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US-China tensions
dominate Southeast
Asian summit
HANOI: US-China rivalry dominated discus-
sions as the foreign ministers of 10 Southeast
Asian countries began an online summit yester-
day, with Washington’s top diplomat ready to
take aim at Beijing’s “bullying” in the South
China Sea. The summit comes just days after
China launched ballistic missiles in the flashpoint
waters as part of live-fire exercises and as
Washington and Beijing clash over a range of
issues from trade to the coronavirus.

Ministers will be joined by US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo and his Chinese counterpart
Wang Yi for their first summit since the US
announced sanctions on Chinese companies
over Beijing’s construction of artificial islands in
the disputed waters. The resource-rich South
China Sea is claimed in its entirety by Beijing
but is also contested by Vietnam, the
Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei and Taiwan.

A fresh spat between China and the
Philippines over Scarborough Shoal - one of the
region’s richest fishing grounds - also hangs
over the talks.  “The Chinese Communist Party
is engaged in a clear and intensifying pattern of
bullying its neighbors,” Pompeo said ahead of
the summit. Tensions over the Korean Peninsula
will also be high on the agenda. Talks between
Pyongyang and Washington on North Korea’s
nuclear arsenal have been stalled since the
collapse of a Hanoi summit between leader
Kim Jong Un and US President Donald Trump
last year.

The coronavirus pandemic is set to feature
heavily in discussions, after Vietnam, the cur-
rent chair of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations, warned at a meeting in June that the
fallout from the virus had swept away years of
economic gains in the region. Vietnamese
Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc said in
opening remarks that “people and enterprises
are suffering from huge losses” and “the
geopolitical environment, regional economy,
including that of the East Sea (South China
Sea), are experiencing several upheavals, influ-
encing peace and stability”.

The “power rivalry” between the US and
China will likely steal the limelight, a senior
Southeast Asian diplomat told AFP, speaking on
condition of anonymity. “The United States and
China will likely use the meetings as a platform
to throw everything at each other,” he said.
Smaller countries will “say their usual lines” and
then take cover as Washington and Beijing fight,
he added. Friction between the two powers is
already high over trade, blame for the coron-
avirus pandemic and China’s policies in Hong
Kong, where Beijing has imposed a draconian
national security law.

There is also angst that the virus may have
provided cover for China to make new plays in
the South China Sea. Zachary Abuza, an expert
on Southeast Asian politics at the National War
College in Washington, said there was unlikely
to be much progress in talks over the disputed
waters. “China has effectively used Covid-19
assistance and promises of vaccines - and trials
in the Philippines and Indonesia - to really try to
quash any diplomatic momentum towards a dis-
cussion of the South China Sea,” he said. — AFP 

LONDON: Clinical trials on one of the most
advanced experimental Covid-19 vaccines, which is
being developed by pharmaceutical company
AstraZeneca and Oxford University, were “paused”
Tuesday after a volunteer developed an unex-
plained illness.  With billions of people around the
world still suffering with the fallout of the pandemic
and the global death toll nearing 900,000, a world-
wide race for a vaccine is underway, with nine com-
panies already in late-stage Phase 3 trials.

Worldwide infections to date now stand at more
than 27 million, and more than 890,000 people
have died from the disease. Russia has already
approved a vaccine, and research published in The
Lancet medical journal last week said patients
involved in early tests developed antibodies with
“no serious adverse events”, although scientists
cautioned the trials were too small.

A spokesperson for the AstraZeneca vaccine said
in a statement “we voluntarily paused vaccination to
allow review of safety data by an independent com-
mittee”. “This is a routine action which has to happen
whenever there is a potentially unexplained illness in
one of the trials, while it is investigated, ensuring we
maintain the integrity of the trials.” The company said
that in large-scale trials, illnesses will sometimes hap-
pen by chance, but must be reviewed independently.
AstraZeneca did not offer further details, but David
Lo, a professor of biomedical sciences at the
University of California, Riverside, told AFP the
pause may not necessarily be a setback. “Probably
right now it’s just being cautious-it’s a pause, it’s not
the same thing as saying, ‘We can’t move forward’,”
said Lo. “In some ways I’m quite relieved, it means
they’re really paying attention.” The volunteer may
have experienced an adverse reaction already seen in

earlier patients such as fever and soreness, but in a
more severe form, Lo added.

‘Standard process’ 
Britain’s health minister Matt Hancock said it was not

the first pause in the trials of the AstraZeneca vaccine.

“It’s a standard process in clinical trials. There was a
pause earlier in the summer and that was resolved with-
out a problem,” he told Sky News. China, meanwhile,
put its homegrown vaccines on display for the first time
at a Beijing trade fair this week, and authorities hope it
will be approved for use by the end of the year.

The economic fallout from the virus continues to
wreak havoc on economies around the world, with
governments desperate to get back to normality.
South Africa announced its economy had shrunk by
more than half in the second quarter, as the epidemic
took its toll on Africa’s most industrialized state. Latin
America and the Caribbean surpassed 300,000 virus
deaths. Argentina’s caseload surpassed the half-mil-
lion mark, while in Peru, which has the highest per
capita coronavirus death rate in the world, fatalities
climbed beyond 30,000. European countries were

battling with high-profile sporting and political fall-
out from the pandemic on Tuesday. 

Tour de France director Christian Prudhomme
has tested positive for the virus, prompting French
Prime Minister Jean Castex to take a test, officials
said, after the pair shared the same car to follow a

stage of the cycling event. Meanwhile, disruptions
to health services due to the pandemic are putting
millions of additional lives at risk worldwide, the
United Nations said yesterday, warning that Covid-
19 could reverse decades of progress in reducing
child mortality. — AFP

Pandemic threatens lives of millions of children: UN

COVID vaccine trial paused 
after ‘unexplained’ illness
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59 bridges, 2,000 
houses destroyed 
by Korea typhoon 
SEOUL: A typhoon that struck North Korea
wrecked nearly 60 bridges and destroyed or inun-
dated more than 2,000 houses, state media report-
ed yesterday, with leader Kim Jong Un saying the
damage had disrupted central planning for the rest
of the year. Typhoon Maysak brought days of heavy
downpours to the country’s east coast last week
even as the North was still reeling from earlier
flooding and typhoon damage, and this week it was
followed by Typhoon Haishen. Maysak “destroyed
or inundated” more than 2,000 houses and tens of
public buildings in the affected regions, the official
KCNA news agency said, while 60 kilometers of
roads and 59 bridges collapsed, with over 3,500
metres of railway roadbeds “swept away”.

Natural disasters tend to have a greater impact
in the North due to its creaking infrastructure, and
the country is vulnerable to flooding as many
mountains and hills have long been deforested. The
damage obliged the authorities to “change the
direction of our struggle after comprehensively
considering the year-end tasks that were under-
way”, Kim told a top committee of the ruling
Workers’ Party of Korea, according to KCNA. It
did not give specific details.

Pyongyang march
Kim has ordered some 12,000 Pyongyang-based

party members to help with recovery efforts in
affected rural regions, and they attended a rally on
Tuesday before being dispatched. “We are afraid of
nothing,” said Kang Chol Jin, a party member at the
event in front of the Kumsusan Palace of the Sun,
the giant mausoleum that holds the bodies of Kim’s
grandfather and father, the North’s founder Kim Il
Sung and his son and successor Kim Jong Il. “We
firmly confirm our determination to go to the
typhoon-afflicted areas and complete our missions
as soon as possible,” Kang added.

Residents cheered and waved flowers as the rally
participants marched in uniform through the streets
of the capital. Kim stressed the importance of com-
pleting the recovery efforts before next month’s
commemorations of the 75th anniversary of the
Workers’ Party founding on October 10. Authorities
have previously promised to open the Pyongyang
General Hospital, currently under construction, on
that date, and according to reports preparations are
underway for a possible military parade.

It was not clear whether the “change” Kim men-
tioned was a reference to either of those. While
localized, the typhoon damage is testing the North’s
state capacity and resources, said Leif-Eric Easley,
a professor at Ewha University in Seoul. “The politi-
cal risk to Kim of failing to deliver promised recon-
struction may be limited, but an accumulation of
economic failures will strain his regime.” The
impoverished country is subject to multiple UN
Security Council sanctions over its banned weapons
programs.— AFP 

PUNE: Christian volunteer Sagai Nair (right) and volunteers from a Muslim group carry the coffin of a
COVID-19 Coronavirus victim for burial during a funeral at a cemetery in Pune. India has overtook
Brazil as the country with the second highest number of confirmed coronavirus cases. — AFP 

Strategic Somaliland 
touts its oil and gas;
opens Taiwan office
TAIPEI: The strategically located, self-declared
African nation of Somaliland touted potential oil,
gas and tourism resources for investment as it
opened a de facto embassy in Taiwan yesterday, a
relationship that has angered China and Somalia.
Taiwan signed the agreement on establishing repre-
sentative offices with Somaliland in February, but
did not make it public until July. Situated on the
Horn of Africa, Somaliland borders Djibouti, where
China maintains its first ever overseas military base.

Both China, which claims Taiwan as its own, and
Somalia have expressed their opposition to Taiwan
and Somaliland’s forging of ties. Somaliland
declared independence in 1991 but is recognized
internationally only as an autonomous region of

Somalia. Somaliland’s chief representative in Taiwan
Mohamed Omar Hagi Mohamoud said at the open-
ing of the office in Taipei that they were an inde-
pendent state establishing ties with Taiwan based
on the common values of freedom and democracy.

Somaliland wants investment in areas like min-

ing, oil exploration, fishing and eco-tourism for its
“beautiful beaches”, Mohamoud said. “In the min-
ing sector Somaliland has huge potential for for-
eign investment, including hydrocarbon deposits,
oil and gas, as well as coal,” he added. Taiwan
Foreign Minister Joseph Wu said they look forward
to “exploring common interests and mutual benefits
in areas such as fishery, energy, agriculture and
others.” “We both face external pressures. But both
are proud of our sovereignty and ready to defend
it,” Wu added.

Taiwan has formal diplomatic ties with just 15
countries because of pressure from China, which
says the island has no right to claim to be a country.
In Africa, only tiny eSwatini maintains full relations
with Taiwan. Mohamoud told Reuters that loans or
money offers from Taiwan were not part of the deal
to open the offices, and dismissed criticism from
China. “Other countries cannot dictate to
Somaliland what Somaliland wants to do and who
Somaliland makes relations with. Yes of course we
want to make relations with China, but that doesn’t
mean they can dictate to us.” — Reuters

TAIPEI: Mohamed Hagi, Somaliland’s Taiwan representa-
tive, bumps elbows with Taiwan’s Foreign Minister Joseph
Wu during the opening ceremony of the Somaliland repre-
sentative office in Taipei yesterday. — AFP 

ULSAN: People look at an electric pole downed by Typhoon Maysak in the southeastern port city of
Ulsan. — AFP 

CO2 makes trees live 
fast - and die young
LONDON: Trees that grow quickly die younger,
risking a release of carbon dioxide that challenges
forecasts that forests will continue to be a “sink” for
planet-warming emissions, scientists said. Tree cov-
er absorbs a significant proportion of carbon diox-
ide emitted by burning fossil fuels and plays a cru-
cial role in projections for our ability to wrestle
down CO2 levels. Researchers said current climate
models expect forests to continue to act as a carbon
sink through this century, with high temperatures
and concentrations of CO2 thought to stimulate tree
growth and so help them absorb more carbon as
they mature quicker. 

But in the study, led by England’s Leeds
University and published in the journal Nature
Communications, they warned that this faster
growth was also linked to trees dying younger-sug-
gesting increases in the role of forests as carbon
storage may be “short lived”. The researchers
examined more than 200,000 tree-ring records
from tree species across the globe and found that
trade-offs between growth and lifespans occurred
in almost all of them, including tropical trees.

Society has benefitted from the increasing ability
of forests to soak up carbon in recent decades, said
co-author Steve Voelker, from the State University
of New York College of Environmental Science and
Forestry, in a Leeds University statement. But these
CO2 uptake rates are “likely to be on the wane as
slow-growing and persistent trees are supplanted
by fast-growing but vulnerable trees”, he added.
“Our findings, very much like the story of the tor-
toise and the hare, indicate that there are traits
within the fastest growing trees that make them vul-
nerable, whereas slower growing trees have traits
that allow them to persist,” he said.  

The researchers said the findings suggest that
the chances of dying increase dramatically as trees
reach their maximum potential size. But they said it
might also be that fast-growing trees invest less in
defenses against diseases or insect attacks, or are
more vulnerable to drought.  Earth’s average sur-
face temperature has risen just over one degree
Celsius above pre-industrial levels, enough to boost
the severity of droughts, heatwaves and super-
storms made more destructive by rising seas.

Commenting on the study David Lee, professor
of atmospheric Science, at England’s Manchester
Metropolitan University, said Earth system climate
models currently predict the carbon storage of
forests to continue or increase.  — AFP


