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US and Russia to revive military talks

By PHILLIP WALTER
WELLMAN
Stars and Stripes

The United States and Russia
will maintain high-level mili-
tary-to-military dialogue for the
first time since 2021, with the re-
opening of a direct communica-
tion channel that was suspend-
ed ahead of the Kremlin’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine.

The agreement was reached
during meetings this week in
the United Arab Emirates in-
volving Gen. Alexus Grynkew-
ich, commander of U.S. Euro-
pean Command, and counter-
parts from Russia and Ukraine,
EUCOM said in a statement
Thursday.

President Donald Trump’s
special envoy Steve Witkoff and
senior White House adviser
Jared Kushner also partici-
pated in the talks, EUCOM said.

“Maintaining dialogue be-
tween militaries is an important
factor in global stability and
peace,” EUCOM said without
identifying specific topics ex-
pected to be discussed under
the restored channel.

It will provide consistent mil-
itary contact as the sides pursue
a potential path toward ending
the war in Ukraine, the state-
ment added.

Dialogue between the U.S.
and Russian militaries was sus-
pended in the fall of 2021 amid
tensions leading up to Moscow’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine
the following February.

Since then, the U.S. and its
European allies have signifi-
cantly increased troop presence
along NATO’s eastern flank, cit-
ing the need to deter further ag-
gression by Moscow.

The buildup has raised the

risks of an unplanned incident
that could trigger a wider con-
frontation.

In addition to his role as the
leader of EUCOM, Grynkewich
serves as NATO’s Supreme Al-
lied Commander Europe, a po-
sition that gives him authority to
maintain  military-to-military
communication with Russia’s
Gen. Valery Gerasimov, chief of
the general staff.

EUCOM declined to com-
ment Thursday in response to
questions seeking further infor-
mation.

Grynkewich was in the capi-
tal of the United Arab Emirates
where talks between American,
Russian and Ukrainian officials
on ending the war in Ukraine
entered a second day and as
Moscow escalated its attacks on
Ukraine’s power grid, The As-
sociated Press reported.

The resumption of the mili-
tary-to-military hotline marks
an effort to lower the tensions
that soared since the start of the
war in Ukraine and avoid colli-
sions between the Russian and
U.S. militaries.

In one such incident in March
2023, the U.S. military said it
ditched an Air Force MQ-9
Reaper drone in the Black Sea
after a pair of Russian fighter
jets dumped fuel on it and then
one of them struck its propeller
while it was flying in interna-
tional airspace.

Moscow has denied that its
warplanes hit the drone, alleg-
ing that it crashed while making
a sharp maneuver.

It said that its aircraft reacted
to a violation of a no-flight zone
Russia has established in the ar-
ea near Crimea amid the fight-
ing in Ukraine.

Admiral: Iran significantly outclassed

By ALisoN BATH
Stars and Stripes

NAPLES, Italy — Iran is no
match for American military
forces, the Navy’s highest-rank-
ing active-duty officer said this
week.

Adm. Daryl Caudle, chief of
naval operations, told hundreds
of sailors at an all-hands call
Wednesday that although he
doesn’t take Iranian posturing
lightly, U.S. forces over-
matched Tehran’s threats “sig-
nificantly” when it comes to ca-
pabilities.

“We have a very good ap-
proach of providing the presi-
dent of the United States mili-
tary options,” Caudle told an au-
dience at Naval Support Activ-
ity Naples. “Iran knows this. So,

the fact that we have that type of
capability is a strong deter-
rent.”

The U.S. bombing of Iranian
nuclear facilities in June in an
operation dubbed Midnight
Hammer was evidence of the
American military’s “capability
to do things on that order and
that scale,” he said.

Caudle and Master Chief Pet-
ty Officer of the Navy John Per-
ryman were in Naples on
Wednesday and Thursday to
meet with officials and sailors of
U.S. Naval Forces Europe-Afri-
ca/U.S. 6th Fleet.

The visit followed Caudle’s
attendance at the Paris Naval
Conference earlier in the week.

On Wednesday, President
Donald Trump told NBC News

that Iran’s Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei should
be “very worried.” Trump has
repeatedly warned Iran that the
U.S. has an “armada” coming to
the region.

A day earlier, U.S. Central
Command confirmed that a Na-
vy F-35 Lightning II fighter jet
had shot down an Iranian drone
as it “aggressively” approached
the aircraft carrier USS Abra-
ham Lincoln in the Arabian Sea.

U.S. and Iranian officials are
scheduled to begin negotiations
Friday in Oman. The adminis-
tration wants Tehran to stop its
nuclear program altogether and
get rid of its enriched uranium,
among other demands.

Meanwhile, the Pentagon has
beefed up naval forces in the

by US might

Middle East, sending the Abra-
ham Lincoln Carrier Strike
Group with its three destroyers
and Carrier Air Wing 9 into the
region.

There are at least eight Navy
destroyers in the area, includ-
ing two more in the Persian
Gulf, one in the Red Sea and two
in the Eastern Mediterranean
Sea.

All told, there are 40,000 U.S.
service members throughout
the Middle East stationed in Qa-
tar, Kuwait, Jordan and other
countries.

Caudle’s remarks Wednes-
day were in response to a sail-
or’s question about concerns
that potential hostilities with
Iran could ignite a broader con-
flict in the Middle East.
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The John F.

By GARY WARNER
Stars and Stripes

The John F. Kennedy returned
to its Virginia shipyard on
Wednesday, completing a week-
long sea trial as it moves toward a
scheduled delivery to the Navy
early next year.

The John F. Kennedy is the sec-
ond of 10 planned nuclear-po-
wered Gerald R. Ford-class air-
craft carriers to be built by New-
port News Shipbuilding, a divi-
sion of Huntington Ingalls

Kennedy returns from 1st sea trials

Industries. The Navy’s most re-
cent procurement costestimateis
$13.196 billion.

The carrier, designated
CVN-79, is scheduled to be deli-
vered and officially commis-
sioned into the Navy in March
2027.

“Our nation is depending on us
to deliver these critical assets that
will protect freedom around the
world, and we’re proud to see
CVN-79 take another step toward
joining the fleet,” said Derek

Murphy, vice president of new
construction aircraft carrier pro-
grams.

The carrier left Newport News
on Jan. 30 for “testing important
ship systems and components at
sea,” the shipbuilder said.

Newport News Shipbuilding
said technological advancements
on the carrier design would in-
crease operational efficiency and
reduce manning requirements;
the ship would need about 900
fewer sailors than the Nimitz-

class, according to Navy esti-
mates. The Gerald R. Ford class
also features upgraded nuclear
reactors, increasing its electrical
power-generation capacity.

The Navy has started a $145
million electrical systems over-
haul at Naval Base Kitsap, Wash.,
where the Navy has said the John
F. Kennedy will eventually be
homeported. Similar upgrades
will be required at bases where
future Gerald R. Ford-class carri-
ers are homeported.

Reservist flew unauthorized drone that Navy shot down

By GARY WARNER
Stars and Stripes

SEATTLE — A Navy reservist
was at the controls of an unautho-
rized commercial drone downed
Tuesday over Naval Air Station
Whidbey Island, the Navy said.

“The drone operator was a re-
servist here on temporary duty,”
said Michael Welding, the air sta-
tion’s spokesman. “During a
break, unbeknownst to his supe-
riors, he deployed a personal
drone in violation of base regula-

tions. The drone was detected
once airborne, and countermea-
sures were deployed to render
the device inoperable.”

NAS Whidbey Island, about 60
milesnorth of Seattle,isthe home
of the Navy’s carrier-based
EA-18G Growler electronic war-
fare squadrons.

Base security and explosive
ordnance disposal personnel se-
cured the drone and found that it
did not carry any explosives or
payload that constituted a physi-

cal threat to personnel.

No one was injured in the inci-
dent, Welding said.

Naval Criminal Investigative
Service agents identified “the
suspect” asareservistatthe base
and detained him for question-
ing.

Following an interview, the re-
servist was released to his unit,
Welding said.

The Navy did not identify the
person responsible or indicate
what, if any, action would be tak-

en in response to the incident.

Welding confirmed that the
base’s defensive systems dis-
abled the drone, which he de-
scribed as a four-propeller com-
mercial “quadcopter.”

Because of operational securi-
ty, Welding said the Navy would
not release specific information
abouthow the drone was brought
down.

TheNavy alsodeclined tosay if
the quadcopter was equipped
with a camera or other devices.

20th ID gears

By WyarT OLSON
Stars and Stripes

FORT SHAFTER, Hawaii —
The Hawaii-based 25th Infantry
Division heads to the Philippines
nextmonth forits partin U.S. Ar-
my Pacific’s annual Operation
Pathways training engagements
with that nation’s armed forces.

Just don’t call them “exercis-
es.”

“I will emphasize: We won’t
call these exercises,” Col. Aidan
Shattock, the division’s deputy
commander forinteroperability,
said by phone Tuesday.

“The Philippines look at these
activities as rehearsals,” he said.
“We are rehearsing how they

up for combat ‘rehearsals’ in Philippines

will defend their homeland and
their territories.”

That distinction reflects the
evolution of Operation Path-
ways, which started in 2014 as
Pacific Pathways, and the
changing security in Southeast
Asia.

The initial Pathways rotated
small Army units into the Indo-
Pacificregion forafewmonthsat
a time by moving through a se-
ries of established multinational
exercises west of the Interna-
tional Date Line.

Its redesignation as Operation
Pathways in 2023 marked the
initiative’s shift into an Army
campaign.

“Now we’re focused on ... re-
hearsing,” Shattock said. “That
creates the most amount of de-
terrence.”

That deterrence is primarily
directed toward China, which
maintains expansive but disput-
ed claims to most of the South
China Sea, including islands and
atolls claimed by the Philip-
pines.

Over the past two years, Phi-
lippine crews have captured vid-
eoof Chinese coast guard vessels
harassing Philippine boats with
water cannons and unsafe ma-
neuvers.

Tension between Manila and
Beijing over the South China Sea

is an “existential issue for the
Philippines,” Adm. Ronnie Gil
Gavan, commandant of the Phi-
lippine coast guard, told report-
ers in Honolulu in January.

Operation Pathways kicks off
in March with Salaknib, which
has in the past included live-fire
drills, logistics operations and
air-assault training.

Salaknib has primarily been
an army-to-army engagement
between the two nations, but it is
apparently expanding this year.

Philippine media reported
this fall that the Japan Self-De-
fense Force and the Australian
army will join Salaknib for the
first time.

Stars and Stripes digest is produced by the news desk at our central office in Washington, D.C. The internet address is: http://slite.dma.mil. You may contact us by calling
(202) 886-0003 or by sending an email to SSCcopydesk@stripes.osd.mil. Visit Stars and Stripes online at stripes.com.
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Slotkin refuses interview with DOJ about video

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Demo-
cratic Sen. Elissa Slotkin of
Michigan is refusing to volunta-
rily comply with a Justice De-
partment investigation into a
video she organized urging U.S.
military members to resist “ille-
gal orders” — escalating a dis-
pute that President Donald
Trump has publicly pushed.

In letters first obtained by
The Associated Press, Slotkin’s
lawyer informed U.S. Attorney
for the District of Columbia Jea-
nine Pirro that the senator
would not agree to a voluntary
interview about the video. Slot-
kin’s legal team also requested
that Pirro preserve all docu-
ments related to the matter for
“anticipated litigation.”

Slotkin’s lawyer separately

wrote to Attorney General Pam
Bondi, declining to sit for an FBI
interview about the video and
urging her to immediately ter-
minate any inquiry.

The refusal marks a potential
turning point in the standoff,
shifting the burden onto the Jus-
tice Department to decide
whether it will escalate an in-
vestigation into sitting mem-
bers of Congress or retreat from
an inquiry now being openly
challenged.

“I did this to go on offense,”
Slotkin said in an interview
Wednesday. “And to put them in
a position where they’re tap
dancing. To put them in a posi-
tion where they have to own
their choices of using a U.S. at-
torney’s office to come after a
senator.”

Last November, Slotkin
joined five other Democratic
lawmakers — all of whom previ-
ously served in the military or at
intelligence agencies — in post-
ing a 90-second video urging
U.S. service members to follow
military protocols and reject or-
ders they believe to be unlawful.

The lawmakers said Trump’s
Republican administration was
“pitting our uniformed military
and intelligence community
professionals against American
citizens” and called on troops to
“stand up for our laws.”

The video sparked a fires-
torm in Republican circles and
soon drew the attention of
Trump, who accused the law-
makers of sedition and said
their actions were “punishable
by death.”

The Pentagon later an-
nounced it had opened an inves-
tigation into Arizona Sen. Mark
Kelly, a former Navy pilot who
appeared in the video. The FBI
then contacted the lawmakers
seeking interviews, signaling a
broader Justice Department in-
quiry.

Slotkin said multiple legal ad-
visers initially urged caution.
But in January, the matter
flared again, with the lawmak-
ers saying they were contacted
by the U.S. attorney’s office for
the District of Columbia.

Meanwhile, security threats
mounted. Slotkin said her farm
in Michigan received a bomb
threat, her brother was as-
signed a police detail due to
threats and her parents were
swatted.

Judge limits ICE in Ore.
on warrantless arrests

Associated Press

PORTLAND, Ore. — U.S. im-
migration agents in Oregon
must stop arresting people
without warrants unless there’s
a likelihood of escape, a federal
judge ruled Wednesday.

U.S. District Judge Mustafa
Kasubhai issued a preliminary
injunction in a proposed class-
action lawsuit targeting the De-
partment of Homeland Securi-
ty’s practice of arresting immi-
grants they happen to come
across while conducting
ramped-up enforcement oper-
ations

Critics have described the
current policy as “arrest first,
justify later.”

Similar actions, including im-
migration agents entering pri-
vate property without a warrant
issued by a court, have drawn
concern from civil rights groups
across the country amid Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s mass de-
portation efforts.

In a memo last week, Todd
Lyons, the acting head of U.S.

Immigration and Customs En-
forcement, emphasized that
agents should not make any ar-
rests without an administrative
arrest warrant that has been is-
sued by a supervisor unless they
develop probable cause to be-
lieve that the person in question
isinthe U.S.illegally and is like-
ly to escape from the scene be-
fore an administrative warrant
can be obtained.

But the judge heard evidence
that agents in Oregon have ar-
rested people in immigration
sweeps without such warrants
or determining escape was like-
ly.
The daylong hearing includ-
ed testimony from one plaintiff,
Victor Cruz Gamez, a S6-year-
old grandfather who has been in
the U.S. since 1999.

He told the court that he was
arrested without a proper war-
rent and held in an immigration
detention facility for three
weeks even though he has a val-
id work permit and a pending
visa application.

Epstein files rife with
nudes, victims’ names

Associated Press

NEW YORK — Nude photos.
The names and faces of sexual
abuse victims. Bank account
and Social Security numbers in
full view.

All of these things appeared
in the mountain of documents
released Friday by the U.S. Jus-
tice Department as part of its ef-
fort to comply with a law requir-
ing it to open its investigative
files on Jeffrey Epstein.

That law was intended to pre-
serve important privacy protec-
tions for Epstein’s victims.
Their names were supposed to
have been blacked out in docu-
ments. Their faces and bodies
were supposed to be obscured.

Mistakes, though, have been
rampant. A review by The Asso-
ciated Press and other news or-
ganizations has found countless
examples of sloppy, inconsis-
tent or nonexistent redactions
that have revealed sensitive pri-
vate information.

Police reports with the names

of several of his victims, includ-
ing some who have never
stepped forward to identify
themselves publicly, were re-
leased with no redactions at all.

Despite the Justice Depart-
ment’s efforts to fix the over-
sights, a selfie taken by a nude
female in a bathroom and an-
other by a topless female re-
mained on the site, their ages
unknown but their faces in full
view, as of Wednesday evening.

Some accusers and their law-
yers called this week for the
Justice Department to take
down the site and appoint an in-
dependent monitor.

A judge scheduled a hearing
for Wednesday in New York on
the matter, then canceled it af-
ter one of the lawyers for vic-
tims cited progress in resolving
the issues. But that lawyer, Brit-
tany Henderson, said they were
still weighing “all potential ave-
nues of recourse” to address the
“permanent and irreparable”
harm caused to some women.
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NATO plans Arctic surveillance mission

By JoHN VANDIVER
Stars and Stripes

NATO is poised to step up its
military presence in the Arctic
region with a new surveillance
mission modeled along the
lines of a similar effort in the
Baltics, an alliance spokesman
said this week.

“The activity will even fur-
ther strengthen NATO’s pos-
ture in the Arctic and High
North,” Col. Martin L. O’Don-
nell, Supreme Headquarters
Allied Powers Europe spokes-
person, said Thursday.

Planning for the effort, to be
called Arctic Sentry, is already

underway, said O’Donnell,
who did not indicate when the
operation might launch.

The initiative is the latest
example of how NATO is step-
ping up efforts aimed at coun-
tering Russia in northern Eu-
rope and along the alliance’s
eastern flank. One year ago,
NATO began Baltic Sentry,
which was prompted by a se-
ries of suspected undersea
sabotage incidents that result-
ed in damage to energy pipe-
lines and communication ca-
bles.

The effort has incorporated
a wide range of naval surveil-

lance drones, warships, sub-
marines and aircraft to identi-
fy and track ships.

Allied officials have said the
mission has paid off over the
past year with fewer instances
of mischief-making in the Bal-
tic Sea.

NATO'’s plan to boost oper-
ations in the High North comes
as the Arctic as a whole has
become a major focal point for
the alliance. President Donald
Trump has argued that the al-
liance is vulnerable to Russian
and Chinese influence in the
region. Trump has cited such
concerns as a justification for

the United States to take con-
trol of Greenland, a semi-au-
tonomous territory of NATO
ally Denmark.

Trump’s push for control of
the territory has rattled some
members of the alliance. How-
ever, tensions appear to have
eased in recent weeks follow-
ing Trump’s visit last month to
an economic forum in Davos,
Switzerland. In Davos, Trump
said he and NATO Secretary-
General Mark Rutte had
reached the “framework of a
future deal” on Greenland.
Details of the plan, however,
have yet to emerge.

Taiwan leader says US ties are ‘rock solid’

Associated Press

TAIPEI, Taiwan — Tai-
wan’s ties with the United
States are “rock solid,” the is-
land’s president said Thurs-
day, hours after President Do-
nald Trump and Chinese lead-
er Xi Jinping spoke on the
phone about topics that in-
cluded the self-ruled island’s
future.

“The Taiwan-U.S. relation-
ship is rock solid, and all coop-
eration projects will continue
uninterrupted,” Taiwan Presi-
dent Lai Ching-te told report-
ers during a visit to textile
merchants in western Taiwan.

The comments came after

Xi, in his first call with Trump
since November, warned the
U.S. president to be “prudent”
about supplying arms to the
self-ruled island, according to
a readout provided by China.

Taiwan is a self-ruled de-
mocracy that China claims as
its own territory, to be an-
nexed by force if necessary.
Beijing prohibits all countries
it has diplomatic relations
with from having formal ties
with Taipei.

Still, while the U.S. doesn’t
officially recognize Taiwan as
a country, it is the island’s
strongest informal backer and
arms supplier.

In December, the U.S. State
Department announced its
largest-ever arms sales pack-
age to Taiwan, valued at more
than $11.1 billion and includ-
ing missiles, artillery systems
and drones. The package is
yet to be approved by Con-
gress.

The arms sales are also fac-
ing pushback from Taiwan’s
opposition KMT party and
some of its population, along
with a proposed increase of
defense spending to 3.3% of
Taiwan’s gross domestic prod-
uct.

Taiwan’s
trolled

opposition-con-
parliament has

blocked Lai’s budget plan, in-
cluding a $40 billion special
defense budget, proposing in-
stead a much smaller defense
spending plan.

Trump said the call with Xi
was “excellent” and “thor-
ough” in a post late Wednes-
day on Truth Social.

He added that he is looking
forward to a trip to China in
April that will be the first of
his current term in office.

Trump also said China is
considering buying 20 million
tons of U.S. soybeans in the
current season, up from 12
million tons in the previous
season.

Deadly Storm Leonardo slams Spain and Portugal

Associated Press

MADRID — A man died
from rising floodwaters in
Portugal, while a girl re-
mained missing after she was
swept away by a swollen river
in Spain as Storm Leonardo
brought more heavy rain and
winds Thursday to the Iberian
Peninsula.

In Spain’s southern Andalu-
sia region, close to 4,000 peo-
ple evacuated their homes due

to the ongoing storm, and doz-
ens of roads remained closed
due to flooding and landslides.

Spain’s weather agency lift-
ed the highest alert level in
southern Spain, but added
that another storm system was
expected over the weekend.
Leonardo is the latest in a se-
ries of storms that have pum-
melled Spain and Portugal in
recent weeks.

On Wednesday night, a man

died in southern Portugal af-
ter his car was engulfed by
floodwaters, local media said.

The southern Portuguese
city of Alcacer do Sal, about
about S6 miles from Lisbon,
was battling rising waters
from the river Sado, with
downtown areas flooded and
water  levels measuring
roughly 7 feet high in some
places.

Heavy rains were expected

to lash several regions in Por-
tugal in the coming days. A
previous storm in late Janu-
ary left a trail of destruction in
the country and killed several
people, according to Portu-
guese authorities.

In southern Spain’s Malaga
province, authorities were
still searching for a girl who
fell into the Turvilla River on
Wednesday while trying to
save her dog.
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Lindell campaign spends
big on copies of memoir

M MINNEAPOLIS —

MyPillow CEO
Mike Lindell raked in about
$352,000 in campaign donations
in just 2Y> weeks after announc-
ing his run for Minnesota gover-
nor on Dec. 11.

Lindell’s campaign then
spent more than half of the mon-
ey he’s raised on copies of his
autobiography, according to a
newly filed year-end campaign
finance report.

The Lindell for governor
campaign paid about $187,000
to MyPillow in December for
copies of his self-published
memoir titled, “What Are the
0Odds? From Crack Addict to
CEO.” It was his campaign’s
biggest expenditure last year,
accounting for 68% of his rough-
ly $272,000 in spending.

Lindell signed and gave out
copies of his memoir to people
ata GOP gubernatorial forumin
Prior Lake in January. Lindell
said MyPillow, which is “em-
ployee-owned,” owns the rights
to his book.

The Minnesota Campaign Fi-
nance Board has previously
said it is OK for candidates
who’ve published books to use
them as campaign material.

Education chief: Protests
must not disrupt class

F TALLAHASSEE —
School districts
across Florida have heard rum-
blings lately about student plans
to walk out of classes to protest
federal immigration enforce-
ment actions, such as the shoot-
ing of Alex Pretti in Minneapo-
lis.
Some walkouts have already
taken place, while others are be-

ing discussed for the coming
days.

In response, Florida Educa-
tion Commissioner Anastasios
Kamoutsas told school leaders
on Tuesday that they better not
encourage or facilitate any such
activity during class.

“Any conduct by school or
district personnel that diverts
students from instruction, un-
dermines classroom authority
or compromises student super-
vision violates professional re-
sponsibilities and warrants dis-
ciplinary action,” Kamoutsas
wrote to superintendents in a
letter he also posted on X.

Kamoutsas wrote that he was
not suggesting students may not
express their views. They have
constitutional rights, including
free expression and peaceful
protest, he wrote, so long as they
comply with state law and
school district policy.

State’s red flag law
expansion advances

c DENVER — The
Colorado Senate ap-
proved an expansion of Colora-
do’s red flag law on Tuesday,
sending the proposal to the
House for consideration.

Senate Bill 4 would build off
Colorado’s 2019 extreme risk
protection orders law, which al-
lows family members, law en-
forcement, health care profes-
sionals and educators to petition
the courts to require people to
surrender their firearms tem-
porarily. A judge must find the
person to be arisk to themselves
or others.

This bill would expand the list
of qualified petitioners to in-
clude behavioral health profes-
sionals who are co-responders
with police or other authorities
in emergencies, as well as

health care and educational in-
stitutions.

The Senate approved the
measure on a near-party-line
vote, 20-13. Democrats have
nearly a 2-to-1 majority in both
chambers of the legislature.

Sen. Lynda Zamora Wilson,
an El Paso County Republican
and Air Force veteran, worried
the bill would dissuade gun
owners from seeking mental
health help because the institu-
tion providing it could request
that they lose access to their
firearms.

Driver pleads guilty to
flipping off Border Patrol

M DETROIT — A Mich-

igan motorist ac-
cused of flipping off federal
agents and cutting off a Border
Patrol van has pleaded guilty to
charges, according to court rec-
ords.

Jacob Nathaniel Len, 30, of
Ypsilanti, entered the plea last
month in U.S. District Court in
Detroit, court documents said.

The filings also said he was
sentenced to six months of pro-
bation, to pay a $5,000 fine, to
participate in a mental health
treatment program, and to per-
form 40 hours of community
service.

Authorities allege that on July
7, the defendant was driving a
black BMW sedan on west-
bound Interstate 96 when he
confronted four Border Patrol
agents in a van transporting 15
immigrants to the North Lake
Correctional Facility east of Lu-
dington. Officials said Len
moved his car in front of the
agent’s van, stepped on his
brakes and stuck his hand with
his middle finger extended
through his car’s sunroof. They
said the defendant brake-

checked the CBP van a second
time then drove away.

ICE releases researcher
after border wrong turn

BUFFALO — An up-

state New York re-
search scientist arrested after
making a wrong turn near the
Canadian border has been re-
leased from U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement cus-
tody after nearly a month in de-
tention.

Shovgi Huseynov, an Azer-
baijani national, has been a re-
searcher at the University at
Buffalo’s Jacobs School of Med-
icine and Biomedical Sciences
since 2022.

Under his visa, he is autho-
rized to work in the U.S. through
2029, according to a UB spokes-
person. However, Huseynov
was taken into custody by bor-
der patrol agents on Jan. 7 fol-
lowing a navigation error.

Huseynov was driving for
Lyft and attempting to drop off a
passenger when he made a
wrong turn onto the Peace
Bridge, an international border
crossing connecting Buffalo,
N.Y., and Fort Erie, Ontario, lo-
cal CBS affiliate WIVB report-
ed. Though he said he was not
trying to leave the U.S., Cus-
toms and Border Protection of-
ficers arrested him and deter-
mined he “may be subject to re-
moval from the U.S.”

On Monday, a UB spokesper-
son confirmed Huseynov’s re-
lease.

“The university will continue
to provide appropriate support
to Shovgi and his attorney as his
case proceeds through the fed-
eral immigration system,” the
spokesperson said in a news re-
lease.

— From wire reports
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New era of Games ready to start at Milan

Associated Press

CORTINA D’AMPEZZO0, Ita-
ly — Will there be an Olympic
spirit or will it seem like a bunch
of individual world champion-
ships? Will a complicated trans-
port network connecting far-
flung venues run smoothly?

Will crowds fill the arenas,
rinks and stadiums despite slug-
gish advance ticket sales? Will
the controversial sliding venue
and main hockey arena feel fin-
ished following construction de-
lays? Will the locals remain
more interested in soccer than
snow and ice sports?

The answers to these and
many other questions that sha-
dowed the preparation of the
Milan Cortina Olympics are
about to be answered.

When the XXV Winter Games
kick off with the opening cere-
mony at the San Siro soccer sta-
dium Friday, it won’t just be the
athletes who are going to be test-
ed. It’s a new era for the entire
Olympic movement.

Spread out over a vast swath
of northern Italy, these Olym-
pics are the first to truly em-

brace the International Olympic
Committee’s reform plan of us-
ing existing venues no matter
how far apart they are.

Skating sports will be held in
Milan; women’s Alpine skiing,
sliding and curling in Cortina
d’Ampezzo; Nordic sportsin Val
di Fiemme; men’s Alpine skiing
and ski mountaineering in Bor-
mio; snowboarding and frees-
tyle in Livigno; and biathlon in
Anterselva.

In all, this Olympic footprint
covers an area of nearly 10,000
square miles. That’s about the
size of the state of Massachu-
setts.

“I do believe that we took the
right decision in having a more
dispersed games,” new IOC
President Kirsty Coventry said.
“But it has — and I think we can
all say very openly and honestly
— it has added additional com-
plexities.”

Complexities that Olympic
organizers are going to have to
get used to because this is the
first of several Winter Games
arranged with the same model.

The 2030 French Alps Games

don’t even have a host city in its
name. Same for Utah in 2034;
and probably for a Switzerland
bid — the only candidate — for
2038, too.

Spread out ceremony

Adapting to the new model ex-
tends beyond the competition.

The opening ceremony will al-
so be spread over multiple loca-
tions, with athlete parades held
simultaneously in Milan, Corti-
na, Livigno and Val di Fiemme.
There will be two cauldrons lit,
one in Milan and another in Cor-
tina.

Former Olympic champion
skiers Alberto Tomba and Deb-
orah Compagnoni are the favo-
rites tolight the cauldrons in Mi-
lan and Cortina, respectively.

Lindsey Vonn

American skiing standout
Lindsey Vonn, competing in her
fifth Olympics, has mixed feel-
ings about the new formula.

“I mean, I’'m in Cortina, so
there’s really nothing to com-
plain about. I’'m very happy be-
ing here. It’s one of the most

beautiful places in the world.
But it is sad to not be closer to
more of your teammates, not
just in ski racing, but in any
sport,” said Vonn, who plans to
race despite a torn ACL in her
left knee.

Down to the wire

The sliding center in Cortina
was rebuilt against the wishes of
the IOC, which preferred using
an existing venue for bobsled,
luge and skeleton in nearby
Switzerland or Austria.

The sliding track itself is fin-
ished, tested and ready. But sur-
rounding areas of the track are
still under construction. Fortu-
nately for organizers, it has
snowed all week in Cortina.

“Obviously outside (the
track) there are still some little
things,” Italian luger Dominik
Fischnaller said. “But the snow
will cover it, so we’re good for
the Games.”

A gondolalifttothe Alpine ski-
ing center in Cortina also re-
mains unfinished, which will
slow the access of spectators to
the races.

Kings fill scoring void by trading for Rangers’ Panarin

Associated Press

LOS ANGELES — Artemi Pa-
narin needed a new home after
6'2 seasons with the New York
Rangers.

The Los Angeles Kings have
needed a scorer of Panarin’s
stature for a whole lot longer
than that.

And a few minutes before the
NHL’s Olympic trade freeze
Wednesday, Panarin and the
Kings both got what they want-
ed.

After the Kings sent a condi-
tional third-round draft pick and
prospect Liam Greentree to the
Rangers in a trade for the high-
scoring left wing, they swiftly
locked down Panarin with a two-
year, $22 million contract that
will keep the Russian forward in
Los Angeles through the 2027-

28 season.

“Players of Panarin’s skKill,
hockey sense, resume ... hard to
find those players,” general
manager Ken Holland said after
pulling off one of the biggest in-
season trades in Kings history.
“He’s an elite offensive produc-
ing machine. Does it year in and
yearout,year afteryear. Talking
to him, he’s really excited to
come to LA. I think this was his
No. 1 destination, so you’re get-
ting a player motivated, that
wants to come out here.”

The trade ends weeks of un-
certainty around the 34-year-
old Panarin, who hadn’t played
since Jan. 26 while the Rangers
held him out in anticipation of
moving their top scorer in each
of the past seven consecutive
seasons. Panarin has S7 pointsin

52 games this season for last-
place New York, which has em-
barked on what general manag-
er Chris Drury describesasare-
tooling process less than two
years after making the Eastern
Conference final.

That’s decidedly not what
Holland has in mind for the
Kings, who have stayed in con-
tention for their fifth consecu-
tive playoff appearance this sea-
son despite ranking 31st in the
NHL with 139 goals and 29th in
power-play success.

Adrian Kempe and Kevin Fia-
la are the only Kings with more
than 13 goals or 30 points this
season, so Panarin represents a
significant upgrade in their of-
fensive potency.

“You either compete, or you
enter this long-term rebuild,”

Holland said. “Well, I'm not in-
terestedin along-termrebuild. I
think some of the people that we
signed are not interested in that,
so we’re trying to compete.”
While Holland said the Kings
don’tintend to change their style
of play, Panarin and the Kings
both believe he can fit into their
system while injecting excite-
ment into a team that needsiit.
Panarinis the NHL’s seventh-
leading scorer over the past five
seasons, puttingup 156 goalsand
298 assists for New York.
Panarin’sdepartureisthebig-
gest deal yet in Drury’s recon-
struction of the last-place Ran-
gers. InalettertofansondJan. 16,
Drury said the focus would be on
“obtaining young players, draft
picks and cap space to allow us
flexibility moving forward.”
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Davis goes to Wizards in 8-player trade

Associated Press

DALLAS — The Washington
Wizards are acquiring Anthony
Davis in an eight-player trade
with the Mavericks that in-
cludes draft picks for Dallas, a
person with knowledge of the
deal said Wednesday.

The move is a signal the Ma-
vericks are moving on from the
widely criticized trade that sent
superstar Luka Doncic to the
Los Angeles Lakers for a pack-
ageheadlinedby Davislastyear.

Former general manager Ni-
co Harrison, who was fired by
DallasinNovember,engineered
the middle-of-the-night deal
that angered fans. Trade specu-
lation had surrounded Davis ev-
er since Harrison was let go fol-
lowing a slow start to the season.

The Wizards are sending
Khris Middleton, AJ Johnson,
Malaki Branham and Marvin
Bagley III to the Mavericks
along with two first-round draft
picks and three second-roun-
ders, according to the person
who spoke to The Associated
Press on condition of anonymity
becausethe dealhadyettobeap-
proved by the NBA.

Washington is getting three
guards from Dallas in Jaden
Hardy, D’Angelo Russell and
Dante Exum.

The Wizards have made a
stark shift recently from their
rebuild after losing 67 and 64
games the past two seasons.
Washington traded for Trae
Young last month and now adds
Davis to a group of young
players that includes big man
Alex Sarr, the No. 2 pick in 2024.

It’snot clearif Young or Davis
will play much this season,
which could be for the best given
the Wizards lose their top draft
pick this year if it falls outside
No. 8.

Still, a deal like this suggests
Washington is ready to move on
from the phase of waiting for lot-
tery luck. A 2026-27 team with
Davis, Young, Sarr and other
complementary players could
be interesting in the Eastern
Conference, although health is
always a concern with Davis.

The 10-time All-Star has been
out since Jan. 8 with a left hand
injury and wasn’texpected tore-
turn before the All-Star break
later this month.

Harrison’s Doncic-for-Davis
deal was soheavily criticized be-
cause he took on the big man
with an extensive injury history
while giving up a generational
talent in his prime. Doncic was
25 at the time of the trade.

As might have been expected,
Davis appeared in just 31 of a
possible 84 games over two par-
tial seasons with the Mavericks,
including the two play-in tour-
nament games he played last
season.

The 32-year-old’s ailments in-
cluded a core muscle issue and a
calf strain before Davis injured
his hand while defending a driv-
ing Lauri Markkanen of Utah
last month.

The trade is a big step for Dal-
las toward making Cooper Flagg
the next face of the franchise af-
ter Doncic. The rookie No. 1 pick
set an NBA scoring record for a
teenager with 49 points against
Charlotte last week, and the 19-
year-old is on a three-game
streak of 30-point games, anoth-
er league first for the under-20
group.

Flagg, who is averaging 20.1
points per game a year after

leading Duke to the Final Four
asjust the fourth freshman to be
named the AP men’s basketball
player of the year, doesn’t turn
20 until next season.

The Mavericks lost all three
games on Flagg’s current 30-
plus run and are on a five-game
skid, a season worst. Dallas is
12thin the West at19-31, making
it increasingly unlikely that
guard Kyrie Irving will play this
season. The nine-time All-Star
tore the ACL in his left knee last
March.

Dallas is likely to miss the
playoffs for the second consecu-
tive season since Doncic and
Irving led them to the 2024 NBA
Finals. Boston won that series in
five games.

Harrison traded Doncic be-
lieving that Davis, an elite
player at both ends of the court,
could pair with Irving to keep
the Mavericks in contention for
several years. Instead, Davis
and Irving shared the court just
once before Davis exited with an
aggravation of his abdominal in-
jury in the third quarter of his
Dallas debut. Irving injured his
knee less than a month later.

Warriors acquire Porzingis

Associated Press

SAN FRANCISCO — The
Golden State Warriors found their
dependable big man by acquiring
Kristaps Porzingis from Atlanta
and granted forward Jonathan
Kuminga his wish to be traded
while also dealing guard Buddy
Hield to the Hawks, according to
a person with knowledge of the
swap.

The person spoke to The Asso-
ciated Press on the condition of
anonymity Wednesday night be-
cause the trade had not yet been
approved by the league.

Kuminga sat out Tuesday
night’s 113-94 loss to the Philadel-
phia 76ers because of a bone
bruise in his left knee, his fifth
straight missed game.

The Hawks had listed Porzin-

~»

gis — who has recently missed
time with an Achilles tendon inju-
ry — as questionable for Thurs-
day’s game against Utah because
of anillness. Atlanta also acquired
center Jock Landale from the
Jazz, a person with knowledge of
the trade told the AP.

In mid-January, Warriors
coach Steve Kerr spoke with
Kuminga about being out of the
rotation for more than a month
and the expectation that he would
be traded. However, general
manager Mike Dunleavy said on
Jan. 20 after Jimmy Butler’s sea-
son-ending knee injury that there
wasn’t an immediate indication
other teams were interested in
Kuminga.

“As far as the demand, I'm
aware of that,” Dunleavy said, ref-

sending Kuminga to Hawks

erencing Kuminga’s trade re-
quest.

“I think when you, in terms of
demands, when you make a de-
mand, there needs to be ademand
on the market. So we’ll see where
that unfolds.”

Kerr discounted any issues be-
tween him and Kuminga as the
reason the high-flying forward re-
quested a trade after not being
used in 17 of 18 games — though
he has been listed as injured for
nine games this season.

A 23-year-old from the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo and
Golden State’s seventh overall
pick in the 2021 draft, Kuminga
appeared in 20 games this season
with 13 starts, averaging 12.1
points, 5.9 rebounds and 2.5 as-
sists.

On Sept. 30, he agreed to a two-
year contract that could be worth
up to $46.5 million if the team
were to exercise its option for
2026-27. Kuminga had a $7.9 mil-
lion qualifying offer in hand since
June 29 but was also weighing
other options and he missed the
team’s media day.

Kuminga missed much of last
season with a right ankle injury.
He averaged 15.3 points, 4.6 re-
bounds and 2.2 assists in 24.3 min-
utes over 47 games with 10 starts.

The 7-foot-2 Porzingis is ave-
raging 17.1 points, 5.1 rebounds
and 2.7 assists.

The Warriors will be the sixth
team in 10 seasons for the 30-year-
old Latvian nicknamed “The Uni-
corn” for his combination of
length and outside shooting touch.
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Diggs’ fire has helped fuel Patriots’ run

Associated Press

SANTA CLARA, Calif. — Left
back pylon. One knee. Head bow-
ed. Eyes closed.

That is how Stefon Diggs will
spend some of his final moments
prior to kickoff of the first Super
Bowl of his career.

I’'sbeenastaple of the widere-
ceiver’s routine before each
game he’s played this season for
the New England Patriots.

Following pregame warmups,
he also calls his teammates in to
huddle around him as he leads
one of a series of impassioned, fi-
ery and often viral speeches.

“I just say what I feel like I'm
supposed to do and just go,”
Diggs said. “It’s not so much the
words, it’s more so the tenacity.”

Then, he turns the volume
down for his prayer in the corner
of the end zone.

“Taking a second to kind of ap-
preciate where I am and give my
thanks to God and kind of have
my little moment with him.
Thanking him for the trials and
tribulations,” Diggs said. “Build-

ing my character up a little bit as
aperson and making these shoul-
ders weight-bearing, I guess.”

Both are necessary for the
player whom teammates have
called the emotional centerpiece
of their Super Bowl run. And for
Diggs, it’s been fuel during a
comeback season that didn’t
seem likely after his tenure in
Houston last season was cut
short by aknee injury.

But after posting his seventh
1,000-yard receiving season in
hisllthyearintheleague,he may
also be the not-so-secret weapon
for an offense that will need to be
at its best against a Seattle de-
fense that allowed an NFL-low
17.2 points per game during the
regular season.

So many of the things that got
Diggstothis point stemmed from
an initial sense of trust he found
early in his free agent process
last summer.

When Diggs signed with the
Texans in 2024, he acknowl-
edgeditwasinanefforttochasea
championship. But he purposely

didn’t have many expectations
after signing in free agency with
New England.

What drew him initially to the
Patriots was a sense of trust he
felt after finding an almost in-
stant connection with wide re-
ceivers coach Todd Downing,
who was the tight ends coach in
Minnesota in 2018 when Diggs
was there.

He got the same thing from the
“straight shooter” he met in
coach Mike Vrabel, as well as of-
fensive coordinator Josh McDa-
niels. It was McDaniels whom
Diggs credits with unlocking a
work ethic he hadn’t had during
his pro career.

McDaniels said the veteranre-
ceiver has been the perfect
match for second-year quarter-
back Drake Maye.

“I think it’s great for Drake to
be around a player as accom-
plished at Stef,” McDaniels said.
“Drake has learned how to assi-
milate with him, (to) work to-
gether with a player that has
beenaround alongtime and been

around a lot of good quarter-
backs. I think it’s been great for
Drake’s growth and develop-
ment.”

Diggs has also created a new
Patriots fan along way, thanks to
his high-profile relationship with
Grammy-winning rapper Cardi
B. She and Diggs also celebrated
the birth of a son together in No-
vember. It’s helped Diggs keep
his mind on football after being
accused in December of strangu-
lationand other criminal charges
in connection with a dispute with
his former private chef. Diggs
has denied the allegations.

As for Sunday, Diggs expects
to bring the same voice for his
team that he has all season.

“l mean what I say and say
what I mean,” Diggs said. “My
teammates know that, and the
biggest thing is they know I'm
trying not to be a ‘rah-rah’ guy. I
try to be more show rather than I
tell. It’s the fact that I can back
my words up withwhatIsay.Itry
togoashard asIcantogiveitev-
erything I've got.”

No. 5 Illinois beats Northwestern for 12th straight win

Associated Press

CHAMPAIGN, Ill. — Andrej Stojakovic
scored 17 points and No. S Illinois made 17 3-
pointers in an 84-44 win over Northwestern
on Wednesday night.

Keaton Wagler, Zvonimir Ivisic and Ben
Humrichous each had 13 points for the Fight-
ing Illini (20-3, 11-1 Big Ten), who won their
12th straight game. David Mirkovic had 12
points and Tomislav Ivisic had 12 rebounds.

Nick Martinelli, the Big Ten’s leading scor-
er, had just four points, 19 under his average.
He was 2 of 10 from the field while playing 27
minutes. Tre Singleton led Northwestern (10-
13, 2-10) with eight points.

Portland 87, No. 6 Gonzaga 80: Joel Fox-
wellscored 27 points and the host Pilots upset
the Bulldogs, giving Portland its first victory
over a top-10 team and snapping Gonzaga’s
15-game winning streak.

The victory also ended a 20-game Zags
winning streak in the series. The Pilots had
not defeated Gonzaga since an 82-73 triumph
in Portland on Jan. 9, 2014.

No. 8 Houston 79, UCF 55: Kingston

Flemings had 18 points and six assists, Chris
Cenac Jr. added 14 points and 10 rebounds,
and the host Cougars beat the Knights.

Cenac and Flemings combined for 22
points on 10-of-17 shooting in the first half as
Houston (20-2,8-1 Big12) took a 33-191lead in-
tohalftime. The duo finished 15 of 25 from the
field.

Minnesota 76, No. 10 Michigan State 73:
Jaylen Crocker-Johnson had 22 points and
seven rebounds to help the host Golden
Gophers fend off a late surge by the Spartans
and secure a upset.

Cade Tyson scored 17 points and Langston
Reynoldsadded 14 points and eight assists for
Minnesota (11-12,4-8 Big Ten), which broke a
seven-game losing streak despite being out-
scored 22-9 over the final four minutes in a
game in which it was 7%2-point underdogs ac-
cording to MGM Sportsbook.

Oklahoma State 99, No. 16 BYU 92: An-
thony Roy scored a season-high 30 points and
the host Cowboys overcame 36 points from
freshman sensation AJ Dybantsa to beat the
Cougars.

Jaylen Curry scored 18 points and Vyctori-
us Miller added 14 for Oklahoma State (16-6,
4-S Big 12), which won its second straight.
Cowboys fans stormed the court after the vic-
tory.

No. 20 Clemson 66, Stanford 64: Nick
Davidson made a pair of free throws with 24.9
seconds left to put his team ahead and had a
team-high 16 points to go with seven rebounds
as the visiting Tigers held off the Cardinal.

The Tigers (19-4, 9-1 Atlantic Coast Confe-
rence) won their 13th straight conference
road game dating to 2024-25 — the fourth-
longest streak in ACC history and tied for
longest for the league in the last 25 years.

No. 24 Louisville 76, Notre Dame 65:
Ryan Conwell scored 12 points, including sev-
en during a15-1 second-half surge, and Khani
Rooths added 12 off the bench to help the host
Cardinals put away the Fighting Irish.

Louisville (16-6, 6-4 Atlantic Coast Confe-
rence) overcame another cold start to lead
38-28 just before halftime, but needed much
ofthe second halfto gain another double-digit
cushion against stubborn Notre Dame.
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