
WILMINGTON, Delaware: US President-elect Joe
Biden was expected to unveil his picks for several top
economic positions as early as yesterday when he will
also finally receive his first classified intelligence brief-
ing, an essential step towards taking control of national
security. While Biden’s transition to the White House
appeared to be hitting its stride, the president-elect was
hobbling after fracturing his foot while playing with his
dog on Sunday.

The incoming administration has been hampered for
weeks by President Donald Trump who has refused to
concede claiming, without evidence, that Biden’s Nov 3
electoral victory was due to fraud. Biden was expected
to name leading members of an economic team that will
have to combat the crushing blows to US workers and
businesses from the coronavirus pandemic.

Biden on Sunday announced an all-female senior
White House communications team, in what his office
called a first in the country’s history.

Among those named was Jen Psaki, who will serve in
the highly visible role of White House press secretary.
Psaki, 41, has held a number of senior positions, includ-
ing White House communications director for the
Barack Obama-Biden administration.

Biden and Vice President-elect Kamala Harris have
sought to emphasize diversity in their appointments and
nominations so far ahead of their January 20 swearing-
in. “I am proud to announce today the first senior White
House communications team comprised entirely of
women,” Biden said in a statement.

“These qualified, experienced communicators bring
diverse perspectives to their work and a shared com-
mitment to building this country back better.” In addi-
tion to Psaki, six other appointments were announced.

They include Kate Bedingfield, who was Biden’s
deputy campaign manager, as White House communi-
cations director. Bedingfield had also served as Biden’s
communications director when he was vice president.

In contrast to Trump, who largely picked white men
for key positions, Biden’s early appointments were
shaping up to be highly diverse, including an all-women
communications team unveiled on Sunday night. Biden
was expected to announce Janet Yellen, who was the
first woman to chair the Federal Reserve, as his Treasury
secretary, and Adewale Adeyemo, who would be the
first Black deputy Treasury secretary.

Other members of his economics team are expected
to be announced include Neera Tanden, chief executive
of the progressive Center for American Progress think
tank, as director of the White House Budget Office, who
would be the first woman of color to lead that agency,
Reuters and other media outlets reported.  Brian Deese,
who helped lead Obama’s efforts to bail out the auto-
motive industry during the 2009 financial crisis, will
head the National Economic Council, the New York
Times reported on Sunday, sparking some criticism
from progressives for his ties to Wall Street.

Biden and Vice President-elect Kamala Harris were
also set to receive their first classified presidential daily
briefing on Monday, which the Trump administration
had previously refused to provide. The briefing is the
first step toward transfer of responsibility for the most
sensitive intelligence to a new administration. Trump, for
his part, kept up his unfounded fraud claims in an inter-
view with Fox News on Sunday and with Sunday
evening Tweets that the social media service flagged as
disputed. But the Republican president, who on
Thursday said he would vacate the White House if
Biden were formally declared winner by the Electoral

College on Dec. 14, appeared to retreat from his com-
bative legal stance, telling Fox that he did not see a path
toward making his case to the Supreme Court.

While most of Trump’s fellow Republicans have
followed his lead and refused to refer to Biden as
President-elect, one Republican member of the
House of Representatives appeared on Twitter late on
Sunday to have lost patience. In a Tweet addressing
Trump, Representative Paul Mitchell said: “Please for
the sake of our Nation, please drop these arguments
without evidence or factual basis. #stopthestupid,”
he wrote. 

Other appointees include Ashley Etienne as commu-
nications director for Harris and Symone Sanders as
Harris’s senior advisor and chief spokeswoman.

Pili Tobar was named deputy White House communi-
cations director and Karine Jean Pierre will be principal
deputy press secretary. Elizabeth Alexander was named
communications director for incoming First Lady Jill
Biden. The appointments do not require Senate confir-
mation unlike most cabinet-level positions.

“Honored to work again for @JoeBiden, a man I
worked on behalf of during the Obama-Biden Admin as
he helped lead economic recovery, rebuilt our relation-
ships with partners (turns out good practice) and inject-
ed empathy and humanity into nearly every meeting I
sat in,” Psaki said on Twitter.

More landmark nominations 
There were reports of a number of landmark nomi-

nations set for this week.
The New York Times reported that they were to

include Cecilia Rouse as the first Black woman to lead
the Council of Economic Advisers and Neera Tanden as
the first Indian-American at the head of the Office of
Management and Budget.

Those reports follow news that Biden intends to
nominate former Federal Reserve chair Janet Yellen to
head the US Treasury. Yellen would be the first woman
in the role if she is confirmed by the Senate. Biden has
also named the first female head of intelligence and the
first Latino chief of Homeland Security. The president-
elect has sought to move swiftly to assemble his team,
despite Donald Trump’s refusal to concede his loss in
the November 3 election and continued baseless claims
of voter fraud. — Agencies
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WASHINGTON, DC: In this file photo , US State Department
spokeswoman Jen Psaki delivers a daily briefing at the
US State Department in Washington, DC. US President-
elect Joe Biden on Sunday announced an all-female sen-
ior White House communications team. — AFP

The Custos of the Holy Land Friar Francesco Patton arrives to lead a mass at the Church of the Nativity compound to
ceremonially launch the beginning of the Christmas season, in Bethlehem in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. — AFP

News in brief

Israel-Lebanon maritime talks off

BEIRUT/JERUSALEM: US-mediated talks
between Lebanon and Israel that were scheduled for
tomorrow have been postponed until further notice,
a Lebanese security source and an Israeli official
said yesterday. Long-time foes Israel and Lebanon
launched the negotiations in October with delega-
tions convening at a UN base to try to resolve a dis-
pute about their maritime border that has held up
hydrocarbon exploration in the potentially gas-rich
area. The US mediators, who informed the Lebanese
side of the delay, will have bilateral contacts with
both sides, the Lebanese source said. The Israeli
official confirmed the delay but said he could give no
further details. — Reuters

Scotland’s Sturgeon hints at new vote

LONDON: Scotland’s First Minister Nicola
Sturgeon yesterday declined to rule out a new vote
for Scottish independence next year and hinted she
might go to court for permission to hold one if
London tried to block it. Scots rejected independ-
ence in 2014 but Brexit and the British government’s
handling of the COVID-19 crisis have bolstered sup-
port for secession, with most polls showing a majori-
ty now favour breaking up the United Kingdom.
Elections to Scotland’s devolved parliament will take
place in May, and Sturgeon’s Scottish National Party
(SNP) is expected to perform strongly, which it
argues would be a mandate for another independ-
ence referendum. — Reuters

Losses for Bolsonaro in local polls

SAO PAULO: Far-right President Jair Bolsonaro’s
candidates suffered further defeats Sunday and the
traditional center-right emerged stronger in munici-
pal runoff elections seen as a gauge of where things
stand in Brazilian politics ahead of presidential polls
in 2022. Brazil’s biggest cities, Sao Paulo and Rio de
Janeiro, both elected experienced center-right may-
ors-incumbent Bruno Covas and returning veteran
Eduardo Paes, respectively-as the candidates
endorsed by Bolsonaro were roundly defeated,
according to full official results. The Brazilian left
meanwhile continued to struggle to bounce back
from the damaging impeachment of president Dilma
Rousseff in 2016. — AFP

Artist protest a US plot: Cuba

HAVANA: Cuban President Miguel Diaz-Canel
said Sunday that a recent protest in Havana by an
artists’ collective over freedom of expression was
“the last attempt” by US President Donald Trump’s
administration “to overthrow the revolution.” “You
know they tried to trick us. They set up a media cir-
cus,” Diaz-Canel told hundreds of young people
who took part in a “defense of the revolution” event
in a park in the capital.  The protest was “the last
attempt that the Trumpists and the anti-Cuban
mafia (in Miami) could lead.”  He called it part of an
“unconventional war strategy to try to overthrow
the revolution.” — AFP

‘Christmas will 
not be cancelled’, 
says Bethlehem
BETHLEHEM, West Bank: Bethlehem is shaping
up for a dismal Christmas: most of the inns are
closed, the shepherds are likely to be under lock-
down and there are few visitors from the east, or
anywhere else. Just 12 months ago, the Palestinian
town was celebrating its busiest festive season for
two decades, amid a sustained drop in violence and
a corresponding surge in the number of pilgrims
and tourists. But hotels that were adding new wings
in 2019 are now shuttered because of the coron-
avirus pandemic. Nevertheless, town leaders say the
traditional birthplace of Jesus will go ahead with its
celebrations, aware that the world’s eyes are upon it
at this time of year.

“Bethlehem is going to celebrate Christmas. And
Christmas will not be cancelled,” said Mayor Anton
Salman, as workers behind him erected a huge
Christmas tree in Manger Square. “This Christmas
from Bethlehem there will be a message of hope to
the whole world, that the world will recover from
this pandemic.”

The newly-appointed Latin Patriarch of
Jerusalem, Pierbattista Pizzaballa, yesterday sought
to rally the Holy Land faithful, saying that prepara-
tions had already started. His fellow Franciscan friar
Father Francesco Patton, the Custodian of the Holy
Land, launched the seasonal celebrations on
Saturday, presiding over a service in a near-desert-
ed Church of the Nativity. “This Christmas will be
less festive than usual as there will be restrictions, I
suppose like any other part of the world,” Pizzaballa
said in an interview with a Catholic news service.
“Maybe the civil law will forbid us to celebrate as
we want; the pandemic will impose restrictions, but
none will stop us from expressing the true meaning
of Christmas which is to make an act of love.”

Rula Maayah, the Palestinian Authority’s tourism
minister, said this year was particularly challenging
because it followed record tourism in 2018 and
2019, which then slumped to near-zero foreign
tourism, and fewer Christian Palestinians coming as
pilgrims. A third factor, say tourist guides and sou-
venir shop owners, is that the pandemic’s toll on the
global economy has devastated sales over the
Internet - which typically spike during the holiday
season. At noon in Manger Square in what would
normally be a frenetic build-up to Christmas, the
plaza was almost empty in November, with just a
few people milling around. Shop after shop was
closed and market stalls were selling just a few
trinkets.—Reuters

WHO warns malaria 
fight flat-lining
GENEVA: Progress in eliminating malaria has stalled in
recent years, the World Health Organization said yester-
day, with more than 400,000 people once again esti-
mated to have died from the disease last year. In its
World Malaria Report 2020, the WHO said progress
against the mosquito-borne disease was plateauing, par-
ticularly in African countries bearing the brunt of cases
and deaths.

In 2019, the global tally of malaria cases was estimat-
ed at 229 million-a figure that has been at the same level
for the past four years. Meanwhile the once rapidly-
falling death toll has effectively come to a standstill in the
last two years. After steadily tumbling down from
736,000 in 2000, the disease claimed an estimated
411,000 lives in 2018 and 409,000 in 2019.

“A better targeting of interventions, new tools and
increased funding are needed to change the global tra-
jectory of the disease and reach internationally-agreed
targets,” the WHO said.

Call to arms 
The UN health agency said a funding shortfall posed

a “significant threat”, with only $3 billion of a $5.6 billion
target raised in 2019. “Funding shortages have led to
critical gaps in access to proven malaria control tools,” it
said. Rather than a uniform approach, countries have
recently begun to adopt tailored responses based on
local data and intelligence, in order to try to keep up the
pressure on malaria. More than 90 percent of the dis-
ease burden is in Africa. The continent accounted for an
estimated 384,000 malaria deaths last year. “It is time
for leaders across Africa-and the world-to rise once
again to the challenge of malaria,” said WHO director-
general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus.

“Through joint action, and a commitment to leaving
no one behind, we can achieve our shared vision of a
world free of malaria,” the former Ethiopian health minis-
ter said. In 2019, four countries accounted for nearly half
of all malaria cases globally: Nigeria (27 percent); the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (12 percent); Uganda
(five percent) and Mozambique (four percent).—AFP

Disgusted of Tunbridge
Wells: Anger over 
coronavirus curbs
TUNBRIDGE WELLS, UK: In quintessentially con-
servative Tunbridge Wells in southeast England, resi-
dents are living up to the town’s caricatured reputation
for perpetual indignation.

This time, the source of their disgust is the govern-
ment’s coronavirus approach when a national lock-
down ends next week. Ministers announced on
Thursday that the roughly 118,000 people who call the
leafy town and its surroundings home will, from next
Wednesday, join more than 23 million people across
England under the very strictest virus restrictions.

But unlike many other “Tier 3” areas-primarily in
northern and central England-Covid-19 rates in the
affluent corner of Kent, some 30 miles (48 kilometers)
southeast of London, are well below the national aver-
age. The government included it and other parts of
west Kent in the “very high” alert level because infec-
tion rates in the east of the county, some 40 miles
away, are among the worst in the country.

Similar discrepancies have been seen elsewhere in
England as Prime Minister Boris Johnson attempts a
regional rather than hyper-localized “whack-a-mole”
approach to stopping the spread.

But it has irked the upmarket town, which has
become synonymous with the phrase “Disgusted of
Tunbridge Wells”, supposedly a sign-off of a prolific
newspaper letter writer which has come to be a catch-
all for conservative moral indignation. “It’s like a ridicu-
lous puzzle,” local retiree Pat Parrock said of the gov-
ernment’s evolving tiered approach to the pandemic as
she enjoyed a hot drink with a friend sitting outside in
the elegant town center.  She vowed to keep using her
gym down the road in nearby East Sussex, a county
with similar infection rates but placed in the more mod-
erate Tier 2 where more businesses will be able to stay
open. The government, though, advises against travel
outside Tier 3 areas unless essential. —AFP

Americans brace 
for COVID ‘surge 
upon a surge’
WASHINGTON: America should prepare for a “surge
upon a surge” in coronavirus cases as millions of travel-
ers return home after the Thanksgiving holiday, top US
scientist Anthony Fauci warned Sunday. The United
States is the world’s worst-affected country, with
266,831 COVID-19 deaths, and President Donald
Trump’s administration has issued conflicting messages
on mask-wearing, travel and the danger posed by the
virus. “There almost certainly is going to be an uptick
because of what has happened with the travel,” Fauci
told CNN’s “State of the Union.”  Travel surrounding
Thursday’s Thanksgiving holiday made this the busiest
week in US airports since the pandemic began. “We may
see a surge upon a surge” in two or three weeks, Fauci
added. “We don’t want to frighten people, but that’s the
reality.”

The trend is ominous, Fauci and other government
scientists said, with the Christmas holidays sure to bring

more travel and family gatherings. Deborah Birx, White
House coronavirus response coordinator, noted a surge
in COVID-19 after a holiday weekend in May. “Now
we’re entering this post-Thanksgiving surge with three,
four and 10 times as much disease across the country,’
she told CBS’s “Face the Nation.” “We are deeply wor-
ried.” The US surgeon general, Jerome Adams, was
equally blunt.  “I want to be straight with the American
people,” he told “Fox News Sunday.” “It’s going to get
worse over the next several weeks.” 

In the 24 hours to 0130 GMT yesterday, the country
added 140,651 coronavirus cases, taking its total to
13,373,673, according to Johns Hopkins University.
There had been 822 additional deaths.

Desperate wait for vaccine 
Elsewhere, thousands of health workers marched in

Madrid in support of Spain’s public health system, in one
of the European countries hardest hit by the pandemic.
And guards opened fire to quell a prison riot in Sri Lanka,
where four inmates were killed while protesting a surge
in coronavirus infections. In France, the highest adminis-
trative court ordered the government to loosen rules
allowing no more than 30 people at religious services, in
the face of angry objections from church leaders. Around
9,000 runners-some wearing face masks-took part in the
Shanghai International Marathon, according to Chinese
media, a mass-participation sports event rare during the
pandemic. New York City again took a small step back
toward normality, as Mayor Bill de Blasio announced that
elementary schools would reopen for in-person instruc-
tion on December 7. Things were also returning to nor-
mal in Bolivia, where Health Minister Edgar Pozo said the
country would soon allow the resumption of “cultural,
sporting, religious and political activities,” with appropri-
ate safety measures-a further easing of strict contain-
ment rules introduced in March.—AFP

LOS ANGELES, CA: Alexis Small prepares her newborn
baby Aubrielle Kitchen to visit family members in Los
Angeles, California. Families have adjusted plans under
CDC guidelines due to a spike in COVID-19 cases. — AFP


