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What’s

News

Business &5 Finance

@ High domestic prices, largely
unaddressed in Trump’s pub-
lic statements, worry some
Republicans aware that a
campaign promise to bring
relief to consumers could em-
barrass the president should
prices continue to rise. Al

@ Chinese buyers are circum-
venting U.S. export controls to
order Nvidia’s latest Al chips,
illustrating the challenges the
Trump administration will
face in choking off cutting-
edge American technology. Al

@ Shell is exploring a poten-
tial sale of its chemicals as-
sets in Europe and the U.S,,
part of a continuing drive to
refocus its business on its
most-profitable operations. B3

@ Crypto prices surged after
Trump said he would move for-
ward on a U.S. crypto strategic
reserve that will include bit-

coin and ether as well as three
smaller and riskier tokens. B1

4 Shares of fast-food chain
Mixue were set to begin
trading in Hong Kong on
Monday in an initial public of-
fering that follows a blister-
ing expansion of the business
from its base in China. B1

@ Investors anticipating the
imposition of Trump’s tariffs
are ditching risky corners of

the stock market for areas per-
ceived as more insulated from
the president’s trade salvos. B1

4 Mondelez, a maker of glow-
in-the dark confections, plans
to begin selling at least two of
the products in the U.S. online
and in stores this month. B3

¢ KPMG began to set up a
law firm in the U.S. after a
court decision made it the
first of the Big Four account-
ing firms eligible to practice
law in the country. B9

World-Wide

—’—

@ European allies led by the
U.K. and France will work
with Ukraine to try to forge
a peace plan that they would
present to Trump after a pub-
lic clash between the U.S. and
Ukrainian presidents at the
White House on Friday. Al, A7
@ Ukrainian President Volod-
ymyr Zelensky took half steps
over the weekend to repair the
damage done in the blowup,
but offered no apology, a por-
tent of the difficulties ahead
for him in Washington. A6

@ Israel said it was stopping
any entry of goods into the
Gaza Strip after a 42-day
cease-fire expired a day earlier
without any agreement with
Hamas on what comes next. Al

@ A budget fight brewing in
Congress is becoming the
first test of whether law-
makers will try to claw back
the powers they ceded willy-
nilly to Trump in the first
weeks of his second term. A4

4 Some of the biggest U.S.
consulting firms are meeting
with Trump administration of-
ficials to defend their projects
ahead of a deadline for gov-
ernment agencies to justify
major consulting contracts. A4

@ Former Gov. Andrew
Cuomo, who resigned in dis-
grace three years ago, an-
nounced his return to politics
with a bid to become New
York City’s next mayor. A3

4 Iran’s parliament impeached
the country’s finance minister
and voted to dismiss him amid
accusations of mismanage-
ment and a steep depreciation
of the national currency. A7

@ A private lunar lander car-
rying tools and experiments
for NASA touched down on
the moon on Sunday. A5
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European Allies Seek to Forge
Their Own Ukraine Peace Plan

U.K, France look to
repair diplomatic
damage after Trump
outburst at Zelensky

LONDON—The U.K. and
France said they would lead a
European effort to forge a
Ukraine peace plan to present

By Max Colchester,
Laurence Norman
and Ian Lovett

to President Trump, as they
sought to patch up differences
between Kyiv and Washington
following Friday’s White

House clash.

British Prime Minister Keir
Starmer hosted nearly 20 al-
lies in London on Sunday and
said progress had been made
in building a “coalition of the
willing,” which would commit
military assets, including
troops on the ground, to se-
cure any eventual peace. He
said more countries would
need to come on board if Eu-
rope is to build a force that
would deter Russian aggres-
sion in Ukraine.

“Through my discussions
over recent days, we’ve
agreed that the U.K., France
and others will work with
Ukraine on a plan to stop the

fighting, then we’ll discuss
that plan with the United
States,” Starmer said, adding
that he had spoken with
Trump about his intentions.

Friday’s White House meet-
ing between Trump and Ukrai-
nian President Volodymyr Zel-
ensky, in which the U.S.
president berated the Ukrai-
nian leader during an extraor-
dinary on-camera exchange,
triggered frantic diplomacy
among European allies as they
both sought to display support
for Ukraine while finding a
way to ensure the U.S. doesn’t
turn its back on Kyiv.

After the meeting, Trump
said on his Truth Social plat-

form that he had determined
Zelensky wasn’t ready for
peace if America was in-
volved, because that gave
Ukraine an advantage, reduc-
ing its incentive to make con-
cessions.

European officials hope to
bring Washington, Europe and
Ukraine to a shared stance on
the conditions for ending the
war that they can use as the
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@ Zelensky offers gratitude,
N0 apology...eerersseesnns A6
@ Years of war leave

Israel

Halts Aid
To Gaza
As Talks
Falter

Hamas rejects plan
to extend cease-fire
that would have
freed more hostages

By Dov LIEBER

TEL AVIV—Israel on Sun-
day said it was stopping any
entry of goods into the Gaza
Strip after a 42-day cease-fire
expired a day earlier without
any agreement with Hamas on
what comes next.

Hours before the cease-fire
eclipsed, Israel said it agreed
to a proposal by the Trump
administration’s Mideast en-
voy, Steve Witkoff, to continue
the truce and that Hamas had
rejected it.

The proposal would see half
of the 58 hostages still held in
Gaza released on the first day
and give both sides until mid-
April to negotiate a perma-
nent cease-fire under the
same conditions as the previ-
ous 42 days. If successful, the
rest of the hostages would be
released on the final day of
the extended period.

Hamas said Israel was us-
ing its control over aid to
Gaza to force it into a new
agreement rather than allow-
ing Hamas to have a say.

Under the original agree-
ment, the second phase would
include the release of all living
hostages held by Hamas while
Israel was meant to fully with-
draw from Gaza and commit
to a permanent cease-fire. But
those negotiations never got
off the ground during the first
phase of the cease-fire, leav-
ing the second phase in limbo.

“With the conclusion of the
first stage of the hostages deal
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Ukrainians weary A6
@ Vance defends Trump’s
Ukraine strategy......coeuuee A7

@ Oct. 7 attack marked a
familiar spying failure.... A8

Some in
GOP Get

Nervous
As Prices

Stay High

WASHINGTON—President
Trump promised during the
campaign to lower prices on
day one of his presidency. But
with costs still high, Republi-
cans are worried the economic
factors that helped Trump win
the election could come back
to bite him if inflation remains
stubborn.

By Tarini Parti,
Xavier Martinez
and Josh Dawsey

In public appearances and
social-media posts, Trump is
more likely to talk about fed-
eral workers, diversity pro-
grams and foreign policy than
the price of eggs. Trump,
urged by his advisers, last
year made high costs a center-
piece of his bid to retake the
White House.

Republicans, who still pin
the blame on Trump’s prede-
cessor, say voters have been
willing to give Trump some
leeway to enact his agenda—
but they warn that goodwill
might not last.

“I’'m nervous about it,” said
Stephen Moore, a veteran out-
side adviser to Trump on eco-
nomic issues. “The Trump ad-
ministration needs to keep its
eye on what’s happening with
prices. It should be a top pri-
ority. The trend is a little bit
troubling.”

Further compounding the
political risks: Trump’s far-
reaching plans to impose stiff
tariffs on foreign imports
could drive up prices further,
according to economists.
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‘Anora’ Dominates Oscars

(%]
et
o
<
=
>
=
| —
]
L
a
3 &
<
=
S
3
-
=
=
~
=
=
<
&

BIG WINNER: ‘Anora,’ starring Mikey Madison, left. received
the award for best picture on Sunday at the 97th Academy
Awards in Los Angeles. The film, about a New York sex
worker, also received awards for best actress, best director,
best original screenplay and best film editing. A12

Schools Revive

Shop Class

Hands-on skills stage comeback, driven
by college costs, demand for choices

By TE-PING CHEN

In America’s most sur-
prising cutting-edge classes,
students pursue hands-on
work with wood, metals and
machinery, getting a jump
on lucrative old-school ca-
reers.

School districts around
the U.S. are spending tens of
millions of dollars to expand
and revamp high-school
shop classes for the 21st
century. They are betting on
the future of manual skills
overlooked in the digital age,

offering vocational-educa-
tion classes that school offi-
cials say give students a
broader view of career pros-
pects with or without col-
lege. With higher-education
costs soaring and white-col-
lar workers under threat by
generative Al the timing
couldn’t be better.

In a suburb of Madison,
Wis., Middleton High School
completed a $90 million
campus overhaul in 2022
that included new technical-
education facilities. The
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By JOE BARRETT

CHANHASSEN, Minn.—With
his three-car garage in this
Minneapolis suburb already
full, Bret Bailey had to keep his
racing Porsche in a trailer out-
side through brutal Minnesota
winters.

Then one March, ; s

as he prepared for a
race, Bailey discov-
ered the wheels of °
the trailer had frozen
to the ground.

“For two weeks,
I'm throwing salt out there,”
said the 64-year-old retired IT
manager.

Now, Bailey is part of a
man-cave-meets-Storage Wars

‘Garage Mahals’
Are Driving Neighbors Nuts

When a regular garage isn’t big enough,
Minnesotans turn to luxury storage spaces

Where to park it?

revolution spreading across the
country.

He keeps his two Porsches,
Ferrari, custom Harley, dune
buggy and racing trailer in a
nearly 2,700-square-foot space
outfitted like a sleek European

car dealership. It sports a
tequila bar, heated
floors, bathroom
with a shower, gi-
¢ ant TV, leather sofa,
stack of racing tires
and a car lift. He’s
among 100 owners
in a complex of ga-
rage condos called Chanhassen
AutoPlex whose car shows at-
tract thousands of people on

summer weekends.
Please turntopage A10

Nvidia Al Chips Reach
China Despite U.S. Ban

By RAFFAELE HUANG
AND LizA LIN

Chinese buyers are circum-
venting U.S. export controls to
order Nvidia’s latest artificial-
intelligence chips, illustrating
the challenges the Trump ad-
ministration will face in chok-
ing off cutting-edge American
technology.

Traders in the country are
selling computing systems
with Nvidia’s Blackwell chips
installed by routing them
through third parties in
nearby regions. Some sellers
promise buyers delivery
within six weeks.

The transactions are the
latest example of how U.S. re-
strictions barring China from
buying high-end AI processors
have failed to stop the trade.
Since 2022, Washington has

imposed export controls to
curb China’s access to semi-
conductors for training and
powering state-of-the-art Al,
but an underground network
of brokers has sprung up to
get around the controls.

What to do about the gray-
market activity is a challenge
for the Trump administration,
which is weighing how to
manage the technological ri-
valry with China.

Beijing is promoting AI de-
velopment, and the recent
frenzy surrounding Chinese Al
developer DeepSeek has
prompted local companies to
deploy the technology more
widely.

James Luo, a vendor in the
Chinese tech hub of Shenzhen,
said he received an order for
more than a dozen Blackwell
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What Contributes to the Trade Gap

By ANTHONY DEBARROS AND PETER SANTILLI

The U.S. imported $1.2 trillion more in goods in 2024 than
it exported, a record annual deficit and a major economic irri-
tant for President Trump. On Feb. 13, the president an-
nounced that his administration would evaluate tariffs and
other trade barriers imposed on U.S. exports by other nations
and match them with “reciprocal” tariffs. The president has
said that 25% tariffs on Canada and Mexico would go into ef-
fect Tuesday.

Part of the president’s goal is to shrink that trillion-dollar
gulf between imports and exports by getting other countries
to buy more goods from the U.S. and by spurring domestic
manufacturing. The nation’s biggest trading partners—Mexico,
Canada and China—contribute a sizable share of the gap. But

the U.S. last year ran a trade deficit with more than 100
countries, according to Census Bureau data. Gaps with some
of those nations, including Vietnam and India, have grown as
businesses shifted supply chains away from China.

The monthly goods deficit has been on a tear—to the
downside. Preliminary census numbers for January show
that, after hitting a record $123 billion in December, it rock-
eted to $153 billion as businesses raced to import goods
ahead of tariffs. The U.S. runs a steady trade surplus in ser-
vices, which in 2024 left the overall goods and services defi-
cit at about $918 billion.

Here’s a look at the top nations whose trade balances with
the U.S. added to or reduced the goods trade deficit in 2024.

Monthly balance of U.S. trade in goods
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The U.S. recorded a com-
bined deficit of more than
$620 billion with its five larg-
est Asian trading partners in
2024 by total trade: China,
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan
and Vietnam. Its $295 billion
gap with China shrank from a
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of tariffs on China in 2018-19.
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Mexico overtook China in
2023 to become America’s
largest supplier of imports,
and as commerce between the
nations has increased, so too
has the U.S. trade deficit with
its southern neighbor. The U.S.
recorded a $172 billion goods
deficit with Mexico last year,
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nearly 2% times as much as in :
: Trump’s first term.

the first year of Trump’s first
term.

Canada exported $63 billion :
more in goods to the U.S. than :
: country, reflecting rising im-
ments of $98 billion in crude :
oil and $35 billion of cars and :

it imported in 2024, with ship-

trucks fueling the gap.
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The U.S. runs trade deficits

: with most European countries,
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¢ U.S. achieve a $56 billion trade
 surplus last year with the
. Netherlands, a hub for oil and
: gas distribution; it is the larg-
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but was still the widest of any :
: aircraft to the UK. helped
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In 2024, the U.S. purchased
about $21 billion in machin-
ery and electronics from the

ports as businesses have
sought to reduce their reli-

i ance on China. Apple, notably,
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But deficits with Ireland, :
Germany and other European :
nations tilt America’s overall :
trade balance with the conti- :
nent into the red. The U.S. im- :

ported more than $50 billion

in pharmaceutical goods from :
Ireland last year, contributing :
to an $87 billion deficit. Im- :
ports of $68 billion in vehicles :
and machinery from Germany :
helped create an $85 billion :

deficit.
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has aimed to increase produc- :

tion of its iPhone there.

It is likely the Trump ad- :
ministration will take a look :
import tariffs, :

at India’s

Morocco Qatar Arabia :

: product level, the U.S. runs
: varying levels of trade defi-
: cits or surpluses.

: The largest deficits in 2024
: were in machinery, electrical

U.S. trade, by type of good, 2024

vehicles and pharmaceuticals,
according to census data. Pri-
mary surpluses included air-
craft and mineral fuels and
oils.
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which averaged 14.3% in :

2022, according to the latest :
data from the World Bank. :
The U.S. average for that year :
was 2.7%. India recently cut :
tariffs on imports including :

motorcycles and smartphone
components,
products.

among other :

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Note: Regional breakdowns exclude trade
partners that had less than $5 billion in combined U.S. imports and ex-
ports in 2024. Regional groupings are based on World Bank classifica-
tions, with some groups combined for display purposes. Goods category
names are simplified from the two-digit level of the Harmonized Tariff

¢ Schedule; aircraft and vehicles includes parts; electrical equipment in-

cludes electrical machinery, electronics and parts; furniture and bedding

: includes light fixtures; toys and games includes sports equipment.

he trade deficit has
been an obsession
of Donald Trump
throughout his pub-
lic life.

And yet as president, his
policies have often been at
odds with narrowing it.

Business-friendly deregula-
tion and tax cuts boost pri-
vate investment and widen
the budget deficit. That pulls
in imports and pushes inter-
est rates and the dollar
higher, depressing exports.
Tariffs, meanwhile, may re-
duce imports, but also ex-
ports, by hurting others’
economies and provoking re-
taliation.

So is there a policy that
can reconcile these otherwise
irreconcilable goals? Yes, and
Republicans have a golden op-
portunity to enact it: steep,
swift cuts to federal spending.
By tamping down demand
and inflation, budget cuts
would pull down interest
rates and the dollar, reducing
imports and boosting exports,
while preserving the condi-
tions for more private invest-
ment.

At its root, a trade deficit
results from a country con-
suming more than it pro-
duces. A budget deficit con-
tributes to this imbalance by
injecting more demand into
the economy via spending
than it subtracts via taxes.
This linkage is why the two
gaps are sometimes called
twin deficits.

The link isn’t fixed. Reces-
sions reduce tax revenue and
imports, while private invest-
ment booms increase them. In
either case, the trade and
budget deficits move in oppo-
site directions.

CAPITAL ACCOUNT | By Greg Ip

Budget Cuts Can Trim the Trade Deficit

But deliberately shrinking
the budget deficit, via fiscal
austerity, or expanding it, via
fiscal stimulus, usually spills
over to trade. A 2021 study of
33 countries from 1978 to
2019 by the International
Monetary Fund found that for
a big country like the U.S,,
one dollar of fiscal consolida-
tion subtracted 30 to 50 cents
from the current account bal-
ance (a broad measure of
trade that includes goods,
services and investment in-
come).

Last year, the U.S. ran a
federal deficit of $1.8 trillion,
or 6.4% of gross domestic
product. Treasury Secretary
Scott Bessent has proposed
reducing that to 3% by the
end of Trump’s term. Run
that through the IMF’s math,
and you knock $300 billion to
$500 billion off the trade def-
icit in goods and services,
which was more than $900
billion last year.

rade deficits aren’t in-
T trinsically bad, but if,

like this administration,
you disagree, you should ad-
dress them in the least harm-
ful way. Fiscal austerity does
the job with much less collat-
eral damage than tariffs. In-
flation goes down instead of
up. Trading partners don’t re-
taliate. There’s no special-in-
terest lobbying or corrosive
uncertainty over who gets hit.

Austerity’s main drawback

is that it slows growth. Coun-
tries that undertook austerity
after the 2007-09 financial
crisis aggravated high unem-
ployment that central banks
couldn’t offset with lower in-
terest rates, already around
Zero.

Effect of $1of fiscal
consolidation on the
current account balance
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Source: International Monetary Fund

The U.S. is in the opposite
place. Unemployment is low
and inflation above the Fed-
eral Reserve 2% target. Ambi-
tious deficit reduction would
nudge inflation lower. The
Fed could then cut interest
rates, offsetting the drag
from austerity, and weaken-
ing the dollar. Meanwhile,
less federal borrowing would
lower Treasury bond yields.
In this way a smaller deficit
“crowds in” private invest-
ment and exports.

By contrast, experience
and theory show that tariffs
don’t reduce the trade defi-
cit. After Trump imposed tar-
iffs on China in his first term,
importers shifted sourcing to
Mexico and Vietnam while a
lower yuan helped Chinese
exporters absorb the tariff.
The 25% tariffs on Mexico
and Canada scheduled to take
effect Tuesday have already
weakened their currencies
and provoked promises of re-
taliation. All that will sap de-
mand for U.S. exports.

The publicly held federal
debt is about to shoot past
100% of GDP. So budget defi-
cits have to come down.
Done right, that can also re-
duce the trade deficit.

While higher taxes could
do the job, in practice
spending cuts are more ef-
fective. In the short run, a
dollar reduction in, say, gov-
ernment benefits would re-
duce consumption and im-
ports more than a dollar
increase in taxes because
households would respond
by dipping into savings to
sustain their lifestyle.

In the long run, higher
tax rates discourage work
and investment, leaving GDP
smaller.

This happens to align
with the priorities of Repub-
licans, who want to extend
2017 tax cuts while adding
new ones. But this creates
some formidable math.

xtending the tax cut
E would leave the budget

deficit at 7% of GDP in
fiscal 2029, based on Con-
gressional Budget Office and
Joint Committee on Taxa-
tion estimates. To keep it at
3% would require $12 trillion
of spending cuts over the
next decade relative to the
status quo, by my calcula-
tions. But House Republi-
cans’ budget resolution envi-
sions only $1.5 trillion to $2
trillion of spending cuts.
(They penciled in additional
deficit reduction via a
growth dividend from their
plans.)

Trump has made the job
especially difficult by ruling
out any cuts to Social Secu-
rity or Medicare. Throw in

interest on the debt, and
half of spending is off limits.
To hit a 3% deficit in 2029
would require cutting 40%
from everything else—de-
fense, homeland security,
veterans benefits, Medicaid,
food stamps, welfare, and
countless other programs.
Zeroing out Medicaid and
food stamps and firing every
federal employee won’t be
enough.

So either Republicans put
Social Security, Medicare
and taxes on the table, await
a growth miracle, or accept
a much less ambitious defi-
cit target.

Another caveat applies to
using fiscal austerity to re-
duce the trade gap. As with
tariffs, it doesn’t work if

other countries do the same.
Indeed, the U.S. runs a trade
gap not just because it con-

sumes so much, but because
others consume so little.

That might be changing.
The parties likely to form
Germany’s next government
want to cut taxes and spend
more on defense, power gen-
eration and infrastructure.
China’s leaders are under
pressure to enact fiscal
stimulus.

So how about this: Ger-
many and China agree to
stimulate their economies
and import more, and the
U.S. agrees to shrink its own
budget deficit and not im-
pose more tariffs.

Voila: a lower trade defi-
cit without the trade war.
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Ex-Gov.

Cuomo
Enters

NYC Race
For Mayor

By GINGER ApAMS OTIS
AND VICTORIA ALBERT

Former Gov. Andrew
Cuomo, who resigned in dis-
grace three years ago, an-
nounced his return to politics
Saturday with a bid to be New
York City’s next mayor, joining
a crowded primary field that
includes embattled incumbent
Eric Adams.

The Democrat, 67 years old,
launched his comeback effort
with a video that acknowl-
edged past errors, without
providing details, while outlin-
ing how he would tackle hous-
ing, crime, and other issues if
elected to lead the city. He
promised to work with his
party’s progressive wing, as
well as President Trump.

“Did I make mistakes, some
painfully? Definitely, and I be-
lieve I learned from them and
that I am a better person for
it and I hope to show that ev-
ery day,” he says in the video
posted on social media and his
campaign website. “But I
promise you this, I know what
needs to be done and I know
how to do it.”

His declaration followed
months of speculation that he
was preparing to run and had
started lining up allies to
fundraise for him. Without

Former Gov. Andrew Cuomo

even formally campaigning,
Cuomo’s name recognition has
helped him top the primary
field in at least one poll and
collect backers. The District
Council of Carpenters and at
least one other trade union are
expected to be early endorsers.

Cuomo served as the gover-
nor of New York from 2011 to
2021 and gained national atten-
tion while shepherding the state
through the early days of the
Covid-19 pandemic. He resigned
in August 2021 in the wake of
sexual-harassment allegations
and an impeachment effort, and
was succeeded by the state’s
current governor, Kathy Hochul.
He has denied wrongdoing.

Within minutes of Cuomo’s
campaign announcement,
competitors began unpacking
his political baggage, includ-
ing his administration’s han-
dling of Covid-19 in long-term-
care facilities.

Mayoral candidate and City
Comptroller Brad Lander said
Cuomo’s announcement was a
“sad attempt to get attention,”
and resurfaced the sexual ha-
rassment allegations and
Covid-19 criticism on X.

Another candidate, former
Comptroller Scott Stringer,
whose 2021 mayoral campaign
was derailed by allegations of
sexual misconduct that he has
denied, released his own video
response to Cuomo. He ran
through a list of Cuomo poli-
cies as governor that bene-
fited the state over the city,
according to Stringer.

Lander and Stringer are
two of at least seven candi-
dates Cuomo would have to
beat in the June 24 ranked-
choice Democratic primary
election. The field could also
include City Council Speaker
Adrienne Adams, whose name
has emerged as a potential
contender in recent days.

The current mayor is em-
broiled in a legal battle over
corruption charges and hemor-
rhaging staff, and hasn’t given
any indication he will abandon
his re-election effort.

On Saturday, Cuomo painted
the city as a metropolis in cri-
sis, and cited its “crime prob-
lem,” lack of affordable hous-
ing, overflowing shelters and
aging subway system as issues
he would solve.

Al Bots Serve as Wildfire Lookouts

Camera network has
detected more than
1,200 blazes, often
beating 911 callers

By Jim CARLTON

SAN CLEMENTE, Calif.—
Perched high above this sea-
side community, spotters scan
for telltale puffs of smoke in
all directions—night and day,
without breaks.

Meet the Al bots that now
serve as digital fire-lookouts
and crucial eyes against one of
America’s fastest-growing
threats: catastrophic wildfires
like those that torched parts of
Los Angeles in January.

“Getting eyes on these criti-
cal events early on is impor-
tant so you can respond, be-
cause your window of
opportunity is very small,”
said Falko Kuester, an engi-
neering professor who helps
run a natural-hazard monitor-
ing program called ALERTCali-
fornia.

Based at the University of
California, San Diego, where
he teaches, the ALERTCalifor-
nia camera network began
adding AI bots in 2023 and
they now scan more than 1,150
cameras in nearly every fire-
prone region statewide.

The bots have detected over
1,200 confirmed fires so far,
beating human 911 -callers
roughly one-third of the time,
with particular usefulness at
night, officials say.

At 2 a.m. on Dec. 4, for in-
stance, Al-equipped cameras
spotted fire in a bone-dry Or-
ange County canyon as nearby
residents slept. The system
alerted a human-staffed com-
mand center at UC San Diego,
which verified and notified the
Orange County Fire Authority.
Engines and helicopters ar-
rived in time to keep the blaze
to under a quarter acre. It was
the county’s first time AI de-
tected a wildfire that no hu-
man had called in, officials
said.

“The whole key in firefight-
ing is quick and robust re-
sponse,” said Brian Fennessy,
the agency’s chief. “In whole,
adding these cameras has
made a hell of a difference.”

The technology arrives as
wildfires intensify amid warm-
ing temperatures, prolonged
droughts and development in
vulnerable areas. During the
recent L.A. fires, the bots
joined human spotters in de-
tecting early blazes, serving as
extra eyes.

“People are looking at the
wildfire risk and saying, ‘How
do I cover it?”” said Sonia
Kastner, co-founder and CEO
of Pano Al, a San Francisco
startup that has sold or leased

Camera feeds are seen at the Jacobs School of Engineering at UC San Diego, where Prof. Falko

cameras with its own Al tech-
nology across 10 states plus
Australia and Canada.

This technology emerged in
California after scientists from
UC San Diego and elsewhere
collaborated to set up
mounted-camera networks,
which emergency officials
could monitor for fires, mud-
slides and other natural disas-
ters. Funded partly by utilities
and the California Department
of Forestry and Fire Protec-
tion, or Cal Fire, the cameras
first appeared after San Di-
ego’s 2003 firestorm, and ex-
panded as wildfire threats
grew.

As Al advanced, researchers
realized they could train bots
to analyze the reams of cam-
era-video footage for anoma-
lies that can signal fire:
thicker haze in one area,
smoke rising in another.

Cal Fire helped test new AI-
trained cameras at a handful
of its 21 emergency-command
centers in 2023, but soon de-
ployed them to all after the
bots began quickly spotting
fires—including one near the
wine-country town of Sonoma
that was rapidly extinguished
as a result, said Phillip SeLe-
gue, the agency’s staff chief of
intelligence.

“Al is not going to put the
fire out,” he said, “but the suc-
cesses are the fires you don’t
read about in the newspaper.”

In L.A. County, teams have
installed four Pano Al cameras
to monitor the upscale Palos
Verdes Peninsula, and the
cameras have been first to
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spot several fires, including
one in brush in neighboring
Torrance, officials there said.

“They give our residents
and the city staff a much bet-
ter feeling that someone is al-
ways watching,” said Mayor
David Bradley of Rancho Palos
Verdes. His city spends
$140,000 yearly for five-year
camera leases.

Bradley said some penin-

sula residents worried about
intrusiveness, but Pano Al of-
ficials say their software auto-
matically blurs identifying in-
formation such as faces and
license plates.

Another concern: Early sim-
ilar technology generated false
alerts. But ALERTCalifornia is
designed so humans make fi-
nal decisions on firefighter de-
ployments, Kuester said. When

Kuester stood

an Al bot detects smoke, a no-
tification appears on com-
mand-center screens and can
arrive via text or email.

“There’s always gonna be a
person there who says, these
are the steps we need to take,”
said Kuester. “The AI will
never be like, ‘Send three en-
gines.””

Firefighter unions generally
support Al cameras, but worry
about other AI uses, like pilot-
less helicopter drones being
developed for water drops.
That could endanger human-
piloted aircraft that fight fires,
said Tim Edwards, president
of Cal Fire Local 2881.

“If you get too many air-
craft in an area that is not
controlled, you have acci-
dents,” Edwards said.

Many of the cameras moni-
tor populated areas where
threats to people and property
are high. In Colorado, Xcel En-
ergy contracted with Pano Al
for 21 camera sites in 2023,
another 21 in 2024, and plans
93 more this year, mostly in
the Rocky Mountains around
Denver, said Anne Sherwood,
the utility’s area vice presi-
dent for wildfire mitigation.

Last June, Pano Al cameras
spotted smoke after lightning
struck in a mountain above
suburban Denver. The cameras
triangulated exact coordinates,
allowing responders to send
more than two dozen firefight-
ers while two helicopters be-
gan an aerial attack, said
Arvind Satyam, Pano AI’s co-
founder and chief commercial
officer.

lexas Becomes the Low-Cost Darling of Big Tech

By HARRIET TORRY

Texas notched another
technology win last week
when Apple said it is planning
a new 250,000-square-foot
factory in Houston to make
servers for an artificial-intelli-
gence system.

Tech investments are trans-
forming the Texas economy,
often via companies from Cali-
fornia in search of lower taxes
and fewer regulations on land
use and labor.

Austin already has Apple’s
second-largest concentration of
employees outside the com-
pany’s Cupertino, Calif., head-
quarters. Samsung has a large
and expanding semiconductor
presence in the state. Earlier
this year, Meta moved its trust
and safety teams responsible
for writing policy and review-
ing content from California to
Texas and other U.S. locations.

Others have moved their
headquarters there, including
Realtor.com, Tesla and Hewlett
Packard. (News Corp, owner of
The Wall Street Journal, also
operates Realtor.com.)

“In the end, it’s all about
the cost of doing business, and
the cost of doing business is
just lower in Texas,” said John
Diamond, an economist at Rice
University in Houston.

Recently enacted reproduc-
tive policies in Texas, once
slammed by business, haven’t
markedly dented the state’s
allure. Instead, the state is at-
tracting the kind of tech-bro
culture that has permeated
the Trump administration, led
by Elon Musk.

He is developing his own
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town for employees, Snail-
brook, near Austin. Musk-led
SpaceX has also bought up
houses in the South Texas vil-
lage of Boca Chica.

Apple said the Houston fa-
cility—which the company will
develop with longtime busi-
ness partner Foxconn—will
open in 2026. Apple didn’t say
how many people would be
continuously employed there
beyond saying it would create
thousands of jobs. Asked for
specifics, the company de-
clined to elaborate.

In the decade running
through early 2024, jobs in the
Texas high-tech sector grew at
an average annual rate of 4.7%,
compared with overall job
growth of 2.1%, according to the
Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas.

Having dinner in downtown

Austin “is like being in Silicon
Valley circa 2005” because of
the young and educated tech
workers there, said Joseph
Brusuelas, chief economist at
consulting firm RSM.

These jobs are also helping
Texas diversify its economy,
said Timothy Bray, director of
the Institute for Urban Policy
Research at the University of
Texas at Dallas.

Graze Robotics, a small
startup that makes robotic
landscaping equipment, moved
its headquarters to Plano,
Texas, from the Los Angeles
area last year. The draw in-
cluded incentives for relocating
workers to Texas and building
out its research-and-develop-
ment center, rebates to offset
sales tax, proximity to Fortune
500 companies, and lower

costs for wages, Chief Execu-
tive Logan Fahey Franz said.
Another perk: the city of
Plano’s willingness to let
Graze test products on public
parks and golf courses.
There were trade-offs: The
region has less venture-capital
funding for startups compared
with places like California and
New York. The company,
which employs about 20 peo-
ple, lost some workers who
didn’t want to relocate, Fahey
Franz said. But the pool of en-
gineering talent in Texas
keeps growing, he said.
Compared with California
tech hot spots, “it’s gotten to
the point where you can re-
cruit, retain, and your cost is,
I think we like to say, about
30% cheaper,” Fahey Franz
said, because of lower costs

for labor and regulations.

Tapping into the growing tal-
ent pool there was a big draw
for Abbyy, a business-automa-
tion company that moved to
Austin from California last year,
said PJ Jean, chief product and
technology officer there.

Texas does face some head-
winds. The pace of tech job
growth there has slowed in re-
cent months, though the state
continues to outpace the na-
tional trend, according to the
Dallas Fed. One challenge is
that artificial-intelligence data
centers aren’t proving to be
major employers once con-
struction is finished.

Manufacturing activity in
Texas declined in February af-
ter a strong January, the Dallas
Fed reported. Some computer
and electronics manufacturers
said uncertainty around poten-
tial tariffs by the new Trump
administration was causing
customers to pull back.

Analysts say one of the na-
tion’s most restrictive abortion
bans also gives some compa-
nies pause about moving there.

Still, the state remains a big
draw for movers from other
states, even as net gains slow
from pandemic peaks. Texas’
population also skews younger
than the national average, and
its fertility rate is among the
highest in the nation.

Texas is trying to leverage a
new tool to get yet more com-
panies to establish at least a
foothold there: its own special-
ized business court. The court
started work last year hearing
complex commerecial litigation,
with judges appointed by Gov.
Greg Abbott to two-year terms.

ALAN NAKKASH FOR WSJ (2)
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Elon Musk stood as President Trump held a Cabinet meeting last week at the White House.

Budget Fight Tees Up Power Struggle

Democrats say
Congress has ceded
too much power on
spending and tariffs

WASHINGTON—President
Trump has spent his first
weeks undoing much of the
handiwork of Congress—freez-
ing spending that lawmakers
authorized, idling agencies al-
ready funded and bypassing
laws regarding immigration
and independent agencies.

By Aaron Zitner,
Siobhan Hughes
and Gavin Bade

A budget fight now brewing
in Congress is becoming the
first test of whether lawmak-
ers will try to claw back any
power.

Opinion is hardening among
Democrats that Congress must
pass measures to compel
Trump to spend money on fed-
eral programs as designated by
lawmakers—to put guardrails
on his unilateral efforts to re-
shape the federal bureaucracy
and reclaim, as they say, their
constitutional power of the
purse.

Some are insisting that
these requirements be written
into must-pass legislation
needed to fund the govern-
ment after March 14, raising
the prospect that Democrats
could withhold the votes that
Republican leaders have typi-
cally needed to pass such
spending bills.

That would set the govern-
ment on course for its first
shutdown since 2019.

“We should absolutely insist
on safeguards to assure that
funds are spent when they are
appropriated” as a condition of
passing a spending bill, said
Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D.,
Conn.). Sen. Edward Markey

(D., Mass.) said he couldn’t
vote for even a short-term bill
to fund the government “in the
absence of guarantees” that
the president will honor Con-
gress’s funding priorities.

Republicans say there is no
way they can agree.

“We’re not going to shackle
the president of the United
States—can’t do it,” said House
Appropriations ~ Committee
Chairman Tom Cole (R., Okla.).

The Constitution gives Con-
gress power to levy tariffs, and
some lawmakers in both par-
ties say they have gone too far
in delegating that authority to
the president. Separately, a
handful of lawmakers within
each party want to scale back
laws that give the president
enhanced powers during emer-
gencies, which Trump has
cited in actions regarding en-
ergy production, tariffs and
immigration.

Other separation-of-powers
battles could be on the hori-
zon, including one over the au-
thority of federal courts as
they consider the legality of
Trump’s executive actions.

Dan Bongino, Trump’s
choice to be deputy director of
the FBI, has said the president
“should ignore” a court deci-
sion with which he disagrees,
and Vice President JD Vance
wrote recently that “judges
aren’t allowed to control the
executive’s legitimate power.”

In a Senate confirmation
hearing last week, a nominee
for a senior Justice Depart-
ment job suggested there were
circumstances in which a pres-
ident didn’t have to follow fed-
eral court orders.

“There is no hard-and-fast
rule about whether, in every
instance, a public official is
bound by a court decision,”
said Aaron Reitz, Trump’s
nominee to head the Office of
Legal Policy. Sen. Josh Hawley
(R., Mo.) expanded on Reitz’s

Tariff Authority
Gets Close Look

In a separate separa-
tion-of-powers issue,
some lawmakers believe
they have ceded too
much authority to the
president over the years
to levy tariffs, a power
that the Constitution as-
signs to Congress.

Sen. Chuck Grassley
(R, lowa), asked about
Trump’s aggressive use
of tariffs, said there was
political will to restrict
presidential trade pow-
ers when Grassley was
Finance Committee
chairman from 2019 to
2021. But Congress
missed the opportunity.

“Otherwise, this would
have been circumvented,”
Grassley said.

Congress should take
action to claw back tariff
powers, said Sen. Peter
Welch (D, Vt).

“The delegation of au-
thority had as a pre-
sumption that it would
be used with restraint,
and for legitimate na-
tional security reasons—
not as a negotiating tool
or political tool where
there is no national secu-
rity threat,” Welch said.

comment by suggesting that
some court decisions, such as
a 1944 Supreme Court ruling
allowing the internment of
Japanese-Americans during
World War II, merited opposi-
tion.

But Reitz’s comments drew
a rebuke from Republican Sen.
John Kennedy of Louisiana,
who said: “Don’t ever, ever
take the position that you’re

not going to follow the order
of a federal court—ever.”

Blumenthal, in an interview,
said the comments reinforced
the challenge lawmakers face
in ensuring that Trump ad-
heres to the spending priori-
ties they lay out in appropria-
tions.

“Eventually, a court could
tell them that you have to obey
the law,” he said. “If they’re
now saying, ‘Well, we’ll dis-
obey the court, essentially
they’re saying that we’re em-
bracing a lawless and auto-
cratic tyranny.”

The White House has said
that all of Trump’s actions
have been “fully legal and
compliant with federal law.”

To many Democrats, the
spending issue is existential:
Trump and his designated
cost-cutter, Elon Musk, have
moved to fire thousands of
government workers and
claimed authority to cut
spending on a range of federal
functions, rather than wait for
Congress to pass budgets and
appropriations. Trump and his
budget chief believe the presi-
dent already has considerable
discretion to not spend appro-
priated funds, and that a 1974
law prohibiting the practice is
unconstitutional.

If the president can over-
ride any deal struck between
the two parties in Congress,
Democrats say, then the presi-
dent has essentially usurped
the most essential power that
the Constitution gives lawmak-
ers—the power over appropri-
ations. They say there is no
point in striking agreements
that will be ignored.

“I cannot imagine how we
begin to have faith in any kind
of deal we make with the Re-
publicans when they so quickly
acquiesce all congressional au-
thority and power to Elon
Musk,” said Rep. Veronica Es-
cobar (D., Texas).

As a Veteran, when someone raises their hand for
help, you're often one of the first ones to respond.
But it’s also okay to get help for yourself. Maybe
you want or need assistance with employment,
stress, finances, mental health or finding the right
resources. No matter what it is, you earned it. And
there’s no better time than right now to ask for it.

Don’t wait. Reach out.

Find resources at VA.GOV/REACH

Consulting Bosses Try
To Save Their Contracts

By CHIp CUTTER

Executives at some of the
biggest U.S. consulting firms
are meeting with Trump ad-
ministration officials to defend
their projects ahead of this
coming week’s deadline for
government agencies to justify
major consulting contracts.

In recent days, top execu-
tives at professional services
firms including Ernst & Young
and Guidehouse have met with
officials including Josh Gruen-
baum, the Federal Acquisition
Service commissioner within
the General Services Adminis-
tration, according to people
familiar with the discussions.
A Booz Allen executive has
also been in touch with Gru-
enbaum, who is a former di-
rector at private-equity firm
KKR.

The flurry of meetings
comes amid a Trump adminis-
tration review of consultants
and government contracts as
part of a push to rein in fed-
eral spending. The General
Services Administration, or
GSA, has asked procurement
officials at federal agencies to
list and justify consulting con-
tracts from 10 companies—in-
cluding Booz Allen, Accen-
ture, Guidehouse and others—
that the agencies intend to
keep. The responses are due
on Friday.

The GSA has identified that

the 10 highest-paid consulting
firms are set to receive more
than $65 billion in total fees
across 2025 and future years.
That is money that has yet to
be spent, and comes from con-
tracts tagged as “consulting
services” within the Federal
Procurement Data System
from the top governmentwide
vendors, according to a person
familiar with the matter.

In the meetings with con-
sultants, Gruenbaum has em-
phasized to executives that
the government sees value in
consulting—particularly in
rolling out advanced technol-
ogy and modernizing govern-
ment agencies.

What may be frowned upon
are contracts providing mar-
ket research and analysis or
supporting work on topics the
Trump administration has de-
emphasized, such as diversity,
equity and inclusion issues.
Gruenbaum has assured exec-
utives that the GSA wasn’t
looking to put firms out of
business but would be doing a
deliberate review of existing
contracts, according to the
people familiar with the dis-
cussions.

Consulting firms are being
asked to “defend the spend,”
by explaining which of their
existing projects they see as
mission critical to the govern-
ment’s goals, and which could
be cut.

High Prices
Stir Anxiely
In the GOP

Continued from Page One

Most economic data re-
leased so far don’t capture
Trump’s time in office. But
U.S. consumer confidence saw
the biggest monthly decline in
four years in February, the
Conference Board reported
last week. Core consumer-
price inflation was 3.3% in
January, higher than econo-
mists had expected, and a sur-
vey by the University of Michi-
gan also showed higher
expected inflation in the com-
ing year. As bird flu roils the
poultry industry, record egg
prices have added to Trump’s
economic troubles.

The personal-consumption
expenditures price index—the
Federal Reserve’s preferred
gauge for inflation—had better
news for Trump: It rose by
2.5% over the year through
January, down from 2.6% in
December, according to the
Commerce Department.

“I don’t feel like people are
blaming him on that yet, but I
think that’s a risk you get
three, six months down the
road,” Georgia Gov. Brian
Kemp, a Republican, said in an
interview. “It’s a risk for any
politician.”

Though Trump repeatedly
bashed former President Joe
Biden over prices during the
campaign, he was at times re-
luctant to stay laser-focused
on the issue.

Trump’s pollster, Tony Fab-
rizio, and other advisers regu-
larly urged Trump to talk
about inflation because they
believed it was his best politi-
cal weapon to win. But Trump
was sometimes uninterested
in talking points that his ad-
visers provided on the subject,
at one point telling aides that
it was “boring,” campaign of-
ficials said.

Trump’s desire for lower
interest rates has triggered
public criticism of Federal Re-
serve Chair Jerome Powell’s
handling of inflation. The Fed
paused interest-rate cuts in
January.

Trump administration offi-
cials feel confident they will
be able to decrease prices, but
don’t have a specific timeline
for doing so, a White House
official said. The official
pointed to Trump’s focus on
cutting government spending
and his efforts to roll back en-
ergy regulations as examples
of early actions that could re-
duce prices. The official said
the administration has also
targeted certain expensive
items such as appliances with
regulatory changes.

The president’s plans to im-
plement tariffs could also fur-
ther boost inflation. Already,
the president implemented
10% across-the-board tariffs
on Chinese goods, announced
25% tariffs on steel and alumi-
num, and called for a study of
reciprocal tariffs, which would
adjust U.S. tariffs to match
those of other countries. He
has also said he expects to
move forward with 25% tariffs
on Mexico and Canada in com-
ing days, as well as an addi-
tional 10% tariff on Chinese
products.

The oil-and-gas industry
was able to persuade Trump
to reduce proposed tariffs on
Canadian energy imports to
10% after they argued higher
tariffs would cause higher gas
prices, creating bad inflation
headlines in his first month in
office, people familiar with the
conversations said.

The president has said tar-
iffs could cause “some pain”
for U.S. consumers. But he has
said  his  administration
doesn’t need to study the po-
tential effect of tariffs on
prices.

Sen. James Lankford (R.,
Okla.) partly attributed the
drop in consumer confidence
to Trump’s hard-charging first
month, citing the tariff
threats. Lankford said it was
too late to speculate whether
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analysis, which
surveyed 1,000
registered voters in those dis-
tricts Feb. 11-13, found respon-
dents favoring Democrats by 5
percentage points and 47%
saying they approved of
Trump’s job performance.

Presidents have little ability
to quickly lower prices, de-
spite Trump’s promises. Prices
are influenced by a series of
complex factors, from global
supply chains to independent
decisions made by central
banks.

Trump’s barrage of early
executive actions have focused
largely on immigration and
overhauling the federal gov-
ernment. Although they don’t
explicitly address prices, Re-
publicans said some of those
efforts could lower prices in
the long term.

GOP Rep. Don Bacon, whose
Nebraska district is hotly con-
tested, said Trump’s efforts to
boost energy production
would help drive down prices,
but not immediately.

“I think it’s too early to say
if the president has acted on
inflation,” Bacon said, caution-
ing that “it may take a while
for tangible results for infla-
tion to be seen.”

Trump, for his part, has ar-
gued to donors that inflation
will go down as soon as oil
companies drill more. “Infla-
tion was 100% caused by en-
ergy,” Trump told donors last
year, according to audio of his
remarks reviewed by The Wall
Street Journal.

the changes,”
Lankford said.

In a recent opinion column,
