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WASHINGTON — The fate of
President-elect Donald Trump’s
Cabinet is still unclear after Re-
publican senators spent much of
December carefully dodging
questions about Robert F. Ken-
nedy Jr.’s views on vaccines, ac-
cusations of sexual misconduct
against Pete Hegseth and Tulsi
Gabbard’s 2017 meeting with
then-President Bashar Assad of
Syria. 

While some GOP senators
have indicated they are all-in for
Trump’s picks, others have with-
held support, for now, especially
on some of his more controver-
sial nominees. The dynamic is
injecting uncertainty into the
process as Republicans prepare
to take the Senate majority in
January with a four-seat margin
and as Trump aggressively chal-
lenges them to confirm his Cabi-
net immediately. 

It’s not unusual for senators to
wait until after confirmation
hearings to publicly announce a
decision. But Republicans are
under more pressure than usual
as Trump and his allies make
clear that they will confront sen-
ators who don’t fall in line. 

“You only have control of the
Senate because of Donald

Trump,” the president-elect’s
son, Donald Trump Jr., warned
during a media appearance this
month. “Without that, you’d be
relegated to insignificance.” 

There has been one casualty of
the process so far — former Rep.
Matt Gaetz of Florida, who with-
drew from contention as attor-
ney general after senators re-
layed private concerns. But
Trump has enthusiastically
stood by the rest, including Ken-
nedy for secretary of health and
human services, Hegseth for
secretary of defense and Gab-
bard for director of national in-
telligence. 

With hearings starting by mid-
January, before Trump is even
inaugurated, senators will soon
have to decide how closely they
will scrutinize the nominees and
whether they are willing to vote
against any of them. Republi-
cans will have a 53-47 majority,
so Trump cannot lose more than
three votes on any nomination if
Democrats are united in opposi-
tion. 

The outcome of the confirma-
tion process, and the level of dis-
sent in the Senate, will likely set
the tone for Trump’s presidency
and his relationship with Con-
gress, which was frequently tu-

multuous during his first term.
He often clashed with the Sen-
ate, in particular, but has sig-
naled he expects Republican
senators to be more compliant
this time around.

While most Senate Republi-
cans have scrambled to display
as much loyalty to Trump as pos-
sible, a handful have made clear
that they are willing to defend
the body’s “advise and consent”
role. Among the senators to
watch are moderate Republi-
cans Lisa Murkowski of Alaska,
Susan Collins of Maine and in-
coming freshman Sen. John Cur-
tis of Utah.

Still, even moderate senators
have shied away from directly
criticizing Trump’s picks. And
not a single Republican has gone
on the record against a nominee. 

One of Trump’s most embat-
tled picks is Hegseth, a Fox News
host and veteran who some see
as inexperienced and has public-
ly questioned whether women
should serve in combat. He has
also faced allegations of sexual
assault and excessive drinking
that he has denied. But it’s all giv-
en some senators pause, despite
Trump’s enthusiastic support. 

Though a hearing for Gabbard
has not yet been set, senators will

also be able to question her pub-
licly and in a classified setting
about her trip to Syria after the
U.S had severed diplomatic rela-
tions. Gabbard has defended the
trip, saying it’s important to open
dialogue, but critics hear echoes
of Russia-fueled talking points in
her commentary. Assad fled to
Moscow earlier this month after
opposition forces overtook Syria
in a surprise attack, ending his
family’s five decades of rule. 

Senators have been a bit more
openly skeptical of Kennedy,
who has long questioned the use
of some vaccines. 

After a report in The New
York Times that one of his advis-
ers filed a petition to revoke ap-
proval for the polio vaccine in
2022, Senate Republican leader
Mitch McConnell issued a state-
ment saying that “efforts to un-
dermine public confidence in
proven cures are not just unin-
formed — they’re dangerous,”
and that “anyone seeking the
Senate’s consent to serve in the
incoming administration would
do well to steer clear of even the
appearance of association with
such efforts.”

McConnell, who had polio as a
child, is leaving leadership next
year but will stay in the Senate.

Fate of some Trump picks still unclear
Associated Press

WASHINGTON — President
Joe Biden on Monday signed in-
to law a defense bill that autho-
rizes significant pay raises for
junior enlisted service mem-
bers, aims to counter China’s
growing power and boosts over-
all military spending to $895 bil-
lion despite his objections to
language stripping coverage of
transgender medical treat-
ments for children in military

families. 
Biden said his administration

strongly opposes the provision
because it targets a group based
on gender identity and “inter-
feres with parents’ roles to de-
termine the best care for their
children.” He said it also under-
mines the all-volunteer mili-
tary’s ability to recruit and re-
tain talent. 

“No service member should
have to decide between their

family’s health care access and
their call to serve our nation,”
the president said in a state-
ment.

The Senate forwarded the bill
to Biden after passing it last
week by a vote of 85-14. In the
House, a majority of Democrats
voted against the bill after
House Speaker Mike Johnson
insisted on adding the provision
to ban transgender medical
care for children. The legisla-

tion easily passed by a vote of
281-140.

Biden also objected to other
language in the bill prohibiting
the use of money earmarked to
transfer detainees held at Guan-
tanamo Bay, Cuba, to some for-
eign countries and into the Unit-
ed States. He urged Congress to
lift those restrictions.

The legislation still must be
backed up with a spending
package.

Biden signs NDAA despite objection to trans care ban
Associated Press 
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For newly minted Marine Pfc.
Britney Moyeda, getting
through boot camp was no sweat
in comparison with what she had
endured just to get there in the
first place.

The 18-year-old was diag-
nosed with acute lymphoblastic
leukemia at age 12 and spent the
following four years receiving
treatment that included multiple
rounds of chemotherapy and
surgery before her cancer went
into remission in 2022.

With a new lease on life, Moye-
da decided to chase the career
she had become enamored with
after seeing an elementary
school classmate’s father in a
Marine Corps uniform, People
magazine reported in a July sto-
ry just weeks before her arrival
at boot camp.

Moyeda’s ambition became
reality with her October gradua-
tion at Marine Corps Recruit De-
pot San Diego in California. She’s

now at Camp Johnson, N.C., for
occupational specialty school in
ground supply, and she aspires
to become a drill sergeant.

“I have always believed if God
left me here, it’s because I have a
purpose that I have to fulfill,”
Moyeda told Stars and Stripes in
a recent interview. “So, I went
for what I wanted most, and it
was to be a Marine.”

Not long after being declared
cancer-free in 2022, the Houston
native went to a local recruiting
station, where she met with area
recruiter Staff Sgt. Joseph
Adams.

“I never sugar-coated any-
thing to her,” Adams said in a re-
cent Marine Corps statement. “I
told her there was a chance that it
would take months, possibly
years, just to get an answer on
whether she would qualify to
even go to boot camp.”

Moyeda compiled more than
2,000 pages of paperwork docu-
menting her diagnosis and treat-
ment for the agency that medi-

cally qualifies applicants to the
Corps, according to the state-
ment.

For the next year-and-a-half,
she faithfully attended weekly
training and held on to the hope
that it would all work out for her
one day.

“Staff Sgt. Adams and I were
prepared for the worst, which
was not being able to enlist,”
Moyeda said. Her waivers were
finally approved, allowing her to
take the oath of enlistment into
the Delayed Entry Program,
which prepares future Marines
for basic training.

“My mother was against it at
first because she felt that she al-
most lost me and I’d just be leav-
ing her,” Moyeda said. “I sat
down and talked to her, explain-
ing that it was my dream and that
I was going to do it with or with-
out her help. … I made her un-
derstand that it was my turn to
make my life.”

Before she could enter boot
camp, she spent about two years

in and out of the gym relearning
how to walk and run after her
medical treatment had necessi-
tated the use of a wheelchair.

On Oct. 25, she earned her mo-
ment at long last, walking across
the parade deck in San Diego as a
Marine.

Waiting to congratulate her
was Adams, a reunion that sur-
prised Moyeda.

“He didn’t write me or call me
during the entire boot camp ex-
perience,” she said in the Marine
Corps statement. “But when
they called the dismissal, that
was the first person I saw.”

Now a watch commander in
the provost marshal’s office at
Marine Corps Air Station Yuma
in Arizona, Adams said most
people couldn’t fathom what
Moyeda had gone through in her
life.

“I am happy I was able to facil-
itate in getting her to where she is
today,” he said in the statement.
“But really, she did it all on her
own.”

Boot camp no problem after cancer
Leukemia in remission, young woman surmounted all challenges to become a Marine

BY LYDIA GORDON
Stars and Stripes

The U.S. Air Force has added
several medical conditions to its
waiver program, a move that is
expected to open career oppor-
tunities to hundreds of new
recruits each year, the service
said this week.

The new policy allows waiv-
ers to be granted in certain cases
for asthma, hearing loss and
food allergies, the Air Force said
in a statement Monday.

The Air Force Accessions
Center said about 600 applicants
are expected to benefit annual-
ly.

“We are constantly evaluating
how we can bring in the best tal-

ent while ensuring our members
can serve effectively and safe-
ly,” AFAC commander Brig.
Gen. Christopher Amrhein said
in the statement. “By expanding
waiver criteria for manageable
health conditions, we can access
a wider pool of qualified appli-
cants without compromising
mission readiness.”

The decision comes amid a
difficult recruiting environment
for the armed services, which
have struggled in recent years to
attract new members. 

The Air Force, after missing
its new recruit goal in 2023 for
the first time since 1999,
bounced back in 2024. 

Relaxed tattoo rules and in-

creased bonuses are among the
factors that helped the Air Force
reach its recruiting mission
goals in 2024, service officials
have said.

Air Force officials say the re-
cently implemented new waiver
policy is a significant change
from the previous standard,
which disqualified all individu-
als with a positive asthma diag-
nosis and did not consider the se-
verity of their condition.

Waivers are now possible for
those with clinically diagnosed
asthma, provided they do not re-
quire daily preventive medica-
tion, “and their rescue inhaler
use is kept to a minimum,” the
Air Force said.

Also, applicants with hearing
loss in one ear that has been di-
agnosed as moderate hearing
impairment can now be consi-
dered for a waiver if the opposite
ear meets the standards of mild
hearing impairment, the Air
Force said.

Meanwhile, people with a doc-
umented history of food aller-
gies can now qualify for a waiv-
er, provided there have been no
instances of severe life-threat-
ening reactions.

All three of the expanded
waiver considerations come
with limitations to career fields
that could put them at increased
risk or worsen their medical
condition, the Air Force said.

Air Force widens waiver list to boost recruiting
BY JOHN VANDIVER

Stars and Stripes 
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Sales rose this year during the
holiday shopping season even as
Americans wrestled with elevat-
ed prices for many groceries and
other necessities, according to
new data.

Holiday sales from the begin-
ning of November through
Christmas Eve climbed 3.8%, out-
pacing the 3.1% increase from a
year earlier, according to Master-
card SpendingPulse, which
tracks all kinds of payments in-
cluding cash and debit cards. The
last five days of the season ac-
counted for 10% of the spending. 

This year, retailers were even
more under the gun to get shop-
pers in to buy early and in bulk
since there were five fewer days
between Thanksgiving and
Christmas. 

Michelle Meyer, chief econo-
mist at Mastercard Economics
Institute, said the holiday shop-
ping season “revealed a consum-

er who is willing and able to spend
but driven by a search for value”
as seen by concentrated online
spending during the biggest pro-
motional periods.

Sales growth was higher than
the 3.2% increase Mastercard
SpendingPulse had projected
this fall. The data released Thurs-
day excludes the automotive in-
dustry and is not adjusted for in-
flation.

Clothing sales rose 3.6%, with
most of the growth being fueled
by online shopping. Spending on
restaurants, and sales of electron-
ics and jewelry also grew. Online
sales jumped 6.7% from a year
ago and in-person spending rose
2.9%. 

Consumer spending accounts
for nearly 70% of U.S. economic
activity and economists carefully
monitor how Americans use their
money, particularly during the
holidays, to gauge how they’re
feeling financially.

The most recent government
data on consumer spending, re-
leased on Dec. 17, showed shop-
pers stepped up activity at retail
stores last month. But auto dealer
sales drove most of those gains as
huge storms created a need for
new cars in parts of the southeast
slammed by Hurricane Helene in
October. Big discounts at many
retail chains also attracted shop-
pers. 

But the report also hinted at
some consumer caution as sales
at grocery stores, clothing shops,
and restaurants fell. Outside of
car dealers and online retailers,
sales gains were modest. 

Retailers felt more pressure
this year due to the shorter holi-
day shopping period, and also
from a presidential election that
captured the attention of many
consumers. Sales of general mer-
chandise slid 9% in the two weeks
ended Nov. 9, according to Circa-
na, a market research group.

Sales have been rebounding but
stores will have to make up for
those losses.

A broader picture of how
Americans are spending their
money arrives next month when
the National Retail Federation,
the nation’s largest retail trade
group, releases its combined two-
month statistics based on Novem-
ber-December sales figures from
the Commerce Department.

The group expects that shop-
pers will have made $979.5 billion
to $989 billion worth of purchases
in November and December,
which would represent a 2.5%-
3.5% increase over the same two-
month period a year ago. That
would be a slower rate than the
3.9% increase from holiday 2023
over holiday 2022 season.

Overall, retailers had a decent
start to the unofficial kickoff to the
holiday shopping period despite
lots of discounts that started as
early as October.

Holiday spending up 3.8% over 2023
Associated Press 

WASHINGTON — The bald eagle, a symbol of the
power and strength of the United States for more than
240 years, earned an overdue honor on Tuesday: It of-
ficially became the country’s national bird. 

President Joe Biden signed into law legislation sent
to him by Congress that amends the United States
Code to correct what had long gone unnoticed and
designate the bald eagle — familiar to many because
of its white head, yellow beak and brown body — as
the national bird. 

The bald eagle has appeared on the Great Seal of the
United States, which is used in official documents,
since 1782, when the design was finalized. 

The seal is made up of the eagle, an olive branch,
arrows, a flag-like shield, the motto “E Pluribus Un-
um” and a constellation of stars. Congress that same
year designated the bald eagle as the the national em-
blem, and its image appears in a host of places, rang-
ing from documents and the presidential flag to mil-
itary insignia and U.S. currency, according to
USA.gov.

But it had never been officially designated to be
what many had just assumed it was — the national
bird. 

Bald eagle officially
named national bird

Associated Press
WASHINGTON — The number of

Americans applying for unemployment
benefits held steady last week, though
continuing claims rose to the highest lev-
el in three years.

Jobless claim applications ticked
down by 1,000 to 219,000 for the week of
Dec. 21, the Labor Department reported
Thursday. That’s fewer than the 223,000
analysts forecast.

Continuing claims, the total number of
Americans collecting jobless benefits,
climbed by 46,000 to 1.91 million for the
week of Dec. 14. That’s more than analy-
sts projected and the most since the week
of Nov. 13, 2021, when the labor market
was still recovering from the COVID-19
jobs wipeout in the spring of 2020.

The rising level of continuing claims
suggests that some who are receiving
benefits are finding it harder to land new
jobs. That could mean that demand for
workers is waning, even though the econ-
omy remains strong.

The four-week average of weekly
claims, which quiets some of the week-
to-week volatility, inched up by 1,000 to
226,500. Weekly applications for jobless
benefits are considered representative
of U.S. layoffs.

The labor market has hinted at some
softening recently but remains broadly
healthy and has held up better than many
economists predicted considering that
interest rates have been elevated for
years. The Federal Reserve instituted a
series of rate increases in 2022 and into
2023 to try to tame the four-decade high
inflation that emerged during the U.S.
economy’s rebound from a brief but
sharp pandemic recession.

The Fed last week cut its benchmark
interest rate for the third straight time in
response to broadly receding inflation,
though it remains above the U.S. central
bank’s target of 2%. The Fed caught mar-
kets off guard when it projected just two
rate cuts in 2025, down from the previous
forecast of four. 

Applications for unemployment
benefits remain steady last week

Associated Press
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Azerbaijan on Thursday ob-
served a nationwide day of
mourning for the victims of the
plane crash that killed 38 people
and left all 29 survivors injured
as speculation mounted about a
possible cause of the disaster,
with some experts saying that
the airliner was damaged by
Russian air defense fire.

Azerbaijan Airlines’ Em-
braer 190 was en route from
Azerbaijan’s capital of Baku to
the Russian city of Grozny in the
North Caucasus on Wednesday
when it was diverted for reasons
yet unclear and crashed while
making an attempt to land in
Aktau in Kazakhstan after fly-
ing east across the Caspian Sea.

The plane went down about 2
miles from Aktau. Cellphone
footage circulating online ap-
peared to show the aircraft
making a steep descent before
smashing into the ground in a
fireball. Other footage showed
part of its fuselage ripped away
from the wings and the rest of
the aircraft lying upside down.

As the official crash investi-
gation started, theories abound-
ed about a possible cause, with
some experts alleging that holes
seen in the plane’s tail section
possibly indicate that it could
have come under fire from Rus-
sian air defense systems fend-
ing off a Ukrainian drone attack.

Ukrainian drones had previ-
ously attacked Grozny, the pro-

vincial capital of the Russian re-
public of Chechnya, and other
regions in the country’s North
Caucasus. An official in Chech-
nya said another drone attack
on the region was fended off on
Wednesday, although federal
authorities didn’t report it.

On Thursday, national flags
were lowered across Azerbai-
jan, traffic across the country
stopped at noon, and signals
sounded from ships and trains
as the country observed a na-
tionwide moment of silence.

Speaking at a news confe-
rence Wednesday, Azerbaijani
President Ilham Aliyev said
that it was too soon to speculate
on the reasons behind the crash,
but said that the weather had

forced the plane to change from
its planned course.

Russia’s civil aviation author-
ity, Rosaviatsia, said that pre-
liminary information indicated
that the pilots diverted to Aktau
after a bird strike.

Mark Zee of OPSGroup,
which monitors the world’s air-
space and airports for risks, said
that the analysis of the images of
fragments of the crashed plane
indicate that it was almost cer-
tainly hit by a surface-to-air
missile, or SAM.

“Much more to investigate,
but at high level we’d put the
probability of it being a SAM at-
tack on the aircraft at being well
into the 90-99% bracket,” he
said.

Azerbaijan mourns airplane crash victims
Associated Press

Stormy seas along the Califor-
nia coast calmed a bit for the
Christmas holiday, but power-
ful ocean waves were expected
to return to the Bay Area for the
rest of the week.

Waves up to 30 feet high were
expected to crash ashore in
Northern California between
Thursday morning and Sunday
afternoon. The National Weath-
er Service issued a high-surf ad-
visory, warning swimmers and
boaters to beware of dangerous
conditions.

The Bay Area will see high
temperatures in the low 60s and
a strong chance of rain with
patchy fog throughout the
weekend, according to meteo-
rologists. The rain could cause
flooding in local creeks and
heavily paved areas.

Early in the week, as the
ocean raged against the coast,
the outer portion of the Santa
Cruz Wharf collapsed, plunging
three people into turbulent wa-
ters; all of them were later res-
cued. Storm-tossed debris
killed a man in Monterey Bay.

While waves of this magni-
tude are uncommon, the deadly
conditions are consistent with
this time of year, when the surf
is usually highest along Califor-
nia’s coast, according to Nation-
al Weather Service meteorolo-
gist Brayden Murdock.

“The last time we saw some
swells like this was probably
early January 2023,” Murdock
said. “So it’s not terribly com-
mon to get this extreme — but
this time of year, it’s not out of
the question.”

“Luckily, it’s one of the
coldest times of year, so there’s
not too many people out and
about on the shoreline,” he add-
ed. “But there are some things
that people need to be cautious
about.”

In Southern California, condi-
tions were milder. After a foggy
and overcast start to Christmas
morning, the clouds dispersed,
allowing the sun to come
through. Weather Service mete-
orologists had forecast waves
cresting between 5 to 10 feet in
Los Angeles and Orange coun-
ties for Christmas Day.

After lull, towering waves
will hit Calif. coast again

Los Angeles Times The Philadelphia school dis-
trict failed to show it protected
Jewish students from harass-
ment despite “repeated, exten-
sive notice” that students,
teachers and administrators
were engaging in antisemitic
behavior, the U.S. Department
of Education has concluded af-
ter a federal civil rights investi-
gation.

Philadelphia school adminis-
trators did not adequately ad-
dress allegations that students
were performing Nazi salutes,
drawing swastikas on school
property and uttering slurs and
threats against Jewish students
— in some cases neglecting to
even document the incidents,
the Education Department’s Of-
fice for Civil Rights found. Fed-
eral investigators also cited
complaints about allegedly anti-
semitic social media posts by a
school board member, an assis-
tant superintendent and four
teachers.

The Philadelphia district did
not evaluate whether a hostile
environment existed in its
schools, and did not demon-

strate that it took steps to “elim-
inate any such hostile environ-
ment and prevent its recur-
rence,” the civil rights office
said in a Dec. 18 letter to the dis-
trict’s lawyers.

The letter noted that Phila-
delphia officials have agreed to
take various steps to resolve the
case. The agreement includes
annual training for administra-
tors, faculty and staff; age-ap-
propriate anti-harassment pro-
gramming for students; better
documentation of complaints;
and an anti-harassment state-
ment.

“The Philadelphia School
District has committed to taking
essential steps to redress any
hostile environment in its
schools so that Jewish students,
like all students, can learn in an
environment free from discrim-
inatory harassment,” Catherine
E. Lhamon, assistant secretary
for civil rights, said in a state-
ment.

The Anti-Defamation
League, a prominent Jewish ad-
vocacy group, was among sev-
eral Jewish groups to file com-
plaints against the district.

Probe: Philadelphia schools
at fault in antisemitism claim

Associated Press
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Dolphins off coast test
positive for fentanyl

TX DALLAS — Fentanyl
has ravaged com-

munities, but effects of the drug
may extend even beyond hu-
mans.

Researchers at Texas A&M-
Corpus Christi found traces of
human pharmaceuticals, in-
cluding fentanyl, in dolphins
swimming in the Gulf of Mexi-
co. Also detected were a muscle
relaxer and an anti-anxiety
drug.

The study, which was recent-
ly published in the journal iS-
cience, raises concerns about
pharmaceutical contamination,
public health and the safety of
wildlife and waterways. The
analysis is the first to confirm
the presence of these drugs in
live, free-swimming marine
mammals, and findings have
led to a flurry of headlines in na-
tional outlets and science publi-
cations.

To begin, researchers collect-
ed samples from the blubber of
89 bottlenose dolphins. Most of
the samples were taken from
live dolphins; six came from
dolphins found dead.

Fentanyl was present in 24 of
the dolphins, including all six of
the dead animals. Researchers
cannot say whether fentanyl
killed the dolphins, but they said
it might have contributed.

Governor injured when
thrown from horse

NE OMAHA — Nebras-
ka Gov. Jim Pillen

was in intensive care at an Oma-
ha hospital after undergoing a
medical procedure to treat an
injured spleen suffered when he
was bucked off a horse.

The governor was in stable

condition, with doctors saying
his prognosis was positive de-
spite seven rib fractures, a par-
tially collapsed lung, a minor
fracture in one of his vertebrae
and a minor kidney injury that is
expected to heal on its own.

Pillen, a 68-year-old first-
term Republican, was with his
family when he was thrown off a
new horse and injured, accord-
ing to the governor’s office. He
was taken to a hospital in Co-
lumbus, Neb., and then trans-
ported to the Nebraska Medical
Center. 

The governor’s office said Pil-
len is conscious and alert and
has been in touch with his staff.
He was expected to remain at
the hospital for several days.

Third entangled whale
spotted off East Coast

NC RALEIGH — A third
endangered whale

has been spotted entangled in
fishing gear off the East Coast,
marking an alarming end to the
year for a species threatened
with extinction.

The whales are North Atlan-
tic right whales, which number
fewer than 400 and are vulner-
able to ship collisions and entan-
glement in gear. 

The National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration said
an aerial survey found an entan-
gled whale about 60 miles east
of the Outer Banks of North Car-
olina on Dec. 16.

Another aerial survey found
two entangled right whales off
Nantucket, Mass., just days ear-
lier, NOAA officials said. Like
one of the whales spotted off
Nantucket, the whale spotted off
North Carolina has suffered a
serious injury and is likely to die
as a result of the entanglement,
NOAA said.

Ex-cop convicted of
lying about leaking info

DC WASHINGTON — A
retired police officer

was convicted Monday of lying
to authorities about leaking con-
fidential information to the
leader of the Proud Boys extre-
mist group.

U.S. District Judge Amy Ber-
man Jackson convicted former
Metropolitan Police Depart-
ment Lt. Shane Lamond of ob-
structing justice and making
false statements after a trial
without a jury.

Lamond was charged with
leaking information to then-
Proud Boys national chairman
Enrique Tarrio, who was under
investigation in the burning of a
Black Lives Matter banner. La-
mond testified at his bench trial
that he never provided Tarrio
with sensitive police informa-
tion. 

Tarrio, who testified as a wit-
ness for Lamond’s defense, said
he did not confess to Lamond
about burning the banner and
did not receive any confidential
information from him.

But the judge did not find ei-
ther man’s testimony to be cred-
ible. Jackson said the evidence
indicated that Lamond was not
using Tarrio as a source after
the banner burning.

Boy injured in holiday
drone show accident

FL ORLANDO — The
Federal Aviation Ad-

ministration said that it has
launched an investigation into
why several drones collided and
fell from the sky during a holi-
day show over the weekend in
downtown Orlando, injuring a
7-year-old boy who required
emergency open-heart surgery.

The drones from Sky Ele-
ments Drone Shows fell into a
crowd of thousands of people
watching the show at the city’s
Lake Eola Park on Saturday
night. The show was permitted
through the FAA.

Adriana Edgerton told Orlan-
do television station WESH that
her son, Alezander, required
surgery after being hit in the
chest with a drone.

“The blade cut his mouth, but
there’s an actual imprint of the
drone on his chest,” Edgerton
said.

Kilauea volcano 
is erupting again

HI HAWAII VOLCA-
NOES NATIONAL

PARK — One of the world’s
most active volcanoes spewed
lava into the air for a second
straight day on Tuesday.

The eruption of Kilauea vol-
cano on Hawaii’s Big Island has
stayed within the mountain’s
summit caldera inside Hawaii
Volcanoes National Park. No
homes were threatened.

Molten rock began shooting
from the volcano before dawn
on Monday when fissures
opened in the caldera floor and
propelled lava 295 feet into the
air. The red liquid formed tall
fountains and then spread
across 650 acres. The Hawaiian
Volcano Observatory estimated
the lava was about 1 yard thick.

Scientists expect activity to
fluctuate in the coming days.
The lava paused Monday after-
noon but fountains reemerged
Tuesday morning. The eruption
occurred in an area that’s been
closed to the public since 2007
due to hazards including crater
wall instability and rockfalls. 

— From wire reports
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R
ecord numbers of
basketball fans
filled arenas to
watch the rookie
seasons of Caitlin

Clark and Angel Reese unfold.
Simone Biles captivated the
world at the 2024 Paris Olym-
pics. Coco Gauff made wom-
en’s tennis history.

It was all part of a pivotal
year for women in sports, fi-
nancially and culturally, and
after a steady rise in popularity
and reach in recent years, the
women’s game is more valua-
ble than ever.

“(Clark)’s just moved the
needle of the global movement
of women in sports,” said soft-
ball great and Olympic gold
medalist Jennie Finch, “and
what a thrill it’s been to be able
to see her rise.”

The consulting firm Deloitte
estimated in November 2023
that women’s sports would
generate more than $1 billion
in global revenue this year for
the first time ever, which the
company said is up about 300%
from its last estimate in 2021.
Skyrocketing viewership and
corporate sponsorships were
major factors. 

The WNBA in July signed a
historic 11-year media rights
deal with Disney, Amazon
Prime and NBC valued at
about $200 million — a jump
from about $60 million cur-
rently. Players hope higher sal-
aries and a greater share of
revenue could be on the hori-
zon as parity, star power and
competition in the WNBA con-
tinue to grow.

The WNBA had its most-
watched regular season in 24
years and best attendance in
22 seasons, and commissioner
Cathy Engelbert said in a re-
cent state-of-the-league ad-
dress that players are getting a
lot more marketing deals, turn-
ing them into household
names. That includes Las Ve-
gas star A’ja Wilson, who had

one of the most dominant sea-
sons in WNBA history, and
Clark, who set numerous roo-
kie records.

The decisive Game 5 of the
WNBA finals between the New
York Liberty and the Minneso-
ta Lynx drew an average of 2.2
million viewers, peaking at 3.3
million, which made it the
most-watched WNBA game in
25 years.

“We’ve been growing in pop-
ularity, endorsements, media
rights, all of those things,” said
Amira Rose Davis, a sports
historian and assistant profes-
sor at the University of Texas
at Austin. 

“This period is one of rapid
acceleration,” Davis continued,
“where all that growth seems
to switch into overdrive, where
the deals are getting bigger,
where the visibility is stretch-
ing out.”

Clark, the sharp-shooting In-
diana guard became a pheno-
menon when she played at Io-
wa, capitalized on a foundation
laid by hoops stars such as
Diana Taurasi, Candace Park-
er and Wilson, and turbo-
charged the visibility of wom-
en’s basketball. 

Ticket sales to Indiana Fever
games were up 182% in 2024
from the previous season. The
Fever also shattered the atten-
dance record of 13,398 set by
the Liberty in 1998 with around
16,084 tickets sold per game.
And games featuring Clark
and her on-court rival Reese of
the Chicago Sky prompted so-
cial media debates about bas-
ketball, race and culture.

“Something that I always
tried to do with me was rise
and elevate the game,” said
Finch, now an adviser for the
Athletes Unlimited Softball
League. “And that’s what
(Clark)’s doing, and her team-
mates. And just to be able to
watch her do it and how humb-
ly she does it, and the impact
of not only domestic women’s
basketball, but women’s athlet-

ics globally. It’s a dream.”
While many point to the

WNBA as a blueprint for suc-
cess in women’s sports, accom-
plishments in 2024 went far
beyond one league or athlete.

Gauff, the 20-year-old tennis
superstar, was the world’s
highest-paid female athlete
this year with $30.4 million in
earnings, according to Sportico
rankings. Gauff could not de-
fend her 2023 U.S. Open title,
but ended her 2024 season
with a WTA finals title and a
$4.8 million check — the big-
gest payout ever for a women’s
tennis event, per Sportico. 

The Olympics neared com-
plete gender parity for the first
time among the more than
11,000 men and women who
competed in Paris this sum-
mer. 

More than 34 million people
across all NBC platforms in the
U.S. watched Biles exorcise
the demons of her surprising
exit from the Tokyo Games
three years earlier. The 27-
year-old shared a message of
resilience and redemption as
she added four gold medals to
her résumé. Nearly everything
she did in Paris made head-
lines — a clap back at social
media trolls, a revelation about
her mental health, a moment of
triumph. Her TikTok showing
Team USA’s gold medals from
team competition has more
than 139 million views.

“She became a symbol,” Da-
vis said. “Whether you wanted
to symbolize her as persever-
ing, or talking about mental
health or refusal, the politics of
refusal. Or (whether) you
wanted to symbolize her as be-
ing a quitter — being every-
thing that you’re bemoaning
about the country. Either way,
both projections elevated her
even more.”

And as Gauff and Biles
soared, other women’s leagues
leveraged that visibility.

The Pro Women’s Hockey
League brought in 392,259 fans

during its inaugural regular
season, highlighted by a wom-
en’s hockey record crowd of
21,105 at the home arena of the
NHL’s Canadiens for a Mon-
treal-Toronto matchup. The
league also reached sponsor-
ship deals with Scotiabank, Air
Canada and Hyundai.

The PWHL’s strong first
season showed its organizers
and players that there’s an ap-
petite for women’s sports, so
much so that there are hopes to
expand from six to eight teams
in 2025.

“For many of us that have
been in the game for so long,
it’s emotional to think about
where the game’s come from,
where we’ve come to,” said
Jayna Hefford, the league’s se-
nior vice president of hockey
operations. “We spend a lot of
time reading research and all
these things that suggest the
time is now and that the fan-
dom is there. And to be able to
live that and feel it in real time
was pretty special.”

Keith Stein and Justine Sie-
gal want to capitalize on the
women’s sports landscape too. 

Siegal, a former baseball
player and coach, partnered
with Stein, a lawyer and busi-
nessman, to create the Wom-
en’s Pro Baseball League,
which last month announced
plans to launch in 2026 as a
six-team circuit for female
players. It will be the first pro
league for women since the
All-American Girls Profession-
al Baseball League dissolved in
1954. 

“Leagues like the WNBA
and (National) Women’s Soc-
cer League have done a lot of
the heavy lifting,” Stein said,
“and they’re part responsible
for the moment we’re having
right now where women’s
sport is a phenomenon. 

“I think there’s, in some
ways, a lot more momentum
behind the development of pro-
fessional women’s sports
leagues than for men’s.”

2024 pivotal for women’s sports
Associated Press
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Caitlin Clark, who raised the
profile of women’s basketball to
unprecedented levels in both
the college ranks and the
WNBA, has been voted the AP
Female Athlete of the Year for
her impact on and off the court.

After leading Iowa to the na-
tional championship game,
Clark was the top pick in the
WNBA draft as expected and
went on to win rookie of the year
honors in the league. Fans
packed sold-out arenas and mil-
lions of television viewers tuned
in to follow her journey. Clark’s
exploits were far-reaching,
casting a light on other women’s
sports leagues along the way.

A group of 74 sports journal-
ists from The Associated Press
and its members voted on the

award. Clark received 35 votes,
Olympic gymnast Simone Biles
was second with 25 and boxer
Imane Khelif was third, getting
four votes.

Clark is the fourth women’s
basketball player to be honored
as the female athlete of the year
since it was first presented in
1931, joining Sheryl Swoopes
(1993), Rebecca Lobo (1995)
and Candace Parker (2008,
2021).

“I grew up a fan of Candace
Parker and the people who
came before me and to be hon-
ored in this way, is super special
and I’m thankful,” Clark said in
a phone interview. “It was a
great year for women’s basket-
ball and women’s sports.”

Clark broke the NCAA Divi-
sion I career scoring record for

men and women, finishing her
career with 3,951 points while
guiding Iowa to its second con-
secutive national championship
game. After her Hawkeyes lost
to South Carolina for the title,
Gamecocks coach Dawn Staley
took the mic during her team’s
celebration and said, “I want to
personally thank Caitlin Clark
for lifting up our sport.”

For all the success Clark has
had and the attention she has
brought to women’s basketball,
she is often the centerpiece of
debates and online toxicity to-
wards her and other players in
the league.

For her part, Clark has dis-
avowed the toxic discourse. 

Lobo also has been impressed
with the way Clark, 22, has han-
dled the pressure and attention

that has come her way.
“I would say she’s navigated

it almost flawlessly. She hasn’t
had any big missteps or mis-
speaks at a time you’re under
constant scrutiny,” Lobo said.
“She’s seemed to say and do all
the right things. That’s just in-
credible at a time when it’s con-
stant attention and scrutiny. She
has not done anything to tarnish
this sort of mild persona she
has.” 

As Clark handled the praise
— and the backlash — during
the heat of competition, it was
hard for her to appreciate just
what she was able accomplish
over the past year. But after
having time to reflect on the
whirlwind tour, she appreciates
those who were there alongside
her for the ride.

Clark made impact on women’s sports on and off court
Associated Press

LOS ANGELES — Shohei Oh-
tani is keeping elite company. 

The Japanese superstar caps
2024 by winning The Associated
Press Male Athlete of the Year
for the third time, tying him with
basketball great Michael Jor-
dan. He trails only four-time
winners Lance Armstrong, Ti-
ger Woods and LeBron James.

“I’m very honored,” Ohtani
said through translator Matt Hi-
daka in an exclusive interview
with the AP. ”Obviously all the
hard work has paid off. Maybe
next year, I’ll get the award
again.”

In balloting by 74 sports jour-
nalists from the AP and its
members, Ohtani received 48
votes. He previously won the
award in 2023 and 2021, when he
was with the Angels.

“Growing up in Japan, I did
follow Michael Jordan and Ti-
ger Woods,” he said. 

“I would see their accolades
and how they were successful in
the United States.”

The AP honor has been given

out since 1931. Golfer Babe Di-
drikson won six times, the most
by a man or woman.

Swimmer Léon Marchand, of
France, who won four gold med-
als at the Paris Olympics, was
second with 10 votes. 

Golfer Scottie Scheffler,
whose victories this year includ-
ed the Masters and an Olympic
gold medal, was third with nine.

Moving from the beleaguered
Los Angeles Angels to the po-
werhouse Los Angeles Dodgers,
Ohtani won his third Most Valu-
able Player award and first in
the National League, led his new
team to its eighth World Series
championship and created Ma-
jor League Baseball’s 50/50 club
by hitting 54 home runs and
stealing 59 bases.

Ohtani signed a then-record
$700 million, 10-year contract
with the Dodgers in December
2023. Already a two-way super-
star, he embellished his reputa-
tion even further despite not
pitching all season while he re-
habilitated from a second major
right elbow surgery he had in

September 2023.
Ohtani went wild on offense,

making every at-bat a must-see
moment. The 6-foot-4 designat-
ed hitter batted a career-high
.310 while easily surpassing his
previous career highs in home
runs and stolen bases.

In September, he reached the
previously unheard of 50/50
mark in a performance for the
ages. Against the Miami Mar-
lins in Florida, Ohtani went 6-
for-6 with three homers, 10
RBIs, two stolen bases and 17 to-
tal bases.

“It wouldn’t shock me if he
went 60/60 and 20 wins a year
from now,” Brad Ausmus, who
managed the Angels in 2019
during Ohtani’s second season
in Anaheim, said recently. “This
guy is the greatest athlete to ev-
er play the sport of baseball and
there’s not a close second.”

Ohtani carried the Dodgers
offensively during the regular
season, and he stayed healthy
until Game 2 of the World Se-
ries. He injured his left shoulder
trying to steal second base

against the New York Yankees
and finished the Series playing
hurt.

He underwent surgery a few
days after the Dodgers celebrat-
ed their championship in early
November.

“I don’t have full range of mo-
tion yet, but it feels a lot better,”
he told the AP. “There’s no pain.
There’s obviously still a little bit
of tightness, but slowly but sure-
ly it’s getting better.”

Ohtani recently received an
updated rehab schedule, and
he’s focused on the near-term.

“It’s the small steps that I
think are very important to get
me to the ultimate goal, which is
to just get back healthy,” he
said.

Ohtani is also throwing in the
70 mph range, which is typical
for pitchers early in the offsea-
son.

“I’m going to continue to
ramp up slowly,” he said. 

The Dodgers’ rotation for
next season is in flux, and Ohta-
ni is waiting to see how it shakes
out.

Ohtani joins Jordan as 3-time winner
Associated Press
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HOUSTON — Lamar Jack-
son broke the NFL career rush-
ing record for quarterbacks in
the Baltimore Ravens’ victory
over the Houston Texans on
Wednesday.

A highlight came when Jack-
son dashed 48 yards for a touch-
down on a run where he reached
a career-best top speed of 21.25
mph.

“I was jogging,” Jackson said.
“I didn’t have to do anything.”

It was that kind of day for
Jackson, who led the Ravens to
the 31-2 victory that bolstered
his case for MVP as the Ravens
moved closer to the AFC North
title.

“It’s just another phenomenal
performance,” coach John Har-
baugh said. “He set the all-time

NFL record for rushing yards
(for a quarterback) in pro foot-
ball. That kind of speaks for it-
self. It’s just kind of what he
does every week.”

Jackson threw for 168 yards
and two touchdowns and ran for
87 yards with that long score.
He pushed his career rushing
total to 6,110 to move past Mi-
chael Vick, who had 6,109 in his
13-year career.

“Michael Vick, one of my fa-
vorite players,” Jackson said.
“That’s just dope.”

The Ravens (11-5) have al-
ready wrapped up their third
straight playoff berth and need
a victory over Cleveland next
week to win the division over
Pittsburgh. The Steelers
dropped a third straight with a
loss to Kansas City on Wednes-

day.
Jackson, the MVP last season

and in 2019, put on a show rival-
ed only by the spectacular Su-
per Bowl-caliber halftime per-
formance by Beyoncé to give
Baltimore its third straight win.
And he needed just more than
three quarters to do it, giving
way to Josh Johnson with about
10 minutes remaining and the
game long decided.

“Just having fun,” Jackson
said. “The NFL is not easy. I
don’t care what nobody says. It
looks easy, but it’s not.”

Jackson threw 9- and 1-yard
TD passes and was not touched
on the 48-yard scoring scamper
that made it 24-2 in the third
quarter.

Derrick Henry ran for 147
yards and set the Ravens season

record with his 16th touchdown
on a 2-yard run in the first quar-
ter.

“This game comes down to
guys making plays and they had
two exceptional playmakers on
their side in Lamar and Derrick
Henry,” Houston coach DeMe-
co Ryans said. “They made
plays and that was the game.”

The AFC South champs
struggled to finish drives and
got their only points on a safety
in the second quarter. C.J.
Stroud threw for 185 yards, but
was sacked five times and threw
an interception and Joe Mixon
managed just 26 yards rushing
as the Texans (9-7) lost a second
straight.

Mixon refused to speak to re-
porters postgame, but Stroud
took the blame for the loss.

Jackson breaks QB rushing record in romp of Texans
Associated Press

PITTSBURGH — Andy Reid
donned a Santa Claus suit in a
giddy Kansas City Chiefs locker
room on Christmas Day, then
handed his team a present it in-
creasingly looks like it de-
serves: home-field advantage
throughout the AFC playoffs.

How Reid managed to slide
into the costume so quickly af-
ter Kansas City’s clinical 29-10
victory over the reeling Pitts-
burgh Steelers to lock up the top
seed in the AFC for the fourth
time in seven years is a mystery
(though he hinted there’s an elf
involved).

How Reid’s team manages to
pull away from the pack year af-
ter year is not.

A lot of Patrick Mahomes. A
dash of Travis Kelce. A splash of
speed. A defense that quietly
goes about its business, even
when its leader is standing on
the sideline in sweatpants.

Yes, it has been ugly — by
Kansas City’s lofty standards —
at times while the Chiefs have
chased a third straight cham-

pionship. Yet as the playoffs
loom, the group that looked so
vulnerable for most of the sea-
son suddenly seems to be
rounding into form.

And the road to the Super
Bowl will once again go through
Arrowhead Stadium. Just the
way the Chiefs like it.

“Getting the No. 1 seed is im-
portant,” Mahomes said after
throwing for 320 yards and
three touchdowns. “It’s like
winning a playoff game.”

Even if how the Chiefs locked
it up didn’t exactly feel like one.

Kansas City (15-1) spent three
hours toying with the Steelers
(10-6) like a cat batting around
shreds of leftover wrapping pa-
per. The Chiefs raced to an early
13-point lead and were never
really threatened by Pittsburgh,
which has dropped three
straight to see its chances of
capturing the AFC North take
another hit.

“That sucked, to be blunt,”
Steelers coach Mike Tomlin
said.

It often does when Pittsburgh

is on one side of the line of
scrimmage and Mahomes is on
the other. Mahomes is now 4-0
against the Steelers with 17
touchdowns against just one in-
terception. He connected on
first-half scoring tosses to Xa-
vier Worthy and Justin Watson
and added a history-making 12-
yard touchdown flip to Kelce to
seal it in the fourth quarter.

The grab was the 77th scoring
reception of Kelce’s career,
breaking a franchise record set
by Hall of Famer Tony Gonza-
lez. The 35-year-old Kelce cele-
brated by dunking the ball over
the goal post, a nod to Gonza-
lez’s signature move. The ges-
ture drew a 15-yard penalty for
unsportsmanlike conduct,
though it hardly mattered. Har-
rison Butker made the longer
extra point and the Chiefs were
firmly in control.

“It’s just showing Tony some
love,” Kelce said with a laugh on
the day he joined Gonzalez and
Jason Witten as the only tight
ends to reach 1,000 receptions.
Kelce finished with eight catch-

es for 84 yards while playing for
an offense that is starting to get
its swagger back.

The defense wasn’t bad ei-
ther, even with five-time Pro
Bowl defensive end Chris Jones
sidelined by a calf injury. Jones’
teammates hardly looked
gassed while playing for the
third time in 11 days.

“It was tough,” cornerback
Trent McDuffie said. “I mean,
three games in 11 days is crazy
for anybody. But I thought we
handled it very well.”

The Steelers did not. Pitts-
burgh went 0-3 during the span,
a brutal stretch against Super
Bowl contenders Philadelphia,
Baltimore and Kansas City in
which the Steelers looked out-
classed.

Perhaps more troubling than
the losses is the way they played
out. Pittsburgh lost each contest
by at least 14 points and could
find itself starting the postsea-
son on the road after playing
fast-and-loose with the two-
game division lead it enjoyed
just three weeks ago.

Chiefs rout Steelers, clinch top seed
Associated Press


	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_01_261224
	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_02_261224
	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_03_261224
	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_04_261224
	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_05_261224
	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_06_261224
	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_07_261224
	SLITE_SLITE_Plate_08_261224

