
WASHINGTON: President Donald
Trump’s plan to kill Obamacare died last
week. Or maybe it didn’t. The repeal
effort seems to have assumed zombie
status - somewhere between dead and
alive. This is never-say-die Washington,
where big legislative proposals that are
in the casket one day can show signs of a
pulse and start climbing out the next.
It’s a fairly common condition in the cap-
ital, where politicians who invest enor-
mous political capital in a proposal are
loath to let go.

“One of the keys to understanding
Washington is to think a little bit like a
coroner,” says consultant Ari Fleischer,
former press secretary to President
George W. Bush. “You have to know
when something’s dead and when
something’s still kicking, and sometimes
it’s hard to tell the difference.” To say that
Trump and Republican congressional
leaders are sending mixed signals about
the viability of the repeal effort is an
understatement.

Last week, when it became clear that
House Republicans didn’t have enough
votes to pass the health-care repeal bill,
the White House said Trump had given it
his all, left everything on the field, and
was ready to move on. Next up: taxes,
the president said, without blinking. His
son Eric channeled Kenny Rogers’ “The
Gambler” in praising his father for know-
ing when to walk away.

“Guess what? We’re moving on,” the
president ’s son told Fox News on

Tuesday. “ The best business people
know ... when to hold their cards, know
when to fold the cards.” That same night,
though, the president told a bipartisan
gathering of senators, “We’re all going to
make a deal on health care. That’s such
an easy one. So I have no doubt that
that’s going to happen very quickly.”
Trump spokesman Sean Spicer said
Wednesday the president had just been
engaging in light-hearted banter.

But it was no laughing matter to plen-
ty of Republicans on Capitol Hill, where
conservatives elected on a promise to
scrap the law continue to insist that
reports of the repeal effort’s death are
premature. “We don’t quit,” said fresh-
man Rep. Brian Mast, a Florida
Republican who lost both legs after
being wounded in Afghanistan. 

“That’s how we do things on the bat-
tlefield; that’s how things should be
done here.” On Thursday, House Speaker
Paul Ryan added to the cacophony of
conflicting statements when he told CBS
that it’s time for Plan B, where “we keep
talking to each other and figure out how
we get to ‘yes.’”

For all of that, there is little evidence
that leaders are working on a concrete
plan to revive the repeal effort. Why not
admit that? It could be the emotional
attachment to a long-held goal. Or a
matter of self-interest.  “These are crea-
tures that need public recognition and
public validation,” says Stephen Wayne, a
Georgetown University professor of gov-

ernment. “When they get behind some-
thing and it doesn’t go anywhere, or
they’re embarrassed by it, it’s a political
failure. It’s an ego failure.” 

Legislative limbo
Framing the situation more charita-

bly, Fleischer offers this: “People in both
parties generally have a lot of heartfelt
investments in the policies they’re pursu-
ing. Particularly for core promises, the
formality of declaring it dead is gut-
wrenching, so you cling to hope and you
don’t declare it dead ‘til you have no

choice.” There are historical examples
that demonstrate both the wisdom and
folly of refusing to admit defeat.
President Ronald Reagan’s push for a
sweeping tax overhaul package was pro-
nounced dead on Capitol Hill more than
once before a bipartisan package won
approval in 1986.  

President Bill  Clinton’s push to
revamp welfare was declared a failure
repeatedly before it came together. His
years-long effort to remake the health
care system was declared a goner more
than once - and really did die. President

Barack Obama’s attempts to enact gun
control measures after the 2012 shoot-
ing of schoolchildren in Newtown,
Connecticut, ended with the president
acknowledging in 2014 that until there
was a fundamental shift in public opin-
ion, “it will not change.” 

Between the clear victories and
defeats lies a netherworld of legislative
limbo. Obama’s push for big immigration
changes stalled after the Senate in 2013
passed a bill with dim prospects of clear-
ing the House, but the idea lived on in
people’s hopes and dreams. All the dis-
cussion of whether immigration reform
was dead or alive was a pretty good indi-
cation that it was the former.

Obama never explicitly acknowl-
edged the political reality that the Trans-
Pacific Partnership trade deal was dead
after Trump was elected. The White
House just stopped actively lobbying
Congress to pass it. Obama’s day-one
vow to close the US detention center at
Guantanamo Bay in Cuba became
increasingly less likely to succeed over
his eight years in office. But he never
admitted it was a promise unfulfilled
until his last full day in office.

Robin Wagner-Pacifici, a sociology
professor at the New School for Social
Research, said there may be parallels to
military surrenders, which fell into disuse
in the latter part of the 20th century to
be replaced by “conflict resolution or dis-
pute resolution or accords of various
kinds that had a much more fuzzy quali-
ty to them.”  —AP

Is Obamacare repeal dead or a legislative zombie? 
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WASHINGTON: In this photo, US President Donald Trump speaks at a women’s
empowerment panel in the East Room of the White House in Washington.—AP

WASHINGTON: US health officials have begun
enrolling volunteers for critical next-stage test-
ing of an experimental vaccine to protect
against Zika, the mosquito-borne virus that can
cause devastating birth defects in pregnant
women. The first volunteer was vaccinated
Wednesday at Baylor College of Medicine in
Houston, as the National Institutes of Health
gears up for a two-part study that aims to enroll
at least 2,400 people in Texas, Florida, Puerto

Rico and five at-risk countries: Brazil, Mexico,
Panama, Costa Rica and Peru.

Zika has caused an epidemic of birth defects -
including babies with abnormally small heads and
brains - in parts of Latin America and the
Caribbean, and continues to spread to a creeping
list of other countries. For the US the risk has large-

ly been to travelers, although mosquitoes spread
the virus in parts of southern Florida and Texas last
year, where health officials remain on guard. But
while Zika largely disappeared from the headlines
over the winter, mosquito season is fast approach-
ing - and the risk persists internationally.

“It is imperative that public health research
continue to work to contain the spread of the
virus,” Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of NIH’s
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious

Diseases, said Friday in announcing the $100
million study. First-stage safety testing of a so-
called DNA vaccine against Zika signaled no side
effect concerns, Fauci said - allowing the NIH-
created shots to progress to the next stage of
testing that will help tell if they really work.

It’s a two-part study. First, researchers will

evaluate 90 healthy adults given different doses
to determine the best one. Those volunteers will
be tested at Baylor, the University of Miami and
University of Puerto Rico. Once the correct dose
is picked, the larger part of the study could
begin as early as June at those sites and addi-
tional ones in the at-risk countries - giving 2,400
volunteers either the experimental vaccine or
dummy shots. 

Pregnancy risk
Pregnant women can’t receive the experi-

mental shots but women of child-bearing age
can enroll. All the volunteers will be tracked for
nearly two years to see if the vaccine really pro-
tects against Zika infection. This is a totally new
kind of vaccine. Traditionally, vaccines are made
using a dead or weakened virus to train the
body’s immune system to recognize and fight
that infection. In contrast, the DNA vaccine
works through trickery. 

It’s made with a circular piece of DNA carry-
ing genes from the Zika virus that, once in the
body, makes particles that resemble Zika
enough to alert the immune system but cannot
cause infection. The NIH also is testing the safety
of some more traditional Zika vaccine candi-
dates, but the easier-to-make DNA vaccine was
the first ready to advance to this second stage of
human testing. Don’t expect a vaccine to be
widely available any time soon. If Zika causes
lots of illness this year, Fauci said researchers
may have clues by early 2018 about how well
the shots work - but if natural infections slow,
they’ll need many more volunteers to get an
answer. For most people, Zika causes no symp-
toms or only mild ones such as fever, aches, an
itchy rash or red eyes. But aside from the preg-
nancy risk, Zika sometimes causes a temporary
paralyzing condition called Guillain-Barre syn-
drome, and there’s some evidence that it also
may trigger heart problems in adults who previ-
ously were healthy. And Zika is likely to become
endemic in parts of the Americas, Fauci said. “I’m
totally intent on getting this vaccine to the point
it can be a usable vaccine.”—AP

US enrolls volunteers in large 
test of possible Zika vaccine
First step towards containing the spread of virus  

TEXAS: In this file photo, Dallas County Mosquito Lab microbiologist Spencer Lockwood sorts
mosquitoes collected in a trap in Hutchins, Texas, that had been set up in Dallas County near
the location of a confirmed Zika virus infection.—AP

SPAIN: In this file photo, the Gran Telescopio Canarias, one of the world’s largest tele-
scopes, is viewed at the Observatorio del Roque de los Muchachos on the Canary
Island of La Palma, Spain.—AP

HONOLULU: An agreement has been
reached for a giant telescope to be built in
Spain’s Canary Islands if it cannot be put
atop a Hawaii mountain. Telescope builder
TMT International Observatory says
Hawaii’s Mauna Kea remains the preferred
location for the $1.4 billion Thirty Meter
Telescope. But some Native Hawaiians are
fighting to keep the telescope off a moun-
tain they consider sacred.

Hawaii’s Supreme Court invalidated the

project’s construction permit, forcing long-
running hearings for a new one. It’s unclear
when a decision will be made. 

The nonprofit TMT on Wednesday said
the Canary Islands agreement was a mile-
stone for the embattled project. It wants
to star t  construction next year.  The
Spanish agency overseeing Canary Islands
observatories says the telescope would be
good for Spain and the world’s astronomy
community.—AP

Spain will get giant telescope
if Hawaii doesn’t, group says

BEIJING: China is planning to create a pre-
serve for the giant panda that will be three
times the size of Yellowstone National Park in

the western US. The panda preserve will link
parts of three western provinces to provide an
unbroken range for the endangered animals

in which they can meet and mate in the inter-
ests of enriching their gene pool, the Xinhua
News Agency said Friday. Xinhua said about
170,000 people will have to be moved else-
where to make way for the 27,134-square kilo-
meter preserve. 

Giant pandas are China’s unofficial national
mascot and live mainly in the mountains of
Sichuan, with some in neighboring Gansu and
Shaanxi provinces. An estimated 1,864 live in
the wild, where they are threatened chiefly
with habitat loss, and another 200 in captivity.
Residents of the future park area will be
offered homes and jobs, some as guides. 

Although they had lived in the area for
generations, they were disrupting the lives of
the pandas with their bamboo harvesting and
livestock grazing, Xinhua said. Preservation of
the species was further hindered by provincial
borders between Sichuan, Gansu and Shaanxi
that enforced different standards on protect-
ed land. The new preserve will merge 67
smaller reserves for pandas and protect
another 8,000 endangered animals and plants,
Xinhua said. 

“Unlike nature reserves, the park does not
stand alone. China will formulate an overall
plan for the national park system. It will be a
haven for biodiversity and provide protection
for the whole ecological system,” Hou Rong,
director of the Chengdu Research Base for
Giant Panda Breeding in Sichuan province,
was quoted as saying. The giant panda pre-
serve will join eight other existing national
parks aimed at protecting endangered species
and the ecology of land lying at the headwa-
ters of major rivers such as the Yellow and
Yangtse.—AP

JUPITER, Florida: A South Florida
woman has been cited after authorities
say they found about 100 dead ball
pythons in her home. A Florida Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Commission report
says Jupiter police took the woman into
custody for a psychological evaluation
Feb 16 when they first responded to her
home. She was cited March 13 with ani-
mal abandonment and given an April 12
court date.

Authorities say the woman’s home
was covered in animal feces. Officers
found about 30 to 40 plastic bins each
containing 2 to 4 dead snakes. Two ball
pythons were found alive in an aquari-
um, and animal control  off icers
removed them from the home. Officers
also found alive and removed two dogs,
two red-footed tortoises and two para-
keets. An adult ball python can grow up
to 6 feet.—AP

China plans panda preserve 3 
times size of Yellowstone park

WASHINGTON: In this file photo, Bao Bao, the beloved 3-year-old panda at the National Zoo in
Washington, enjoys a final morning in her bamboo-filled habitat before her one-way flight to
China to join a panda breeding program.—AP

100 dead ball pythons 
found in S Florida home

FRANCE: This file photo shows storks standing near the Orangerie Garden lake in
Strasbourg, eastern France.—AFP


