
WASHINGTON: The daily (hourly) White House
melodrama of the Trump era is history, but there has
been nothing quiet about Joe Biden’s 100 days rush
to transform the country he inherited. Biden will
deliver a primetime address to a joint session of
Congress Wednesday-the eve of his first 100 days
mark-with ambitions to be one of the most conse-
quential presidents since Franklin Roosevelt and the
Great Depression.

At 78, he was the oldest man ever to take the job.
And facing the deadliest reported COVID-19 out-
break in the world, a badly shaken economy, and
toxic divisions in the wake of four years of Donald
Trump, the incoming Democrat had a mountain to
climb. But three months on, he has surprised many
with his discipline, his hard negotiating edge, and
above all hunger, as he puts it, to “go big”. It’s a
performance that according to the latest Pew poll
wins Biden a 59 percent approval rating-well above
anything Trump ever scored.

Going big, going now 
Biden vowed to “heal” America and with a

COVID vaccine program that last week recorded its
200th million shot, he’s fulfilling the promise literally.
The $1.9 trillion stimulus American Rescue Plan that
Biden’s party rammed through Congress in March
likewise injected money into every corner of the
COVID-battered economy. A post-pandemic boom
is widely expected. Now Biden’s pitching another
splurge, a $2 trillion-plus American Jobs Plan which
would revamp US infrastructure in almost every
way, from traditional roads and bridges to broad-

band internet and electric car development. Next?
That would be the American Families Plan, costing
at least another $1 trillion, to fund child care and
education. Republican politicians complain that
Biden has unleashed an avalanche of socialism.
However, polls show their voters are far more sup-
portive of Biden, allowing him to claim he’s making
good on promises to rule in a bipartisan fashion.

Global reach 
Given a chance, Biden would like to change the

rest of the planet’s fate too. Entering the White
House, Biden brought the United States back into
the Paris climate accords, which Trump had ditched,
and last week he went further, convening a 40-
nation summit where he announced a doubling of
US targets for greenhouse gas reductions.

Everywhere else on foreign policy, he’s moving
quickly. Allies are being reassured that “America is
back.” Adversaries are being reassessed, with China
and Russia classified as frenemies who must be vig-
orously opposed-except on strategic issues where
cooperation is just as important. Proving he can take
decisive and perhaps risky action, Biden reportedly
overruled top generals to set a firm date of
September 11 for the final, complete withdrawal of
US troops from Afghanistan. And on Saturday he
broke decades of US equivocation by openly recog-
nizing the mass killing of Armenians a century ago as
genocide-a categorization that infuriates Turkey.

Back to normal? 
Perhaps more than anything, Biden was hired by

exhausted voters to make America normal again. Or
even boring. And on that, he has delivered. Gone is
rule-by-tweet. Gone is the swearing during presi-
dential speeches. Gone is the daily insulting of the
media or belittling of critics. Gone are the cult-of-
personality style rallies. Stil l , a glimpse at
Washington’s Capitol when Biden gives his prime-
time address Wednesday will be enough to remind
that the country is still far from really normal. 

Lingering nervousness in the aftermath of the
unprecedented January 6 riot by Trump supporters
means the temple of US democracy remains under a
severe lockdown. And continued threat from the coron-
avirus means Biden will only be addressing a thinned
out crowd, far from the high-energy gathering that usu-
ally greets presidents on the big occasion. “It will not
look like or feel like, in many ways, what past joint
addresses have,” Press Secretary Jen Psaki said. — AFP
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Quiet, calm and going big: 
Joe Biden’s first 100 days

Kremlin aide says 
Putin-Biden 
summit possible 
MOSXCOW: A top aide to Vladimir Putin
said yesterday that a possible summit between
the Russian leader and his US counterpart Joe
Biden could take place in June. Biden earlier
this month offered a meeting between the two
leaders in a neutral country, as tensions
between Russia and the West escalated
sharply over the conflict in Ukraine, new sanc-
tions on Moscow and the health of jailed
Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny. 

The Kremlin has said it is still considering the
offer, but yesterday, Putin’s top foreign policy
aide, Yury Ushakov, said that planning is under-
way. “June is being named, there are even con-
crete dates,” Ushakov said on state-run television
channel Rossiya-1.

On the same show, Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov repeated a statement by his ministry
earlier this month that the summit offer “was
received positively and is currently under con-
sideration”. The White House on Friday said
that in June Biden would be attending the G7
summit in Britain and the NATO and EU sum-
mits in Brussels, but it did not say whether
Biden would also seek to include a potential
summit with Putin during the trip.

Austria and Finland have expressed interest
in hosting a possible meeting between the two
leaders. Tensions between Moscow and
Washington have cooled since Friday, with
Russia beginning to withdraw its armed forces
that had been on drills near Ukraine and
Navalny ending his hunger strike. The military
drills and Russia’s massing of troops on
Ukraine’s northern and eastern borders as well
as on the Crimean peninsula it annexed in 2014
had sparked alarm in the West and calls by
Biden for Moscow to back down. —AFP

Immigration
thrust a new
facet to Bush
reputation
WASHINGTON: Out of office for a
dozen years and still castigated for his
“war on terror,” former US president
George W Bush has resurfaced as a
passionate immigration advocate just
as his Republican Party careens in the
opposite direction. The 74-year-old
Texan, whose disastrous invasion of
Iraq and failure to implement immi-
gration reform helped give rise to
Donald Trump, is enjoying a resur-
gence of sorts in the aftermath of
Trump’s erratic tenure. US troops in
Afghanistan, the “forever war” of
Bush’s presidency, now face a
September pullout under Democratic
President Joe Biden.

With Bush nostalgia evident, the
43rd president who normally lays low
has released “Out of Many, One,” fea-

turing 43 of his own oil paintings of
immigrants he has come to know. In a
Washington Post op-ed column last
week Bush said he compiled the book
of portraits of immigrants who have
embraced their adopted country as a
way to help lower the temperature
and “humanize the debate on immi-
gration” in America.

But the man who once served as
governor from a state on the front
lines of the political fight over border
security also unleashed fierce criti-
cism of his own party and its antago-
nistic anti-immigrant stance. The
GOP has become “isolationist, pro-
tectionist, and to a certain extent
nativist,” Bush said this week in an
NBC Today interview. Bush supports
a pathway to citizenship for millions
of undocumented workers if they pay
back taxes and have a clean back-
ground check. He advocates for visa
reform and is backing the DACA pro-
gram, which offers protection from
deportation and permission to work
for people who arrived without
papers as children.

Such positions have put Bush at
odds with his party’s base, and align
more with the progressive immigra-

tion ideals of Democrats-many of
whom were fierce enemies of Bush
when he was commander in chief.
Bush has made rare mention of Trump,
who exploited their party’s worst
xenophobic impulses. And Bush

acknowledged his own views-”border
enforcement with a compassionate
touch,” he said-are not likely to
change minds in the most inflexible
quarters. “I’m just an old guy they put
out to pasture,” he observed. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden participates in the virtual Leaders’ Summit on Climate Session 5: The
Economic Opportunities of Climate Action from the White House in Washington, DC, as US Transportation Secretary
Pete Buttigieg (left) looks on. President Joe Biden has hit some big targets in 100 days, starting with an epic effort
to pull the United States from its COVID-19 nightmare, but headaches lie ahead. — AFP

Armenia PM
quits to enable
snap polls
YEREVAN: Armenian Prime
Minister Nikol Pashinyan resigned
yesterday while staying on in a care-
taker capacity, setting the stage for a
June 20 parliamentary election aimed
at defusing a protracted political cri-
sis. Pashinyan has faced calls to stand
down since his November signing of
a Russian-brokered peace agreement
with Azerbaijan that ended a war
between the two arch-foes for con-
trol of the disputed Nagorno-
Karabakh region.

“I am resigning from my post as
prime minister today” to hold the
snap vote on June 20, he said in an
announcement broadcast on his
Facebook page. “I am returning to the
citizens of Armenia the power they
gave me, so that they decide the gov-
ernment’s fate through free and fair
elections,” he said.

After Pashinyan announced his

resignation, all members of his cabi-
net handed in their own resignations,
as required by Armenian law.
Pashinyan said he would continue to
fulfil his duties as head of the interim
government before the vote, and that
he would stand as a candidate for
prime minister.

The move comes a day after Joe
Biden became the first US president
to recognize the 1915 killings of
Armenians by Ottoman forces as
genocide, in a landmark move that
drew praise from Pashinyan and con-
demnation from Turkey’s ally
Azerbaijan. Ex-Soviet Armenia has
been embroiled in a political crisis in
the wake of its humiliating defeat to
Azerbaijan, which was backed by
Turkey during the conflict.

The defeat  spurred mass
protests in the impoverished tiny
Caucasus nation on the borders of
Turkey and Iran, which came to a
head in February after Pashinyan
accused Armenia’s top military offi-
cial of staging a coup. To defuse
the cris is , Pashinyan last  month
announced the snap election, which
was welcomed by prominent mem-
bers of the opposition.

Clinging to power 
Fighting over Nagorno-Karabakh

broke out in September and saw
Azerbaijan’s better-equipped army
make steady gains against Armenia’s
military, which uses ageing Soviet-era
hardware. The six weeks of fighting
claimed around 6,000 lives and saw
Armenia cede swathes of territory to
Azerbaijan under the peace deal
signed by Pashinyan. Pashinyan has
insisted he handled the war correctly,
saying he had no choice but to con-

cede or see his country’s forces suffer
even bigger losses and that snap polls
were the best way to end the post-
war political stalemate.

Analysts say Pashinyan will likely
retain his grip on power after the June
20 election. His Civil Contract party
“may not garner more than 50 per-
cent of the vote needed to form new
cabinet, but would retain a parliamen-
tary majority in coalition” with other
parties, political analyst Stepan
Grigoryan said. — AFP

YEREVAN: Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan arrives to address the nation in
Yerevan. Pashinyan announced yesterday his resignation while retaining interim
duties formalizing a parliamentary vote to be held June 20. — AFP

LOS ANGELES: Former US President George W Bush’s book of portraits “Out of Many,
One”. Out of office for a dozen years and still castigated for his “war on terror,” for-
mer US president George W Bush has resurfaced as a passionate immigration advo-
cate just as his party careens in the opposite direction. — AFP

Morocco summons 
Spain envoy over 
Polisario leader
RABAT: Morocco summoned the Spanish ambas-
sador Saturday in “exasperation” after the leader of
the Western Saharan independence movement was
allowed into Spain for medical care, an official
source told AFP.  The Spanish foreign ministry said
Thursday that Brahim Ghali, who heads the Algeria-
backed Polisario Front, is being treated for Covid-
19 and had been transferred to Spain for “strictly
humanitarian reasons”. 

“This will not obstruct or trouble the excellent
relations Spain has with Morocco,” Spanish foreign
minister Arancha Gonzalez Laya said at a press
conference Friday.  But her counterpart Nasser

Bourita expressed Morocco’s “incomprehension
and exasperation” and “demanded an explanation”
from Spain’s ambassador, a Moroccan official told
AFP late Saturday. 

The status of Western Sahara, a former Spanish
colony which the United Nations classifies as a
“non-self-governing territory”, has for decades pit-
ted Morocco against the Polisario, who demand a
referendum on an independent state.  Ghali, who is
in his seventies, is recovering well, according to the
movement. On Saturday a group of refugees
appealed to the Spanish authorities to arrest him, in
a video published by Moroccan media. 

They allege that he is responsible for human
rights crimes carried out at a camp for refugees
from Western Sahara in the town of Tindouf in
neighboring Algeria run by the Polisario.  Human
Rights Watch in 2014 published a report alleging
that residents of several Polisario-run camps around
Tindouf faced curbs on some rights, pointing to
“credible allegations” of harassment of critics. 

The Polisario fought a war of independence with
Morocco from 1975 to 1991 and its leaders pro-
claimed the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic
(SADR) in February 1976. A war with the Polisario
ensued, ending in 1991 with a UN-brokered cease-
fire. Morocco has offered autonomy but maintains
the territory is a sovereign part of the kingdom.
Tensions rose sharply in November 2020 after
Rabat deployed the army to reopen the kingdom’s
only highway into West Africa, which had been
blocked by the Polisario, who argued it was built in
violation of the UN truce deal. 

The two sides have since exchanged regular
fire along the demarcation line, though claims are
difficult to independently verify in the hard-to-
access area. The Polisario Front announced earli-
er this month that its police chief Addah Al-
Bendir was killed in the field, in an attack that
has been reported as a possible first ever drone
strike by the Moroccan military in the contested
territory. — AFP

Moroccan hunger 
strike journalists in 
‘danger’: Families
CASABLANCA, Morocco: The health of two
jailed Moroccan journalists on hunger strike for
over two weeks demanding to be provisionally
released is deteriorating rapidly, their families
warned Saturday.  Omar Radi and Soulaimane
Raissouni began their hunger strike earlier this
month, having been held in detention for months
awaiting a verdict on their cases. “Soulaimane’s life,
like that of Omar Radi, is in danger,” Raissouni’s
wife, Khouloud Mokhtari, said. “Their health is
deteriorating day by day.” 

She said her husband had lost 22 kilos (15
pounds) since his arrest, “including seven this
week.” During a gathering of supporters in
Casablanca, Radi’s family expressed concern
about the “serious consequences” of the hunger
strike on his health.  The judiciary has repeatedly
turned down appeals to provisionally release Radi,
34, who has been held for eight months, and
Raissouni, 48, detained 10 months ago in a sepa-
rate case. Radi, known for his human rights work,
was placed in pre-trial detention in July charged
with receiving foreign funds for the purpose of
harming “state security”, the justice ministry said
at the time. He is also accused separately of rape.
He denies all charges. — AFP


