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WASHINGTON — President-elect Do-
nald Trump delivered a likely death blow to
bipartisan congressional budget negotia-
tions, rejecting the measure as full of give-
aways to Democrats after billionaire ally
Elon Musk whipped up outrage toward the
bill and cheered on Republican lawmakers
who announced their opposition.

Trump’s joint statement Wednesday with
Vice President-elect JD Vance stopped the
bill in its tracks and punctuated a torrent of
social media posts by Musk attacking the
legislation for what he described as exces-
sive spending. 

“Stop the steal of your tax dollars!” Musk
wrote on his social media platform X as he
dangled primary challenges against anyone

who voted for the budget deal, a threat
Trump later echoed in a post of his own.

The episode showcased the growing polit-
ical influence of Musk, whom Trump has se-
lected alongside entrepreneur Vivek Ra-
maswamy to spearhead the Department of
Government Efficiency, a nongovernmen-
tal task force formed to find ways to fire fed-
eral workers, cut programs and reduce reg-
ulations. 

Rep. Andy Barr, a Republican from Ken-
tucky, said his office was flooded with calls
from constituents. 

“My phone was ringing off the hook,” he
said. “The people who elected us are listen-
ing to Elon Musk.”

In his statement with Vance, Trump said
Republicans should restart negotiations

over the legislation, arguing that “anything
else is a betrayal of our country.” He also
called for including an extension of the debt
ceiling while President Joe Biden is in office.

“Increasing the debt ceiling is not great
but we’d rather do it on Biden’s watch,” they
said. “If Democrats won’t cooperate on a
debt ceiling increase now, what makes
anyone think they would do it in June during
our administration? Let’s have this debate
over the debt ceiling now.”

The Biden administration criticized the
possibility of a shutdown. 

“Republicans need to stop playing politics
with this bipartisan agreement or they will
hurt hardworking Americans and create in-
stability across the country,” said White
House press secretary Karine Jean-Pierre.

Trump’s comments threaten to scuttle budget deal 
Associated Press 

WASHINGTON — The Navy
wasted nearly $2 billion reha-
bilitating four aging cruisers
that were ultimately decommis-
sioned, according to a scathing
report by a federal watchdog. 

Since 2015, the Navy has
spent about $3.7 billion moder-
nizing seven Ticonderoga class
guided-missile cruisers. But on-
ly three will be delivered back
to fleet and none will gain five
service life years, as intended,
the Government Accountability
Office said in a report released
Tuesday. 

“The Navy did not effectively
plan the cruiser effort. This led
to a high volume of unplanned
work — 9,000 contract changes
— resulting in cost growth and
schedule delays. The Navy has
yet to identify the root causes of
unplanned work or develop and
codify root cause mitigation
strategies to prevent poor plan-
ning from similarly affecting fu-
ture surface ship modernization

efforts,” the report read. 
The modernization plan dates

back to 2012, when the Navy
proposed retiring several cruis-
ers due to budget constraints.
Congress rejected the Navy’s
proposal and provided funding
to modernize the ships. 

In response in 2015, the Navy
planned to use a phased ap-
proach to modernization that
would refit 11 cruisers across a
10-year timeframe in an effort
to keep them in the fleet into the
2030s. 

In 2017, the plan cut four
ships, reducing the moderniza-
tion effort from 11 ships down to
seven. 

Four of those seven ships —
USS Hue City, USS Anzio, USS
Vicksburg and USS Cowpens —
ate up $1.84 billion being re-
paired and modernized, only to
never deploy again. 

The Navy decommissioned
the Hue City and the Anzio in
2022 after spending $161.2 mil-
lion and $250.54 million, re-
spectively. 

The Vicksburg was decom-
missioned in June after the Na-
vy spent $678.56 million on it,
followed by the Cowpens in Au-
gust, which had $754.1 million
in repairs done. 

After touring five cruisers
and interviewing more than 100
Navy officials, the GAO found
that weak oversight, lack of
planning and poor-quality
work drove the failure of the
cruiser modernization pro-
gram.

“Even though the Navy used
more than $2 billion of procure-
ment funding for cruiser mo-
dernization, it did not imple-
ment planning and oversight
tools typical of high dollar major
defense acquisition programs
following the major capability
acquisition pathways because it
is not an acquisition program,”
the report read. 

The Navy’s cruiser modifica-
tion plan will upgrade three
ships — the USS Gettysburg,
USS Chosin and USS Cape St.
George for the price of $1.9 bil-

lion. Originally, all 11 cruisers
were meant to complete moder-
nization by 2026. 

To date, nearly $599.4 million
was spent on the Gettysburg,
$695.72 on the Chosin and
$601.39 on the Cape St. George.
The Chosin and the Gettysburg
have successfully completed
modernization, with the Gettys-
burg deploying.

The GAO recommended the
Navy assess root causes of un-
planned work by developing
mitigation strategies, codifying
the strategies in policy and re-
assessing its overall approach to
quality assurance to prevent
similar issues in future surface
ship modernization efforts. 

“The Navy has other upcom-
ing significant surface ship mo-
dernization efforts, such as for
23 destroyers. The success of
these efforts is critical to the Na-
vy having a combat-ready
fleet,” the report read. 

The Navy agreed with the
GAO’s recommendations, the
report read. 

IG: Navy wasted $1.84B to fix old cruisers
BY CAITLYN BURCHETT
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Many service members may
enroll in a tax-advantaged flex-
ible spending account starting
next year to help pay medical
expenses not covered by Tri-
care, a Department of Defense
spokesman told Stars and
Stripes.

“A Health Care Flexible
Spending Account is an optional
benefit that enables service
members to set aside up to
$3,300 in pre-tax earnings to
pay for health expenses such as
co-pays and cost shares, vision,
dental, and drug store items,”
Joshua Wick wrote in an email.

Only active-component ser-
vice members and Guard Re-
serve members on Title 10 or-

ders are eligible to participate
in the Health Care Flexible
Spending Account and Depen-
dent Care Flexible Spending
Account programs, according to
fsafeds.gov website.

Reserve members not on Ti-
tle 10 orders and U.S. Coast
Guardsmen are not eligible for
either program.

Uniformed service members
may enroll during a special pe-
riod March 3-31. Afterward,
first-year service members
may enroll during normal Fed-
eral Benefits Open Season that
occurs mid-November to mid-
December, Wick said.

One advocacy group is
pleased that the department has
extended flexible spending ac-
counts to service members, but

it has reservations.
For example, the accounts

might justify increases to Tri-
care premiums, Karen Ruedi-
sueli, health affairs director for
the Military Officers Associa-
tion of America, said.

“Sometimes in the civilian
sector the pre-tax savings that
are realized through flexible
spending accounts are used to
justify health plan cost increas-
es, and we would be adamantly
opposed to that,” she said. “I
know a lot of families face sig-
nificant out of pocket costs for
things like orthodontics, glass-
es, contacts or noncovered ser-
vices like LASIK, but we want to
make sure that the flexible
spending account isn’t used to
justify increases in Tricare

fees.” 
Wick recommends eligible

service members calculate how
much they spend on out-of-
pocket health care such as co-
payments, vision or dental care
for themselves and family over
the course of a year.

“Service members who use
an HCFSA can save on taxes
while paying for these costs
since using an HCFSA can low-
er their tax liability, or how
much of their total earnings is
subject to taxation,” he said.

If their calculations are off,
service members may carry
over up to $660 of unused funds
in their flexible savings ac-
counts into the next year if they
re-enroll during open season, he
said.

Active-duty eligible for health benefit
BY JONATHAN SNYDER

Stars and Stripes 

An Australian naval officer
recently became the first of his
countryman to earn the U.S. Na-
vy Submarine Warfare Device,
often referred to as “dolphins.”

The Australian lieutenant
commander, identified only by
his first name, James, received
the award during a Dec. 12 cere-
mony at Yokosuka Naval Base,
Japan, according to a Navy
news release Tuesday. It did not
list the officer’s last name, citing
Australian navy guidelines.

“It is always an honor to pin
dolphins on a Sailor’s uniform
and welcome them into an elite
community of undersea war-
fighters,” Rear Adm. Chris Ca-
vanaugh, commander of Sub-
marine Group 7, said in the re-
lease. 

In January, the Navy identi-
fied Lt. Cmdr. James Heydon as
one of three Australians who be-

came the first to complete initial
training for nuclear power op-
erators at the Nuclear Power
Training Unit at Goose Creek,
S.C. 

The Submarine Warfare De-
vice is a mandatory qualifica-
tion for all submariners in the
U.S. Navy, according to the Na-
val History and Heritage Com-
mand website. Sailors must
demonstrate a strong under-
standing of all systems, com-
partments and equipment
aboard the submarine to earn
the badge.

The Australian officer earned
his dolphins while serving
aboard the USS Vermont, a nu-
clear-powered fast attack sub-
marine, according to the release.

Australian naval officers are
training on U.S. Navy subma-
rines as part of the 2021 trilater-
al AUKUS partnership between
Australia, the United Kingdom
and the United States.

Australian officer earns
US Navy ‘dolphins’ device
BY JEREMY STILLWAGNER

Stars and Stripes A future constellation-class
guided missile frigate will be
named USS Joy Bright Han-
cock, a tribute to one of the first
female officers to serve in the
Navy, according to a Navy
news release.

Secretary of the Navy Carlos
Del Toro made the announce-
ment Monday at the 11th Wom-
en, Peace and Security Sympo-
sium, hosted by the U.S. Naval
War College in Newport, R.I.

“We — men and women
alike — must contribute to the
meaningful participation of
women in the armed forces to
increase combat readiness and
operational effectiveness,” Del
Toro said. “Captain Joy Bright
Hancock was a trailblazer who
paved the way for generations
of women to proudly serve this
great nation. That is why, I am
incredibly pleased to an-
nounce that a Constellation-

class frigate, FFG 69, will be
named the USS Joy Bright
Hancock.”

This will be the first Navy
vessel to be named after Han-
cock, and the 10th of the new
constellation-class frigates. 

The future USS Joy Bright
Hancock honors her name-
sake’s service beginning as a
yeoman in World War I, and
her integral role in passage of
the Women’s Armed Services
Integration Act in 1948.

Hancock was one of eight
women to be sworn into the
regular Navy and was subse-
quently appointed Assistant
Chief of Naval Personnel for
Women. She received com-
mendations for her service to
the Bureau of Naval Aeronaut-
ics and the Deputy Chief of Na-
val Operations (Air) during
World War II, as well as for her
assistance in expanding oppor-
tunities for women in the Navy.

Missile frigate to be named
after female Navy officer

Stars and Stripes 
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WASHINGTON — The Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency on
Wednesday granted two requests
from California to enforce strict
standards for vehicle emissions,
including a rule aimed at banning
sales of new gasoline-powered
cars in the state by 2035. The in-
coming Trump administration is
likely to try to reverse the action. 

The California rule is stricter
than a federal rule adopted this
year that tightens emissions stan-
dards but does not require sales of
electric vehicles.

EPA said its review found that
opponents of the two waivers did
not meet their legal burden to
show how either the EV rule or a
separate measure on heavy-duty
vehicles was inconsistent with the
federal Clean Air Act.

“California has longstanding
authority to request waivers from
EPA to protect its residents from
dangerous air pollution coming
from mobile sources like cars and
trucks,” EPA Administrator Mi-
chael Regan said in a statement.
“Today’s actions follow through
on EPA’s commitment to partner
with states to reduce emissions
and act on the threat of climate
change.”

The new waiver is important
not only to California, but to more
than a dozen other states that fol-
low its nation-leading standards
on vehicle emissions. 

Even so, the waiver is likely to
be short-lived. President-elect
Donald Trump has said he will
move to revoke all California
waivers as part of an industry-
friendly approach that includes

boosting production of fossil fuels
and repealing key parts of a land-
mark 2022 climate law.

Trump rescinded California’s
authority on emissions in 2019,
only to be reversed three years
later by the Biden EPA, which re-
stored the state’s authority in
2022. 

Any effort by the new adminis-
tration is likely to spawn a new set
of legal challenges that could de-
lay any action.

Democratic Gov. Gavin New-
som, who often touts California’s
leadership on climate policy, said
EPA’s approval of the advanced
clean-cars rule was a vote of con-
fidence in California’s accom-
plishments in “protecting our
people by cleaning our air and
cutting pollution.” 

“Naysayers like President-

elect Trump would prefer to side
with the oil industry over con-
sumers and American automak-
ers, but California will continue
fostering new innovations in the
market,” Newsom said. 

Ford, Honda, Volkswagen and
other major automakers are
meeting current California emis-
sion standards, but some major
car companies questioned the lat-
est EPA waiver.

Most of the Democratic-lean-
ing states that have adopted Cali-
fornia’s rules — clustered along
the West Coast and in the North-
east — are not selling anywhere
close to the 35% level of EV sales
required for next year and remain
unlikely to meet the 2035 target of
100% EV sales, according to the
Alliance for Automotive Innova-
tion, a large industry group.

EPA lets Calif. ban new gas car sales by 2035
Associated Press 

MADISON, Wis. — The shoo-
ter who killed a student and
teacher at a Christian school in
Wisconsin brought two guns to
the school and was in contact with
a man in California who author-
ities said was planning to attack a
government building, according
to authorities and court docu-
ments released Wednesday.

Police were still investigating
why the 15-year-old student at
Abundant Life Christian School
in Madison shot and killed a fel-
low student and teacher Monday
before shooting herself, Madison
Police Chief Shon Barnes said.
Two other students who were
shot remained in critical condi-
tion Wednesday.

“We may never know what she
was thinking that day, but we’ll do
our best to try to add or give as
much information to our public
as possible,” Barnes said.

A California judge, mean-
while, issued a restraining order
Tuesday under California’s gun
red flag law against a 20-year-old
Carlsbad man. The order re-

quires the man to turn his guns
and ammunition into police. 

According to the order, the
man told FBI agents that he had
been messaging Natalie Rup-
now, the Wisconsin shooter,
about attacking a government
building with a gun and explo-
sives. The order doesn’t say what
building he had targeted or when
he planned to launch his attack. It
also doesn’t detail his interac-
tions with Rupnow except to state
he was plotting a mass shooting
with her.

The student who was killed in
Monday’s school shooting was
identified in an obituary released
Wednesday as Rubi Patricia Ver-
gara, 14, of Madison. She was a
freshman at the school and “an
avid reader, loved art, singing
and playing keyboard in the fam-
ily worship band,” according to
the obituary.

The Dane County medical exa-
miner Wednesday evening iden-
tified the teacher who was killed
as 42-year-old Erin Michelle
West, after initially identifying
her as Michelle E. West.

Shooter was in touch with man
allegedly plotting other attack

Associated Press 
WASHINGTON — The Fed-

eral Reserve cut its key interest
rate Wednesday by a quarter-
point — its third cut this year —
but also signaled that it expects
to reduce rates more slowly
next year than it previously en-
visioned, mostly because of
still-elevated inflation. 

The Fed’s 19 policymakers
projected they will cut their
benchmark rate by a quarter-
point just twice in 2025, down
from their estimate in Septem-
ber of four rate cuts. Their new
projections suggest consumers
may not enjoy much lower rates
next year for mortgages, auto
loans, credit cards and other
forms of borrowing. 

The central bank’s expecta-
tion of just two rate cuts in 2025
rattled Wall Street, sending
stock prices plummeting in the
worst day for the market in four
months. The Dow Jones Indus-
trial Average closed down more
than 1,100 points, roughly 2.5%.
The Nasdaq composite was hit
worse: It sank about 3.5%

Wednesday. Higher interest
rates can slow business expan-
sion. 

Speaking at a news confe-
rence, Chair Jerome Powell un-
derscored that policymakers
are slowing their rate reduc-
tions as their benchmark rate
nears a level that policymakers
refer to as “neutral” — the level
that is thought to neither spur
nor hinder the economy. 

Wednesday’s projections
suggest the policymakers think
they may be close to that level.
Their benchmark rate stands at
4.3% after the latest rate cut,
which followed a steep half-
point reduction in September
and a quarter-point cut last
month. 

“I think that a slower pace of
(rate) cuts really reflects both
the higher inflation readings
we’ve had this year and the ex-
pectations that inflation will be
higher” in 2025, Powell said.
“We’re closer to the neutral
rate, which is another reason to
be cautious about further
moves.”

Fed trims key rate; forecast of
fewer cuts sends stocks lower

Associated Press
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MOSCOW — President Vladimir Putin
boasted that his military operation in Uk-
raine has strengthened Russia and denied
that the ouster of key ally Bashar Assad in Sy-
ria had hurt Moscow’s prestige, as he held his
annual news conference and call-in show
Thursday.

He used the tightly choreographed event,
which lasted for about 4½ hours, to reinforce
his authority and demonstrate a sweeping
command of everything from consumer
prices to military hardware.

He claimed that sending troops into Uk-
raine in 2022 has boosted Russia’s military
and economic power. 

He also said that if he could go back in time,
he “would have thought that such a decision
should have been made earlier,” and Russia
should have “prepared for it in advance and

more thoroughly.”
“Russia has become much stronger over

the past two or three years because it has be-
come a truly sovereign country,” he said.
“We are standing firm in terms of economy,
we are strengthening our defense potential
and our military capability now is the stron-
gest in the world.”

Putin, who has held power for nearly a
quarter-century and began another six-year
term earlier this year, said the military was
“advancing toward achieving our goals” in
what he calls the special military operation in
Ukraine.

In response to a question about a new hy-
personic ballistic missile that Russia used for
the first time last month to strike Ukraine,
Putin scoffed at claims by some Western ex-
perts that it could be intercepted by NATO’s
air defenses. He mockingly challenged Uk-

raine’s allies to a “high-tech duel,” suggest-
ing that Moscow could give advance notice of
a strike on Kyiv with the Oreshnik missile
and see if the West could protect the city.

“Let them select a target, possibly in Kyiv,
put their air defense assets there and we shall
strike it with the Oreshnik,” he said with a dry
smile. “Let’s see what happens.”

Russia is making steady, if slow, advances
in Ukraine, but has also suffered embarrass-
ing setbacks. On Tuesday, Lt. Gen Igor Kiril-
lov was killed by a bomb planted outside his
apartment building in Moscow — a brazen
assassination claimed by Ukraine that
brought the conflict once again to the streets
of the Russian capital.

Putin described Kirillov’s killing as a “ma-
jor blunder” of Russia’s security agencies,
noting they should learn from it and improve
their efficiency.

Putin boasts of gains in Ukraine, missile
Associated Press 

DUBAI, United Arab Emir-
ates — A series of intense Is-
raeli airstrikes shook Yemen’s
rebel-held capital and a port
city early Thursday and killed
at least nine people, officials
said, shortly after a Houthi mis-
sile targeted central Israel.

Thursday’s strikes risk fur-
ther escalating conflict with the
Iranian-backed Houthis, whose
attacks on the Red Sea corridor
have drastically impacted glob-
al shipping. The rebels have so
far avoided the same level of

intense military strikes that
have targeted Palestinian mil-
itant group Hamas and Leba-
non’s Hezbollah, fellow mem-
bers of Tehran’s self-described
“Axis of Resistance.” 

Israel’s military said that it
conducted two waves of strikes
in a preplanned operation that
began early Thursday and in-
volved 14 fighter jets. The mil-
itary said the first wave of
strikes targeted Houthi infras-
tructure at the ports of Hodei-
da, Salif and the Ras Isa oil ter-
minal on the Red Sea. 

Then, in a second wave of
strikes, the military said its
fighter jets targeted Houthi
energy infrastructure in Sanaa. 

“After Hamas, Hezbollah
and the Assad regime in Syria,
the Houthis are almost the last
remaining arm of Iran’s axis of
evil,” said Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu in a
statement released Thursday.
“They are learning and they
will learn the hard way, that
whoever harms Israel pays a
very heavy price for it.” 

The Houthi-controlled satel-

lite channel al-Masirah said
that some of the strikes target-
ed power stations in the capital,
posting videos of flames engulf-
ing one structure, as civil de-
fense workers doused it in wa-
ter, trying to extinguish the
fire. 

The strikes on the two power
plants will worsen the electric-
ity crisis faced by Sanaa, where
those who can afford it run gas
generators or get power from
private providers because of
the city’s long-failing infras-
tructure.

Israeli airstrikes shake Yemen’s rebel-held capital
Associated Press

AVIGNON, France — A
court in France on Thursday
sentenced the ex-husband of
Gisèle Pelicot to 20 years in
prison for drugging and raping
her and allowing other men to
rape her while she was uncon-
scious, in abuse that lasted
nearly a decade. 

The sentence against Domin-
ique Pelicot was the maximum
possible under French law. He
was declared guilty of all

charges against him. At age 72,
it could mean that he spends
the rest of his life in prison. He
won’t be eligible to ask for early
release until at least two-thirds
of the sentence has been
served.

The shocking case stunned
France and spurred a national
reckoning about the blight of
rape culture.

Roger Arata, the lead judge
of the court in the southern
French city Avignon, told Pel-

icot to stand for the sentencing.
After it was delivered, he sat
back down and cried.

Arata read out verdicts one
after the other against Pelicot
and the 50 other men tried in
the case. Gisèle Pelicot’s cour-
age, grace and stoicism during
the ordeal of hearings that
stretched over more than three
months also turned Gisèle Pel-
icot into an icon for campaign-
ers against sexual violence, in-
cluding outside of France.

“You are therefore declared
guilty of aggravated rape on the
person of Mme. Gisèle Pelicot,”
the judge said as he worked his
way through names on the long
list of defendants.

Gisèle Pelicot was seated on
one side of the courtroom, fac-
ing the defendants and some-
times nodding her head as ver-
dicts were announced. Deliver-
ing the guilty verdicts and sen-
tences took Arata just over an
hour.

Man who drugged wife, let others rape her found guilty
Associated Press 
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Hunter dies after bear
shot in tree falls on him

VA LUNENBURG
COUNTY — A Virgi-

nia man has died after a bear in
a tree shot by one of his hunting
partners fell on him, state wild-
life officials said.

The incident occurred Dec. 9
in Lunenburg County, which is
between Richmond and Dan-
ville, Virginia’s Department of
Wildlife Resources said in a
statement.

A hunting group was follow-
ing the bear when it ran up the
tree, the department said. As
the group retreated from the
tree, a hunter shot the bear. The
animal fell onto another hunter
who was standing about 10 feet
from the bottom of the tree. 

The department identified
the man as Lester C. Harvey, 58,
of Phenix, Va. A member of the
group rendered first aid before
Harvey was rushed to two dif-
ferent hospitals. 

2 die after fertilizing
pot with bat poop

NY NEW YORK — Two
New York men have

died after contracting a rare
fungal infection from the bat fe-
ces they used to fertilize their
marijuana plants.

The men, both of Rochester,
were cultivating cannabis for
personal use when their health
started to deteriorate, accord-
ing to the journal Open Forum
Infectious Diseases.

One of them, a 59-year-old
man with a history of emphyse-
ma as well heavy tobacco and
marijuana use, was hospitalized
after suffering serious weight
loss over the course of about six
weeks. He also had a sore throat
when he was admitted to Strong

Memorial Hospital.
The other man, who was 64, 
told doctors there was “a

heavy bat infestation of his at-
tic,” which, as a result, was cov-
ered in bat feces, or guano. He
said he decided to use the waste
to fertilize his marijuana, and
then relayed his plan to the 59-
year-old, who purchased his
own guano online.

Trump picks Walker as
Bahamas ambassador

DC WASHINGTON —
Herschel Walker,

the football legend who unsuc-
cessfully ran for a U.S. Senate
seat in Georgia, has been cho-
sen by President-elect Donald
Trump to be ambassador to the
Bahamas.

Trump made the announce-
ment Tuesday in a post on Truth
Social, his social media website.
He described Walker as “a suc-
cessful businessman, philan-
thropist, former Heisman Tro-
phy winner.”

Walker, a Republican, tried to
unseat Democratic Sen. Ra-
phael Warnock two years ago
with Trump’s endorsement.
Walker benefited during the
campaign from nearly un-
matched name recognition
from his football career at the
University of Georgia and in the
NFL. But he fell short in his ef-
forts, unable to overcome a bevy
of damaging allegations, includ-
ing claims that he paid for two
former girlfriends’ abortions
despite supporting a national
ban on the procedure.

Amazon ups investment
in data centers by $10B

OH COLUMBUS —
Amazon Web Ser-

vices will invest another $10 bil-

lion to bolster its data center in-
frastructure in Ohio.

The company and Republi-
can Gov. Mike DeWine an-
nounced the plan Monday. The
new investment will boost the
amount it has committed to
spending in Ohio by the end of
2029 to more than $23 billion.

AWS launched its first data
centers in the state in 2016 and
currently operates campuses in
two counties in central Ohio,
home to the capital city of Co-
lumbus. The new investment
will allow AWS to expand its da-
ta centers to new sites, but the
company said those locations
have not been determined yet
and noted that its investment
plans are contingent upon the
execution of long-term energy
service agreements.

In June 2023, AWS said it
would invest $7.8 billion by the
end of 2029 to expand its data
center operations in central
Ohio. That was on top of $6 bil-
lion already invested through
2022.

Group blasts toxic
dumping settlement

NJ TOMS RIVER —
Years of toxic waste

dumping in a Jersey Shore com-
munity where childhood cancer
rates rose caused at least $1 bil-
lion in damage to natural re-
sources, according to an envi-
ronmental group trying to over-
turn a settlement between New
Jersey and the corporate suc-
cessor to the firm that did the
polluting.

Save Barnegat Bay and the
township of Toms River are su-
ing to overturn a deal between
the state and German chemical
company BASF under which
the firm will pay $500,000 and
carry out nine environmental

remediation projects at the site
of the former Ciba-Geigy
Chemical Corp. plant.

Save Barnegat Bay says the
settlement is woefully inade-
quate and does not take into ac-
count the scope and full nature
of the pollution. 

The state Department of En-
vironmental Protection defend-
ed the deal, saying it is not sup-
posed to be primarily about
monetary compensation; res-
toring damaged areas is a prior-
ity, it says.

Ruling favors trans
people on designation

MT HELENA — A state
judge in Montana

has temporarily blocked poli-
cies that prevented transgender
people from changing the sex
designation on their birth certif-
icates and driver’s licenses.

District Judge Mike Mena-
han issued his order Monday,
blocking the rule while the case
moves through the courts.

Menahan said it was not nec-
essary at this point in the litiga-
tion to determine whether
transgender Montanans consti-
tute a special class on the basis
of their transgender status, but
he disagreed with the state’s ar-
gument that discrimination on
the basis of transgender status
is not discrimination on the ba-
sis of sex.

One rule blocks transgender
people born in Montana from
changing the sex designation on
their birth certificate. 

Another policy prevents
transgender residents from
changing the sex on their driv-
er’s licenses without an amend-
ed birth certificate — which
they can’t obtain if they were
born in Montana.

— From Associated Press
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Forget the cost, the frenzied
planning and the timing around
the holidays. SMU fan Will Ho-
ward is living the dream: His
beloved Mustangs are in the 12-
team hunt for a national cham-
pionship, and he’s going to ride
it to the end.

“It’s better than going to Dis-
ney World,” Howard said. “Be-
cause we always knew that we
could go to Disney World, right?
We never knew that we’d ac-
tually have this type of opportu-
nity.”

SMU, Indiana, Penn State
and Tennessee are all first-time
participants in the playoff at
campus sites starting Friday
night, joining a club dominated
over the first 10 years by the ti-
tans of the sport that this year
includes Clemson, Georgia,
Ohio State and Texas. Although
many fans will head into frigid
conditions and enemy territory,
the sense of bliss outweighs the
unknown.

“I’ve been an SMU fan close
to 30 years now, and I’ve never
seen this level of excitement,”
Howard said.

The FBS has finally caught up
to the Championship Subdivi-
sion, which for decades has held
campus playoff games in early
winter in places that don’t show
up on travel destination bro-
chures.

But will fans travel this week-
end?

By the looks of booked travel
packages, the answer is a re-
sounding yes. Games at Ohio
State vs. Tennessee and at Notre

Dame against Indiana are sel-
louts, while the stands are ex-
pected to be close to full at
106,000-seat Beaver Stadium
for SMU at Penn State, as well
as Clemson’s game at Texas.
Fans seeking tickets are asked
to look on the secondary online
market.

For those who do their home-
work, there are hotel rooms
available, although that might
require extra travel and cost.
Some fans are skipping the
overnight stay. Howard, who re-
quested the maximum-allowed
eight game tickets at $200
apiece, plans to fly into State
College, Pa., on Saturday morn-
ing for a noon kickoff, then leave
later that day.

Have-nots no longer
National coach of the year

Curt Cignetti has restored a
spark to an Indiana program
that has seen nothing like this in
more than a half century.

“IU’s been waiting for some-
body to kind of come in and
change the culture of the pro-
gram,” said Brett White, whose
father and grandfather played
football for the Hoosiers. “The
fans have kind of just been wait-
ing for an explosion to happen in
Bloomington, and this season
was just perfect. It’s really been
fun.”

Indiana went 9-1 in the 1967
regular season, then lost to O.J.
Simpson and Southern Cal in
the Rose Bowl. Coach Bill Mal-
lory had three eight-win sea-
sons from 1984 to 1996. The best
chance came in 1987, when In-

diana lost a key matchup at
Michigan State that sent the
Spartans — not the Hoosiers —
to the Rose Bowl. There was just
one winning season from 1995 to
2018.

“If you’re an IU fan, you kind
of have post-traumatic stress
disorder all the time,” said Tim-
ber Tucker, an Indiana season
ticket holder since 2000.

Back from the dead
SMU is in uncharted waters,

appearing in the Atlantic Coast
Conference championship
game in its first season in the
league. The school sat in obscu-
rity for decades after receiving
the so-called death penalty ad-
ministered by the NCAA for a
pay-to-play scandal that wiped
out the 1987 and 1988 seasons. It
took nine years for SMU to put
together a winning record after
that, and its first bowl in the af-
termath didn’t come until 2009
under coach June Jones.

Brian Cassidy’s daughter is
captain of SMU’s cheer team.
He plans to stay with family in
Pennsylvania and attend Satur-
day’s game at Penn State. He
said there has been “40 years of
just misery, and now we’re on
one of the highest of highs mak-
ing the playoffs,” Cassidy said.
“The excitement is palpable.”

Clemson on the road
This is old hat for Clemson

fans. The Tigers are making
their seventh appearance in the
CFP. But this quest starts on the
road.

Chandler Bolt grew up near

Clemson’s campus and is now a
book publishing company CEO
in Texas. When the first-ever
meeting between Clemson and
Texas was announced, “every-
one was blowing up my phone,”
he said.

Clemson won national cham-
pionships after the 2016 and
2018 seasons and lost in title
games two other times. Bolt has
attended nearly every one of
those, but he’s been to more
Texas than Clemson games in
the three years since moving to
Austin.

Clemson made its way into
the playoff on the final weekend
by winning the ACC champion-
ship game after losing to South
Carolina in its last regular-sea-
son game.

“This year feels different be-
cause it’s an accident,” Bolt
said. “It just feels like we’re
playing with house money.”

Heading to the
Horseshoe

From the moment Ohio State
was matched against Tennes-
see, Earl Brown began search-
ing for tickets.

Brown, 75, will see his 355th
consecutive game, including
bowls, on Saturday night, ac-
companied by his wife, Judy,
along with several friends and
relatives. The consulting com-
pany owner hasn’t missed a
game since midway through the
1996 season.

“I’ve always heard about
Ohio State football, and now I’m
ready to go experience it,”
Brown said.

Fans fired-up about teams’ CFP debuts
Associated Press

The Colorado Buffaloes have
landed ex-Liberty quarterback
Kaidon Salter out of the transfer
portal to possibly step in and re-
place Shedeur Sanders next
season.

Salter figures to compete with

five-star high school recruit Ju-
lian “JuJu” Lewis for the start-
ing job. Lewis is expected to join
the 20th-ranked Buffaloes (9-3)
in the spring semester. 

A dual threat, Salter is com-
ing off a regular season for the
Flames in which he ran for 579

yards and seven TDs while
throwing for 1,886 yards and 15
touchdowns. His total yards per
game (224.09 yards) was fourth-
most in Conference USA.

Salter led Liberty to an 8-3
mark this season. His former
team will play in the Bahamas

Bowl on Jan. 4 against Buffalo. 
Colorado offensive coordina-

tor Pat Shurmur recently spoke
about the need to bring in a
player such as Salter as Lewis
develops. 

Shurmur called Lewis a
“great decision maker.” 

Colorado adds ex-Liberty QB out of transfer portal
Associated Press
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NEW YORK — In pivoting to
Plan B after losing Juan Soto,
Brian Cashman went after a fa-
miliar name in Cody Bellinger.

“I acquired his dad back in
the day. Now I acquired his
son,” the New York Yankees
general manager said Wednes-
day.

In the first 10 days after Soto
spurned the Yankees for a rec-
ord $765 million, 15-year con-
tract with the Mets, the Yankees
signed left-hander Max Fried to
a $218 million, eight-year con-
tract, acquired closer Devin
Williams from the Milwaukee
Brewers and obtained Bellin-
ger, a former NL MVP, from the
Chicago Cubs.

Cashman said the Yankees al-
so had been invited to meet in

California with Roki Sasaki, the
heralded 23-year-old Japanese
pitcher who can sign with Major
League Baseball clubs from
Jan. 15-23.

“I’m just happy we have an
opportunity,” Cashman said.
“Extremely talented, no doubt
about it, has a chance to be one
of the world’s great pitchers. Be
nice to be able to have Yankee
Stadium be his home.”

Because he is under 25, Sasa-
ki is treated by MLB as an inter-
national amateur and subject to
signing bonus pools for minor
league contracts usually allo-
cated to 16-year-old Latin
American prospects. Teams
have amounts ranging from
roughly $7.6 million to $4.1 mil-
lion they can spend; the Yan-
kees are capped at $5.3 million.

Bellinger’s father signed with
the Yankees in November 1996
and played for the big league
team from 1999 to 2001, winning
two World Series and three AL
pennants. Cody turned 6 in his
father’s last season.

“Someone that wants to be
here,” Cashman said, a remark
that some may read as aimed at
Soto. “I’ve been hearing it for a
long time, including his agent,
Scott Boras, saying, ‘Can you get
him over here? He’s driving me
crazy. He wants to be a Yankee.’
But that’s not why I did it. Ulti-
mately I did it because it’s a fit.”

Bellinger could play outfield
or first base depending on
moves the Yankees make.

“There’s different ways of do-
ing it,” manager Aaron Boone
said. “You’re never going to

have the perfect team and you’d
never know going into an offsea-
son what you’re going to be able
to do, whether it’s hammering a
strength, whether it’s plugging
a hole. It’s kind of where the
market and the matchups hap-
pen. And so far, I think the
moves that we’ve made I’m
really excited about. ... I feel like
the winter’s to this point been a
good one.”

Bellinger is guaranteed $52.5
million for the next two seasons.
The left-handed-hitting 29-
year-old has a $27.5 million sal-
ary for next year and a $25 mil-
lion player option for 2026 with
a $5 million buyout.

“Honored to wear the pin-
stripes, ready and excited to get
to work!!” he wrote on Insta-
gram.

Yankees reacted quickly to Soto, now meeting Sasaki
Associated Press

OWINGS MILLS, Md. — La-
mar Jackson’s struggles against
Pittsburgh are well document-
ed.

He’ll finally have help he’s
never enjoyed before in this ri-
valry — from a packed stadium
that’s actually cheering for him.

This weekend’s showdown
between Pittsburgh and Jack-
son’s Baltimore Ravens is only
the second time the star quar-
terback has faced the Steelers at
home. The other was in 2020,
with the coronavirus pandemic
limiting the announced crowd
to 4,345.

Expect a lot more than that
Saturday, when Pittsburgh can
clinch the AFC North with a vic-
tory and Baltimore will do its
best to prevent that.

“Just being in front of our
crowd, Flock Nation, just being
in the building, knowing it’s a ri-
val game, knowing what’s at
stake for us,” Jackson said. “I
feel like the momentum, the mo-
mentum from our crowd, will
just give us what we need — that

extra boost.”
Jackson is 1-4 as a starter

against the Steelers, a remarka-
bly small number of games
against a divisional opponent
for a quarterback in his seventh
season in the league. He beat
Pittsburgh in his first start
against them in 2019, but even in
that game he was sacked five
times and threw three picks.

Jackson has never had a pas-
ser rating higher than 80.1 in a
full game against the Steelers.
He’s thrown five touchdown
passes and eight interceptions
against Pittsburgh.

Almost all of that has come on
the road in a pretty difficult en-
vironment. In his first MVP sea-
son of 2019, Jackson sat out the
home game against the Steelers
after the Ravens had already
wrapped up the No. 1 seed in the
playoffs. The same thing hap-
pened last season. In 2021 and
2022, Jackson was injured when
Pittsburgh came to Baltimore.

Now the Ravens (9-5) have
few excuses left if they can’t
take care of business at home.

BetMGM had them favored by
six points around midday
Wednesday. Jackson is having a
sensational season, with a pas-
ser rating of 120.7 that ranks
among some of the best all time.
He’s thrown 34 touchdowns and
three interceptions.

“I think anytime he can make
a play, he’s going to try to make
that play. I don’t think he tries to
hold anything back, especially
at the end of the season,” said
Steelers linebacker Patrick
Queen, who played for Balti-
more before this season. “Ev-
erything’s on the line at that
point. There’s no holding back
on him. You definitely see that
now, him lowering his shoulder,
him stiff-arming a guy out of
bounds — which is crazy — just
him pushing the ball downfield
is just a whole lot more plays
he’s trying to make.”

Pittsburgh (10-4) arrives with
a one-game lead in the division,
a result of an 18-16 victory over
the Ravens in Week 11.

That game unfolded like so
many others when Jackson has

faced the Steelers: In front of a
raucous crowd in Pittsburgh,
everything seemed to go wrong.
Baltimore missed two field
goals and lost two fumbles.
Jackson threw an interception
when Payton Wilson basically
snatched the ball away after
running back Justice Hill ap-
peared to have the pass secured
in his arms.

Baltimore has lost eight of its
past nine to the Steelers, though
it doesn’t feel quite that lopsided
to the Ravens. They rested
starters for a couple of those
games and didn’t have Jackson
for some others. This season,
the head-to-head matchups
could well decide the division.

“It’ll get talked about. I think
some people got a taste of it.
There were a couple of skir-
mishes in the last game, but this
is big,” Baltimore cornerback
Marlon Humphrey said. “This
means a lot to a lot of people. It
means a lot to me being here for
a long time, and if you don’t un-
derstand, the message will be
very clear as the week goes on.”

Big home crowd should boost Jackson
Associated Press
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CHARLOTTE, N.C. — Jere-
miah Fears buried a 3-pointer
with 11.5 seconds left and drew a
foul, then calmly sank the ensu-
ing free throw for a four-point
play as No. 14 Oklahoma edged
24th-ranked Michigan 87-86 on
Tuesday night in a wild finish at
the Jumpman Invitational.

Fears finished with 30 points
on 8-of-12 shooting as the Soon-
ers (11-0) remained unbeaten.
Duke Miles had 17 points, in-
cluding two big 3s in the second
half.

Vladislav Goldin finished
with 26 points and 10 rebounds,
while Danny Wolf had 15 points
and 10 rebounds for the Wolve-
rines (8-3).

Michigan was in control most
of the game and had a three-
point lead and the ball with 30
seconds left before a turnover
gave the Sooners a chance.

No. 6 Alabama 97, North Da-
kota 90: Grant Nelson had 23
points and 10 rebounds in his re-
turn to his home state and the
Crimson Tide overcame Trey-
sen Eaglestaff’s big night to hold
off the Fighting Hawks.

Mark Sears had 23 points and

Labaron Philon added 16 for the
Crimson Tide (9-2) Alabama re-
bounded from a sloppy start to
shoot 59% and commit just one
turnover in the second half.

Alabama coach Nate Oats
scheduled the game as a favor to
Nelson, who grew up 90 minutes
away in Devils Lake and is in his
second season with the Crimson
Tide after transferring from
North Dakota State.

Eaglestaff overshadowed
Nelson’s homecoming with ca-
reer highs of 40 points and eight
3-pointers as the 24½-point-un-
derdog Fighting Hawks (4-9)
made it a game to the end.

No. 9 Marquette 80, Butler
70:Kam Jones scored 23 points
and the host Golden Eagles
committed only two turnovers
in a victory over the Bulldogs in
the Big East opener for both
teams.

Marquette (10-2, 1-0) had its
lowest turnover total since Jan.
8, 2011, when it also had two
turnovers in an 89-81 loss at
Pittsburgh, according to Elias
Sports Bureau. 

The Golden Eagles bounced
back three nights after squan-
dering a 13-point lead in a 71-63

loss at Dayton.
Butler (7-5, 0-1) lost its fourth

straight despite shooting 51.1%
from the floor. 

Jahmyl Telfort and Kolby
King scored 16 points each for
Butler. 

No. 11 UConn 94, Xavier 89
(OT): Alex Karaban had seven
of his 20 points in overtime to
lead the host Huskies past the
Musketeers in the Big East
opener for both teams.

Solo Ball led the Huskies (9-3)
with 22 points and Tarris Reed
Jr. had 20, including four in OT.
Reed also grabbed 13 rebounds.

Ryan Conwell had 23 points
and Maddox finished with 22 for
Xavier (8-4).

Both teams were missing key
players. A lower-body injury
will sideline Zach Freemantle,
Xavier’s leading scorer and re-
bounder, indefinitely. UConn
was without starting center
Samson Johnson (concussion
protocol.) 

No. 13 Gonzaga 102, Ni-
cholls 72: Braden Huff scored
25 points off the bench and the
host Bulldogs overcame a slow
start to roll past the Colonels.

Graham Ike added 20 points

and six rebounds, and Ryan
Nembhard had 18 points and 10
assists to help the Bulldogs (8-3)
bounce back from a 77-71 loss
last week to No. 11 UConn at Ma-
dison Square Garden.

Bryon Ireland led Nicholls
(7-5) with 16 points, including
eight in the first half.

No. 15 Houston 78, Toledo
49: Terrance Arceneaux had a
career-high 16 points and added
nine rebounds off the bench, Jo-
seph Tugler scored 13 points
and the Cougars (7-3) beat the
visiting Rockets (6-5).

Sam Lewis had 14 points, and
Javan Simmons scored nine
points for Toledo. 

No. 21 Memphis 64, Virginia
62: PJ Haggety scored 21 of his
27 points in the second half and
the Tigers shook off a slow start
to beat the host Cavaliers.

The Tigers (9-2) trailed 30-21
at halftime and took their first
lead at 39-37 on a goaltending
call in what became a 26-7 burst
that gave them a 47-39 lead.

Elijah Saunders scored 15
points and Taine Murray 14 for
Virginia (6-5). The Cavaliers
lost at home for the first time
this season.

No. 14 Oklahoma stays unbeaten
Associated Press

ST. PAUL, Minn. — Matthew
Tkachuk scored twice, Sergei
Bobrovsky made 26 saves and
the Florida Panthers beat the
Minnesota Wild 6-1 on Wednes-
day night.

Aaron Ekblad added his sec-
ond goal of the season to go with
two assists, and Mackie Samos-
kevich, Niko Mikkola and Eetu
Luostarinen also scored for
Florida. Tkachuk has 13 goals
this season and has scored eight
times in his past eight games.

Marco Rossi scored his 12th
goal of the season for Minneso-
ta. He has five goals in nine
games since joining the top line
with Kirill Kaprizov after Joel

Eriksson Ek was injured.
Wild goaltender Marc-Andre

Fleury stopped 27 shots while
making his 1,004th career start,
surpassing Patrick Roy for third
all-time. Only Martin Brodeur
(1,251 starts) and Roberto Luon-
go (1,014) have more.

Red Wings 6, Flyers 4: Pa-
trick Kane scored the decisive
third-period goal and added an
assist as Detroit beat visiting
Philadelphia.

Alex Lyon, playing in his first
game since Nov. 25, stopped 15
shots. He was sidelined the pre-
vious nine games due to a lower-
body injury.

Travis Konecny, Noah Cates,
Ryan Poehling and Owen Tip-

pett scored for the Flyers, who
trailed 4-2 after two periods but
tied it at 4 early in the third. Sa-
muel Ersson made 18 saves.

Maple Leafs 5, Stars 3: Ni-
cholas Robertson scored the go-
ahead goal and assisted on an-
other against his older brother’s
team, William Nylander scored
twice and Toronto won at Dal-
las.

Joseph Woll stopped 38 shots
for the Atlantic Division-lead-
ing Maple Leafs, who won for
the fourth time in five games.

Robertson made it 3-2 with an
unassisted goal at 5:31 of the
second period, only 16 seconds
after Nylander’s first goal tied
the game. Robertson, 23, assist-

ed on Bobby McMann’s goal lat-
er in the second, when Jason
Robertson, 25, was on the ice for
the Stars.

Ducks 3, Jets 2: Troy Terry
scored with 24 seconds left and
host Anaheim rallied late for a
victory over Winnipeg.

Gabriel Vilardi and Mark
Scheifele scored for the Jets,
who had won five of seven. 

Utah 3, Canucks 2 (OT):Mik-
hail Sergachev scored 4:48 into
overtime to lift Utah to a victory
over visiting Vancouver.

Clayton Keller and Dylan
Guenther scored for Utah in the
third period to force overtime. 

Danton Heinen and Dakota
Joshua scored for Vancouver.

Tkachuk scores twice as Panthers defeat Wild
Associated Press
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