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ANALYSIS

MACAU MAKES SOLID PROGRESS IN
ECONOMIC DIVERSIFICATION IN 2023

ESPITE an unusual cold

wave, prosperity has retur-
ned to Macau near the end of this
year, with major tourist spots and
business areas crowded with tou-
rists.

During 2023, the Macau SAR
government has led various
walks of society to pragmatically
and orderly put in place strate-
gies for appropriate economic
diversification by reviving the
economy and expanding market
and tourist sources, making solid
progress towards economic di-
versification.

Efforts have also been stepped
up to administer the gaming in-
dustry in accordance with the law
and to advance the building of
the Guangdong-Macao in-dep-
th cooperation zone in Hengqin,
neighboring Zhuhai city. A series
of plans and measures have been
rolled out to set clearer goals and
tasks for Macau’s industrial deve-
lopment.

STRIVE FOR DIVERSIFIED
RECOVERY

The Macau SAR government
put forward the strategy for appro-
priate economic diversification in
its policy address for 2023 to bui-
ld Macau into a world tourism
and leisure center and develop its
priority industries of big health,
modern finance, high technolo-
gy, exhibition and convention, as
well as culture and sports.

In the past year, the govern-
ment stepped up interactive de-
velopment between the tourism
industry and multiple other in-
dustries, focusing on enriching
community tourism elements
and revitalizing the community
economy to attract more tourists
to consume in old town areas with
rich historical and cultural herita-
ge.

Data showed the number of vi-
sitor arrivals to Macau during the
first three quarters of this year ex-
panded by 3.6 times year on year.

Yu Wai Hang, secretary-general
of the Macau Innovation Develo-
pment Research Association, said
the tourism and leisure industry,
a pillar industry of Macau, achie-
ved a satisfactory recovery this
year, with its industrial structure
becoming more diversified. “This
is very helpful to the development
of different sectors, including per-
formances, entertainment, sports
and culture.”

Macau also sped up developing
its bond market, improving finan-
cial infrastructure, and promoting
the bond market to be connected
to the international market. As of
September this year, outstanding
bonds issued or listed in Macau
reached 447.2 billion patacas
(about 55.6 billion U.S. dollars).

LYNZY VALLES

The Micro Connect Macao Fi-
nancial Assets Exchange (MCEX)
officially started operation in Au-
gust, becoming the world’s first
Daily Revenue Obligations (DRO)
financial market. The exchange
allows investors to directly invest
in the large number of mainland
small and micro firms through
DRO and generate diversified
steady returns. Several other li-
censed financial institutions also
started operations.

In 2023, the Macau SAR gover-
nment followed up on around a
dozen investment plans on scien-
tific and technological industries,
and supported a batch of research
fruits to commercialize.

“Continuous input from the
government was crucial to small-
and medium-sized scientific and
technological innovation enter-
prises in urgent need of transfor-
mation and upgrading after the
COVID-19 pandemic,” said Yu.

Macau also hosted a series of
large-scale exhibitions and con-
ventions in the past year, winning
the title of Asia’s best convention
city in 2023. Several high-level
sports events, such as the annual
motorsports event Grand Prix and
the World Table Tennis Cham-
pions Macau, effectively pushed
for the interactive development of
Macau’s sports industry and rela-
ted industries.

Data showed Macau’s gross
domestic product leapt by 77.7
percent year on year in real terms
in the first three quarters of 2023,
with the economy recovering to
around 77.4 percent of the same
period of 2019. Consumer prices
remained steady. The unemploy-
ment situation continuously im-
proved.

Ho Iat Seng, chief executive of
the Macau SAR, said various walks
of life in Macau have continuou-
sly increased their confidence in
the city’s economic development.

DRAW BLUEPRINT FOR
FUTURE DEVELOPMENT

Ho stressed on various occa-
sions that economic diversifica-
tion remains the only road for
solving the deep-rooted problems
in Macau’s socioeconomic de-
velopment and the prime admi-
nistrative task for the Macau SAR
government.

In November, the government
released a development plan for
Macau’s appropriate economic
diversification from 2024 to 2028,
the first systematic industrial de-
velopment plan issued in Macau.

The document outlines spe-
cific planning and arrangements
for developing Macau’s industries
of tourism and leisure, traditional
Chinese medicine (TCM) and big
health, modern finance, new and
high technologies, conventions
and exhibitions, and culture and
sports, based on the second five-
-year plan of the Macau SAR and
the city’s appropriate economic
diversification strategy.

LeiWai Nong, secretary for eco-
nomy and finance of the Macau
SAR government, said Macau is
more prepared, determined and
confident than ever to achieve the
goal of economic diversification
thanks to the implementation of
various supporting policies from
the central authorities.

Liu Chengkun, director of the
Institute for Sustainable Develop-
ment, Macau University of Scien-
ce and Technology, believed it is
now basically mature for Macau

to “give its answers” to economic
diversification. “With specific po-
licies, Macau’s economic diversi-
fication process has already star-
ted,” Liu said.

INTEGRATE INTO OVERALL
NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Last week, the Macau Medical
Center of Peking Union Medi-
cal College Hospital (PUMCH),
an elite hospital in the Chinese
mainland, started a trial opera-
tion in Macau, focusing on the
medical treatment of difficult and
complicated diseases.

This largest medical facility in
Macau so far marks the first large-
-scale public hospital built in the
city since its return to the mother-
land over two decades ago, and
the first case of such collaboration
between the Macau SAR and the
mainland under “one country,
two systems” aiming to help with
Macau'’s economic diversification.

TCM formulations made in
Macau or in the mainland have
been approved to be used in hos-
pitals in the other side.

Measures have also been taken
to help Macau-registered TCM
businesses to manufacture in
Hengqin, effectively promoting
integrated development of the
health sector in the Guangdong-
-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay
Area.

On Thursday, China’s National
Development and Reform Com-
mission unveiled plans to boost
the development of the in-dep-
th cooperation zone in Henggin
and the Qianhai Shenzhen-Hong
Kong Modern Service Industry
Cooperation Zone in Shenzhen.

Ho said the plan sets more spe-
cific development goals for the

Henggin in-depth cooperation
zone in three stages by 2024, 2029
and 2035, and puts forward a se-
ries of policies on developing new
industries and opening up new
systems in the zone, expanding
space and opportunities for the
development of Macau busines-
ses and for the work and life of
Macau residents.

The plan will inject strong im-
petus into the industrial diversi-
fication and long-term develop-
ment of Macau, which is signifi-
cant to the long-term prosperity
and stability of Macau and its
integration into overall national
development, said Ho.

“The Macau SAR government
will seize opportunities brought
by the development of Hengqgin
and Qianhai in alighment with
Macau’s economic diversification
plan, and leverage Macau’s loca-
tion advantages to further pro-
mote coordinated development
of Macau and the Greater Bay
Area,” added Ho.

Thanks to more convenient
transportation in the Greater Bay
Area and optimized customs clea-
rance policies, more and more
Macau residents choose to visit
Guangdong and Hong Kong on a
frequent basis, providing broader
space and depth for Macau’s di-
versified development.

Ip Kuai Peng, vice rector of the
City University of Macau, sug-
gested that Macau should fully
leverage its advantages in sys-
tem, location, customs policies,
and language, and step up regio-
nal cooperation to make further
achievements in economic di-
versification and contribute more
to the country’s overall develop-
ment. MDT/XINHUA
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Timeline of events

JANUARY

a After nearly three years of
restrictive measures due to the
pandemic, Macau completely
re-opened borders for all trave-
lers.

a Gaming operators commen-
ced operation of fresh licenses
following the largest gaming
law overhaul. Pledges will
amount to USD15 billion in the
coming decade, the majority of
which are for the diversifica-
tion of non-gaming elements.

FEBRUARY

a Following the resumption
of group tourism visas, the first
mainland tour groups arrived.

a Masks were no longer sugges-
ted for use outdoors, although
they were still required at cer-
tain indoor venues.

a The government signed an
agreement with the Peking
Union Medical College Hospital
(PUMCH) for the management
and operation of the Islands Me-
dical Center.

versary of the promulgation of
the Basic Law of the Macau SAR,
a milestone in the historical pro-
cess of the ‘One country, two
systems’ policy.

Amendment Bill passed una-
nimously in parliament with
only two questions raised by
lawmaker Ron Lam.

JUNE

APRIL

a Chief Executive Ho Iat Seng
made his first official trip to
Portugal since becoming the
city’s top official. This was his
first trip outside Greater China
since he took office in Decem-
ber 2019.

4 The Court of First Instan-
ce delivered its decision on
the case known as the “Land,
Public Works, and Transport
Bureau (DSSOPT) Case,” sen-
tencing Li Canfeng and Jaime
Carion, among 16 others for
several crimes related to cor-

ruption, money laundering
and participating in a secret
society.

4 The casino sector continued
to recover, recording MOP14.7
billion in revenue. This was the
highest monthly taking since
January 2020.

a Au Kam San declared that
candlelight vigils to shed light
on the events that took place
at Tiananmen Square in Beijing
in what become known as the
“June Fourth Incident” are not
to return, after being held for
three decades.

a The National Security De-
fense Commission (CDSE),
an entity created in 2018 with
the mission of supporting the
Chief Executive in decision-
-making on matters related to
the SAR and in the scope of the
defense of the State security,
replaced the Legislative As-
sembly Electoral Affairs Com-
mission (CAEAL) in the task of
inspecting and evaluating the
eligibility of the candidates
submitting applications to run
for the post of legislators.

JULY

MARCH

4 The Executive Committee of
the Guangdong-Macao In-Dep-
th Cooperation Zone in Hengqgin
published a series of measures
to support the establishment of
Macau companies in Hengqin.

a A total of 300 new surveillan-
ce cameras, part of the fifth pha-
se of the “Eyes in the Sky” pro-
gram, were installed.

a The local government held a
conference and symposium to
commemorate the 30th anni-

MAY

a The SAR witnessed robust
tourism recovery during the fi-
ve-day May Day holiday in the
mainland, receiving around
300 travel groups and nearly
500,000 visitors.

4 The Londoner Macao hosted
a grand celebration marking
completion of the integrated
resort’s redesign and ushering
the Cotai Strip into a new chap-
ter.

4 The National Security Law

a Former junket mogul Alvin
Chau was ordered to sell 36
real estate properties, which
total to approximately MOP600
million in value.

4 An alleged stabbing occur-
red in a secondary school and
a female student was injured,
causing concern within the
education bureau.

4 The government decided to
suspend the building of a Kun
lam statue at the Hac-Sa Re-
servoir Park due to public opi-

nion that opposed the MOP1.6
billion project.

AUGUST

4 [ris-facilitated border cros-
sing was tested on invited resi-
dents.

4 The Grande Hotel Macau,
better known locally by its
Cantonese name “Kuok Chai,”
reopened its doors to guests
after 27 years. The closure had
caused the space to devolve
into almost complete ruin.

a Following a nearly identical
saga 12 years ago, many Macau
residents rushed to purchase
table salt after Japan started
discharging wastewater from
Fukushima’s nuclear power
plant.

SEPTEMBER

a Happiness Street becomes
a trial pedestrian zone. These
streets were blocked and reser-
ved exclusively for pedestrians
from morning to evening,

a Hong Kong busker Oliver Ma
was deported and banned from
reentering Macau as local poli-
ce forces claim he posed risks
to national security.

a The 700-plus room Andaz
Macau opened as an integral
part of the Galaxy International
Convention Centre (GICC).

OCTOBER

a A four-month-old girl was
found unconscious at Fong
Chong (Taipa) Nursery during
an afternoon nap, before being
declared dead at the hospital.
a Typhoon Signal No. 8 was
hoisted for 17 hours and 30 mi-
nutes, one of the longest hois-
tings in years.

4 Macau sweltered through its

hottest October on Oct. 4, rea-
ching 35.2 degrees Celsius, whi-
ch was attributed to Typhoon
Koinu.

NOVEMBER

a The SAR government relea-
sed a development plan for
Macau’s economic diversifica-
tion from 2024 to 2028, the first
systematic industrial develop-
ment plan issued in Macau.

a The government announ-
ced a new ID card design that
enhances encryption techno-
logies and security features.

a The 70th Macau Grand Prix
event was extended to two
weekends, covering six days.

4 Guangdong authorities pu-
blished a three-year plan to di-
gitalize the development of the
Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao
Greater Bay Area (GBA).

DECEMBER

4 The Macao Union Hospital
partially opened, marking a sig-
nificant milestone in local heal-
thcare services.

a Ethiopian runners showcased
exceptional performance at the
42nd Macau International Ma-
rathon.

4 A Japanese tourist died after
bungee jumping from Macau
Tower. The 56-year-old man be-
came short of breath and then
stopped breathing following the
jump.

4 Macau concessionaires tra-
ded at rock-bottom valuations
as operators were saddled with
declines of at least 20% since the
beginning of the year.

a4 The LRT Barra station com-
menced operations linking pas-
sengers from Barra, on the pe-
ninsula, to the Airport and the
Ferry Terminal in Taipa.
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e
President Xi Jinping speaking to Russian President Vladimir Putin during their meeting at the Kremlin in
Moscow, on March 20
President Xi Jinping delivers a speech at the closing ceremony for National People’s American Ballet Theater’s dancers rehearse for the opening night at the Shanghai Grand
Congress at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing, on March 13 Theater in Shanghai, on November 2
2023 CHINA

Country emerged from ‘zero-Covid' to
confront new challenges in a changed world

KEN MORITSUGU

HINA’S prospects for

2024 look uncertain,

as a year that opened

free of COVID-19 lo-
ckdowns winds down without
the dreamed of robust reco-
very for the world’s No. 2 eco-
nomy.

The wars in Gaza and Ukrai-
ne are straining China’s ties
with the West. A U.S.-China
leaders’ summit helped get re-
lations back on track, but also
clearly defined the stark divide
between the two global powers.
To counter a U.S.-led world or-
der, China is pushing alterna-
tive visions for global security
and development whose pros-
pects depend partly on resto-
ring its own economic vitality.

Pandemic-related  restric-
tions ended, China still fa-
ces long-term, fundamental
challenges: a falling birthrate
and aging population — In-
dia surpassed it as the world’s
largest country in April — and
its rivalry with the United Sta-
tes over technology, Taiwan
and control of the high seas.
Another: to balance the ruling
Communist Party’s tightening
grip on myriad aspects of life
with the flexibility needed to
keep the economy dynamic
and growing.

“This year started on a such
optimistic note,” said Wang
Xiangwei, a China expert and
former editor-in-chief of the
South China Morning Post
newspaper. “And now (as) we
are ending 2023, I think people

are getting more worried about
what ... will be in store” for next
year.

AWINTER OF HOPE

As China’s mask and testing
requirements faded, for the
first time in three years crowds
thronged temples and parks
last January for the Lunar New
Year.

“Life is returning to nor-
mal,” said Zhang Yiwen, visi-
ting a historic Beijing district
bustling with tourists. “I look
forward to seeing how the eco-
nomy grows in the new year
and what the country can ac-
complish in the international
market.”

Hopes for warming ties
with Washington were dashed
with the shooting down of an

apparently off-course Chinese
balloon that drifted over the
United States in February. Se-
cretary of State Antony Blinken
canceled a trip to Beijing. A
month later during the annual
session of the legislature, Chi-
nese leader Xi Jinping accused
the U.S. of seeking to isolate
and “contain” China.

But China’s re-opening
brought a parade of foreign
leaders to Beijing as it streng-
thened links with the Mideast
and other developing regions
and showed support for Rus-
sia, and set about mending re-
lations with Europe, the U.S.
and Australia.

China raised its internatio-
nal profile when Saudi Arabia
and Iran reached an agreement
in Beijing to reestablish diplo-

matic relations. Shi Shusi, a
regular analyst on Chinese TV,
highlighted China’s capacity
to play a diplomatic role in the
developing world.

“China  has  traditional
friendships with these coun-
tries,” Shi said. “If we provide
some assistance and streng-
then cooperation ... it seems to
be a realistic solution for Chi-
na to participate in the game
of great powers and in global
governance.”

During the National People’s
Congress, Premier Li Keqgiang
announced an economic grow-
th target of around 5% for the
year. But Li, who died in Oc-
tober, was on his way out, re-
placed by close associates of Xi
as he further consolidated his
hold on power.
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US President Joe Biden greets President Xi Jinping at the Filoli Estate in Woodside,

California, on November 15

Wang Yi, China’s most senior diplomat (center) presides over a closed meeting with Iran and Saudi Arabia

representatives, in Beijing, on March 11

The evening news broadcast shows an obituary photo of the former Premier Li
Kegiang on a giant screen in Beijing, on October 27

Auto Shanghai 2023 show in Shanghai, on April 19

SPRING’S ELECTRIC
VEHICLE SURPRISE

China’s economic rebound
was short-lived, though the
Shanghai auto show showca-
sed one gleaming bright spot:
electric vehicles. Exports of EVs
have soared, to the extent that
by September, the European
Union launched a trade investi-
gation into Chinese subsidies to
EV makers.

“The EV market is getting be-
tter year by year, even though
the overall economy is not pro-
mising,” said Li Jing, a salesper-
son at a small electric car dealer
in Wuwei, a city of 1.2 million
people in eastern China’s Anhui
province.

Li said his pay remained stea-
dy through the pandemic. Still,
he was putting off plans to buy
an apartment, expecting housing
prices to fall amid a real estate
crisis that has many Chinese cut-
ting back on spending, hobbling
efforts to tap consumer demand
to drive economic growth.

A SUMMER OF ECONOMIC
DOLDRUMS

Blinken made his balloon-
-delayed trip to Beijing,

followed by visits by U.S. Trea-
sury Secretary Janet Yellen,
climate envoy John Kerry and

then Commerce Secretary
Gina Raimondo.
Meanwhile, the economy

was slowing as growing num-
bers of property developers de-
faulted on debts, caught short
in a crackdown on excessive
borrowing that began in 2020
and has hamstrung the enti-
re industry. The jobless rate
among young Chinese surged
to about one-in-five, leading
the government to stop pub-
lishing that data.

“Life hasn’t returned to
how it was before the pande-
mic,” said Liu Qingyu, a young
worker in Shanghai’s finan-
cial sector who was hoping for
more opportunities but ins-
tead is fretting over layoffs at
her company.

When the Zhongzhi Enter-
prise Group missed payments
to investors, worries deepened
that the real estate meltdown
could spread into a financial
crisis. The government began
loosening restrictions on len-
ding for home purchases and
stepped up spending on cons-

truction, though housing pri-
ces kept falling.

“I think in July, the Chine-
se leadership realized that the
economy ... was in more se-
rious trouble than (they had)
expected,” Wang said. “So they
started to pump more money
into the economy. But all those
measures were considered in-
cremental.”

AUTUMN’S CHALLENGES

Relations with the United
States warmed further in the
fall, though fundamental dif-
ferences over technology and
territorial disputes remain.

Visits by Philadelphia Or-
chestra members, the Ameri-
can Ballet Theatre, American
World War II veterans and Ca-
lifornia Gov. Gavin Newsom
set a friendly tone ahead of
a November meeting in San
Francisco between Xi and U.S.
President Joe Biden.

“China has not treated its
customers very well over the
past five years because of
geopolitical tensions,” Wang
said, referring to the Ameri-
can, European and other ex-
port markets. “Now, China

wants to focus on growing the
economy. So China will have to
make nice with its biggest cus-
tomers.”

Still, ahead of the Biden-Xi
meeting, the U.S. broadened
its export controls on advan-
ced computer chips. And a
collision of Chinese and Phili-
ppine ships in the South China
Sea harkened to tensions that
could draw the U.S. into con-
flict.

As the year’s end drew near,
the passing of former U.S. Se-
cretary of State Henry Kissin-
ger underscored how times
have changed. Kissinger hel-
ped engineer the normaliza-
tion of China-U.S. ties in the
early 1970s and had met with
Xi in Beijing in August at age
100. But his was another era,
when the two sides found
common ground despite their
disagreements.

The future will test the wis-
dom of both Chinese and Wes-
tern leaders, Shi said.

“The future for all of us lies
not in making a big fortune but
in security, in the effort to ...
avoid global conflicts,” he said.

Li Yu just wants a job. He

wound up at a day labor
market in Beijing in Septem-
ber after his family’s restau-
rant in northeast China went
bankrupt. He started out ear-
ning about 300 yuan ($40) for
a 12-hour day as a package
delivery person. By December,
that had fallen almost by half.

“Honestly, all are just trying
to get a job, to put food on the
table.” he said, describing how
people jostle for jobs and even
end up in fights.

Analysts now think the go-
vernment will achieve its 5%
growth target but they expect
a slowdown next year.

This matters not only for
China’s workers but for the
whole world. The U.S. eco-
nomy is the foundation of
America’s status as the domi-
nant global power. Even after
its auto and steelmakers falte-
red, Silicon Valley led the way
into the 21st century.

In his second decade in
power, Xi aims to restore Chi-
na’s global stature. That will
depend largely on the Com-
munist Party’s capacity to
overcome its many challenges
in 2024 and beyond. MDT/AP
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WE'RE OVERYOU, 2023

LEANNE ITALIE, MDT/AP
ENTERTAINMENT WRITER

LL things Barbie, going
antless, humungo Stanley
Cup bottles and pressure tipping.
There’s plenty from 2023 to leave
behind come the new year.
Extreme weather hit historic
heights. Fakeness took a huge
turn with the rise of Al The ru-
deness epidemic continued with
the help of FaceTime. Here’s a less
than all-inclusive list of what we're
over as we look ahead to 2024:

BARBIE, TAKE A HIKE

Barbiecore, aka all things hot
pink and playful and hyper-femi-
nine, has been around since the
dawn of Paris Hilton and Britney
Spears. Pierpaolo Piccioli at Valenti-
no added some high-fashion oom-
phin 2022 with a buzzy Barbie pink
collection. And there’s Nicki Minaj,
of course, and her army of fans du-
bbed the Barbz.

Then along came Barbenheimer
and bam! July 2023 was nuts with
the conflation of the films “Barbie”
and “Oppenheimer.” They shared
an opening weekend. Big Barbie
(and “Oppenheimer”) money was
made. It was fun. We needed that
feel-good frenzy.

Now, please, let’s put Babs back
in her box and hop on over to some
other aesthetic and spot on the
color wheel to get all crazy about.
Enough with the high profile for
our senior gal and her pink. Pink for
breast cancer awareness is a whole
other story. So is millennial pink, if
that ever was an actual thing people
generally cared about.

On to Gen Z yellow, people!

EXTREME W
TIPPING AN

PANTYHOSE ARE NOT PANTS

Kendall Jenner. Hailey Bieber.
Ariana Grande. Rihanna. Kim Kar-
dashian. The list goes on of celebs
who decided colored but still sheer
pantyhose are pants.

Theyre not pants. Theyre not
tights. Theyre not leggings. And
they're definitely not naked dresses,
which make some kind of sense on
a red carpet or runway for a sheer,
sexy vibe.

There are lots of other ways peo-
ple go pantless, for sure. Bare leg-
ged. Leotarded, like the bedazzled
Marc Jacobs number Jenner wore
to the Met Gala. All justlook like one
forgot one’s pants, leaving behind a
tuxedo jacket or a long bulky swea-
ter or ill-fitting sweatshirt.

Isn't this what assistants are for?
To make sure one remembers one’s
pants?

WE'VE HAD ITWITHYOU,
EXTREMEWEATHER

“The dog days of summer are
not just barking, they are biting. Cli-
mate breakdown has begun.”

So said U.N. Secretary-General
Antoénio Guterres of the summer of
2023 and its devastating outbreak of
extreme weather.

Wicked ocean storms, wildfires,
flooding and droughts. The planet
suffered through them all. Earth
experienced its hottest Northern
Hemisphere summer ever measu-
red. The world’s oceans were the
hottest on record, according to the
World Meteorological Organization
and the European climate service
Copernicus.

We know this is a big ask, in a cli-
mate change sort of way, but extre-
me weather, be gone!

cATHER, GUILT
D, YES, BARBIE

ENOUGH WITH THE
PRESSURE TIPPING

At the height of the pande-
mic, and during the early throes
of rebuilding our lives, we were
happy to tip generously and of-
ten. That included an onslaught
of new tip requests from a bra-
ve new world of workers armed
with little screens that prompt
for tips just before we pay. Be-
cause, as you remember, we
were contactless.

The problem? It never went
away. The pre-pay tip prompts
are still there, in our faces.

Tipping fatigue is real.

The idea of tipping isn’t new,
of course. But the disgruntled
took to social media in protest
of the guilt trip for non-tradi-
tional tipping, when we're han-
ded coffee and a muffin, say, or
cruising through a drive-throu-
gh.

The new normal doesn’t look
or feel anything like the tip jars
of yore that were easily ignored.

Let’s pay workers more to be-
gin with and stop the pressure

tipping.

THE FAKENESS OF IT ALL

Fake eyelashes the size of ca-
terpillars persisted in 2023. La-
b-grown diamonds made their
way into the mainstream as
cheaper alternatives to the real
thing. Fake marriages hit the
A-list, or at least those that se-
cretly reached expiration dates
years before the world found out
(looking at you Will, Jada, Meryl
and Don).

The relentless onslaught of
fake news and disinformation

continued in the lead-up to elec-
tions in 2024. Influencers and
celebs rocked on with their “na-
tural look” makeup tutorials that
require a counter full of produc-
ts. Kim Kardashian'’s fringe at the
Council of Fashion Designers of
America awards was, yes, fake.

Was 2023 a big year for fake
everything? Counting Al, the
answer is, definitely. Talk about
creating an illusion. Let’s not for-
get about real. Real just may get
us through.

THE STANLEY CUP CRAZE

Hydration is important. Re-
ducing water bottle plastic is a
worthy cause.

HOWEVER, there’s a world of
reusable water bottles out there,
not just the ginormous and pri-
cey Stanley Cup kind that earned
cult status on TikTok and Insta-
gram in 2023.

People wait in lines for these
things. Some come as large as 40
ounces in a variety of colors at
$40 a pop. Stans (apropos slang)
put up unboxing videos. Starbu-
cks, Target and other retailers
have been selling out. And the-
re’s bling to be had: Name plates
and straw tips fill the new TikTok
shop, along with suspected fake
Stanleys.

Stanley-related hashtags
have been shared millions upon
millions of times.

Who's behind it all? Social me-
dia marketing, of course. Thanks
mom influencers. And score one
for Stanley parent Pacific Market
International. And while we're at
it, score one for inventor William
Stanley Jr.

He created the things in 1913
when, through his work on
transformers, he hit on a wel-
ding technique to insulate his
vacuum bottles with steel ins-
tead of glass.

Would he approve of all the
virtue signaling, which is not
unlike all the virtue signaling we

had already experienced via Hy-
dro Flasks and their VSCO Girls?
Before that it was Nalgene.

It's likely Stanley would be
ecstatic.

KEEP YOUR FACETIME
TO YOURSELF

FaceTime is great. FaceTime
is fun. FaceTime keeps us con-
nected. The thing is, we like our
FaceTimes. Not your FaceTimes.

FaceTiming in public (along
with good ole speaker phone
talk) reached cataclysmic pro-
portions on the annoyance scale
in 2023. On trains and buses, in
streets, stores, doctors’ offices.
In public restrooms. Nowhere is
spared. Sometimes, the camera’s
not remotely pointed at the pho-
ne user’s face.

What's the deal? What's the
point? Is it a, “I do it because I
can” thing? What you do becau-
se you fat-finger all your texts
or hang up a call with your face
when the phone is, um, at your
face? Don’t know what Bluetoo-
th is? Can't stand things in your
ears or on your head?

Don’t make us rue 2010, when
Apple introduced FaceTime
alongside the iPhone 4. Figure
something out, unless there’s a
legit reason you can’'t use your
phone all the other more consi-
derate ways in public.

OVER IT RUNNERS-UP

Weed, of the marijuana va-
riety, is ubiquitous. Weed stinks.
Somebody please genetically
alter a variety that smells better.
Much appreciated.

Social media speak: “I was to-
day years old.” “So let’s get into
it.” “Yas, bestie, it’s giving.” Be
original. You'll love it.

The comings and goings of
Taylor Swift and Travis Kelce. Let
them live unfettered by media
drooling over their every move,
presuming their romance lasts
come 2024. MDT/AP
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RTIFICIAL intelli-

gence went mains-

tream in 2023 — it

as a long time co-

ming yet has a long way to go
for the technology to match
people’s science fiction fanta-
sies of human-like machines.

Catalyzing a year of Al
fanfare was ChatGPT. The
chatbot gave the world a
glimpse of recent advances
in computer science even if
not everyone figured out qui-
te how it works or what to do
with it.

“I'would call this an inflec-
tion moment,” pioneering Al
scientist Fei-Fei Li said. “2023
is, in history, hopefully going
to be remembered for the
profound changes of the te-
chnology as well as the public
awakening. It also shows how
messy this technology is.”

It was a year for people to
figure out “what this is, how
to use it, what's the impact —
all the good, the bad and the
ugly,” she said.

PANIC OVER Al

The first Al panic of 2023
set in soon after New Year's
Day when classrooms reope-
ned and schools from Sea-
ttle to Paris started blocking
ChatGPT. Teenagers were
already asking the chatbot
— released in late 2022 — to
compose essays and answer
take-home tests.

Al large language models
behind technology such as
ChatGPT work by repeate-
dly guessing the next word
in a sentence after having
“learned” the patterns of a
huge trove of human-wri-
tten works. They often get
facts wrong. But the outputs
appeared so natural that it
sparked curiosity about the
next Al advances and its po-
tential use for trickery and
deception.

Worries escalated as this
new cohort of generative Al
tools — spitting out not just
words but novel images, mu-
sic and synthetic voices —
threatened the livelihoods of
anyone who writes, draws,
strums or codes for a living. It
fueled strikes by Hollywood
writers and actors and legal
challenges from visual artists
and bestselling authors.

Some of the Al field’s most
esteemed scientists warned
that the technology’s unche-
cked progress was marching
toward outsmarting humans
and possibly threatening
their existence, while other
scientists called their con-
cerns overblown or brought
attention to more immediate
risks.

By spring, Al-generated
deepfakes — some more
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2023 Al

The year we played wit
artificial intelligence -
and weren't sure what
to do about it

convincing than others —
had leaped into U.S. election
campaigns, where one falsely
showed Donald Trump em-
bracing the nation’s former
top infectious disease expert.
The technology made it in-
creasingly difficult to distin-
guish between real and fabri-
cated war footage in Ukraine
and Gaza.

By the end of the vyear,
the AI crises had shifted to
ChatGPT’s own maker, the
San Francisco startup Ope-
nAl, nearly destroyed by
corporate turmoil over its
charismatic CEO, and to a
government meeting room
in Belgium, where exhaus-
ted political leaders from
across the European Union
emerged after days of inten-
se talks with a deal for the
world’s first major Al legal
safeguards.

The new Al law will take a
few years to fully take effect,
and other lawmaking bodies
— including the U.S. Con-
gress — are still a long way
from enacting their own.

TOO MUCH HYPE?

There’s no question that
commercial Al products un-
veiled in 2023 incorporated
technological achievements
not possible in earlier stages
of Al research, which trace
back to the mid-20th century.

But the latest generative Al
trend is at peak hype, accor-
ding to the market research
firm Gartner, which has tra-
cked what it calls the “hype
cycle” of emerging technolo-
gy since the 1990s. Picture a
wooden rollercoaster ticking
up to its highest hill, about
to careen down into what

Gartner describes as a “trou-
gh of disillusionment” before
coasting back to reality.

“Generative Al is right in
the peak of inflated expecta-
tions,” Gartner analyst Dave
Micko said. “There’s massive
claims by vendors and pro-
ducers of generative Al arou-
nd its capabilities, its ability
to deliver those capabilities.”

Google drew criticism this
month for editing a video de-
monstration of its most capa-
ble Al model, called Gemini,
in a way that made it appear
more impressive — and hu-
man-like.

Micko said leading Al de-
velopers are pushing certain
ways of applying the latest
technology, most of which
correspond to their current
line of products — be they
search engines or workplace
productivity software. That
doesn’t mean that's how the
world will use it.

“As much as Google and
Microsoft and Amazon and
Apple would love us to adopt
the way that they think about
their technology and that
they deliver that technology,
I think adoption actually co-
mes from the bottom up,” he
said.

IS IT DIFFERENT THIS
TIME?

It’s easy to forget that this
isn't the first wave of Al com-
mercialization. ~ Computer
vision techniques developed
by Li and other scientists hel-
ped sort through a huge da-
tabase of photos to recognize
objects and individual faces
and help guide self-driving
cars. Speech recognition ad-
vances made voice assistants

like Siri and Alexa a fixture in
many people’s lives.

“When we launched Siri
in 2011, it was at that point
the fastest-growing consu-
mer app and the only major
mainstream application of
Al that people had ever ex-
perienced,” said Tom Gruber,
co-founder of Siri Inc., which
Apple bought and made an
integral iPhone feature.

But Gruber believes what’s
happening now is the “bi-
ggest wave ever” in Al, un-
leashing new possibilities as
well as dangers.

“We're surprised that we
could accidentally encounter
this astonishing ability with
language, by training a ma-
chine to play solitaire on all
of the internet,” Gruber said.
“It's kind of amazing.”

The dangers could come
fast in 2024, as major natio-
nal elections in the U.S., In-
dia and elsewhere could get
flooded with Al-generated
deepfakes.

In the longer term, Al te-
chnology’s rapidly improving
language, visual perception
and step-by-step planning
capabilities could superchar-
ge the vision of a digital as-
sistant — but only if granted
access to the “inner loop of
our digital life stream,” Gru-
ber said.

“They can manage your
attention as in, ‘You should
watch this video. You should
read this book. You should
respond to this person’s com-
munication,”” Gruber said.
“That is what a real executive
assistant does. And we could
have that, but with a really
big risk of personal informa-
tion and privacy.” MDT/AP

QUOTESOF2023

“It's like hunger or thirst. It's a feeling the body
sends us when something we need for survival
is missing.”

— U.S. SurGEON GENERAL VIVEK MURTHY

"Ten years of war and struggle. And it seems
like the blood has only just begun to flow, truly. |
regret nothing. But, God, it's just so tiresome.”
— DMyTRO RizNYCHENKO, UKRAINE

“I'm feeling the goosebumps, andit's a very
happy moment [Chandrayaan-3 landing on
dark side of moon]... You can see the energy. It's
beyond words."

— SHRINI SINGH, INDIA

“We are the best actors in the world. We act like
people. When really, we are other beings frozen
in our acutely agonizing desolation."

— RAcHEL GOLDBERG, ISRAEL

"We were treated like cattle, they even wrote
numbers on our hands. We could feel their
hatred.”

— IerAHIM LuBBAD, GAZA

“We are here all together, all the world together,
to combat climate change and really, we're ne-
gotiating for what? We're negotiating for what in
the middle of a genocide?"

— HADEEL IkHMAIS, PALESTINIAN AUTHORITY

“There will come a point where no job is needed.
You can have ajobif you wanted to have ajob
for personal satisfaction. But the Alwould be
able to do everything ... One of the challenges in
the future will be how do we find meaningin life."
— TesLa CEO ELon Musk, USA

"They told me that this country [U.S.] was differ-
ent. But for me, it's been hell.”
— KaRrIiNA OBANDO, ECUADOR

"What is most painfulis that years after the
brutalities and the stealing of our land, British
companies are stillin possession of our ances-
tral homes, earning millions from their comfort-
able headquarters in the U.K., while our people
remain squatters.”

— JoEL Kimutal KiMETTO, KENYA

"God gave me a new lease onlife [surviving a
7.8-magnitude earthquake]”
— OsaAMA AepeL HAMID, SYRIA

"We did not die from hunger or the earthquake,
but we will die freezing from the cold. It shouldn't
be this way. No one is sending help.”

— AvsaN KurT, TURKEY.

“Maybe it looks the same on the surface. But
when you look with a magnifying glass, you'll see
the essenceisn't the same.”

—ARTIST WoNG KA-YING, HONG KoNG

“Itis amazing to see this huge bergin person —
it stretches as far as the eye can see.”

— ANDREW MELJERS, CHIEF SCIENTIST ABOARD THE
RESEARCH SHIP RRS SIR DAVID ATTENBOROUGH

“There was silence and like a mist ["ring of fire"
eclipse], as if it was dusk, but only a few minutes
later the birds were singing again.”

— CARMEN JARDINES, MEXICO

"When they asked me to open my bra [at Miss
Universe contest]... |was shocked! But | couldn't
speak or refuse. When | tried to cover my breast
with my hand,  was even scolded and yelled at...|
was totally confused, nervous and humiliated,
especially when | was told to lift my leftleg on
the chair."

— PriskiLA RiBKA JELITA, INDONESIA

“May God save us."

— PHRASE THAT NEIGHBORS USED TO GREET EACH OTHER
IN A REMOTE VILLAGE IN MOROCCO'S AFTER A 6.8-MAG=
NITUDE EARTHQUAKE
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From Al and inflation to Musk and Swift

AI GOES MAINSTREAM

Artificial intelligence thrust
itself into public consciousness
this year. But the technology,
while dazzling for its ability to
retrieve information or produce
readable prose, has yet to match
people’s science fiction fantasies
of human-like machines.

Catalyzing a year of Al fanfare
was ChatGPT. The chatbot gave
the world a glimpse of advances
in computer science, even if not
everyone learned quite how it
works or how to make the best
use of it.

Worries escalated as this new
cohort of generative Al tools
threatened the livelihoods of
people who write, draw, strum
or code for a living. Al's ability to
produce original content helped
fuel strikes by Hollywood writers
and actors and legal challenges
from bestselling authors.

By year’s end, the Al crises had
shifted to ChatGPT’s own maker,
OpenAl, which was nearly des-
troyed by corporate turmoil over
its CEO, and to a meeting room in
Belgium, where European Union
leaders emerged after days of
talks with a deal for the world’s
first major Al legal safeguards.

MUSK’S X-RATED
TRANSFORMATION

A little more than a year ago,
Elon Musk walked into Twitter’s
San Francisco headquarters, fi-
red its CEO and other top exe-
cutives and began transforming
the social media platform into
what’s now known as X.

Since then, the company has
been bombarded by allegations
of misinformation, endured sig-
nificant advertising losses and
suffered declines in usage.

Disney, Comcast and other
high-profile advertisers stopped
spending on X after the liberal
advocacy group Media Matters
issued a report showing that
their ads were appearing alon-
gside material praising Nazis.
(X has sued the group, claiming
it “manufactured” the report to
“drive advertisers from the plat-
form and destroy X Corp.”)

The problems culminated
when Musk went on an exple-
tive-ridden rant in an on-stage
interview about companies that
had halted spending on X. Musk
asserted that advertisers that
pulled out were engaging in “bla-
ckmail” and, using a profanity,
essentially told them to get lost.

“Don’t advertise,” X’s billionai-
re owner said.

HOUSING’S MISERABLE YEAR
Remarkably, the U.S. eco-
nomy and job market largely
avoided pain in 2023 from the
Fed’s relentless campaign against
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inflation — 11 interest-rate hikes
since March 2022.

Not so the housing market.

As the Fed jacked up bor-
rowing rates, the average 30-year
fixed-rate mortgage rate shot
up from 4.16% in March 2022 to
7.79% in October 2023. Home
sales crumbled. For the first 10
months of 2023, sales of previou-
sly occupied homes sank 20%.

Yet at the same time and des-
pite the sales slump, home prices
kept rising. The combination of
high mortgage rates and rising
prices made homeownership —
or the prospect of trading up to
another house — unaffordable
for many.

CRYPTO CHAOS (CONTINUED)

If 2022 was the year that the
cryptocurrency industry collap-
sed, 2023 was the year of the spi-
llover from that fall.

The year’s headlines from
crypto were dominated by con-
victions and legal settlements as
Washington regulators adopted
a much more aggressive stance
toward the industry.

Ajury convicted Sam Bankman-
-Fried, the founder and former
CEO of the crypto exchange FTX,
of wire fraud and six other charges.
Weeks later, the founder of Binan-
ce, Chengpeng Zhao, agreed to
plead guilty to money laundering
charges as part of a settlement
between U.S. authorities and the
exchange. Among the other crypto
heavyweights that met legal trou-
ble were Coinbase, Gemini and
Genesis.

Yet speculation that crypto
may gain more legitimacy among
investors helped more than dou-
ble the price of bitcoin. After
years of delays, regulators are
eventually expected to approve
a bitcoin exchange-traded fund.
Whether that would prove suf-
ficient to sustain bitcoin’s rally
over the long run remains to be
seen.

BANKING JITTERS

Historically, high interest rates
benefit banks; they can charge
more for their loans. But in 2023,
higher rates ended up poisoning
a handful of them.

The industry endured a
banking crisis on a scale not
seen since 2008. Three midsized
banks — Silicon Valley Bank, Sig-
nature Bank and First Republic
Bank — collapsed.

For years, banks had loaded
up their balance sheets with hi-
gh-quality mortgages and Trea-
surys. In an era of ultra-low rates,
those mortgages and bonds paid
out puny interest.

Enter the specter of infla-
tion and the Fed’s aggressive
rate hikes. As rates jumped, the
banks’ bonds tumbled in value
because investors could now
buy new bonds with much jui-
cier yields. With pressure on the
banks mounting, some anxious
depositors withdrew their mo-
ney. After one such bank run,
Silicon Valley collapsed. Days
later, Signature Bank failed. First
Republic was seized and sold to
JPMorgan Chase.

Investors remain concerned
about midsized institutions
with similar business models.
Trillions of dollars in commercial
real estate loans that remain on
these banks’ books could beco-
me problematic in 2024.

GLOBAL MARKETS RALLY

From Austria to New Zealand,
stock markets rallied through
2023. As inflation eased, stocks
climbed despite sluggish global
economic growth.

A tumble in crude oil prices
helped slow inflation. A barrel
of Brent crude, the international
standard, dropped 14% through
mid-December on expectations
that the world has more than
enough oil to meet demand.

An index that spans nearly
3,000 stocks from 47 countries
returned 18% in U.S. dollar terms
as of Dec. 11. Healthy gains for
Apple, Nvidia and other U.S. Big
Tech stocks powered much of the
gains. So did the 45% return for
the Danish pharmaceutical com-
pany Novo Nordisk, which sells
the Wegovy drug to treat obesity
and the 33% return for the Dutch
semiconductor company ASML.

The bond market endured
more turbulence. Bond prices
tumbled for much of the year,
and their yields rose, over un-
certainty about how far central
banks would go in raising rates
to curb inflation.

The yield on the 10-year U.S.
Treasury briefly topped 5% in
October to reach its highest level
since 2007. Yields have since ea-

sed on the expectation that the
Fed is done raising rates.

WORLD ECONOMY’S
RESILIENCE

Over the past three years, the
global economy has absorbed
one hit after another. A devasta-
ting pandemic. The disruption of
energy and grain markets stem-
ming from Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. A resurgence of infla-
tion. Punishing interest rates.

And yet economic output kept
growing in 2023, if only modestly.
Optimism grew about a “soft lan-
ding” — a scenario in which high
rates tame inflation without cau-
sing a recession. The head of the
International Monetary Fund
praised the global economy for
its “remarkable resilience.”

The United States has led the
way. Defying predictions that
high rates would trigger a U.S.
recession, the world’s largest
economy has continued to grow.
And employers, fueled by solid
consumer spending, have kept
hiring at healthy rates.

Still, the accumulated shocks
are restraining growth. The IMF
expects the global economy to
expand just 2.9% in 2024 from
an expected 3% this year. A ma-
jor concern is a weakened China,
the world’s No. 2 economy. Its
growth is hobbled by the collap-
se of an overbuilt real estate
market, sagging consumer con-
fidence and high rates of youth
unemployment.

THE U.S. ECONOMY
(TAYLOR’S VERSION)

Taylor Swift dominated popu-
lar culture, with her record-sha-
ttering $1 billion concert tour,
her anointment as Time maga-
zine’s Person of the Year and her
high-profile romance with Tra-
vis Kelce, the Kansas City Chiefs
football star.

The Swift phenomenon went
further yet. It extended into the
realm of the national economy.
Her name came up at a July
news conference by Fed Chair
Jerome Powell, when Powell was
asked whether Swift’s blockbus-
ter ticket sales revealed anything
about the state of the economy.
Though Powell avoided a direct
reply, Swift's name came up that
same month in a Fed review of
regional economies: Her tour
was credited with boosting hotel
bookings in Philadelphia.

Economist Sarah Wolfe of
Morgan Stanley has calculated
that Swifties spent an average of
$1,500 on airfares, hotel rooms
and concert tickets to her shows
(though it's perhaps worth no-
ting that Beyonce fans spent
even more — an average $1,800).
MDT/AP
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2023 YEAR OF WARS

Worst-ever Israel-Hamas combat as
Russian attacks on Ukraine grind on

boy, his face coated in

fresh blood, screams

as rescuers try to pull

im out of the rubble

of a destroyed building following

an Israeli airstrike in Gaza. A

bruised, elderly Israeli hostage

is taken away by Hamas in a golf

cart as a man clutching a machi-

ne gun sits behind her, smiling. A

10-year-old girl cries next to the

body of her brother as he is bu-
ried near Kyiv, Ukraine.

This year as in years past, The
Associated Press was there up
close to document the world’s
conflicts and their toll on civi-
lians.

From the Israel-Hamas war
to Russias grinding battles
against Ukraine, 2023 has shown
the dangers of armed conflicts
breaking out into region-wide
combat. But behind their long
shadows, the world faces strife
in countries stretching both the
globe and the alphabet from Af-
ghanistan all the way to Yemen.

Coups and violence across
Africa upended life in nations
there. Myanmar in Southeast
Asia faces what some experts
describe as a slow-burning civil
war. Drug-trade-fueled violence
continues in Central and South
America.

Nuclear-armed India and
Pakistan remain suspicious of
each other. North Korea’s atomic
arsenal continues to grow. And
Iran now enriches uranium clo-
ser than ever to weapons-grade
levels.

“Conlflicts have become more
complex, deadly and harder to
resolve. ... Concerns about the
possibility of nuclear war have
re-emerged. New potential do-
mains of conflict and weapons
of war are creating new ways in
which humanity can annihilate
itself,” United Nations Secretary-
-General Antonio Guterres said
in July.

Here’s a look at where some
of the world’s major wars stand
now.

THE DEADLIEST-EVER
ISRAEL-HAMAS WAR

The bloodiest war between
Israel and Hamas began Oct. 7,
when militants broke through
the walls surrounding the seasi-
de enclave of the Gaza Strip. Its
fighters killed some 1,200 people
in Israel and took more than 200
others hostages, spiriting them
back into the territory. The atta-
ck, described as the worst one-
-day mass killing of Jews since
the Holocaust, stunned an Israel
that had believed its border wall,
technologically advanced mi-
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Palestinian militants, some with guns raised in the air, celebrate by an Israeli tank at the border fence of the Gaza Strip on Oct. 7

litary and intelligence services
broadly protected them from all
but harassing militant rocket fire.

Israel's embattled Prime Mi-
nister Benjamin Netanyahu,
already reeling from months of
protests over his hard-right go-
vernment’s attempts to overhaul
the country’s judiciary and cor-
ruption allegations, launched a
massive campaign of retaliatory
airstrikes.

Israeli troops also entered the
Gaza Strip for the first time in
years, moving into Gaza City and
fighting intense street-to-street
combat. The offensive killed over
18,700 people in the Gaza Strip,
home to more than 2 million
residents also facing an Israeli
siege largely blocking food, fuel,
water and medicine shipments.

Meanwhile, the mass killing of
Israelis and Palestinians sparked
protests across the world, many
sympathetic to the Palestinians
after years of deadlock over them
obtaining their own state.

Iranian-backed militias, in-
cluding Lebanon’s Hezbollah, fi-
red on Israel. The U.S. sent in two
aircraft carriers, troops and other
weaponry to the region to try and
deter a wider regional war from
breaking out. But Israel’s repea-
ted stated goal — the destruction
of Hamas — guaranteed a long

military campaign ahead, raising
risks.

RUSSIA, UKRAINE REMAIN
LOCKED IN COMBAT

The fast pace of the Israel-Ha-
mas war overshadowed Russia’s
war on Ukraine in late 2023. But
in the months prior, little had
changed on the battlefield for ei-
ther side.

Ukraine received tanks, wea-
pons and Western training befo-
re launching a renewed counte-
roffensive believed to be aimed
at reaching the Sea of Azov and
splitting the Russian lines in the
country’s south. But Ukrainian
forces faced dug-in Russian
troops, multiple defense lines,
minefields and other hazards,
making gains either slowly or
not at all. And while Western na-
tions remained publicly unified
behind Ukraine, polls including
the U.S. presidential election
next year could affect just how
much aid Kyiv will get in the fu-
ture.

Russia faced difficulties as
well, including a march on Mos-
cow by the leader of the private
military firm Wagner, Yevgeny
Prigozhin, that represented the
greatest challenge yet to Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s yearslong
rule. Prigozhin backed off the

march, only to die weeks later in
a mysterious, fiery plane crash.

AFRICAN UNREST

Sudan, a big East African
nation that had been teetering
since the overthrow of longtime
ruler Omar al-Bashir, collap-
sed into civil war in April. The
war pits the country’s military
against a powerful paramili-
tary force known as the Rapid
Support Forces, long linked to
atrocities in Darfur. The figh-
ting saw crossfire set airplanes
ablaze at Khartoum’s interna-
tional airport and nations rush
to try to evacuate their natio-
nals by land, sea and air. The
fighting has killed some 9,000
people so far.

Meanwhile, a wave of mili-
tary coups roiling Africa in re-
cent years continued. In Niger,
a former French colony that’s a
key uranium exporter, soldiers
toppled the country’s democra-
tically elected president in July.
A month later, troops similarly
staged a coup in Gabon over-
throwing its long-term ruling
president.

LATIN AMERICA’'S DRUG WARS
Drug cartel violence raged

across portions of Mexico as they

fight over territory and supply

routes into the United States. But
the conflict isn’t limited to the-
re. Violence has surged in other
Central American nations, like
Honduras and even in once-pea-
ceful Costa Rica, now believed
to be a major warehousing and
transshipment point for drugs
heading onto Europe. Colombia
meanwhile has reached an all-
-time high for its production of
coca, the leaf from which cocai-
ne is made.

STALEMATES AND
MILITANCY ELSEWHERE

In the Southeast Asian nation
of Myanmar, some U.N. experts
say a civil war is underway be-
tween rebels and the army since
a coup overthrew the elected go-
vernment of Aung San Suu Kyi.
Afghanistan, two years after the
Taliban topped Kabul’s Western-
-backed government, faces mili-
tant attacks from an offshoot of
the Islamic State group as girls
remain barred from secondary
education.

And in Yemen, that country’s
Iranian-backed Houthi rebels
and a Saudi-led coalition ba-
ttling them have yet to reach a
permanent peace deal, which
has seen the militants begin to
again step up their attacks in re-
cent weeks. MDT/AP
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2023 IN BOOKS

Protests, bannings and the rise of Al
helped shape the story of publishing

OOK publishing in 2023

was a story of cooling

sales and rising conflict,

marked by legal action,
protests, censorship and the im-
pact of forces well beyond the
industry.

Print book sales continued to
recede following the pandemic-
-era surge, but fiction remained
strong, thanks in part to the you-
ng readers on BookTok. Colleen
Hoover, one of BookTok’s sig-
nature authors, continued her
reign as the country’s top-selling
author, even without releasing
a new book in 2023. Three of
her novels were among the top
10 sellers as tracked by Circana,
with other popular releases in-
cluding novels by two authors,
Sarah J. Maas and Rebecca Yar-
ros, regarded as leaders of ro-
mantasy, a newly branded genre
that combines romance and fan-
tasy.

Literary highlights included
Justin Torres’ inventive narrati-
ve on the hidden history of gay
sexuality, “Blackouts,” winner
of the National Book Award for
fiction. Critics also praised Ja-
mes McBride’s multiethnic crime
story “The Heaven & Earth Gro-
cery Store,” R.E Kuang’s satiri-
cal “Yellowface,” Paul Murray’s
family drama “The Bee Sting”
and such nonfiction releases as
Jonathan Eig's Martin Luther
King biography “King,” Naomi
Klein’s Internet saga “Doppel-
ganger” and another National
Book Award winner, Ned Bla-
ckhawk’s “The Rediscovery of
America: Native Peoples and the
Unmaking of U.S. History.”

Book news was otherwise sha-
ped by courtrooms, boardrooms,
palace gossip, technological ad-
vances and growing divides in
the U.S. and abroad:

CELEBS BOUND AND
UNBOUND

The year was bracketed by
million-selling tell-alls from ce-

lebrities estranged from their
families: Prince Harry’s “Spare”
and Britney Spears’ “The Woman
in Me.” Both were stories of con-
finement and repression, from
the palace life that Harry feared
might drive his wife — Meghan,
Duchess of Sussex — to take her
own life, to the conservatorship
that gave Spears’ father power
over everything from her finan-
ces to her ability to have chil-
dren. Harry framed his life as a
kind of reckoning, opening the
book with William Faulkner’s fa-
med observation: “The past is
never dead. It’s not even past.”
Spears looked back hopefully to
a youthful promise she made to
herself: “I can make my own way
to life. I can make my dreams
come true.”

AIRISING

ChatGPT is not yet a major for-
ce in the book market, but real-
-life writers are worried enough
to take legal steps to prevent it, or
atleast control it. Numerous law-
suits were filed in 2023, including
a class-action lawsuit brought b
y the Authors Guild and George
R.R. Martin and John Grisham,
among other authors. The plain-
tiffs allege ChatGPT is a “massive
commercial enterprise” reliant
upon “systematic theft on a mass
scale.”

Authors Guild CEO Mary Ra-
senberger told The Associated
Press that she thinks the industry
is on the verge of an “explosion”
of Al-generated books that cou-
1d well cut into the earnings of
authors, most of whom already
make little from their work.

“We have to get some money
back into the system,” says Ra-
senberger, who has advocates
that authors receive compensa-
tion for copyrighted books used
in Al programs.

DONE DEAL
Simon & Schuster, the home
to Stephen King, Hillary Clinton

and many others that turns 100
in 2024, serves as a kind of pa-
rable of a corporate-owned pu-
blisher unable to control its own
destiny.

Sold in 1975 to Gulf & Western,
Simon & Schuster has since been
part of various leadership struc-
tures, most recently Paramount
Global. The company had solid
growth in 2023, but once Para-
mount decided it was “a non-co-
re asset,” its future was a matter
of market calculations and an-
titrust law. After a federal judge
halted Penguin Random Hou-
se’s acquisition of its longtime
rival, citing the likely shrinkage
of competition, Paramount sold
Simon & Schuster to the private
equity firm KKR.

Paramount’s farewell sta-
tement had all the poetry of a
quarterly balance sheet: “Simon
& Schuster is positioned well
for future growth, and the tran-
saction itself demonstrates sig-
nificant value capture for Para-
mount and meaningfully advan-
ces our de-levering plan.”

BANNINGS AND BOOK FAIRS

The publishing industry’s
push to offer more diverse books
continued to clash with a sur-
ge in bannings and attempted
bannings that the American Li-
brary Association reports has
reached levels not seen in deca-
des, with Toni Morrison’s “The
Bluest Eye” and John Green’s
“Looking for Alaska” among
those removed from shelves.
Near the end of 2023, Green was
among the authors signed on to
a Penguin Random House law-
suit over lowa’s restrictions on
sexual content and depictions of
gender identity.

Even attempted middle
ground proved unstable. When
Scholastic isolated some di-
verse books into a separate pa-
ckage that communities could
preemptively reject for school
fairs, authors were enraged and

the children’s publisher apolo-
gized. It has since announced a
new strategy that incorporates
diverse books into the overall ca-
talog while letting schools “make
their own local merchandising
decisions, as they have always
done, just like any bookstore or
library.”

RUSHDIE SPEAKS

After being  hospitalized
following a horrifying knife atta-
ck in August 2022, Salman Rush-
die reemerged publicly, although
under increased security. He was
honored in person during PEN
America’s annual spring gala in
Manhattan, received the Peace
Prize of the German Book Trade
during October’s Frankfurt Book
Fair and was awarded the first-e-
ver lifetime Disturbing the Peace
prize in November at Manhat-
tan’s Vaclav Havel Center. His pu-
blishing return comes soon: He’s
writing a book about the attack,
“Knife,” scheduled for April.

NETFLIX FLAK,
DREWWITHDRAWN

The Hollywood strikes didn’t
only upend the film and televi-
sion industries. Netflix CEO Ted
Sarandos, whose company was
a key player in the writers strike,
decided against attending the
PEN America ceremony, where
he was to receive a Business Vi-
sionary Award. Drew Barrymo-
re was dropped as host of the
National Book Awards after she
started taping her talk show whi-
le its writers were still on strike.
Her replacement was the actor
and literacy advocate LeVar Bur-
ton.

CONFLICT AT HOME

The wars in Ukraine and Gaza
divided the literary community
in ways that mirrored other pu-
blic debates.

The Russian author-activist
Masha Gessen resigned as vice
president of the PEN board after

the literary and human rights
organization canceled an event
that was to have featured both
Russian and Ukrainian panelists.
(The Ukrainians had objected to
the Russians’ participation.) Bes-
tselling author Elizabeth Gilbert
announced she would postpone
her novel “The Snow Forest” be-
cause some Ukrainians had ob-
jected to the story taking place
in Russia. Gilbert called her deci-
sion “a course correction.”

Officials at the Frankfurt fair
canceled a tribute to the Pa-
lestinian author Adania Shibli,
who had been scheduled to re-
ceive a prize for female writers
from Africa, Asia, Latin Ameri-
ca or the Arab world. A sponsor
of the National Book Awards,
author-publisher-podcaster
Zibby Owens, withdrew her
support when she learned that
some finalists would read a sta-
tement about the war. Owens
feared that the authors would
“collectively band together to
use their speeches to promote
a pro-Palestinian, anti-Israeli
agenda,” but the actual state-
ment condemned antisemi-
tism, along with Islamophobia
and anti-Palestinian bias.

The 92nd Street Y in Manha-
ttan dropped an event with Pu-
litzer winner Viet Thanh Nguyen
because he had signed a petition
opposing Israel’s invasion of
Gaza. With authors condemning
the decision and several staffers
resigning, the Y put its fall lite-
rary schedule on hold. Nguyen,
meanwhile, was invited to
appear instead at the indepen-
dent bookstore McNally Jackson.

“I spoke about my book, yes,
but also about how art is silen-
ced in times of war and division
because some people only want
to see the world as us vs them,”
Nguyen later wrote on Insta-
gram. “And writing is the only
way I know how to fight. And
writing is the only way I know
how to grieve.” MDT/AP
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N weather terminology, they

call it “rapid intensification”

— the process by which a

storm strengthens dramati-
cally in a short period.

In pop culture terminology,
they call it Taylor Swift.

It's not like Swift didnt have
big — huge! - years before this. But
20232 This was ridiculous.

From the blockbuster “Eras”
tour that conquered the Uni-
ted States before a planet-van-
quishing international leg, to the
re-release of more albums on the
road to reclaiming her catalog,
to the record-smashing concert
film, to becoming a billionaire —
and yeah, that thing with “the guy
on the Chiefs” — it all made for
a year you could reasonably call
“2023 (Taylor’s Version).”

There were, of course, non-
-Swiftian developments in pop
culture. Beyoncé, ever the su-
perstar, had a huge tour herself,
and ruled the box office with “Re-
naissance: A Film by Beyoncé.”
Speaking of renaissance, look no
further than Barbie — technically
age 64 but now living her most
fantastic life in plastic, thanks to
Greta Gerwig’s record-shattering
“Barbie.” Through mere coinci-
dence of timing, Gerwig’s can-
dy-colored creation paired with
“Oppenheimer” to fuel “Barbe-
nheimer,” a phenomenon that
singlehandedly revitalized the
multiplex.

There were comebacks, as
always. The Rolling Stones never
left, surely, but produced their
best new music in decades. Even
the Beatles released a new song.
On TV, Samantha even made it
back — for a minute — to the
“Sex and the City” franchise. A
pregnant Rihanna soared (lite-
rally) at the Super Bowl, and again
showed us that nobody makes a
more glamorous, more fashiona-
bly late Met Gala entrance.

Our very selective (and this
year, very Swift-centric) stroll
down pop culture memory lane:

JANUARY

If anyone needs a comeback,
its the GOLDEN GLOBES. The
year begins with comic JERROD
CARMICHAEL deftly navigating
host duties, quipping, “I'm here
because I'm Black” — a nod to
the diversity scandal plaguing
the awards. Speaking of scandal,
nobody does it better than the
royals: PRINCE HARRY'’S “Spare”
sells more than 3.2 million co-
pies in one week. Also breaking
records: SHAKIRA'S “BZRP Music
Session #53,” in which she bitin-
gly sings of her ex, former soccer
star GERARD PIQUE. January
(Taylor’s version): U.S. senators
grill Ticketmaster about its me-
ga-breakdown selling SWIFT ti-
ckets.

FEBRUARY
At the Super Bowl, RIHAN-
NA floats above the 50-yard line

AP PHOTO

2023 (TAYLOR'S VERSION)

The year in pop culture

in a bright red jumpsuit ... and
reveals a baby bump! It's her
first solo performance in seven
years and her first since beco-
ming a mother nine months
earlier. Now’s the time to learn
things we didn't know about
PAMELA ANDERSON, whose
memoir “Love, Pamela” drops,
joining a Netflix documentary.
At the GRAMMYS, it’s a decide-
dly mixed bag for BEYONCE,
who breaks the record for ca-
reer wins, but is shut out in the
top categories. HARRY STYLES
bests her for album of the year,
stoking controversy with his ac-
ceptance speech.

MARCH

It's OSCAR time! And nobo-
dy gets slapped! “Everything
Everywhere All at Once” lives up
to its title, sweeping nearly every
major category. This feel-good
night proves a huge moment for
Asians and Asian Americans in
Hollywood. “My journey started
on a boat. I spent a year in a re-
fugee camp,” says an emotional
KE HUY QUAN, winning best
supporting actor. Some may
have skipped the Oscars entirely
— namely PEDRO PASCAL fans,
catching the finale of “The Last
of Us.” Longtime Bravolebrities
Tom Sandoval and Ariana Madix
break up when it’s revealed San-
doval has been having an affair
with their “Vanderpump Rules”
co-star, a development soon du-
bbed “Scandoval.” In a Utah cour-
troom, GWYNETH PALTROW
wins a battle over a ski collision,
but also nabs the “quiet luxury”

fashion award. And the “Eras” era
begins: SWIFT opens her tour in
Arizona.

APRIL

Back to the courtroom for a
sec: have you seen “JURY DUTY"?
The TV sleeper hit sticks the lan-
ding. Somehow, regular guy RO-
NALD GLADDEN never figured
out that everyone else doing jury
duty was an actor, including JA-
MES MARSDEN, playing a deli-
ciously conceited ... JAMES MAR-
SDEN. And back to SWIFT watch:
Neither confirms it, but reports
say she and longtime boyfriend
JOE ALWYN have split.

MAY

If Samuel Beckett had atten-
ded the MET GALA, he'd surely
have written “Waiting for Rihan-
na.” Most guests come in time
for cocktails; RIHANNA shows
up closer to dessert, but makes
it worth the wait. This is the year
JARED LETO dons a giant cat
suit, but still the animal world
is most memorably represented
by ... aCOCKROACH! A real one,
who walks the carpet and enter-
tains media waiting for Rihan-
na, until, squish! Bye, cockroach
— and bye also to the ROY kids,
aka KENDALL, ROMAN and
SHIV, who self-destruct gloriou-
sly in the final episodes of “Suc-
cession.” Leave it to Hollywood’s
writers, now striking, to have the
cleverest signs: “HBO Max Pays
HBO Minimum,” reads one.
They will remain on strike for
nearly 150 days, joined by the
actors in July.

JUNE

We'll keep this one brief: Heard
of the GRIMACE SHAKE at McDo-
nald’s? It’s all the rage on TikTok. A
new group of luminaries is invi-
ted to join the Academy of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences, among
them DAVID BYRNE, AUSTIN
BUTLER, KEKE PALMER, KEHUY
QUAN — and yes, SWIFT.

JULY

Take one famous doll with a
complicated history. Add a talent
like GERWIG, get MARGOT ROB-
BIE to star, bring in RYAN GOS-
LING to chew the scenery, and
you have “BARBIE,” the biggest
movie of 2023 and a milestone
for female directors. Now stir in
CHRISTOPHER NOLAN'’S superb
“OPPENHEIMER,” and the rest is
box office history. Speaking of his-
tory, one famous bird is no more
— ELON MUSK drops a longtime
logo and decrees TWITTER will
henceforth be called “X.” Also
history: SWIFT now has more
No. 1 albums than any woman,
eclipsing BARBRA STREISAND.
From eclipse to earthquake:
Scientists report they've detected
seismic signals roughly akin to a
2.3 magnitude earthquake under
Swift’s Seattle show.

AUGUST

Guess who has 277 million Ins-
tagram followers? You know who.
Guess who has almost double
that? LIONEL MESS], that’s who,
with 493 million. The Argentine
soccer god, in his first month with
Inter Miami, thrills fans and gives
a jolt of adrenaline to soccer in

the United States.KIM CATTRALL
makes a very quick return to the
“Sex and the City” reboot.

SEPTEMBER

Now that summer is over, let’s
inspect the damage — by which
we mean all the recent celebrity
splits: JOE JONAS and SOPHIE
TURNER, ARIANA GRANDE
and DALTON GOMEZ, BRITNEY
SPEARS and SAM ASGHARI, SO-
FIA VERGARA and JOE MANGA-
NIELLO, among others. But hey,
someone’s looking for love: Re-
tired widower GERRY TURNER,
“The Golden Bachelor,” begins
his search on ABC. Also, jersey
sales rapidly intensify this mon-
th for one TRAVIS KELCE, tight
end for the Kansas City Chiefs,
by some 400%. So weird, any idea
why? In unrelated news, SWIFT
attends a Chiefs game.

OCTOBER

It's a good month to be 80!
MARTIN SCORSESE becomes a
TikTok star via daughter Fran-
cescas silly videos and presents
one of his most ambitious films
yet, “Killers of the Flower Moon.”
Also 80, MICK JAGGER joins sli-
ghtly younger ROLLING STONES
bandmates KEITH RICHARDS
(79) and RONNIE WOOD (76)
in producing the crackling new
album “Hackney Diamonds.”
In a much-awaited memoir,
BRITNEY SPEARS details her
heartbreaks and her struggles,
her relationships and her nearly
14-year conservatorship. SWIFT
reaches billionaire status — and
throws a Hollywood premiere
for her “Eras” movie, which will
become the most successful con-
cert film of all time.

NOVEMBER

Hollywood’s writers and ac-
tors are thankfully back, back to
where they once belonged. Whi-
ch brings us to the BEATLES: No,
they aren’t getting back together.
But six decades after Beatlemania
ruled, a new and final tune, “Now
And Then,” is released, thanks to
artificial intelligence. Cast mem-
bers of “Friends” gather to mourn
co-star MATTHEW PERRY at his
funeral. The “Eras” tour goes in-
ternational, packing stadiums in
Argentina,then Brazil, with more
to go in 2024.

DECEMBER

SPOTIFY announces 2023's
most-streamed  artist — it’s
SWIFT, dethroning BAD BUNNY.
BEYONCE congquers the box offi-
ce on opening weekend with her
“Renaissance” film. Is it a forego-
ne conclusion, finally, that SWIFT
would close out her year staring
at us from magazine covers as Ti-
me’s person of the year, in a year
her fame achieved something
akin to “nuclear fusion”? Which
brings us to our final question:
How long can a storm rapidly
intensify? Fact is, though, SWIFT
seems to always be rewriting the
rules.
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A Kashmiri Muslim bride looks through her veil during a mass wedding in Srinagar, Indian controlled Kashmir, June 15

Indonesian Muslims perform an evening prayer called
‘tarawil’, Indonesia, March 22

Elena Rybakina during her semifinal match at the Australian
Open tennis championship in Melbourne

A U.S Army CH-47 Chinook helicopter transports a M777 howitzer
during a joint military drill between South Korea and the United States

A Kashmiri Muslim bride looks through her veil during a mass

wedding in Srinagar, Indian controlled Kashmir, June 15

Dancers wait to perform during the opening of Bali Arts
Festival in Bali, Indonesia, June 18

Supporters of the Move Forward Party display mobile phones with

flash lights on during a protest in Bangkok, Thailand
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Photographers

in Asia

capture the
extraordinary,
tragic and
wonderful

NDIVIDUALLY, the pho-
tographs are the product
of a moment, capturing
glimpses of joy, grief,
rage, hope, and resilience.

As a whole, the work this
year of Associated Press pho-
tojournalists in Asia forms a
visual patchwork quilt, an ex-
traordinary reflection of the
varied panoply of human ex-
perience in one of the world’s
most fascinating regions.

Some of these pictures de-
light. Some horrify.

Some, even after repeated
examination, retain a sense of
mystery.

Take an American balleri-
na, clad in shimmering whi-
te, caught in a blur of revol-
ving motion as she rehearses
in China. Or a Muslim bride
who gazes pensively through
a saffron-colored veil during
a mass wedding ceremony in
Indian-controlled Kashmir.

Or footprints left in a patch
of green moss after prayers in
New Delhi.

In Malaysia, a base jumper
dives from a tower above the
sparkling city lights of Kuala
Lumpur at night. Blood spla-
tters like raindrops from the
tattooed body of a Filipino pe-
nitent as he flagellates himself
to atone for sins.

There is violence and tra-

gedy here, too.

An enraged young man
leaps onto the fallen body of
a security officer in Bangla-
desh. Ethnic Rohingya wade
through the surf, their meager
belongings clutched in their
hands, after being denied re-
fuge in Indonesia.

As with many great news
photographs, a single image
is often all it takes to illustra-
te the complex political and
social currents that sweep
through the region.

A blurred double image
shows Russian President Vla-
dimir Putin as he delivers a
speech in China.

Some of this year’s most
powerful photos reveal the
beautiful, often deadly power
of nature.

Avast ocean of stars glitters
in the night sky over traditio-
nal sheepskin tents in remote
Mongolia. Whales dive in a
harbor near Sydney, their tails
poised above the water in lo-
vely synchronicity.

A veil of sand and dust
seems to envelop a man wea-
ring a green mask as he walks
among Beijing’s office buil-
dings.

And in the Philippines,
lava flows like red icing down
the black slopes of a volcano.
MDT/AP

People dance and throw colors at each other to celebrate Holi, the

Hindu festival of colours, in Hyderabad, India, March 6




