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WASHINGTON — The mili-
tary has ordered new safety gui-
delines for a key part in all Os-
prey aircraft after a recent acci-
dent revealed the same problem
caused a fatal crash in Japan
last year. 

During a Nov. 20 flight involv-
ing a CV-22B Osprey in New
Mexico, the crew received
warnings that the metal gears
inside the aircraft’s transmis-
sion, known as the proprotor
gearbox, were in trouble. 

They lost an engine, but due
to lessons learned from the
crash in Japan that killed eight
service members, the Air Force
Special Operations Command
crew in New Mexico quickly got

the aircraft on the ground and
survived. 

Investigators opened up the
failed and badly damaged trans-
mission from last month’s flight,
finding the same type of metal
weaknesses — called inclusions
— that led to gears breaking
apart in a similar way in the Ja-
pan crash in November 2023. 

Following the New Mexico
near-crash, all the military ser-
vices grounded their Ospreys,
which can fly both like a heli-
copter and an airplane, for the
second time this year. The Ma-
rines, however, put their Os-
preys back in the air days later. 

Under guidelines announced
Friday, all Ospreys with propro-
tor gearboxes under a certain

number of flight hours will be
subject to additional safety re-
strictions. The restrictions af-
fect the newer transmissions
because investigators have
found that the metal weakness-
es, if they are going to occur,
happen early on.

The metal weaknesses have
been tied to the way the alloys
are manufactured. There is a
hardier manufacturing method
available, but it will require re-
placement of the expensive
transmissions, a process that
likely would take years to com-
plete for all of the approximate-
ly 400 aircraft in the military’s
fleet. 

An in-depth investigation into
the Osprey by The Associated

Press found that safety issues
have increased in the past five
years, parts are wearing out fas-
ter than expected and that the
design of the aircraft itself is di-
rectly contributing to many of
the accidents.

Naval Air Systems Com-
mand, which runs the Osprey
program across the military
branches, said Friday that the
additional safety controls “will
remain in place” until the pro-
protor gearboxes are replaced. 

“Due to operational security
concerns, the specifics of the
V-22 flight-hour threshold,
number of aircraft affected and
additional flight controls will
not be released,” NAVAIR said
in a statement.

New rules ordered for key Osprey part
Associated Press 

WASHINGTON — Hours be-
fore the start of a federal gov-
ernment shutdown, President-
elect Donald Trump doubled-
down Friday on his insistence
that a debt ceiling increase be
included in any deal — and if
not, let the closures “start now.”

Trump, who is not yet even
sworn into the White House, is-
sued his latest demand as
House Speaker Mike Johnson
arrived early at the Capitol, in-
stantly holing up with some of
the most conservative Republi-
cans in the House Freedom
Caucus who helped sink
Trump’s bill in a spectacular
Thursday evening flop. 

The clock is now racing to-
ward the midnight deadline to
fund government operations.

“ff there is going to be a shut-
down of government, let it begin
now,” Trump posted on social

media. Trump does not fear
government shutdowns the way
Johnson and the lawmakers see
federal closures as political los-
ers that harm the livelihoods of
Americans. 

The incoming Trump admin-
istration vows to slash the feder-
al budget and fire thousands of
employees. 

Trump himself sparked the
longest government shutdown
in history in his first term at the
White House, the monthlong
closures over the 2018-19
Christmas holiday and New
Year period.

More importantly for the
president-elect is his demand
for pushing the thorny debt ceil-
ing debate off the table before
he returns to the White House.
The federal debt limit expires
Jan. 1, and Trump doesn’t want
the first months of his new ad-
ministration saddled with tough

negotiations in Congress to lift
the nation’s borrowing capacity.
It gives Democrats, who will be
in the minority next year, lever-
age.

House Republicans were
quickly cobbling together a new
plan, which could involve split-
ting up the previous efforts —
government funding, disaster
and agricultural aid into sepa-
rate votes — with debt ceiling
potentially later. 

They were preparing to meet
privately during the lunch hour
to discuss next steps, with a
shutdown 12 hours away.

“Congress must get rid of, or
extend out to, perhaps, 2029, the
ridiculous Debt Ceiling,”
Trump posted — increasing his
demand for a now five-year
debt limit increase. “Without
this, we should never make a
deal.”

Johnson is racing behind

closed doors to prevent a shut-
down, but his influence has its
limits. 

Trump, and billionaire ally
Elon Musk, unleashed their op-
position — and social media ar-
my — on the first plan Johnson
presented, which was a 1,500-
page bipartisan compromise he
struck with Democrats that in-
cluded $100 billion in disaster
aid for hard hit states but did not
address the debt ceiling situa-
tion.

A Trump-backed second
plan, Thursday’s slimmed down
116-page bill with his preferred
two-year debt limit increase in-
to 2027, failed in a monumental
defeat, rejected in an evening
vote by most Democrats as an
unserious effort — but also
some three dozen Republicans
who refuse to pile on the na-
tion’s red ink.

Trump pushes to raise debt ceiling as deadline looms
Associated Press 
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KYIV, Ukraine — A Ukrai-
nian attack Friday on a town in
Russia’s Kursk border region
using U.S.-supplied missiles
killed six people, a senior local
official said. The attack came
hours after Ukrainian author-
ities said a Russian ballistic
missile strike on Kyiv killed at
least one person and wounded
13.

Moscow claimed the Kyiv
strike was in response to a Uk-
rainian strike on Russian soil
using American-made weapons
earlier this week.

Ten other people in the Kursk
town of Rylsk, including a 13-
year-old, were hospitalized af-
ter Friday’s strike with HI-
MARS missiles, Kursk acting
Gov. Alexander Khinshtein
said. He provided no further de-
tails.

Russia is trying to push back a
Ukrainian incursion into Kursk
that was launched in early Au-
gust, but Ukraine’s troops are
dug in.

The truck-mounted HIMARS
launchers fire GPS-guided mis-
siles capable of hitting targets
up to 50 miles away. The mobile
launchers are hard for the ene-
my to spot and can quickly

change position after firing to
escape airstrikes.

President Joe Biden last
month authorized Ukraine to
use U.S.-supplied missiles to
strike deeper inside Russia, eas-
ing limitations on the longer-
range weapons. The move was a
response to Russia deploying
thousands of North Korean
troops to reinforce its war ef-
fort, officials said.

Shortly before sunrise Fri-
day, at least three loud blasts
were heard in Kyiv. Ukraine’s
air force said it intercepted five
Iskander short-range ballistic
missiles fired at the city. The at-
tack knocked out heating to 630
residential buildings, 16 medi-
cal facilities and 30 schools and
kindergartens, the city adminis-
tration said. Falling missile de-
bris caused damage and
sparked fires in three districts.

“We ask citizens to immedi-
ately respond to reports of bal-
listic attack threats, because
there is very little time to find
shelter,” the air force said.

During the nearly three years
since the war began, Russia has
regularly bombarded civilian
areas of Ukraine, often in an at-
tempt to cripple the power grid
and unnerve Ukrainians. Uk-

raine, struggling to hold back
Russia’s bigger army on the
front line, has attempted to
strike Russian infrastructure
supporting the country’s war ef-
fort.

The falling debris in Kyiv
caused damage to around two
dozen high-rise office buildings
in the city center as well as the
landmark Catholic Church of St.
Nicholas and the Kyiv National
Linguistic University.

What may have been the blast
wave from an intercepted low-
flying missile also blew out win-
dows and caused other damage
at six embassies, the Ukrainian
Foreign Ministry said.

About five hours later, air
raid sirens rang out again. Vale-
riia Dubova, a 32-year-old pho-
tographer, took cover with
many others in a crowded sub-
way station.

She said that in the morning
attack, she sheltered at home
and could feel the walls shaking.
Outside, fire engines and ambu-
lances raced down city streets,
she said.

“You could see that many
buildings, high-rises, were
damaged, with glass shards on
the ground, far from the explo-
sion epicenter,” she said.

The Russian Defense Minis-
try said that the strike was in re-
sponse to a Ukrainian missile
attack on Russia’s Rostov bor-
der region two days earlier.
That attack used six American-
made Army Tactical Missile
System, known as ATACMS,
missiles and four Storm Shadow
air-launched missiles provided
by the United Kingdom, it said.

That day, Ukraine claimed to
have targeted a Rostov oil refin-
ery as part of its campaign to
strike Russian infrastructure
supporting the country’s war ef-
fort.

The use of Western-supplied
weapons to strike Russia has an-
gered the Kremlin. Ukraine
fired several American-sup-
plied longer-range missiles into
Russia for the first time on Nov.
19 after Washington eased re-
strictions on their use.

That development prompted
Russia to use a new hypersonic
missile, called Oreshnik, for the
first time. 

Russian President Vladimir
Putin suggested that the missile
could be used to target govern-
ment buildings in Kyiv, though
there have been no reports of an
Oreshnik being used for a sec-
ond time.

Russia says US-supplied missiles kill 6
Associated Press 

MELBOURNE, Australia —
Australia announced on Friday
it will pay for more police in the
Solomon Islands and create a
police training center in the
South Pacific island nation’s
capital Honiara, where Chinese
law enforcement instructors
are already based under a bilat-
eral security pact with Beijing.

Prime Minister Anthony Al-
banese said Australia would
spend $118 million over four
years on funding and training
new Royal Solomon Islands Po-

lice Force recruits with a pack-
age that would “reduce any
need for outside support.”

“My government is proud to
make a significant investment
in the police force of the Solo-
mon Islands to ensure that they
can continue to take primary re-
sponsibility for security in the
Solomons,” Albanese told re-
porters in the capital of Canber-
ra.

Albanese and his Solomons
counterpart Jeremiah Manele
said in a joint statement on Fri-
day the package would build an

enduring security capability in
the Solomons, “thereby reduc-
ing its reliance on external part-
ners over time.”

Australia has been energeti-
cally pursuing new bilateral se-
curity deals with its Pacific is-
land neighbors since Beijing
and the Solomons signed a se-
curity deal in 2022 under Ma-
nele’s predecessor, Manasseh
Sogavare.

That deal has created fears
among U.S. allies including
Australia that the Chinese navy
will be allowed to build a base in

the strategically important So-
lomons.

Albanese’s Labor Party,
which was the opposition at the
time the pact was signed, de-
scribed it as Australia’s worst
foreign policy failure in the Pa-
cific since World War II.

Australia has recently signed
security deals with Papua New
Guinea, Tuvalu and Nauru that
effectively give Canberra veto
powers over any security deals
those countries might want to
strike with third nations includ-
ing China.

Australian deal aims to counteract China in Solomons
Associated Press 
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WASHINGTON — An infla-
tion gauge that is closely
watched by the Federal Re-
serve barely rose last month in a
sign that price pressures cooled
after two months of sharp gains. 

Friday’s report from the
Commerce Department
showed that prices rose just
0.1% from October to Novem-
ber. Excluding the volatile food
and energy categories, prices
also ticked up just 0.1%, after
two months of outsize 0.3%
gains. 

The milder inflation figures
arrive two days after Federal
Reserve officials, led by Chair
Jerome Powell, rocked finan-
cial markets by revealing that
they now expect to cut their key
interest rate just two times in
2025, down from four in their
previous estimate. Stickier in-
flation, Powell said, “might be
the single biggest factor” caus-
ing the central bank to reduce
the number of rate cuts it envi-
sions. Fewer Fed rate cuts
would likely mean that mort-
gage rates and other consumer
borrowing costs would remain
elevated. 

Friday’s data did contain one
sign of still-persistent inflation:
Year-over-year inflation edged
up to 2.4% in November from
2.3% in October and above the
Fed’s 2% inflation target. But
year-over-year “core” prices,
which exclude volatile food and
energy costs, were unchanged
at 2.8%. The Fed pays closer at-
tention to the core figures,
which are regarded as a better
sign of where inflation is likely
headed. 

Friday’s report also showed
that consumers increased their
spending by a solid 0.4% from
October to November, a sign
that households continue to pro-
pel the economy.

Pressure on
prices eased
last month,
gauge says

Associated Press 
Shoppers are fretting over

whether their packages will
come on time for the holidays,
as a recent burst of warehouse
strikes threaten to disrupt the
flow of Amazon deliveries —
with some consumers so frus-
trated they’re canceling their
Prime subscriptions and others
making backup plans.

Dustin Jones, 36, of New York
City, said he tried to order all his
packages early in anticipation
of a strike, but he had a few last-
minute orders on Tuesday. He’s
still waiting on many of them, he
said, including a gift for his sis-
ter, who he’s supposed to visit
this weekend. His Amazon ac-
count notified him that her gift
probably won’t arrive in time.

“Now I have to see if I can re-
route it,” he said.

The walkouts, which so far
are confined to seven Amazon
sites, won’t affect all orders but
could cause disruptions in ma-
jor metro areas including New
York, Atlanta, San Francisco
and Chicago. The Teamsters
union said about 9,000 workers
have joined the strike in hopes

of forcing the company to come
to the bargaining table to work
out a contract. The group
warned that more warehouses
may join, which would probably
cause a wider swath of delays
during the busiest shopping
season of the year.

The affected sites are based
in New York City; Atlanta; San
Francisco; Skokie, Ill.; and
Southern California. Amazon
said the job action will have no
impact on its sweeping logistics
business. 

But more facilities are ex-
pected to join, including a major
air cargo hub in California and
New York’s largest warehouse,
on Staten Island. And hundreds
of picket lines at Amazon ware-
houses elsewhere — organized
by Teamsters local unions that
represent workers at other com-
panies — could dissuade work-
ers, such as UPS drivers, from
picking up deliveries. (Amazon
founder Jeff Bezos owns The
Washington Post.)

Andrew Foster, 26, ordered
some Christmas presents for his
wife on Amazon about two
weeks ago — but they still

haven’t arrived. If there were a
way to replace his gifts easily,
Foster said, he would have can-
celed his order and searched for
the items elsewhere.

But now he’s stuck waiting
and said he’s worried it’s getting
down to the wire.

“I definitely understand how
this might make some people
worried about whether or not
they’ll get their packages on
time,” Foster said.“I need those
packages less than those people
need their rights and the things
that they’re due for their labor.”

Amazon accounted for 29% of
all global online orders in the
two weeks leading up to Christ-
mas in 2023, Bloomberg report-
ed in January.

Teamsters President Sean
O’Brien said customers agitated
by the delays should “blame
Amazon’s insatiable greed.”

“These greedy executives
had every chance to show de-
cency and respect for the people
who make their obscene profits
possible,” he said. “Instead,
they’ve pushed workers to the
limit, and now they’re paying
the price.”

Shoppers eye alternatives as
Amazon workers go on strike

The Washington Post 

Workers at Starbucks stores
plan to go on a five-day strike
starting Friday to protest lack of
progress in contract negotia-
tions with the company.

The strikes are scheduled to
begin in Los Angeles, Chicago
and Seattle and could spread to
hundreds of stores across the
country by Christmas Eve. 

Starbucks Workers United,
the union that has organized
workers at 535 company-owned
U.S. stores since 2021, said Star-
bucks has failed to honor a com-

mitment made in February to
reach a labor agreement this
year. The union also wants the
company to resolve outstanding
legal issues, including hundreds
of unfair labor practice charges
that workers have filed with the
National Labor Relations
Board.

The union noted that Star-
bucks’ Chairman and CEO
Brian Niccol, who started in
September, could make more
than $100 million in his first
year on the job. But the compa-
ny recently proposed an eco-

nomic package with no new
wage increases for unionized
baristas now and a 1.5% in-
crease in future years.

“Union baristas know their
value, and they’re not going to
accept a proposal that doesn’t
treat them as true partners,”
said Lynne Fox, president of
Workers United.

Seattle-based Starbucks said
Workers United prematurely
ended a bargaining session this
week. Starbucks has nearly
10,000 company-owned stores
in the U.S.

Starbucks workers plan strikes that
could spread to hundreds of US stores

Associated Press 
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NEW YORK — The U.S. flu
season is underway, with cases
surging across much of the
country, health officials said
Friday. 

The Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention noted sharp
increases in several measures,
including lab tests and emer-
gency room visits.

“It’s been increasing at a pret-
ty steady pace now for the past
several weeks. So yeah, we are
certainly in flu season now,”
said the CDC’s Alicia Budd.

Thirteen states reported high
or very high levels of flu-like ill-
ness last week, about double
those of the week before. One is
Tennessee, where a sickness

spike is hitting the Nashville ar-
ea, said Dr. William Schaffner,
an infectious diseases expert at
Vanderbilt University.

“Flu has been increasing, but
just this last week has explod-
ed,” Schaffner said. He noted
that in a local clinic that serves
as an indicator of illness trends,
as many as a quarter of the pa-
tients have flu symptoms.

Louisiana is another early hot
spot.

“Just this week is really that
turning point where people are
out because of the flu,” said Dr.
Catherine O’Neal, an infectious
diseases doctor at the largest
private hospital in the state, Our
Lady of the Lake Regional Med-
ical Center in Baton Rouge.

“You hear parents saying, ‘I
can’t come to work because of
the flu’ and ‘Where can I get a
flu test?’”

Of course, there are a number
of bugs that cause fever, cough,
sore throat and other flu-like
symptoms. 

One is COVID-19. Another is
RSV, or respiratory syncytial
virus, which is a common cause
of cold-like symptoms but can
be dangerous for infants and the
elderly.

The most recent CDC data
show COVID-19 hospitaliza-
tions have been declining since
summer. COVID-19 activity is
low nationally, but high in the
Midwest, according to CDC
wastewater data.

RSV hospitalizations started
rising before flu did and now
show signs of possibly leveling
off, but they remain a little more
common than admissions for
flu. Overall, RSV activity is low
nationally, but high in the South,
the wastewater data show.

The CDC called the start of flu
season based on several indica-
tors, include lab results for pa-
tients in hospitals and doctor’s
offices, and the percentage of
emergency department visits
that had a discharge diagnosis
of flu.

No flu strain seems to be dom-
inant, and it’s too early in the
season to know how good a
match the flu vaccine will be,
Budd said.

Surge in illness marks flu season’s arrival
Associated Press

McALLEN, Texas — U.S. Im-
migration and Customs En-
forcement deported more than
270,000 people to 192 countries
over a recent 12-month period,
the highest annual tally in a dec-
ade, according to a report re-
leased Thursday.

ICE, the main government
agency responsible for remov-
ing people in the country illegal-
ly, had 271,484 deportations in
its fiscal year that ended Sept.
30, nearly double from 142,580
in the same period a year ear-
lier.

It was ICE’s highest deporta-
tion count since 2014, when it re-
moved 315,943 people. The
highest it reached during Presi-
dent-elect Donald Trump’s first
term in the White House was
267,258 in 2019.

Increased deportation flights,
including on weekends, and
streamlined travel procedures
for people sent to Guatemala,
Honduras and El Salvador
fueled the increase, ICE said.
The agency had its first large
flight to China in six years and

also had planes stop in Albania,
Angola, Egypt, Georgia, Ghana,
Guinea, India, Mauritania, Ro-
mania, Senegal, Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan. 

Also Thursday, U.S. Customs
and Border Protection said au-
thorities made 46,612 arrests for
crossing the border illegally
from Mexico in November,
down 18% from 56,526 a month
earlier and more than 80% from
an all-time high of 250,000 in
December 2023. Arrests fell by
half when Mexican authorities
increased enforcement within
their own borders a year ago and
by half again when President
Joe Biden introduced severe
asylum restrictions in June. The
November numbers were the
lowest since July 2020 and indi-
cate that a widely anticipated
spike after Trump was elected
president didn’t happen imme-
diately.

Over the 12-month period
ended Sept. 30, Mexico was the
most common destination for
deportees (87,298), followed by
Guatemala (66,435) and Hondu-
ras (45,923), the ICE report said. 

ICE deports most since
2014, aided by more flights

Associated Press 
WASHINGTON — President

Joe Biden is abandoning his ef-
fort to cancel student loans for
more than 38 million Ameri-
cans, the first step in an admin-
istration-wide plan to jettison
pending regulations to prevent
President-elect Donald Trump
from retooling them to achieve
his own aims. 

The White House expects to
pull back unfinished rules
across several agencies if there
isn’t enough time to finalize
them before Trump takes office.
If the proposed regulations
were left in their current state,
the next administration would
be able to rewrite them and ad-
vance its agenda more quickly.

Even as the Biden adminis-
tration moves to pull back the
rules, it pushed ahead with can-
cellation through other avenues
on Friday. 

The Education Department
said it was clearing loans for an-
other 55,000 borrowers who
reached eligibility through a
program known as Public Ser-
vice Loan Forgiveness, which

was created by Congress in
2007 and expanded by the Bi-
den administration.

As the pending Biden regula-
tions are withdrawn, nothing
prevents Trump from pursuing
his own regulations on the same
issues when he returns to the
White House, but he would have
to start from scratch in a proc-
ess that can take months or even
years.

“This isn’t the way I wanted it
to end,” said Melissa Byrne, an
activist who has pushed for stu-
dent debt cancellation. “Unfor-
tunately, this is the most pru-
dent action to take right now.”

She blamed Republicans for
putting the Biden administra-
tion in this position. “It’s a bum-
mer that we have a GOP that is
committed to keeping working-
class Americans in debt,” Byrne
said. 

In documents withdrawing
the student loan proposals, the
Education Department insisted
it has the authority to cancel the
debt but sought to focus on other
priorities in the administra-
tion’s final weeks. 

Student debt cancellation
among killed regulations

Associated Press 
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It took more than 100 years, a
few billion dollars and the cold,
hard realization that you can’t
fight progress forever. And
now, finally, college football has
what the rest of sports have — a
legitimate postseason tourna-
ment.

The first 12-team College
Football Playoff kicks off Friday
and Saturday with four first-
round games on campuses
steeped in gridiron tradition:
Texas (hosting Clemson), Penn
State (SMU), Notre Dame (Indi-
ana) and Ohio State (Tennes-
see). 

The winners advance to play
over the New Year’s holiday —
Arizona State, Boise State,
Georgia and Oregon are waiting
— and the tournament con-
cludes Jan. 20 with the national
title game in Atlanta.

The concept of a postseason
tournament is old hat for vir-
tually every other major sport in
the United States (including the
lower levels of college football),
but this postseason is a novel
one for the top level of the game.
Not surprisingly for an endea-
vor that took a century to create,
it is teeming with prickly details
that will ultimately shape the fu-
ture of the playoff itself.

■ Can the college game com-
pete with the NFL?

A deal struck decades ago as
part of the NFL’s anti-trust ex-
emption deems Saturdays as
college territory, prohibiting
the league from televising
games on college football’s big-
gest day. But that ban is only in
effect through mid-December,
which is when the NFL jumps
in. 

On Saturday, it has a pair of
standout games: Texans-Chiefs
on NBC and Steelers-Ravens on

Fox. The CFP has chosen to
counterprogram those games
with SMU-Penn State and
Clemson-Texas, both of which
were sublicensed to TNT as part
of ESPN’s original deal to
broadcast the playoff. 

How will this go? College foot-
ball’s most-watched game this
season grabbed 16.6 million
viewers, while last year’s title
game, when the playoff only
consisted of four teams, drew 25
million. 

A regular-season NFL game
between the Bills and Rams ear-
lier this month drew 24 million
viewers and the NFL averaged
around 38.5 million viewers for
its first round of playoff games
last season.

Does it matter? ESPN is
signed to the deal (topping out at
$1.3 billion a year) through 2031,
though if the ratings tank, it
might be compelled to look for
friendlier TV windows and
avoid the ratings behemoth that
is the NFL.

“I think it’s important for
them to get a reasonable rat-
ing,” said Dan Durbin, the di-
rector of the Institute of Sports,
Media and Society at USC. “I
don’t think beating the NFL
really even counts.”

■ Why did this take 100
years?

We can trace it back to the
Rose Parade in Pasadena, Calif.
Organizers of the annual parade
wanted a way to pay for all those
flower-covered floats cruising
down Colorado Boulevard.

In 1902, they invited Michi-
gan and Stanford to play (the
Wolverines won 49-0). In 1916, it
was Washington State and
Brown, and from there, the
game became an annual affair. 

Other cities followed suit,
mostly in warm-weather areas.

By 1937, the Rose, Orange (Mia-
mi), Sugar (New Orleans) and
Cotton (Dallas) were annual
bowls, By the 1940s and ’50s, the
games had contractual tie-ins
with conferences, which
pledged to send their teams
there. 

The games entrenched them-
selves in the local tourism econ-
omy and, so, also became dug
into the fabric of college football
itself. While virtually all sports
had moved toward some sort of
playoff tournament by the
1960s, college football stood pat
and the bowl games served as
its postseason.

■ AP and other polls de-
clared national champions

Because the bowl games were
locked into inviting teams from
certain conferences, the top two
teams in the sport often never
played each other. 

“In college football, you had
so many teams, so many confe-
rences that it’s just been unwiel-
dy to try to create a real postsea-
son,” Durbin said.

That remains true to this day,
even with the expanded
playoffs.

The seeds of change were
planted after back-to-back sea-
sons with split titles in 1990 and
1991 made it clear something
needed to be done. Over the en-
suing 35 years, a cocktail of con-
ference realignment, ever-
growing TV contracts and, most
recently, the financial realities
of a sport that will soon share
millions with its players
spawned new ways for the sport
to tackle its playoff problem. 

In the 1990s, a two-decade pe-
riod of systems — the Bowl Alli-
ance, Bowl Coalition and Bowl
Championship Series — tried to
pair the two best teams in the
country to play for the title.

Rankings were based on a com-
bination of polls, computer
rankings and strength of sched-
ule — a formula that has been
tweaked many times but re-
mains a sore spot to this day.

■ The beginnings of a ‘real’
playoff

The BCS turned into the Col-
lege Football Playoff in 2014
with a four-team postseason
that felt like progress.

One problem was that the gap
grew even wider between what
mattered and what didn’t —
three playoff games vs. dozens
of bowl games that looked more
and more like exhibitions, espe-
cially if players with NFL pro-
spects opted out. 

Another was the selection
process. The March Madness
selection committee in college
basketball isn’t truly in jeopar-
dy of sidelining the eventual na-
tional champion if it makes a
bad choice for, say, the last two
teams in a 68-team field. 

Not so in football, where the
field is smaller, every game
means more and the financial
stakes are higher. The SEC and
Big Ten, for instance, receive
around $22 million in playoff TV
money before a single game is
played. There is a pool of about
$115 million available to the con-
ferences based on the results of
the playoff.

Last year, when the football
committee chose one-loss Ala-
bama over undefeated Florida
State for the fourth and final
spot, it triggered investigations
and threats.

The road to 12 teams was al-
ready paved by then, but it has
been equally as fraught. Some
reveled in the fact that the first
team out of the bracket this time
was the very Alabama program
that was chosen a year earlier.

12-team college football playoff finally arrives
Associated Press 
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INGLEWOOD, Calif. —
Trailing 21-13 at halftime
Thursday night against the
Denver Broncos, some won-
dered if the Los Angeles Char-
gers had any resolve left after
going through their worst four-
quarter stretch of the season.

The Chargers put some
doubts to rest getting back on
track and getting closer to wrap-
ping up a playoff spot.

Justin Herbert passed for 284
yards and two touchdowns, in-
cluding a go-ahead 19-yarder to
Derius Davis early in the fourth
quarter, as the Chargers rallied
for a 34-27 victory.

Los Angeles (9-6) has a 97%
probability of making the
playoffs with the win according
to the NFL. It can wrap up its
second postseason berth in
three seasons Sunday with loss-
es by Indianapolis and Miami. 

“It was a total team effort by
everyone. It was phenomenal,”
coach Jim Harbaugh said. “The
test and challenge is how you
are going to respond. They went
back to work and stayed the
course.”

The Chargers’ comeback also
included Cameron Dicker mak-
ing the first successful fair-
catch kick in the NFL in 48
years. He was good from 57
yards on the final play of the
first half to pull the Chargers to
21-13.

Denver (9-6) could have
clinched a playoff spot but had
its four-game winning streak
snapped. The Broncos still have
an 85% chance of making it, but
they have tough tests at Cincin-
nati on Dec. 28 and at home
against Kansas City in Week 18.

“Obviously, a disappointing
loss. There was a lot at stake,
and we know that,” Denver
coach Sean Payton said. “We
had a fast start, and then un-
characteristically this season,
we didn’t finish or play nearly
well enough in the second half,
both offensively and defensive-
ly.”

The Broncos appeared well
on their way to wrapping up
their first postseason berth
since 2015 after they scored on
their first three drives to go up
21-10. But after Wil Lutz’s 41-
yard field goal midway through

the third quarter gave the Bron-
cos a 24-13 advantage, the Char-
gers stormed back.

“First three drives, 21 points,
and then just kind of stalled,”
said Bo Nix, who completed 29
of 40 passes for 263 yards and
two touchdowns. “We got the
same defense (in the second
half). Just for whatever reason,
we couldn’t get going.”

Gus Edwards — who had 14
carries for 68 yards — went 5
yards off left end for his second
touchdown of the game to get
the Bolts within 24-19, but the 2-
point conversion was no good
when Herbert was stopped
short of the goal line.

Edwards also burrowed in
from the 1 in the first quarter to
tie it at 7.

After Denver went three-and-
out for the second time in three
possessions, the Chargers took
their first lead. On first-and-10
from the Denver 19, Herbert —
who completed 23 of 30 passes
with an interception — scram-
bled left and threw across his
body off his left foot to Davis
with 12:29 remaining. 

“We had him on a little bubble

out of the backfield. I scrambled
out, saw the pressure and he just
turned upfield and made an in-
credible play,” Herbert said.

Herbert then found Joshua
Palmer in the back of the end
zone for the 2-point conversion.
Palmer made a one-handed
grab before going out of bounds
to make it 27-24.

Los Angeles put it out of reach
with 2:27 remaining on Her-
bert’s 34-yard touchdown pass
to Hassan Haskins.

Lutz narrowly made a 55-
yard field goal with 57 seconds
remaining to get Denver within
a touchdown, but Los Angeles’
Nick Niemann recovered the
onside kick to dash any hopes of
a comeback.

Herbert completed passes to
10 players, including Ladd
McConkey, who had six recep-
tions for 87 yards.

Nix had a pair of touchdown
passes in the first half — a 1-
yard pass to Michael Burton off
a rollout and a 6-yard throw to
Devaughn Vele in the left cor-
ner of the end zone — and com-
pleted 15 of 21 passes for 155
yards before halftime.

Chargers rally, snap Broncos win streak
Associated Press 

INGLEWOOD, Calif. — Of all
the rules in football, Jim Har-
baugh considers the obscure
fair-catch kick to be his favorite.

The Los Angeles Chargers
coach had the opportunity to try
one Thursday night for only the
second time in his career.

This time, his kicker got three
points from one of the most un-
usual plays in the sport.

Cameron Dicker made the
first successful fair-catch kick
in the NFL since 1976, connect-
ing from 57 yards right before
halftime against the Denver
Broncos.

“I’ve been trying to get one of
those every game. Cam Dicker
stepped up and made it. It was
huge and got the momentum
back,” Harbaugh said.

Those points began the Char-
gers’ comeback as they rallied
for a 34-27 victory, finishing the
game on a 24-6 run.

For football obsessives like
Harbaugh who relish oddities
and unprecedented feats, Dick-
er’s kick was delightful.

The seldom-used rule allows
a team that has just made a fair
catch to try a free kick for three
points. The kick is attempted
from the line of scrimmage, and
the defenders all must stand 10
yards away.

The play hardly ever happens
because teams almost never
find themselves in circumstanc-
es to make such a kick feasible.
Only five NFL teams had previ-
ously tried the kick in the 21st
century, and nobody had suc-
cessfully executed it since Ray

Wersching did it for the San
Diego Chargers 48 years ago.

“It’s cool. I didn’t know that
was the case,” Dicker said about
accomplishing the rare mile-
stone. “It was fun to go out there.
It was fun to be in that scenario.
With the penalty, I thought it
would happen.”

The Chargers seized the op-
portunity created when Den-
ver’s Tremon Smith committed
fair-catch interference on what
would have been the final play
of the first half when Los An-
geles’ Derius Davis attempted
to field a punt at the Chargers
38.

Smith said he was “well
aware” of the fair-catch kick
rule when the Chargers subse-
quently lined up for it.

“I’ve been playing a long

time,” Smith added. “It’s just a
dumb penalty. ... The returner
did a good job of selling it. He
knows he’s running into me,
even though he wasn’t going to
catch the ball. But like I said,
dumb penalty.”

The flag moved the ball to the
Denver 47 for an untimed down,
and Harbaugh took a timeout
before electing to try the fair-
catch kick.

With J.K. Scott holding the
ball, Dicker comfortably booted
it through the uprights.

Dicker said special teams
coach Ryan Ficken goes over
the play often during the season,
and that they practice it some-
times on Fridays. Harbaugh al-
so credited Ficken, who brought
it up again during the meetings
leading up to this game.

Dicker makes NFL’s first fair-catch kick in 48 years
Associated Press 
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ORLANDO, Fla. — Shai Gil-
geous-Alexander scored 35
points and Jalen Williams
scored six straight points in a
run in the fourth quarter that
helped turned back an Orlando
comeback bid as the Oklahoma
City Thunder beat the Magic
105-99 on Thursday night.

Isaiah Hartenstein had 12
points and 12 rebounds for the
Thunder. Williams, Aaron Wig-
gins and Alex Caruso each fin-
ished with 11 points.

Anthony Black scored the
first nine points in the fourth
quarter and matched his career
high with 23 points for the Mag-
ic.

■ WIZARDS 123, HORNETS
114: Jordan Poole scored 27
points and Malcolm Brogdon
added 25 in his return from in-
jury as Washington beat Char-
lotte.

Rookie Alex Sarr had 19
points and nine rebounds for
Washington, which led through-
out the fourth quarter. The Wi-
zards (4-21) snapped a three-
game skid in winning for just
the second time in 21 games.
Washington’s sluggish start fol-
lows a franchise-worst 15-67
record a season ago.

LaMelo Ball had 34 points
and 13 assists for Charlotte,
which lost its third straight and
for the 11th time in 12 games.

■ JAZZ 126, PISTONS 119:
Collin Sexton scored 30 points,
Lauri Markkanen had 27 points
and 14 rebounds and Utah beat
Detroit for their second victory
in 10 games.

Keyonte George added 28
points for Utah. The Jazz built a
29-point lead in the first quarter
and overcame 27 turnovers to
improve to 6-20.

Cade Cunningham had 33
points for Detroit before fouling
out in the final minute. Malik
Beasley added 23.

■ NETS 101, RAPTORS 94:
Cam Johnson hit a tiebreaking
3-pointer with less than two
minutes remaining in the fourth
quarter and finished with 33

points as Brooklyn overcame a
10-point deficit and beat Toron-
to.

Brooklyn’s Nic Claxton was
ejected with 8:46 left in the sec-
ond after throwing the ball into
the stands. Claxton scored sev-
en points in 11 minutes. 

Nets assistant Juwan Howard
prevented Claxton from throw-
ing a cushion before the center
left Brooklyn’s bench.

Johnson scored 15 points in
the fourth as the Nets won for
the second time in eight games.

■ BULLS 117, CELTICS 108:
Zach LaVine scored a season-
high 36 points and Chicago used
a fourth-quarter flurry to hold
off Boston in the opener of a
home-and-home set.

The teams will meet again in
Chicago on Saturday night.

Ayo Dosunmu added 17
points and Nikola Vucevic had
16 points and 14 rebounds to
help Chicago win its season-
best third straight.

■ ROCKETS 133, PELI-
CANS 113: Jalen Green scored
34 points to lead Houston to a
win over New Orleans.

Green had a season-high 22
points in the third quarter and
shot 13 of 22 in the game, includ-
ing 4 for 10 from beyond the arc.
Green entered shooting 31.3%
from long distance this season.

Dillon Brooks scored 26
points, and Alperen Sengun
added 23 points and nine re-
bounds as the Rockets im-
proved to 11-3 at home.

■ GRIZZLIES 144, WAR-
RIORS 93: Santi Aldama had 21
points and 14 rebounds, and the
Memphis Grizzlies set a fran-
chise record with 27 3-pointers
in a victory over Golden State,
the biggest win in the NBA this
season.

Stephen Curry was held with-
out a field goal and finished with
two points for the Warriors, who
took their worst loss since fall-
ing 140-88 at Boston on March 3
last season. Newly acquired
point guard Dennis Schroder
started alongside Curry and

struggled in his Warriors debut,
scoring five points on 2-of-12
shooting.

Jake LaRavia scored 19
points and Jaren Jackson Jr.
added 17 for the Grizzlies, who
have won 11 of 13. Aldama and
Luke Kennard (15 points) each
made five 3s.

■ SPURS 133, HAWKS 126,
OT: Victor Wembanyama
scored eight of his 42 points in
overtime and San Antonio out-
lasted Atlanta.

Wembanyama was 13 for 24
from the field, going 7 of 15 on
3-pointers. He also had six re-
bounds, five assists, four blocks
and two steals.

De’Andre Hunter scored 27
points for Atlanta. Trae Young
had 23 points and 16 assists and
Jalen Johnson added 22 points.

Devin Vassell added 23 points
for San Antonio, and Jeremy So-
chan had 20. Chris Paul scored
10 of his 12 points in the fourth
quarter and overtime, including
a four-point play that helped the
Spurs reach overtime.

■ CLIPPERS 118, MAVER-
ICKS 95: Norman Powell
scored 29 points, James Harden
added 24 and Ivica Zubac had 21
points and 15 rebounds as Los
Angeles beat Dallas in their first
game this season playing with-
out star guards Luka Doncic
and Kyrie Irving.

Doncic sat out with a left heel
contusion, Irving with right
shoulder soreness, in the first of
a two-game series against Los
Angeles that will conclude Sat-
urday night.

First-year Maverick Klay
Thompson scored 22 points, his
first game leading the team in
scoring. Spencer Didwiddie
added 19 making his first start of
the season.

■ PACERS 120, SUNS 111:
Pascal Siakam had 25 points
and 18 rebounds, Myles Turner
added 19 points and Indiana
beat Phoenix.

Indiana used a 15-4 run to
lead 97-83 after three quarters
and stretched it to 105-86 early

in the fourth. The Pacers shot 16
of 41 from 3-point range to win
for the fourth time in five
games.

Tyrese Halliburton added 13
points and 12 assists, hitting 4 of
9 from 3. Andrew Nembhard
added 19 points and Indiana had
25 fast-break points.

■ KNICKS 133, TIMBER-
WOLVES 107: Karl-Anthony
Towns had 32 points and 20 re-
bounds in his return to Minne-
sota, leading the inspired New
York Knicks to a win.

Mikal Bridges scored 29
points for the Knicks, who built
a lead as big as 36 points in the
third quarter and won for the
12th time in 16 games.

Towns was the star, the sub-
ject of a loud ovation and a trib-
ute video before the game high-
lighting his nine seasons with
Minnesota after being picked
first overall in the 2015 draft. 

■ LAKERS 113, KINGS 110:
LeBron James had 19 points, six
rebounds and seven assists
while breaking the NBA record
for regular-season minutes to
help Los Angeles beat Sacra-
mento.

James spent 34 minutes on
the court against the Kings to
give him 57,471 in his career,
moving past Hall of Famer Ka-
reem Abdul-Jabbar (57,446) for
the record.

Anthony Davis had 21 points
and 20 rebounds in the opener
of a two-game set at Golden 1
Center. Austin Reaves scored
35 points and D’Angelo Russell
added 16 points to help the Lak-
ers (15-12) to their third win in
four games.

■ TRAIL BLAZERS 122,
NUGGETS 120: Anfernee Si-
mons made a driving layup at
the buzzer to give Portland a
victory over Nikola Jokic and
Denver.

Simons drove to his right and
got past defender Russell West-
brook, lofting the ball high off
the glass as the horn sounded.
He finished with 28 points and
10 assists.

Thunder fend off Magic comeback to win 
Associated Press 
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NASHVILLE, Tenn. — Bryan
Rust scored his second goal of
the game 1:07 into overtime and
Sidney Crosby had a season-
high four points as the Pitts-
burgh Penguins beat the Nash-
ville Predators 5-4 on Thursday
night.

Rust also had two assists and
Crosby finished with a goal and
three assists. Rickard Rakell
and Erik Karlsson each had a
goal and an assist for the Pen-
guins, who have won three of
four. Tristan Jarry made 22
saves.

Crosby, the Pittsburgh cap-
tain, snapped a 10-game goal
drought.

Steven Stamkos, Jonathan
Marchessault, Luke Evangelis-
ta and Brady Skjei scored for
Nashville. Juuse Saros stopped
15 shots, and Filip Forsberg had
two assists.

In overtime, Rust took a pass
from Evgeni Malkin in the slot
and snapped a wrist shot past
Saros. The Penguins trailed
most of the night and never held
the lead until Rust ended the
game.

■ LIGHTNING 3, BLUES 1:
Nikita Kucherov had a pair of
assists to lead Tampa Bay to a
victory against St. Louis.

Anthony Cirelli, Gage Gon-
calves and Nick Perbix scored
for the Lightning, who have won
six of their last seven. Andrei
Vasilevskiy finished with 31
saves in the win.

Pavel Buchnevich scored for
St. Louis. Jordan Binnington al-
lowed three goals on 11 shots be-
fore being replaced by Joel Hof-
er, who stopped all seven shots
he faced.

Cirelli scored his 13th of the
season 5:14 into the first period
before Perbix made it 2-0 3:42
into the second period. 

Buchnevich cut the deficit in
half at with 7:45 left in the sec-
ond, but Goncalves responded
with his first career goal just
over a minute later.

■ BLUE JACKETS 4, DEV-

ILS 2: Sean Monahan had two
goals and an assist, Elvis Mer-
zlikins stopped a season-high 40
shots and Columbus snapped a
five-game skid with a victory
over New Jersey.

Ivan Provorov and Zach We-
renski also scored for Colum-
bus, which has won only two of
its last 10 games. Kirill Mar-
chenko contributed two assists
for his 100th NHL point, extend-
ing his point streak to four
games. Monahan’s first goal
made it 3-0 in the second period
and his second was an empty-
netter with 1:10 left in the game.

Luke Hughes had a goal and
an assist, Timo Meier scored
and Jake Allen stopped 16 shots
for New Jersey, which had won
three straight.

■ KINGS 7, FLYERS 3: Anze
Kopitar and Kevin Fiala scored
two goals each and Los Angeles
rallied to beat Philadelphia.

Kopitar scored the tying goal
in the final minute of the second
period and then re-directed a
pass from Alex Turcotte for an
insurance goal in the third peri-
od. Darcy Kuemper made 23
saves.

Kopitar now has at least one
point in 19 of his last 24 games,
but it was his first multi-goal
game since scoring a hat trick
on the opening night of the sea-
son.

Warren Foegele tipped Jor-
dan Spence’s shot past Philadel-
phia goalie Aleksei Kolosov for
the winner 1:54 into the third pe-
riod.

Fiala scored the first and last
goals of the game, while Tanner
Jeannot and Quinton Byfield al-
so scored for the Kings, who
won for the eighth time in their
last 11 games.

Tyson Foerster scored a pair
of goals and Noah Cates had one
for Philadelphia, which lost its
third straight. Kolosov finished
with 20 saves.

■ BLACKHAWKS 3, KRA-
KEN 1: Ilya Mikheyev scored
two more goals, Arvid Soder-

blom made 27 saves in the Chi-
cago Blackhawks’ third straight
win.

Teuvo Teravainen had two
assists as Chicago closed out a
perfect three-game homestand.
Nolan Allan added his first ca-
reer goal in the third period.

It’s the first three-game win
streak for the Blackhawks since
they won five in a row in Febru-
ary 2023.

Seattle lost for the fourth time
in five games and has managed
just two goals during a three-
game losing streak.

Kaapo Kakko made his Seat-
tle debut after he was acquired
in a trade with the New York
Rangers, and Yanni Gourde re-
turned after missing three
games with a lower-body injury.
But the Kraken were limited to
Ryker Evans’ fourth goal 11:26
into the third period.

Chicago jumped in front in
the second. Teravainen sent a
pass toward the net and it
banked in off Mikheyev’s left
leg at 10:54.

Teravainen picked up anoth-
er assist on Mikheyev’s sixth
goal 6:06 into the third.

Mikheyev has four goals dur-
ing a three-game scoring streak.
Teravainen has seven assists in
his last three games.

■ OILERS 3, BRUINS 2, OT:
Connor McDavid scored the ty-
ing goal with 2:21 remaining in
regulation and Mattias Ekholm
got the overtime winner as Ed-
monton shook off a shoddy start
for a victory against Boston.

Just 1:04 into the extra period,
Bruins goalie Jeremy Swayman
made the initial save on Leon
Draisaitl, but Ryan Nugent-
Hopkins was there to grab the
rebound and drop it back to Ek-
holm, who scored his fourth
goal of the season.

Draisaitl had three assists to
give him 900 career points.

Zach Hyman had a goal and
an assist for the Oilers (19-11-2),
who have won nine of 11.

Elias Lindholm and Mark

Kastelic scored in the first peri-
od to give Boston (17-13-4) a 2-0
lead.

Stuart Skinner made 24 saves
for the Oilers. Swayman
stopped 23 shots.

■ SENATORS 3, FLAMES 2,
OT: Brady Tkachuk scored 55
seconds into overtime and Otta-
wa extended their win streak to
five games with a victory
against Calgary.

After Calgary failed to con-
vert a two-on-one at one end,
goaltender Linus Ullmark fired
the loose puck up to Tim Stutzle
to start a two-on-one break for
Ottawa. Dan Vladar stopped the
initial shot, but Tkachuk
knocked in the rebound.

Nick Cousins also scored and
Ridly Greig, with his first goal in
20 games, had a short-handed
goal for Ottawa. The Senators
are two games into a stretch of
nine consecutive road games.

Blake Coleman and Jonathan
Huberdeau scored for Calgary.

Ullmark made 29 saves to ex-
tend his personal winning
streak to seven games. Vladar
stopped 26 shots.

■ GOLDEN KNIGHTS 3,
CANUCKS 1: William Karlsson
broke a tie early in the third pe-
riod and Vegas went on to beat
Vancouver.

Karlsson scored his sixth goal
of the season when he skated in
along the goal line, banked a
shot off Canucks goalie Kevin
Lankinen’s stick blade, grabbed
the rebound in the crease and
fired it on the opposite side of
the goal.

Alex Pietrangelo scored his
third goal of the season, Brett
Howden notched his 12th into
an empty net with 51 seconds
left and Adin Hill stopped 19
shots to improve to 14-5-2 this
season.

Teddy Blueger scored for the
Canucks and Lankinen made 19
saves.

The Pacific Division-leading
Golden Knights have won six of
their last seven games.

Crosby has 4 points in Penguins’ win 
Associated Press 
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