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BY SHIBANI MAHTANI

SAIPAN, Northern Mariana 
Islands — The beachfront casino 
built here by a Chinese 
mother-and-son duo a decade ago 
was billed as a $2 billion invest-
ment, a resort bigger than the 
Casino de Monte-Carlo in Mona-
co. The giant, gilded Imperial Pal-
ace would transform this tiny 
American island’s economy, the 
venture’s investors said.

Instead, it ended up drawing 
multiple U.S. investigations and a 
litany of lawsuits, and its opera-
tors abandoned it half-built, with 
hundreds of millions of dollars 
still owed to the local government. 
The original owners also left be-
hind accusations against them of 
massive money laundering and 
corruption, and a half-finished 
building with peeling gold-leaf ac-
cents, mildewed carpets, un-
plugged slot machines and hollow 
arches where the windows should 
be. The Chinese gambling scion 
who spearheaded and oversaw the 
casino venture is now wanted in 
Beijing, where he was named as 
the head of an organized criminal 
syndicate.

In August, a new investor 
bought the rat-infested complex, 
promising to finish and reopen it, 
while bringing jobs and tourists to 
Saipan’s depressed economy.

The buyer presented himself to 
local authorities as Hiroshi 
Kaneko, a Japanese businessman 
who claimed to have a track record 
of raising capital and overseeing 
successful real estate develop-
ments. In a 2023 email to the U.S. 
territory’s governor, as Kaneko be-
gan to broach taking over the casi-
no, he vowed to build on the “rich 
experiences” of the casino’s origi-
nal Chinese operators and to 
spend at least $300 million to fin-
ish the resort, repeating promises 
that it could be the centerpiece of 
Saipan’s tourist economy.

There was much Kaneko left 
out, however.

Rather than representing a 
break from the Saipan casino’s 
troubled past, Kaneko and the 
company he founded to acquire 
the casino, Team King Invest-
ment, have long-standing ties to 
its original operators — Cui Lijie, 
67, and her son, Ji Xiaobo, who is 
believed to be in his early 40s — 
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Tiny Saipan doubles down 
on a giant Chinese casino

Project  is billed as economic lifeline for U.S. territory, 
but detractors allege  money laundering,  criminal ties 

Salwan Georges/The Washington Post

The Imperial Palace, an unfinished casino resort  on Saipan in the 
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, seen on Aug. 5.

Robert Miller/The Washington  Post

Mona Gantugs, left,  and Beck Byambadorj of Annandale, Virginia, trip the light fantastic Wednesday night as 
images are projected onto the Washington Monument, kicking off a six-day art installation. The light displays will 
run nightly through Monday to salute the country’s upcoming 250th birthday. Story, B12, and Photos, A9

Welcoming the new year with a dance

BY TIM CRAIG

NEW YORK — Othman Alahlemi 
and 200 other men had crammed 
into the decades-old Bronx Mus-
lim Center for afternoon prayers, 
tripping over each other as they 
tried to leave down a narrow set of 
stairs in the two-story building.

But as he stepped outside, he 
could see a new, 32,000-square-
foot mosque rising above a com-
munity of Yemeni food markets, 
gift shops and clothing stores. 
The new Bronx Muslim Center, 
scheduled to open in late 2026 in 
the recently named “Little Ye-
men” neighborhood, will become 
the largest mosque in New York 
state — at least until several other 
Muslim communities in the city 
complete their own expansion 
projects.

“We have built a neighborhood 
and community here,” said Alahl-
emi, a Yemeni immigrant who 
looked up at a flag from his native 
country that hangs on a street 
once dominated by Italian immi-

grants. “We are going to have a 
bigger space, where we can also 
teach our children, and Muslims 
from all over will be coming here.”

In a city famous for its ethnic 
diversity, where power has been 
held by successive waves of 
Dutch, Irish, Italian, Jewish and 
Black residents, Muslims are now 
rising to prominence and becom-
ing a distinct political force. In 
November, they formed the back-
bone of Zohran Mamdani’s may-
oral election victory, ushering in a 
new era for New York and the 
city’s changing demographics.

The 34-year-old assemblyman 
takes office Thursday as the city’s 
first Muslim and South Asian 
mayor, bringing hope to Muslim 
residents who for decades have 
felt they were merely on the edges 
of municipal power.

“We feel reflected in him,” Ha-
feez Raza, a 64-year-old seam-
stress in Brooklyn, said about 
Mamdani. “For the first time in a 
long time, people here feel the 
power to speak.”

New York’s Muslim community 
includes surging populations of 
South Asians, Indo-Caribbeans, 
Arabs and Africans as well as a 
historical population of African 
American Muslims. They have 
transformed neighborhoods from 
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Muslims emerge as a potent 
force in Mamdani’s New York

Mayoral victory ushers in 
a new era for city and its 
changing demographics

BY IAN SHAPIRA

The interim leader of the Angli-
can Church in North America — 
who suspended the denomina-
tion’s archbishop over allegations 
of sexual misconduct — was him-
self previously investigated over 
two separate allegations of finan-
cial impropriety, according to a 
federal lawsuit and a global chari-
ty’s internal records.

Bishop Julian Dobbs was ap-
pointed on Nov. 15 as the dean of 

the Anglican Church in North 
America, assuming the duties of 
Archbishop Stephen Wood. The 
next day, with the consent of five 
other bishops, Dobbs, 57, “inhibit-
ed” or suspended Wood for 60 

days after allegations of sexual 
misconduct surfaced by two 
women, one of whom was a 
church employee. The woman 
said Wood, a married father, put 
his hand on the back of her head 
and tried to kiss her inside his 
South Carolina office in April 
2024, shortly before he was elect-
ed archbishop.

Dobbs’s appointment, ap-
proved by the denomination’s 
College of Bishops, comes at a 
critical moment for the conserva-

tive church of 128,000 members 
and 1,000-plus congregations 
across the United States, Canada 
and Mexico. Its bishops gathered 
last month for a quickly arranged 
meeting in Texas, where they ad-
dressed how they’ve “lacked at-
tentiveness or care for the flock 
committed to us,” according to a 
church report. “It was clear 
throughout our deliberations 
that there is a significant deficit of 
trust toward the College of Bish-
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Dean who suspended archbishop faced own audit
Interim Anglican leader 
was previously accused 
of financial impropriety
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BY DREW HARWELL 
AND JOYCE SOHYUN LEE

U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement officials are plan-
ning to spend $100 million over a 
one-year period to recruit gun 
rights supporters and military 
enthusiasts through online influ-
encers and a geo-targeted adver-
tising campaign, part of what the 
agency called a “wartime recruit-
ment” strategy it said was critical 
to hiring thousands of new depor-
tation officers nationwide, ac-
cording to an internal document 
reviewed by The Washington 
Post.

The spending would help Pres-
ident Donald Trump’s mass- 
­deportation agenda dominate 
media networks and recruitment 
channels, including through ads 
targeting people who have at-
tended UFC fights, listened to 
patriotic podcasts or shown an 
interest in guns and tactical gear, 
according to a 30-page document 
distributed among officials this 
summer detailing ICE’s “surge 
hiring marketing strategy.”

The Department of Homeland 
Security has spoken publicly 
about its fast-tracked effort to 
significantly increase ICE’s work-
force by hiring more than 10,000 
new employees, a surge promot-
ed on social media with calls for 
recruits willing to perform their 
“sacred duty” and “defend the 
homeland” by repelling “foreign 
invaders.” The agency currently 
employs more than 20,000 peo-
ple, according to ICE’s website.

But the document, reported 
here for the first time, reveals 
new details about the vast scale of 
the recruitment effort and its 
unconventional strategy to “flood 
the market” with millions of dol-
lars in spending for Snapchat ads, 
influencers and live streamers on 
Rumble, a video platform popular 
with conservatives. Under the 
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ICE plans 
$100 million 
push to hire 
thousands

 ‘Wartime recruitment’ 
strategy would target gun 
and military enthusiasts

BY SIOBHÁN O’GRADY

KYIV — Behind Moscow’s claims 
that Kyiv tried to attack one of 
Vladimir Putin’s vacation resi-
dences this week lie far steeper 
hurdles to ending Russia’s war, 
none more fundamental than 
Ukraine’s unflinching desire to 
pursue an independent, demo-
cratic future tied to the West and 
Russia’s insistence on thwarting 
that dream to return the country 
to its own orbit at any cost.

Several provisions in the cease-
fire plan being pushed by Presi-
dent Donald Trump would in-
crease the involvement of the 
United States and European na-
tions in Ukraine, including a pro-
posal to give Kyiv “NATO-like” se-
curity guarantees; a plan for a 
demilitarized “free economic 
zone” along the current combat 
line, potentially patrolled by West-
ern forces; and a U.S. role in oper-
ating Ukraine’s nuclear power 
plant in Zaporizhzhia, which Rus-
sia seized in 2022. All of these cut 
against Russia’s war aims and are 
almost certain to be rejected by 
Putin, who insists he is open to a 
deal.

Despite hints of optimism fol-
lowing Trump’s meeting with 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelensky at Mar-a-Lago on Sun-
day, Ukraine and Russia are start-
ing 2026 with Russia seeming 
once again to influence Trump’s 
opinion of the war, and buying 
time for continued military gains 
as the next steps in the peace 
process are kicked further into 
January.

Russia had sought to get ahead 
of the discussions with Zelensky, 
with Putin spending two hours on 
the phone with Trump before the 
meeting Sunday. On Monday, after 
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Ukraine, 
Russia 
face steep 
hurdles
War goals remain 

deeply at odds

Putin is likely to reject 
Trump’s evolving plan


