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Britain rolls out AstraZeneca shots
Kidney patient, 82, gets first jab l Virus vaccinations gather pace
LONDON: Britain yesterday began rolling out the
Oxford-AstraZeneca coronavirus vaccine, a pos-
sible game-changer in fighting the disease world-
wide, while China raced to inoculate millions with
a domestically made jab. Britain started the new
drive with 530,000 doses of the AstraZeneca vac-
cine, as it struggled to control a severe wave of
infections that has threatened to overwhelm the
public health system and prompted the govern-
ment to warn tougher curbs can be expected.

The vaccine, developed by AstraZeneca and the
University of Oxford, is seen as advantageous by
many experts because it does not require very
cold temperatures for storage like the ones from
Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna. That could mean
greater access to the vaccine for less wealthy
parts of the world in the fight against the coron-
avirus, which has infected nearly 85 million people
with more than 1.8 million known deaths.

“I’m very pleased that I got the Oxford vac-
cine,” said Brian Pinker, an 82-year-old retired
maintenance manager who Britain’s NHS said was
the first to receive the AstraZenica jab. Pinker has
been having dialysis for kidney disease. “The vac-
cine means everything to me. To my mind it’s the
only way of getting back to a bit of normal life,”
Pinker said at Oxford’s Churchill Hospital. 

Health Secretary Matt Hancock told the BBC

that Britain’s fight against a resurgent virus has
been “significantly accelerated” with the introduc-
tion of the AstraZenica vaccine. The virus has
claimed 75,000 lives in Britain. Britain has already
vaccinated around one mil l ion people after
approving the Pfizer vaccine in early December
and hopes to give shots to tens of millions in the
next three months, Prime Minister Boris Johnson
said in a BBC interview.

Vaccinations were also under way in European
countries like France, Germany and Greece. But
the French government yesterday faced growing
pressure to accelerate its vaccination drive, with
President Emmanuel Macron reportedly also furi-
ous over the slow pace of progress. Just a few
hundred people have received the jab so far in
France, compared with over 200,000 in Germany
and around one million in Britain.

Stumbling US vaccine rollout 
In Beijing, thousands lined up to receive shots

as Chinese authorities raced to inoculate millions
ahead of the Lunar New Year mass travel season
in February. Beijing has already administered
around 4.5 million doses of largely unproven
emergency vaccines this year - mostly to health
workers and other state employees destined for
overseas jobs, according to authorities.

Elsewhere, American off icials on Sunday
rejected claims by outgoing President Donald
Trump that the country’s death toll of more than
350,000 was exaggerated, as they defended the
stumbling rollout of vaccines in the world’s worst-
hit nation. The United States has a known case-
load of more than 20 million, and the Trump
administration has faced intense criticism for its
handling of the pandemic, which has hammered
the US economy.

It has started giving people the Pfizer and
Moderna shots, but the 4.2 million people vacci-
nated so far are far below the official predictions
of 20 million by the new year. More than 13 million
vaccine doses have been distributed nationwide,
but efforts to inoculate health workers and vulner-
able people have been hampered by logistical
problems and overstretched hospitals and clinics.

“There have been a couple of glitches, that’s
understandable,” top US expert Anthony Fauci
said, adding it was a challenge “trying to get a
massive vaccine program started and getting off
on the right foot.” Troubling reports have emerged
of vaccines going bad due to poor organization,
lack of healthcare professionals to administer
them or, in one isolated case, sabotage.

Moncef Slaoui, chief advisor to the US govern-
ment’s military-led vaccine effort, said another

alternative was being explored for the Moderna
vaccine: Administering half doses twice. “We
know it induces identical immune response,”
Slaoui said, adding that officials are in discussions
with Moderna and the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) about the proposal.

Indian approvals 
India, with the world’s second-largest number

of known cases, approved the emergency use of
two COVID-19 vaccines on Sunday, paving the
way for one of the world’s biggest inoculation
drives. The South Asian giant has set an ambitious
target of inoculating 300 million of its 1.3 billion
people by mid-2021, and it gave the green light to
the AstraZeneca vaccine as well as one developed
by local pharmaceutical firm Bharat Biotech.

But Indian authorities, like many across the
world, must overcome public skepticism about the
vaccine, often promoted by social media cam-
paigns and conspiracy theories that offer no cred-
ible evidence. A recent survey of 18,000 people
across India found that 69 percent were in no rush
to get vaccinated. Israel, however, has claimed the
fastest start to vaccinations so far, saying on
Sunday that two million people - around a fifth of
its population - would have received both the
required shots by the end of January. —AFP

OXFORD: 82-year-old Brian Pinker receives the Oxford University/AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine from nurse Sam Foster at Churchill Hospital yesterday. —AFP 

Under dark clouds, 
lawmakers kick off 
new US Congress
WASHINGTON: Sporting a black mask, Democrat Nikema
Williams is well aware of Washington’s toxic political divi-
sions and the challenges of a deadly pandemic - the newly
elected African American congresswoman is a COVID sur-
vivor. “It’s a new day in Congress,” Williams said as she
walked the halls of Capitol Hill Sunday, her first official day as
a US lawmaker.

Williams, from Georgia, is taking over the House seat of
none other than legendary late civil rights icon John Lewis.
Her priority in the opening weeks? Given that she “didn’t
know if I was going to live or die” during her three-week ill-
ness, Williams said her top priority is building up a national
response to the coronavirus. By constitutional mandate a new
Congress is sworn in every two years on Jan 3, which
accounts for this rare weekend session.

The incoming freshman class consists of 59 new mem-
bers including Williams and, on the opposite side of the
aisle, members such as the far right conservative Marjorie
Taylor Greene, who supports the controversial and widely
debunked Q Anon conspiracy movement. Sunday looked
decidedly different than other opening days, with members
wearing face masks as they raised their right hands to take
their oath of office.

Social distancing was mandated - but not always adhered
to - on the House and Senate floor to undertake one of their
first tasks, the election of speaker of the House. Democrat
Nancy Pelosi narrowly won a vote to remain in the role after
serving as speaker for the past two years.

But a dark political cloud hung over Washington. And the
divisions were underscored when a staggering audio tape
was released Sunday in which President Donald Trump asked
Georgia officials to “find” enough votes to overturn his elec-
tion defeat, sending shockwaves through Washington.

“To say the 117th Congress convenes at a challenging
time would indeed be an understatement,” Senate Majority
Leader Mitch McConnell told his chamber after Vice
President Mike Pence swore in new members. “From political
division to a deadly pandemic to adversaries around the
world, the hurdles before us are many and they are serious.”

‘Clean conscience’ 
Tomorrow, a joint session of Congress is set to certify the

Electoral College vote that confirms Joe Biden as the next
president. But Republican rebels will throw the centuries-old
process - whose certification vote is normally a drama-free

formality - into turmoil.
Several loyalists to outgoing President Donald Trump

have signaled they oppose certification, repeating Trump’s
baseless argument that the Democrat stole the election
through massive fraud. The outlandish gambit is all but
assured to fail, but the explosive nature of contesting the
process itself will be a strain on democracy.

Republican Congressman Adam Kinzinger urged Trump
loyalists to reconsider opposing certification in light of the
Georgia tape. “This is absolutely appalling. To every member
of Congress considering objecting to the election results, you
cannot - in light of this - do so with a clean conscience,” he
tweeted. Republican incoming congressman Scott Fitzgerald
of Wisconsin said he remained unsure about siding with the
rebels or voting to confirm Biden’s presidency. “I haven’t fig-
ured it out yet,” he told AFP.

For Williams, the path was clear, however: “The voters
have spoken, and it’s time that we move forward with a
peaceful transfer of power,” she said. New US Senator John
Hickenlooper, a seasoned former governor of Colorado and a
2020 Democratic presidential hopeful, said he was honored
to be in his new role but waved off concerns about tomor-
row’s vote. “On January 20 Joe Biden is going to become the
president,” he told AFP. “Obviously there’s a lot of politics
between now and then.”

Pence, who oversees tomorrow’s vote, ignored
reporters’ questions about how he will handle the poten-
tially disruptive scenario. But Emanuel Cleaver, a House
Democrat and ordained minister, appealed for divine inter-
vention as he delivered the chamber’s opening prayer and
sought strength for lawmakers to control their “tribal ten-
dencies” and work together. “God, at a moment when many
believe that the bright light of democracy is beginning to
dim, empower us with an extra dose of commitment to its
principles,” Cleaver said.  —AFP

WASHINGTON: Members of the house depart after the first
session of the 117th Congress in the House Chamber at
the US Capitol on Monday. —AFP

Biden, Trump 
in Georgia for 
runoff rallies
ATLANTA: Donald Trump and Joe Biden headed to
Georgia yesterday to rally their party faithful ahead
of twin runoffs that will decide who controls the US
Senate, one day after the release of a bombshell
recording of the outgoing president that rocked
Washington. If Democratic challengers defeat the
Republican incumbents in both races today, the split
in the upper chamber of Congress will be 50-50,
meaning incoming Vice President Kamala Harris will
have the deciding vote.

The dueling rallies by the outgoing president and
his successor were set to be the final exclamation
mark on a two-month blitz in the southern state
awash in campaign donor cash. But instead, Sunday’s
release of  Trump’s stunning conversation with
Georgia’s Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger, a
fellow Republican, only succeeded in diverting atten-
tion from the Senate races, a must-win for his party.

Trump still refuses to concede that he lost to
Biden in November, despite multiple recounts and
court rulings undermining his case. The Republican
billionaire has also continued to make repeated accu-
sations of voter fraud and election rigging without
providing evidence. In the audio recording, Trump
urges Raffensperger to “find 11,780 votes” - one
more than Biden’s margin of victory - and makes
vague threats that Raffensperger and his general
counsel could face “a big risk” if they failed to honor
his request.

Raffensperger is heard responding: “Well, Mr.
President, the challenge that you have is, the data you
have is wrong.” Vice President-elect Harris slammed
the call as a “bald-faced, bold abuse of power by the
president of the United States” during a Sunday rally
for the Democratic Senate candidates in Savannah,
Georgia.

But Trump sti l l  has support within his party.
Republican Senator Kelly Loeffler, who has been an
ardent Trump supporter, did not answer a question
about the recording during a campaign event. And
before news of the tape reached the public, many
pro-Trump voters said Sunday they believed that the
president had won Georgia.

Control of power 
Months after the presidential election, Georgia is

still in full campaign mode, with buses ferrying candi-
dates around to small-town rallies, signs everywhere
and door-to-door canvassing. The trips by Trump and
Biden underscore the importance of the upcoming poll
- but Trump’s visit could backfire if the repercussions
from the tape linger. Georgia has not sent a Democrat
to the Senate in 20 years. Victory by challengers
Raphael Warnock and Jon Ossoff over Loeffler and
David Perdue, respectively, would give the Democrats -
and Biden - a major boost, as they already control the
House of Representatives.

‘Trump 2020’ 
Trump’s appearance on behalf of Loeffler and Perdue is

expected to be his last major rally before leaving the White
House on January 20. The former real estate mogul will like-
ly be received as a hero in Dalton, a town in a rural, conser-
vative district in northwestern Georgia. “Trump 2020” signs
still abound throughout the region - they are indeed more
plentiful even than those for Loeffler, 50, and Perdue, 71.
Biden will be in the state capital Atlanta, where he will cam-
paign with Warnock, a 51-year-old Black pastor, and Ossoff,
a 33-year-old audio-visual producer. Vice President Mike
Pence will campaign in a rural area south of Atlanta.

“Everything is at stake” in the runoffs, Harris said
Sunday. “The future of our country will be very much in
the mix.” Republicans are also saying the future of the
United States is in jeopardy. “We are the firewall to
socialism coming to America,” Loeffler told supporters
in the scenic town of Cartersville. Polls show the candi-
dates are neck-and-neck in both races.—AFP

SAVANNAH, Georgia: US Vice President-Elect Kamala Harris
speaks at a rally in support of Democratic US Senate can-
didates at Garden City Stadium yesterday. —AFP


