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BOOKSHELF | By Ronald C. Rosbottom

The Agenda Behind the BLS Head’s Firing

C ommerce Secretary
Howard Lutnick in Feb-
ruary disbanded the

Federal Economic Statistics
Advisory Committee, a group
that advised the government
on producing accurate eco-
nomic statistics. In an email
announcing the decision, Mr.
Lutnick explained that the
committee’s mission “has been
fulfilled.” At the same time,
the Commerce Department
disbanded another group con-
cerned with the accuracy of
economic releases by the gov-
ernment: the Bureau of Eco-
nomic Analysis Advisory
Committee.

Mr. Lutnick’s explanation
for terminating the Federal
Economic Statistics Advisory
Committee made no sense. In-
put from disinterested experts
drawn from across industry
and academia is a good idea.

But now it seems that Mr. Lut-
nick was taking marching or-
ders to fulfill his boss’s desire
to control economic data. On
Aug. 1 President Trump fired
the head of the Bureau of La-
bor Statistics, the agency that
releases the government’s
monthly employment report.

The president claimed the
most recent numbers were
“phony” and “rigged” to make
him and Republicans look bad.

Mr. Trump’s assertion that
the numbers are rigged has no
basis in fact. The employment
data are often revised, like all
numbers based on surveys,

but no evidence impugns the
objectivity of the govern-
ment’s statistical releases. It
may be that Mr. Trump
cleared the way to appoint a
BLS director who might help
manipulate a politically more
important statistical target.

Unlike the president’s com-
ing appointment to replace
Federal Reserve Chairman Je-
rome Powell, the head of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics
doesn’t have to contend with a
12-member board. A politi-
cized director could easily
question the accuracy of the
data in a BLS news release, an
insider’s disclaimer that would
add risk and uncertainty to in-
vestor decisions. This is espe-
cially worrisome for the con-
sumer-price index, which the
BLS calculates and releases.

Mr. Trump may have the
CPI in his crosshairs for sev-
eral reasons. Over the coming
months, the CPI will record

the effect of his tariffs on the
cost of living. A friendly set of
eyes interpreting the data
could help the president’s
agenda. The CPI adjusts pay-
ments on Social Security and
on the principal owed to in-
vestors in Treasury inflation-
protected securities. Higher
numbers for the CPI increase
the government’s obligations
and swell the federal deficit.
Mr. Trump has suggested that
the Federal Reserve lower in-
terest rates to 1% to reduce
the federal deficit. He could
lower it more easily with a
compliant BLS director over-
seeing CPI calculations.

Fake economic news may
arrive sooner than you think.

Mr. Silber is the author of
“Volcker: The Triumph of Per-
sistence” and, more recently,
of “The Power of Nothing to
Lose: The Hail Mary Effect in
Politics, War and Business.”

By William L. Silber

Trumpmay be less
concerned about the
jobs numbers than the
consumer-price index.

OPINION

The author of “Marseille 1940” suggests by his title that
we focus on a specific place and time. The events that
unfold in his book occur mainly from May to July 1940

in Marseille, the second-most populous city in France. It was
then the largest port on the European Mediterranean and a
short trip to North Africa and Spain, destination points for all
those, both French and others, fleeing Europe. During a brief
period, this coastal metropolis was the most important port
in Nazi-occupied Europe.

The Wehrmacht invaded France in May 1940 and within a
month had defeated the Continent’s largest and most
admired army. The rest of Europe was stunned, and all antici-
pated that the United Kingdom would be the next victim of

this ferocious dictatorship. The
U.S. was especially anxious, for
it had believed that France and
the U.K. would keep the Atlantic
safe from the German navy.

The German invasion had suc-
ceeded so quickly and definitively
against the French army that
thousands upon thousands of
French citizens, along with refu-
gees from a dozen other nations
threatened by Adolf Hitler, sought
immediate safety in Marseille.
Uwe Wittstock, a German journal-
ist, has done extensive research in

the latest available archives and
explains in his book how chaos replaced order in what had
previously been a confident nation. The Germans soon real-
ized that they could not occupy all of France bureaucratically
and militarily, so they established a collaborationist govern-
ment, with Marshal Philippe Pétain, the famed hero of the
Great War, as its leader. Pétain was allowed a small armed
force to police resisters, mostly communists, who had imme-
diately formed in response to the Nazi occupation. It had
taken the Vichy police and the Gestapo weeks to control the
port, and many saw Marseille as their last option for escape.

Mr. Wittstock’s book, ably translated by Daniel Bowles, is
replete with examples of those persons—both domestic and
foreign—who felt they had to flee France in 1940 or else be
arrested by the Gestapo. Paris proper had a population of two
million; about half that number had already fled. These
included Jews and others who believed they might be targets
of German oppression. Many of the latter eventually returned
to their homes but, for the first few months after the inva-
sion, the bombed railroads and major thoroughfares pre-
vented Paris from being repopulated.

The Germans as occupiers did not intend to harm the capi-
tal city itself. They preferred to have it serve as a show place,
a site of rest and relaxation for its soldiers, and to let the
world appreciate that they would protect this beloved city.
Hitler visited Paris for a full day, traveling in an open car to
its most famous monuments—the Opéra, the Invalides, the
Champs-Élysées and, of course, the Eiffel Tower, where he
had photographs taken that appeared on the front pages of
every major newspaper in the world.

If there is a hero in this chilling saga, it is, Mr. Wittstock
argues, an American from New York named Varian Fry, 32,
who was the director of an Emergency Rescue Committee
(soon to be combined with other agencies as the Interna-
tional Relief and Rescue Committee). The organization was
instrumental in finding solutions to the refugee problem,
even before the U.S. entered the war in late 1941. Fry
volunteered to invent escape strategies that resembled the
Underground Railroad that had spirited slaves to the North-
ern U.S. and Canada during the Civil War. He would similarly
whisk away hundreds of refugees, both notables and others,
to the port of Marseille. He arrived in France in 1940 with
$3,000 taped to his leg (about $75,000 in today’s money) and
a list of more than 200 artists, writers and other intellectuals
likely endangered by the new German regime. (Hence the
book’s subtitle, “The Flight of Literature.”) Three very
wealthy American women, Peggy Guggenheim, Miriam Daven-
port and Mary Jayne Gold were instrumental in providing
advice and funds to help Fry facilitate the escape of targeted
French citizens.

The Nazi cultural bureaucracy had announced that the
presence of “degenerate art,” by such artists as Max Ernst
and Pablo Picasso, needed to be controlled, if not erased.
Well-known writers were threatened, among them the politi-
cal philosopher Hannah Arendt, the novelist Anna Seghers
and the cultural critic Walter Benjamin.

The “Jewish question,” though, remained a conundrum for
both Allied and Axis governments. President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill were wary of
abetting the emigration of Jews, for fear of raising more
anger and threats from the Germans, as well as firing up the
prejudices of their own citizens. In Moscow, Joseph Stalin
worried that too much attention on the Jews would distract
the U.S. from providing him with the materiel and weapons
he needed to discourage Hitler from invading the U.S.S.R.,
and, should he indeed invade, to fight the German army.

Considered an unfriendly busybody by the risk-averse U.S.
State Department, Fry was eventually removed as director of
the Emergency Rescue Committee because administration
officials believed he drew too much attention to the refugee
dilemma, weakening the military efforts of those confronting
the Germans. Fry worked diligently until he was expelled by
the Vichy government in August 1941 (months before the U.S.
entered the war) and returned to New York, where he contin-
ued to write and give speeches on the horrors of Hitler’s
reign. Many German citizens supported Hitler’s regime up to,
and even beyond, its ignominious end. They swore after the
war that they had not known of the concentration camps
spread throughout occupied Europe. The evidence amassed in
“Marseille 1940” gives us another reason to reject such
affected obliviousness.

Eventually, Fry’s message was believed, only too late to
mitigate the horrors of the Holocaust. Just before his death
in 1967, the French government awarded Fry the Legion of
Honor, and in 1994 he was named “Righteous Among the
Nations” by the Holocaust Remembrance Center Yad Vashem
in Jerusalem, the first American to be so honored.

Mr. Rosbottom, a professor emeritus of French and
European studies at Amherst College, is the author of
“When Paris Went Dark: The City of Light Under German
Occupation, 1940-1944.”

A 32-year-old American, with the help of
some wealthy women in the U.S., facilitated
the flight of intellectuals targeted by the Nazis.

Tired of ugly
cars and SUVs
that all look
the same?
Check out
c ro s s o v e r s
like the
Honda CR-V,
the Ford Es-
cape and the
BMW XM—
the last with a

staggering $160,000 price tag.
The three vehicles look almost
identical—an unintended con-
sequence, believe it or not, of
50-year-old Corporate Average
Fuel Economy standards. But
gasoline-mileage rules were
effectively tossed in July’s One
Big Beautiful Bill Act, which
could usher in a new era of
big, beautiful auto design.

Most didn’t notice CAFE’s
demise. It turns out that you
can’t kill mileage standards in
a reconciliation bill, so Con-
gress quietly zeroed out its
penalties via Section 40006,
which “eliminates the civil
penalty for a violation by a
manufacturer of the Corporate
Average Fuel Economy stan-
dards.” Clever.

Fuel-economy standards
were enacted in 1975 after the
oil embargo. The auto indus-
try immediately complained
that future fuel-efficient
trucks and buses would be
underpowered and never
make it up hills. So in June
1976, Congress provided ex-
emptions by defining “a non-
passenger automobile” via Ti-
tle 49 of the Code of Federal
Regulations.

What exactly is a “non-pas-
senger automobile”? The first
test is if it can “transport
more than 10 persons.” Yes,

Make Cars Beautiful Again
only our government can clas-
sify buses and vans as “non-
passenger.” In addition to RVs,
cargo vans and trucks, an ex-
emption was also provided for
vehicles “capable of off-high-
way operation”—a loophole
big enough to drive through.

To be considered “off-high-
way,” a vehicle must have
four-wheel drive or weigh
more than 6,000 pounds.
Other characteristics include
an approach angle of more
than 28 degrees. Approach an-
gle? Think of it as the steepest
angle you can drive up (there’s
a 20% descent angle) without
scraping your bumper. It’s
measured as the angle from
the ground at the bottom of
the tire to the lowest part of
the bumper. Clearance re-
quirements to avoid scraping
were also included.

Check out compact SUVs
and crossovers on the streets
today. You don’t need a pro-
tractor to see these bumper-
to-tire angles and clearances—
all to avoid fuel economy and
safety standards. No wonder
every auto company loves to
sell suburban assault vehicles
(to paraphrase Bill Murray in
“Stripes”). But complying with
off-road rules to get a CAFE
exemption leaves almost no
room for design creativity.
Hence the sameness. And
most of these “off-road” vehi-
cles probably never leave
pavement.

What about passenger
cars? Their similarities come
from engine hoods required to
protect pedestrians—or, in in-
dustry-speak, vulnerable road
users. There are under-hood
clearances between the engine
and hood. Add front crumple

zones between the bumper
and the engine. Also, add
bumper height requirements
of 16 to 20 inches, along with
child and adult head-impact
areas and hood height and
slope rules. Cars and most
“non-passenger vehicles” may
soon be required to comply
with new international pedes-
trian safety standards, includ-
ing a head-to-hood impact
test while going up to 25
miles an hour. These all se-
verely limit design choices.

Are these requirements
needed anymore? No. Pedes-
trians are precious, but much
like blind-spot detection and
lane-departure warnings, tech-
nology now exists to avoid al-
most all pedestrian collisions.

Pedestrian fatalities from
vehicles going in reverse trag-
ically show 31% of victims are
children under 5, and 26% are
over 70. That’s why vehicle
backup cameras have been
mandatory since 2018. And to
limit front and rear collisions,
the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration has
smartly mandated automatic
emergency braking systems by
2029.

The technology exists. In
2013 Volvo rolled out “Pedes-
trian and Cyclist Detection,”
which “detects and automati-
cally brakes for cyclists swerv-
ing out in front of the car” on

many of its cars and SUVs.
Since then, technology has
gotten far better and cheaper.
Heck, my Nest doorbell cam-
era recognizes humans. Artifi-
cial intelligence is ideal for
constant improvements in col-
lision detection.

With all this new technol-
ogy, why even have hoods?
Teslas and other electric vehi-
cles still have gasoline-en-
gine-like compartments and
hoods (used as front trunks,
or frunks) because of these
soon-to-be-outdated safety
rules. Many EVs, like Rivian
Quad trucks, use four electric
motors placed near the
wheels. No need for an engine
compartment, yet they still
have one—we gotta have that
frunk. Look at the Amazon
electric trucks in your neigh-
borhood. Their front end goes
almost straight up from bum-
per to windshield top. That’s
the future in automobiles.

My suggestion: Companies
should be able to design any
shape vehicle they want, pro-
vided each is equipped with
front and rear automatic col-
lision avoidance systems.
That way, when self-driving
cars become ubiquitous, they
won’t all look like Toyota
Camrys.

CAFE is dead. Energy prices
and free markets will drive
fuel-economy choices. So get
rid of those uglifying, design-
conforming rules. I’m not say-
ing bring back tail fins, but let
auto designers flex their cre-
ativity and offer more individ-
uality in our transportation.
Let’s modernize and make ob-
solete 50-year-old rules de-
funct. And then un-frunk.

Write to kessler@wsj.com.

Congress quietly axed
the fuel-economy
standards that help
drive the ugliness.

INSIDE
VIEW
By Andy
Kessler

Liberty in the
A m e r i c a s
faces a degree
of peril not
seen since the
Cold War. The
biggest risk
isn’t, as it
was in the
1970s and
’80s, the sud-
den seizure of

power by the military.
Twenty-first century strong-
men are copying Hugo
Chávez, who consolidated his
rule by seizing control of
democratic institutions while
he was popular and then put
his opponents in jail or drove
them into exile.

El Salvador’s President
Nayib Bukele has fashioned
his own version of chavismo.
He fired and replaced all
members of the country’s
highest constitutional court in
2021. Due process, free speech
and freedom of assembly are
no more. Mr. Bukele now con-
trols the electoral tribunal. In
2024 it certified congressional
elections, although they were
marred by irregularities and
lacked transparency. Last
month Congress, under a long
shadow of doubt about its le-
gitimacy, changed the consti-
tution to allow indefinite
presidential re-election. RIP
Salvadoran democracy.

It isn’t too late to rescue
Brazil from a similar return
to dictatorship. Recent de-
velopments offer hope that a
gradual power grab, six
years in the making, might
be reversed.

The trouble in Brasilia
started in 2019 when the Su-
preme Court claimed it was

A Supreme Court Coup d’Etat in Brazil
the victim of slander and
threats and invoked an inter-
nal rule giving it the power to
open secret “inquiries” into
alleged crimes against its
members. First it launched
the “fake news inquiry,” mak-
ing itself the initiator, investi-
gator and judge. This was a
violation of the constitutional
rights of Brazilians, who are
entitled to have their criminal
cases tried in local and state
courts, with charges brought
by local and state prosecutors.

Justice Alexandre de Mo-
raes, who had a reputation for
his opposition to then-Presi-
dent Jair Bolsonaro, was
handpicked by then-Chief Jus-
tice José Antonio Dias Toffoli
to handle the inquiry even
though justices are supposed
to be assigned at random. In-
vestigators surveilled the so-
cial-media accounts of the po-
litically incorrect,
criminalized their opinions
and jailed them pre-emptively.
Some legal scholars com-
plained that the court was vi-
olating impartiality, free
speech and the adversarial
system of justice. But the Sen-
ate shirked its duty to disci-
pline the court.

The Supreme Court’s
March 2021 decision to annul
former President Luiz Inácio
“Lula” da Silva’s 2017 corrup-
tion conviction, which had
been upheld twice on appeal,
further inflamed the Brazilian
right. The deplorables took to
social media. The court tried
to shut them up, but some
popular opinion-makers were
outside the country and be-
yond the reach of the jus-
tices. So in July 2021 they
launched a “digital militia in-

quiry,” targeting tech compa-
nies and their platforms. It
forced them to censor con-
tent and demonetize Brazil-
ians who held opinions that
the court found unacceptable.
Failure to comply meant the
companies could no longer
operate in Brazil.

Justice de Moraes also
headed the Supreme Electoral
Tribunal during the 2022
presidential campaign, which
pitted Mr. da Silva against the
incumbent Mr. Bolsonaro. The
justice made the tribunal no-
tably more political than it
had been by actively monitor-
ing the speech of parties, can-
didates and citizens and cen-
soring those with whom he
disagreed.

When Mr. da Silva was de-
clared the winner of the elec-
tion, the bitter polarization
escalated. Some supporters of
Mr. Bolsonaro refused to ac-
cept the results. They wanted
the military to intervene and
for months staged peaceful
protests in front of barracks
around the country.

Mr. da Silva was inaugu-
rated without incident on Jan.
1, 2023. But a week later a
contingent of bolsonaristas
marched on federal buildings
in Brasilia. Some people got
inside, where there was vio-
lence and vandalism. The
court called it an attempted

coup. But most of those in-
volved seemed to be yahoos in
tennis shoes wandering the
grounds without weapons.
Not a single soldier left mili-
tary installations.

Justice de Moraes launched
three new secret inquiries.
Around 1,500 suspects were
rounded up and some kept in
prison for up to a year await-
ing trial. Some were hit with
severe sentences for minor
transgressions. In a country
where violence from the left
is met with understanding,
the punishments seemed in
many cases unduly harsh. The
court alleged a conspiracy and
initiated investigations aimed
at uncovering misinformation
spread by intellectual authors
and instigators of the Jan. 8
riot. Mr. Bolsonaro and his in-
ner circle still face trials for
allegedly plotting a coup.

No matter what you think
of Mr. Bolsonaro, it’s clear
that politics have taken over
the court. The right in the
Brazilian Senate is trying to
marshal the votes necessary
to impeach Justice de Moraes
and restore judicial impartial-
ity. Elites are starting to com-
plain about justices drunk on
power. Unfortunately Presi-
dent Trump’s 50% tariffs on
Brazilian imports have
boosted nationalism and sup-
port for Mr. da Silva. But the
U.S. Treasury’s decision last
month to impose sanctions on
Mr. de Moraes seems to have
gotten the attention of the
other members of the court,
who undoubtedly understand
that there could be more to
come if Brazil fails to find a
way to restore the rule of law.

Write to O’Grady@wsj.com.

Justice de Moraes is
censoring critics and
jailing opponents with
no political check.

AMERICAS
By Mary
Anastasia
O’Grady

For personal, non-commercial use only. Do not edit, alter or reproduce. For commercial reproduction or distribution, contact Dow Jones Reprints & Licensing at (800) 843-0008 or   www.djreprints.com.

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.


