
TBILISI, Georgia: Georgia’s ruling party and the
opposition signed an EU-mediated agreement to
end a months-long political crisis that raised con-
cerns in the West over the Caucasus country’s
backsliding on democracy. Ending the opposition’s
parliamentary boycott and paving the way for
sweeping electoral and judicial reforms, the anti-

crisis agreement-tabled the day before by
European Council President Charles Michel-was
signed by representatives of all political parties.

Georgia’s main opposition force, the United
National Movement (UNM), will join the deal “after
its (jailed leader Nika) Melia is released from prison
as stipulated in the agreement,” Salome
Samadashvili, one of the party leaders who signed
the pact in her personal capacity, said. Michel
praised the deal as “a truly European way of resolv-

ing the crisis.” “This agreement is the starting point
for your work towards consolidating Georgia’s
democracy and taking Georgia forward on its Euro-
Atlantic future,” he added.

He oversaw the televised signing ceremony held
in Georgia’s presidential palace by video link from
Brussels and was set to visit the capital Tbilisi later. 

Michel said he would discuss with Georgian
political leaders joint steps aimed at strengthening
the ties between Brussels and the EU-aspirant
nation in Europe’s extreme southeast. The ex-Soviet
country has been gripped by a political crisis since
October’s parliamentary elections, which opposition
parties denounced as rigged.

After the vote, opposition lawmakers refused to
assume their seats in the new parliament and staged
mass protests to demand snap polls.

‘Politicized justice’ 
The stalemate worsened in February after police

arrested UNM leader Melia in a violent raid on his
party headquarters, leading to the prime minister’s
resignation and prompting swift condemnation from
the West. On a visit to Tbilisi last month, Michel ini-
tiated inter-party talks aimed at diffusing the spi-
ralling crisis. The parties hammered out the agree-
ment after two failed attempts.

The deal commits opposition parties to enter
parliament, while the ruling Georgian Dream party
has pledged to resolve cases of “perceived politi-
cized justice” through amnesties or similar meas-
ures within a week. That clause concerns the crimi-
nal case of Melia, who faces charges of organizing
mass violence during anti-government protests in
2019 — a case he says is politically motivated.

The agreement dictates that early parliamentary
elections be called in 2022 if the Georgian Dream
party scores less than 43 percent in upcoming local
elections.  It also sets the rules for power-sharing in
parliament-guaranteeing that opposition lawmakers
would chair five committees-and stipulates sweep-
ing judiciary and electoral reforms.

‘Unstable system’ 
The United States welcomed the agreement “to

bring an end to Georgia’s political crisis.” However,
despite Michel declaring the “crisis is over”, UNM
reiterated plans to stage a mass anti-government
rally on May 15, saying the stalemate could only be
considered resolved after Melia leaves prison.

Praising “some positive clauses” of the agree-
ment, one UNM leader, Ako Minashvili, said that
“ending the crisis would require addressing funda-
mental problems” of Georgia’s fledgling democracy.

In power since 2012, Georgian Dream and its bil-
lionaire founder Bidzina Ivanishvili have faced mount-
ing criticism from the West over the country’s wors-
ening democratic record. Critics accuse Ivanishvili-
who is widely seen to be calling the shots in Georgia
despite having no official role-of persecuting political
opponents and creating a corrupt system where pri-
vate interests permeate politics. “Such an unstable
political system will continue producing political
crises in future,” said Minashvili. — AFP

Wednesday, April 21, 2021

6
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

Georgia ruling party, opposition 
sign EU-led pact to end crisis

Agreement could pave the way for sweeping electoral, judicial reforms

In this file photo, former US Vice President Walter
Mondale walks outside the US Senate chamber in the US
Capitol January 3, 2018 in Washington, DC. — AFP

A handout photograph taken and released by Georgian Presidential Press Service Monday shows the European
Council President Charles Michel on a screen as participants attend a meeting with Georgian President Salome
Zurabishvili over the signature of a deal to end the current political crisis in Georgia. — AFP

Former US VP
Walter Mondale 
dies at 93
WASHINGTON: Former US Vice President Walter
Mondale, a liberal icon who famously told voters to
expect a tax increase should he win the presidency, died
Monday, US media reported. He was 93 years old. No
cause was given for Mondale’s death, according to
reports citing a statement from his family.

Mondale served as vice president under Jimmy
Carter from 1977 to 1981.

“Today I mourn the passing of my dear friend Walter
Mondale, who I consider the best vice president in our
country’s history,” Carter said in a statement, extending
his condolences to his former number two’s family. “He
was an invaluable partner and an able servant of the
people of Minnesota, the United States, and the world.”
Prior to his stint at the White House, Mondale had
served as attorney general to his home state of
Minnesota from 1960 to 1964, and then as US senator
from that state from 1964 to 1976. After Carter left office,
Mondale went on to serve as ambassador to Japan
between 1993 and 1996. Senator Amy Klobuchar, a fel-
low Minnesotan, mourned Mondale’s passing, calling him
“kind and dignified to the end,” while former President
Barack Obama said Mondale “championed progressive
causes and changed the role of VP.”

Current Vice President Kamala Harris said in a state-
ment her predecessor “led an extraordinary life of serv-
ice,” and called him “so generous with his wit and wis-
dom over the years.” President Joe Biden reflected on
some of his fondest memories of Mondale, including that
he had been one of the first to greet Biden when he first
arrived at the US Senate.  Walter Frederick “Fritz”
Mondale was born on January 5, 1928 in the tiny town of
Ceylon, Minnesota. The son of a Methodist minister and
a music teacher, he moved through several small towns in
the southern part of the state throughout his childhood.
At age 20, Mondale became a congressional district
manager for Hubert Humphrey’s successful Senate cam-
paign. Humphrey would later become Mondale’s political
mentor.—AFP

Biden tests ties 
with China
and Russia
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden’s adminis-
tration accuses China of genocide but reached a joint
pledge to cooperate on climate. The White House is
also working to arrange a summit with Russia, despite
imposing harsh new sanctions. Biden’s strategy is not
about easing tensions, so often the stated goal of
diplomacy, but identifying narrow areas to work
together-especially on climate change-while acknowl-
edging that much of the relationship will remain hos-
tile. Biden alluded to America’s Cold War relationship
with the Soviet Union last week after he ordered sanc-
tions and the expulsion of Russian diplomats as a way
to impose costs over Moscow’s alleged interference in
US elections and a major hacking operation. “We want
a stable, predictable relationship,” said Biden, who
proposed a summit in a neutral country during a tele-
phone call with Russian President Vladimir Putin even
while pressing him over the health of jailed dissident
Alexei Navalny.

“Throughout our long history of competition, our
two countries have been able to find ways to manage
tensions and to keep them from escalating out of con-
trol,” he said. Biden’s relationship with China is guided
by a similar philosophy-described, in a colloquial
phrase popular in his White House, as being able to
walk and chew gum at the same time. Secretary of
State Antony Blinken, in a speech Monday, defended
the approach from expected criticism by saying that no
nation’s climate efforts would “excuse bad behavior.”

“Climate is not a trading card; it is our future,”
Blinken said. Climate envoy John Kerry, after a visit to
Shanghai last week, issued a joint statement with
China saying the two nations are “committed to coop-
erating with each other.” However general in tone, it
marked a stark contrast to a testy first meeting
between top officials in March in Alaska, where
Blinken raised concerns on a host of Chinese actions
including what Washington has described as “geno-
cide” against Uyghurs and other mostly Muslim
Turkic-speaking people.

Subtle shift 
Biden has invited Putin and Chinese President Xi

Jinping to a climate summit this week, with Kerry say-
ing it would be tantamount to “killing yourself” not to
work together on climate despite other disagreements.
Biden’s cool approach follows the highly personalized
diplomacy of his predecessor Donald Trump, who
voiced admiration for Putin and in his last year in office
incessantly berated Beijing, which he blamed for the
devastating COVID-19 pandemic. Ryan Hass, a senior
fellow at the Brookings Institution who advised former
president Barack Obama on China, detected a “gradual
but significant shift” in the stance toward Beijing under
Biden. “His administration has dialed down the rhetori-
cal heat and focused purposefully on concrete areas of
the relationship where American interests are impact-
ed by Chinese actions,” Hass said. “Both sides also
have slowly begun restoring direct functioning chan-
nels of diplomatic communication to address areas of
concern and explore opportunities for coordination.”
China and the United States are the world’s top two
economies and together account for half of global
emissions responsible for climate change. Russia is the
fourth biggest emitter and Putin has accepted an invi-
tation to speak at the climate summit. —AFP

EU will have vaccine 
doses for 70% of 
adults by mid-July
PARIS: The EU will have enough COVID-19 vaccine
doses to cover 70 percent of its adult population by
mid-July due to higher production within the bloc, a
senior official said yesterday. “Fifty-three factories are
producing vaccines in the EU. Our continent is now
the largest producer in the world after the United
States,” internal markets commissioner Thierry Breton
told French daily Le Figaro in an interview. “I am now
certain of how many doses are currently in production
and I know how many millions will be delivered each
week,” he said.

“This allows me to assure you that we well have by
mid-July the number of doses necessary for vaccinat-
ing 70 percent of the European Union’s adult popula-
tion,” he said, citing the threshold many health experts
say is necessary to achieve “herd immunity”.

EU governments have faced fierce criticism over
the bloc’s joint vaccine procurement efforts, which saw
a slow start to its inoculation drive even as programs
raced ahead in Britain and the US. Already half of
American adults have had at least one dose, and as of
Monday anyone aged 16 and over can sign up for a
shot. In the EU, by contrast, just over 20 percent of
adults have received at least one jab, according to the
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control.

Breton insisted that Europe would catch up in the
coming months, with production capacity “that will
reach 200 million doses a month by this summer”. But
he poured cold water on the idea of using Russia’s
Sputnik V vaccine anytime soon, after Germany
opened discussions with Moscow this month without
waiting for coordinated EU action. The European
Medicines Agency (EMA) is evaluating Sputnik’s safe-
ty and efficiency, but “it still lacks some essential data,”
Breton said. And even if approved, “we’ll have to find
production capacity, because the Russians do not have
large production sites and are looking for industrial
partners in Europe which are already fully mobilised”.

“For all these reasons, I don’t think significant quan-
tities of Sputnik will be available for Europe before the
end of 2021,” he said.

‘Very serious level’ 
Several EU governments are battling a third wave

of coronavirus cases since the outbreak emerged last
year, and are desperately hoping for increased vaccine
supplies before easing lockdowns and other restric-
tions. French Health Minister Olivier Veran warned
Tuesday that despite a slight dip in the number of new
cases since schools were shut and travel banned early
this month, “the epidemic is still at a very serious lev-
el”. President Emmanuel Macron aims to begin easing
Covid restrictions in mid-May, including by allowing
restaurants shut since late October to reopen outdoor
seating. But Veran refused to confirm if the mid-May
goal would be reached, telling the regional
Telegramme newspaper that “the decrease in cases is
not yet fast enough or decisive. We have to continue
our efforts.” — AFP 

This handout file photograph taken and released by
French pharmaceutical subcontracting firm Delpharm
shows vials being filled with the Pfizer/BioNTech COVID-
19 vaccine on a production line at the Delpharm plant in
Saint-Remy-sur-Avre, northern France. — AFP

US advises against 
India travel as 
virus cases surge
NEW DELHI: The United States has warned
against travel to India, where authorities yesterday
imposed tighter restrictions to combat an explosion
of COVID-19 cases. India has recorded more than
three million new infections and 18,000 deaths this
month, bringing its caseload to the world’s second-
highest, after the United States. The updated US
travel advisory comes after the State Department
announced Monday it would apply “do not travel”
guidance to about 80 percent of countries world-
wide, citing the unprecedented risk posed by the
pandemic. 

“Even fully vaccinated travelers... should avoid all
travel to India,” the US Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention said. Singapore also boosted restric-
tions on arrivals from India Tuesday, adding a week
to the previously required 14-day quarantine period.
These moves follow Britain’s decision on Monday to

add India to its “red list”, and Hong Kong’s ban on all
flights from the country.   

‘Tipping point’ 
India has been struggling to rein in its raging out-

break, with hospitals running out of beds and the gov-
ernment forced to reimpose economically painful
restrictions. Its capital and worst-hit city New Delhi
entered a week-long lockdown on Monday, with parks,
cinemas and malls closed. “Delhi’s health system is at a
tipping point,” said chief minister Arvind Kejriwal, who
yesterday went into self-isolation after his wife tested
positive. The lockdown announcement prompted tens
of thousands of migrant workers to flee Delhi, in scenes
reminiscent of the national shutdown a year ago that
inflicted economic and human misery. Mumbai’s home
state of Maharashtra, the epicenter of the recent surge,
yesterday further tightened restrictions on grocery
shops and home deliveries. All non-essential shops and
malls in the western state are currently shut until May 1.
Uttar Pradesh, home to some 240 million people, yes-
terday announced a weekend lockdown from Friday
evening, whilst Telangana state in the south became the
latest to impose a night curfew. Former Indian prime
minister Manmohan Singh, 88, was admitted to hospital
with the virus on Monday. Officials said yesterday that
his condition was stable.—AFP

Police officer in 
Capitol riot 
died from stroke
WASHINGTON: The police officer who died fol-
lowing the attack on the US Capitol by supporters
of president Donald Trump in January was killed by
two strokes, the Washington city coroner ruled
Monday. Brian Sicknick was one of five people, and
the only police officer, who died in direct connec-
tion to the January 6 insurrection, when hundreds of
pro-Trump rioters attacked and overran police to
force their way into the seat of US government,
shutting the building down.

Initial reports, later ruled incorrect, said Sicknick
had been hit by a fire extinguisher. Later reports tied
his death to being sprayed with chemical irritants like
bear spray or pepper spray. But the city’s Office of the
Chief Medical Examiner ruled Monday that Sicknick,
42, had died from “natural” causes.

The official report attributed the Capitol Police offi-
cer’s death to “acute brainstem and cerebellar infarcts
due to acute basilar artery thrombosis”-a particularly
devastating form of stroke with a high death rate,
caused by blockages in the brain. It noted that he had
been sprayed with a chemical substance at about 2:20
pm during the assault on Congress. At 10:00 pm, he
collapsed at the Capitol and was taken to the hospital.
Almost 24 hours later he died while still in the hospital. 

The report made no link between the spray and
Sicknick’s collapse. Francisco Diaz, the chief medical
examiner, told The Washington Post there was no evi-
dence that the officer had an allergic reaction to the
chemicals, nor did he show any other internal or exter-
nal injuries.

However, Diaz told the Post that “all that transpired
played a role in his condition.” Sicknick’s collapse and
death supported widespread accusations that Trump
and his followers had contributed to the death of a
policeman, and the FBI had investigated those involved
for possible murder charges. Many of the hundreds
arrested after the attack have been charged with
assaulting and injuring dozens of law enforcement offi-
cials who were defending the Capitol.—AFP


