over long distances will
bring more energy to more of those who need it.

If, that is, energy can be delivered to the grid in the first place.
Connecting new resources to the grid is a tricky technical matter;
it is also a procedure that is vulnerable to delays stemming from
regulation, speculation, politics and protest. This is the problem
we turn to first. m

More immateriality, please
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Connection queues

Hurry up and wait

In developed countries it has never been
harder to add capacity to the grid

HILL SUN SOLAR, a facility in Nevada with a generating capacity

of 2.25Gw, should produce enough electricity to meet 1.7% of
California’s annual demand. The 4.1Gw Berwick Bank wind farm,
off the east coast of Scotland, will provide more energy over a year
than could Britain’s two largest gas-fired power stations running
full tilt. But none of this will matter until these renewable heavy-
weights get hooked up to their respective grids.

The grids used by developed countries are not accustomed to
rapid change. At the turn of the century a couple of power plants a
year might be connected to meet new demand driven by demo-
graphic change, to replace plants at the end of their lives or, as in
shifts between coal and gas, to compete on price. But the overall
rate was typically slow, with net capacity changing little and new
plants often using the same connections as old ones.

Unsurprisingly, the business of supplying the highly special-
ised components big grids require was paced to match. Take the
transformers needed to step electricity up to, and down from, the
highest voltages on the grid—massive machines made with be-
spoke techniques. Gleaming fettuccine strands of copper bundled
into sapling-thick, paper-sheathed cable are wound tightly
around bus-sized wooden frames by patient hands. Such wind-
ings, perfect to the millimetre and precisely tailored to the buyer’s
requirements, are then brought together in huge structures of
wood and glue—any metal would disrupt the electromagnetic
fields around the copper. The whole assembly is then submerged
in a tank filled with mineral oil which rises all the way to its brim.

To see one of these titans being made at the Siemens Energy
factory in Nuremberg, Germany is to witness a remarkable mix-
ture of scale, strangeness and craft skills (Siemens’ attempts to do
the winding by robot have so far failed). The finished products
typically weigh 300 tonnes, cost €3om ($32m), and are ready for
delivery about three years after being ordered.

Expanding the world’s capacity to make such exotica is vital if
grids are to expand quickly. But it is not easily done. There are few
providers and they are cautious. Siemens is working on making its
existing plants more productive, as are its competitors, but it is re-
luctant to build lots of new capacity for what it sees as a one-off
spike in demand. So are its competitors.

The expectation that lots of new equipment will never be need-
ed very quickly is one the legacies of steady-state grids. Another,
linked legacy is a low appetite for investment.

For most of the past half century the governments which
owned many national grids and the bodies which regulated grids
in the private sector focused on two main goals. The first was that
grids be stable and secure; that the lights be kept on and industry
humming. The second was that grids should add as little as possi-
ble to the price of the electricity they supplied.

For the most part, the grids met these goals. Consumers in
most of the rich world can rely on the fact that, except under the
most adverse of circumstances, the flick of a switch will illumi-
nate their homes and the food in their freezers will not thaw. This
certainty has been provided quite cheaply. Ben Wilson of National
Grid, which owns and runs Britain’s transmission infrastructure,
says that in 2019 the cost of the grid accounted for just £20 ($25) of
the average consumer’s electricity bill of £1,300, a mere 1.5%.

But conservative regulation offered no incentive, or scope, for
strategic investment. Grids could spend only what was needed to mw
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» provide connections for projects which were guaranteed to get
built or to alleviate chronic congestion. Connection requests were
typically dealt with on a first-come-first-served basis, to make
things fair, rather than by some other mechanism such as auction
or a strategic plan.

That is not good enough for a world which wants to replace the
vast majority of the plants currently generating its electricity, and
which will often need to build the replacements in different plac-
es. An inability to provide enough grid connections means that all
around the world new generating projects face
lengthening queues before they can get onto
the grid. Those queues do not just slow the
rate at which new capacity becomes available.
They also add to uncertainty and thus increase
the cost of investment. Zoisa North-Bond,
chief executive of Octopus Renewables, a Brit-
ishenergy firm, has called grid access the “big-
gest limiting factor” to increasing the market
share of renewables.

In 2022 about 54% of Britain’s electricity
was generated without emitting carbon; its
grid is one of the most deeply decarbonised in
the world. But that does not mean it has solved
the queue problem. On average, the projects connected to the grid
in 2022 were doing so about four years after the date they had re-
quested. The company developing Berwick Bank, sSE, should have
all the wind farm'’s capacity installed by 2030—but at least one part
of the farm is due to connect to the grid only at the end of the fol-
lowing year, according to published data. A supplier asking for a
grid connection today can expect to be offered one for some time
between 2030 and 2038.

There is a real limit to how fast connections can be provided.

By some estimates
there is a terawatt
of renewable capacity
in America’s queue
for connections
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Expanding the grid changes its properties and thus risks its stabil-
ity. But today’s delays are much longer than necessary. Mr Wilson
of National Grid says the queue has grown to its inordinate length
because, until very recently, Britain’s grid regulator, Ofgem, al-
lowed no investments in upgrades before a connection request
had been signed on the dotted line. It might be obvious that a
country betting big on offshore wind as a new source of power
would need strong grid connections to the North Sea and the At-
lantic. But they could be invested in only once National Grid had
specific and detailed requests from individual
developers. As well as slowing investment,
this sort of bottleneck also increases permit-
ting time. Only after the generator’s planning
and permitting is completed can the equiva-
lent process for the grid connection start. In
engineering terms, what could be done in par-
allel is being done in series.

But perhaps the biggest cause of queue
length is speculation. In 2008, in an effort to
incentivise the connection of small-scale re-
newables, National Grid made applying for a
connection much easier. That made it possi-
ble for speculators to file “paper projects” in
the hope of flipping their spot in the queue to a project behind
them. Such projects may make up as much as 80% of the queue;
many have no designs prepared nor engineers on staff that might
carry them out. Weeding them out would seem an obvious step.
But the regulatory regime does not give National Grid the tools
with which to discriminate between builders and flippers.

Much the same is true in many other countries. Thomas Egebo,
the boss of Energinet, the state-owned firm which owns and oper-
ates the Danish grid, says the state of affairs is “exactly like in the
UK. There needs to be a project and we need to sign things and
then we can apply to build [new grid capacity].”

The situation in America, which has many grids and even more
lawyers, is dire. A study published last year by Lawrence Berkeley
National Laboratory in California found that the average grid con-
nection in America in 2021 had taken three years to be completed,
and that, as elsewhere, the lag was getting longer. By some esti-
mates there is at least 1,4006wW of new renewable capacity in
America’s queues for connection.

Here comes the sun, traffic permitting

Chill Sun Solar, which shares the queue to connect to the Califor-
nian grid with about 2206w of other solar plants and energy stor-
age facilities, may be in luck. A new transmission line called
Greenlink Nevada, designed to serve solar generation in that state,
is currently being planned by the Bureau of Land Management and
is due to be in service by 2026. But like the rest of America’s
planned energy infrastructure, it will be at the mercy of a permit-
ting process which is vulnerable to court cases and delays.

As the Greenlink plan shows, there is some progress, and regu-
lators are beginning to understand that there needs to be more. In
December 2022 Ofgem published new rules, drawn up over eight
frenetic months of consultation, allowing National Grid to go
ahead and expand in advance of grid-connection requests. It is
also reforming its procedures so that projects in the queue can be
required to hit milestones or lose their place, though it is leery of
making the rule retroactive (which would be needed to shorten
the queue quickly).

In America the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission has ex-
pressed concern that grid operators “may not be planning trans-
mission on a sufficiently long-term, forward-looking basis to
meet transmission needs driven by changes in the resource mix
and demand”, and last year gathered feedback on proposals de-
signed to push grid operators to invest according to longer term

plans as a way to end today’s “piecemeal and inefficient develop- »
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» ment”. Its new proposals are expected this summer.

There are also plans afoot to reduce the delays planning per-
mission and building permits can cause. In November the Euro-
pean Commission, the executive of the European Union, agreed to
a new set of temporary regulations giving renewable-energy pro-
jects a “presumption of overriding public interest”. The commis-
sion also agreed that “environmental-impact assessment for grid
reinforcements should be limited” in order to “facilitate the inte-
gration of renewable energy”.

Red queens racing

Such moves are vital when it comes to building new long-range
connections, which may be required to relieve congestion as the
grid expands, or to connect generators and loads across large dis-
tances. The construction of Ultranet, a series of high-voltage ca-
bles that will link wind power from the North Sea to industrial us-
ers in southern Germany, requires its developers to obtain some
13,500 building permits, says Tim Holt, who sits on Siemens Ener-
gy’s board. “The tech is ready, but the permits are not.” In February
massive transformers destined for Ultranet were sitting ready for
shipping at the company’s factory in Nuremberg.

In the developing world, where grids are typically too small to
meet today’s demand, let alone the future’s, some of these pro-
blems look less fraught. Expanding a growing grid further will of-
ten be easier than booting a mature grid out of its slumber.

India, for instance, has built out its grid at a furious pace in the
past decade. Its Ministry of Power reports the construction of
161,000km (100,000 miles) of transmission lines since 2014, when
Narendra Modi became prime minister. The percentage of the
population which hasaccess to a grid connection has shot up from
76% in 2010 t0 99% in 2020, according to World Bank data.

The existence of connections does not in itself mean a stable
supply. Keeping supply and demand balanced often requires load
to be shed, leading to blackouts across India’s cities. But according
to the Ministry of Power the amount of kerosene used to keep gen-
erators running in rural parts of India fell from gbn litres to 2bn li-
tres between 2015 and 2021. That suggests that people were able to
rely on the grid to provide much more of the energy they needed.

As the demands of grid decarbonisation have become appar-
ent, India has simply kept building. In December 2022 the minis-
try announced that it would spend 2,440bn rupees ($30bn) to
build another 50,000km of electricity transmission lines by 2030
to connect renewable generation, often in fairly remote places, to
growing demand. It is planning to connect 5006w of renewable
capacity of all kinds by the same date.

India’s huge grid expansion might seem to run counter to a
popular narrative about developing-country electrification. It has
often been suggested that building big, centralised grid infrastruc-
ture was too slow, expensive and wasteful in these markets. One
alternative might be a more rapid growth in distributed genera-
tion, specifically solar panels, that could be connected into local
microgrids. Each microgrid would be capable of running as an in-
dependentisland, butalso able to exchange energy with its neigh-
bours. There would be no need for any big grid backbone, because
solar panels would be plentiful and distributed widely enough
that there was always enough electricity being generated nearby.

In truth, though, this is something of a false opposition. Distri-
buted solar panels are capable of pumping out lots of electricity.
But as Brent Wanner, the grids guru at the International Energy
Agency, an intergovernmental think-tank, points out, making
such resources your mainstay is a costly undertaking. Economies
of scale make small-scale or rooftop solar “several times more ex-
pensive” than the same capacity would be if installed at a grid-
connected solar farm. Distributed solar panels can reduce the de-
mands on an existing grid by supplying some energy locally, but
the economic case for a wholesale move to decentralised power
has yet to be made. Developments of both sorts are needed.
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China inclines towards big grids. State Grid, which runs the
synchronous grid that spans most of the country, is the world’s
largest employer and runs its largest machine. Like India, Chinais
benefiting from the momentum of recent grid expansion. The
country only reached 100% electrification in 2012, at a point when
the immense demands of grid decarbonisation were already be-
coming apparentand investment in infrastructure was being used
to drive the economy.

As aresult it has simply continued to invest. That said, it too is
seeing increasingly long queues for connection, according to
Chongging Kang, who studies electricity systems at Tsinghua Uni-
versity in Beijing. He thinks the lack of real-time pricing is part of
the problem. Those trying to transform the grid are left asking the
government to update its policies.

Even with all the planning reform and queue-management
wizardry in the world, the waits will not all go away. Construction
of grid infrastructure cannot be done on a purely laissez-faire ba-
sis. Each grid is a single, cohesive machine, and new connections
must be made carefully so as not to upset their delicate balance.
The same is true of the new transmission capacity needed. But
there things are being made easier by a 19th-century technology
that is only now coming of age. m

HVDC

Direct delivery

Bigger grids with more renewables need
a new sort of plumbing, too

HEN YOU hear the word “transistor”, you probably think of

the little on-off switches which sit in their millions on sili-
con chips. If a name comes to mind it is probably William Shock-
ley, the Bell Labs researcher who invented that particular sort of
semiconductor device in 1947, or Gordon Moore, who first spotted
the trend for them to get smaller, cheaper and better all at once
(and who died in late March).

When a power engineer hears the word, though, they may well
think of switches built for brawn, rather than miniaturisation,
and of Bantval Jayant Baliga. Born in Chennai in 1948, Mr Baliga ap-
plied the principles of semiconductor physics to the control of
currents, rather than to calculations. In 1980, while working for
General Electric, an American conglomerate, he patented a new
kind of semiconductor which is quietly changing the world: the
insulated gate bipolar transistor (IGBT).

Like all transistors, IGBTs are on-off switches controlled elec-
tronically. They make it possible to apply fine-grained electronic
control to switching high voltages and large currents. This im-
proves the world in all sorts of ways. Mr Baliga is particularly
proud of what has been achieved by using them in internal-com-
bustion engines. Estimating, quite reasonably, that their use in ig-
nition systems has made the world’s cars 10% more efficient, he
argues that they reduced demand for gasoline by a staggering
42bn barrels between 1990 and 2020. His calculation ignores the
fact that with less efficient cars people might have driven less far.
But it is hard to begrudge him the oversight, especially since his
invention is not yet done helping the climate.

The alternating currents used in grids have lots of advantages.
But they are not good for sending a lot of power over long distanc-
es. Long-distance Ac lines require booster stations along their
length to make good the losses imposed by the magnetic fields
that are generated in the process of transmission. Long-distance
direct-current (DC) lines have no such losses to make up. This at- p»
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» tribute saw people experiment with them all over Europe in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. The technology was incredibly
cumbersome and unreliable, and the other advantages of Ac grids
saw them continue to dominate distribution. But bc connections
held out in a few marginal niches, biding their time.

Converting AC to DC was one of many jobs in which the vacuum
tubes used in the first half of the 20th century were replaced by
semiconductors in the second half. They offered improvements,
but they still had problems—one of which was that it required the
full power of an Ac grid to get high-voltage pc (HvDC) lines going.
When China built HvDC lines to bring solar and wind power from
the north and west to the eastern seaboard in the 2010s it had to
build coal-fired power plants alongside them to start them up.

The warp cores

Technology which uses 1GBTs does not have that problem. It also
offers much more flexible switching, making the conversion pro-
cess much easier, and takes up less space. That has proved quite
the advantage. Mr Holt, the Siemens Energy board member, says
that 99% of the HVDC systems now sold are based on 1GBTS. And its
attractions are also making the overall market larger. HVDC is not
just a way to link far-off generators to existing grids, as in China
and a number of developing countries with big, remote dams. It
can also provide bridges from one part of a grid to another, thus
easing congestion. And it can link together grids that could never
be united into a single AC system.

By the standards of semiconductors, IGBTS in action are an im-
pressive sight. In the main hall at the Blackhillock HvVDC converter
station in Aberdeenshire, in Scotland, they hang from the ceiling,
mated to other components in great metal banks which are
threaded and wrapped with veins of coolant. When Blackhillock is
operating, no one can enter the hall lest the enormous voltages
flowing through these valves, as they are still called, determine
that living flesh is the quickest route to ground. Your correspon-
dent was only able to see them thanks to a maintenance break.

If the valves look like a cross between a server rack and an out-
sized engine, the appearance is not all that deceiving; this is where
current meets computation. The valves, which Hitachi Energy
makes using 1GBTs from a specialist manufacturer, use compo-
nents called capacitors to store small amounts of electric charge
for brief periods of time. The 1GBTs control the charging and dis-
chargingin such a way as to turn the Acinputinto a continuous Dc
output. They can also work the other way round, charging and dis-
charging the capacitors in a way which turns incoming bc into Ac.

Blackhillock is the south end of an HvDC link which runs under
the Moray Firth to Caithness, in Scotland’s north. The growth of
wind farms across Caithness has outstripped the capacity of the
local grid; to keep it stable some of the farms are turned off on win-
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dy days and their owners reimbursed for the electricity not sold.
In 2021 such curtailment payments in Scotland reached £382m.
The Caithness-Moray link provides that electricity with a new
route south, reducing curtailment and giving relief to the grid.
Linking one point on a synchronous Ac grid to another, as the
Caithness-Moray link does, is an increasingly popular way to re-
lieve grid congestion without building out new Ac capacity (rein-
forcing the Ac grid throughout the Highlands would have been
much more expensive). Such links do not just help the operators;
they help consumers, too. Before the Alegro interconnector was
completed in 2020, grid congestion frequently meant that the
cheapest electricity being generated in Germany could not get to
Belgium except through the Netherlands or northern France. Pro-
viding a directlink has reduced prices in both markets. Many such
congestion-relieving schemes are under construction in Europe.
Another application of HvVDC is to connect independent grids
that cannot simply be merged into a bigger synchronous system.
The North Sea Link, an HvVDC cable between Kvilldal, on Norway’s
west coast, and Blyth, on England’s east coast, allows energy to
flow between Statnett, Norway’s grid operator, and Britain’s Na-
tional Grid. At 720km (450 miles) it is currently the longest subsea
electrical cable in the world. But it won’t be for long. Viking Link,
currently under construction between Lincolnshire, farther south
in England, and Jutland, in Denmark, will soon take its crown.
The technology is also being used, as in the past, to plug far-
flung renewables into the grid. Even when the sophistication of
1GBTSs is not needed (for example in links where current will only
ever flow one way) their small footprint stands them in good
stead; space is at a premium on offshore platforms. Sometimes,
though, their sophistication matters. “Multiterminal” HvVDC, only
possible with the flexibility and control offered by 16BT-based
conversion, will allow big offshore wind farms to serve more than
one grid, and to act as links between all the grids which they serve.
The northern converter station of the Caithness-Moray link
will eventually become multiterminal. Power will run into (or out
of) it not just from Blackhillock to the south but also, via a cable
now under construction, from the Shetland Islands to the north
and from new wind farms built off the coast. This will mean that
on a given day, depending on the needs of the grid