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Georgia could shape Biden presidency
Races for the Senate have come down to the wire
ATLANTA: After an unprecedented campaign that
mobilized US President Donald Trump and his suc-
cessor Joe Biden, the people of Georgia started
voting yesterday in two US Senate runoffs that
could shape the first years of the new Democratic
presidency. For nearly 20 years Georgia has voted
reliably Republican in the presidential election and
Senate contests.

But Biden pulled out a shock victory in Georgia
in November, one of several states that he flipped to
win the White House, and the races for the Senate
have come down to the wire in the biggest, most
expensive congressional runoffs in US history. At
stake is control of the upper chamber, now in the
hands of Republicans.

Polls opened at 7:00 am (1200 GMT) in the south-
ern state. A record three million-plus people have
voted early, election officials say, and final results may
not be known for several days. A staggering $832 mil-
lion has been spent on the two contests, including
spending in the primary and general elections,
according to the Center for Responsive Politics.

The Republican and Democratic parties have
made Georgia their political ground zero, with

thousands of volunteers leaving no door unknocked
and current and future presidents and vice presi-
dents barnstorming the state for every last vote. If
Democrats flip both seats they win back the Senate,
effectively handing Biden all levers of political pow-
er in Washington and helping him enact his ambi-
tious legislative agenda.

“One state - one state! - can chart the course,
not just for the next four years but for the next gen-
eration,” Biden told a rally in Atlanta where he cam-
paigned Monday with the races’ two Democrats.
Republicans argue that keeping Senate control
would serve as a check on the incoming Biden
administration. “The stakes in this election could not
be higher,” Trump told a raucous rally in Dalton,
Georgia hours after Biden’s Atlanta showing. “Make
sure your vote is counted.”

The races feature Republican incumbent sena-
tors Kelly Loeffler and David Perdue, both wealthy
businesspeople-turned-politicians, against black
pastor Raphael Warnock and documentary produc-
er Jon Ossoff. Noting that “the whole world is
watching”, Trump implored Georgians to re-elect
the Republicans. The runoffs are “your last chance

to save the America that we love”, he said.

‘Freedom, not socialism’ 
Trump, still scheming to overturn the election

results and lashing out at Republicans who oppose
his efforts, jetted to Georgia amid a scandal over his
blatant attempt on a phone call to pressure state
officials to reverse the certified vote and hand him
victory. A recording of the call between Trump and
Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger was
published by The Washington Post.

On the tape, Trump told Raffensperger he want-
ed to “find 11,780 votes” - one more than Biden’s
margin of victory in Georgia - and repeatedly and
falsely claimed that he won the state, an assertion
refuted in recounts and in the courts. But while
Republican officials in Georgia defied the outgoing
president’s outrage to assert that Biden’s victory is
clear, Trump supporters at his rally in Dalton, a rural
and conservative stronghold, said they remained
convinced that he had won.

Like Trump, they touted unproven conspiracy
theories that Democrats committed massive fraud to
steal the vote. Nevertheless the allegations of a

rigged election will not dissuade them from voting
for the Republican senators yesterday, deeming the
stakes too high. “Because I believe in freedom, and I
don’t believe in socialism,” said Kimberley Hauri, a
50-year-old accountant from Atlanta. Democrats on
the other hand are galvanized by Biden’s narrow
victory in the state on Nov 3, a first since 1992.

They are counting on a large mobilization of
Black voters, but also hope some Republicans could
be discouraged from voting due to Trump’s relent-
less accusations of fraud. One day after the runoffs,
Congress will meet in a joint session to certify the
Electoral College vote that confirmed Biden as the
presidential winner. Certification is usually a formal-
ity. But while Republican heavyweights like Senate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell have acknowl-
edged Biden’s victory, dozens of House Republicans
and 12 Senate Republicans loyal to Trump - includ-
ing Loeffler - have signaled they will raise objec-
tions to the certification. Such a move will prompt a
controversial debate in both chambers about the
allegations of electoral fraud. Large street demon-
strations in support of Trump are also planned
today in Washington. —AFP

(Left) Democratic candidates for Senate Jon Ossoff and Raphael Warnock and US President-elect Joe Biden stand on stage during a rally outside Center Parc Stadium in Atlanta on Monday. (Right) US President Donald Trump gives a thumbs
up as Republican incumbent senator Kelly Loeffler speaks during a rally Dalton, Georgia on Monday. —AFP

Iran eyes Biden but 
could conflict still 
erupt with Trump?
WASHINGTON: Iran has opened the new year with a gam-
bit to pressure President-elect Joe Biden, but fears are rising
that conflict could erupt instead with Donald Trump, who still
commands US military might in his chaotic final stretch. Iran
announced Monday it was stepping up uranium enrichment
well beyond the limits in a 2015 nuclear accord negotiated
with former president Barack Obama - and indicated it would
reverse course if Biden lifts Trump’s crippling sanctions after
taking over on January 20.

Tensions have soared since Trump walked out of the
accord in 2018, and have escalated further in recent days,
with the United States flying B-52 bombers over the Gulf and
abruptly reversing a decision to bring home an aircraft carri-
er. In an unusual statement that sounded more like the White
House than the Pentagon, acting Defense Secretary
Christopher Miller said late Sunday he was keeping the USS
Nimitz in the Gulf due to Iranian threats against US officials
including Trump personally.

“We have a new form of deterrence now - schizophrenic
deterrence. We don’t know what we’re doing,” said Vipin
Narang, an expert on nuclear strategy at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. Instead of looking tough by reversing
the Nimitz’s return, “it may send the wrong signal-which is
that it’s total chaos in Washington right now and if you’re
going to take a shot, maybe this is the time you want to do it.”

Narang said the risk of the United States initiating military
action remained low but warned that Trump was becoming
more unpredictable as he rages and seeks to overturn his

election loss. “If I were Iran right now, I would actually be
thinking that it’s possible that Trump is so unhinged and so
angry about the election that he may overreact to any slight
provocation,” Narang said. Trump had warned that he would
hold Iran accountable for the killings of any Americans after
the US embassy in Baghdad was hit a week ago by rockets
blamed on Shiite paramilitaries allied with the clerical state.
But Sunday’s anniversary of the US drone attack in Baghdad
that killed Iran’s best-known general Qasem Soleimani
passed without violence, despite angry demonstrations and
Tehran’s calls for vengeance.

Pressure through enrichment 
Iran said it would enrich uranium at 20 percent purity, far

above the 3.67 percent allowed under the nuclear accord. But
experts noted that the step was quickly reversible and that
higher enrichment does not in itself bring Iran much closer to
building a nuclear bomb, a goal that Tehran denies. Corey
Hinderstein, who focused on implementation of the 2015 deal
while at the US Energy Department, said that Iran likely
wanted to keep the focus squarely on its nuclear program
and discourage Biden from broadening diplomacy.

Jake Sullivan, who is set to be Biden’s national security
advisor, said in a CNN interview Sunday that the incoming
administration eventually wanted to secure limits on Iran’s
ballistic missile capabilities. “I think that Iran in taking this
step is both signaling that they are in a position to quickly
ramp up their nuclear activities, and I think they believe
they’re creating space to limit the negotiation once the new
administration comes in,” said Hinderstein, now a vice presi-
dent at the Nuclear Threat Initiative.

Previous standoffs
“Unfortunately, we don’t have a very clear understanding

of what is driving decision-making for the remainder of the
Trump administration. If they so choose, they could see this

as a significant escalation.”
Despite hawkish threats and the imposition of sweeping

sanctions on Iran, Trump had boasted in his unsuccessful
campaign of starting no new wars and, in a break with top
aides, called off a planned attack on Iran in 2019. Israel has
fewer qualms about the use of force on Iran, which it sees as
its main enemy, and was widely suspected in a brazen
November attack on Tehran’s outskirts that killed top nuclear
scientist Mohsen Fakhrizadeh.

Israeli media have reported that one of its submarines has

headed to the Gulf and Defense Minister Benny Gantz recent-
ly warned of the possibility of unspecified “events”. But even
Trump’s allies see Iran as looking ahead to Biden. Jack Keane,
a retired general whose Fox News appearances are frequently
watched by Trump, said in a segment Monday that the recent
deployments showed “the huge capability that the US military
has”. “But I don’t believe the Iranians are going to do any-
thing,” he said. “They don’t want to do anything to interfere
with the potential to have a negotiation with president Biden,
who they are hoping will remove the sanctions.” —AFP 

WHO in tricky 
territory in hunt 
for virus origins
BEIJING: A year after the outbreak started, WHO experts
are due in China for a highly politicized visit to explore the
origins of the coronavirus, in a trip trailed by accusations of
cover-ups, conspiracy and fears of a whitewash. Under the
global glare, Beijing delayed access for independent experts
into China to probe the origins of the pandemic, reluctant to
agree to an inquiry. But the WHO now says China has grant-
ed permission for a visit by its experts, with a 10-person
team expected to arrive shortly for a five or six week visit -
including a fortnight spent in quarantine. Chinese authorities
this week refused to confirm the exact dates and details of
the visit, a sign of the enduring sensitivity of their mission.

COVID-19 was first detected in the central city of
Wuhan in late 2019, before seeping beyond China’s borders
to wreak havoc, costing over 1.8 million lives and eviscerat-

ing economies. But its origins remain bitterly contested, lost
in a fog of recriminations and conjecture from the interna-
tional community - as well as obfuscation from Chinese
authorities determined to keep control of its virus narrative.
The WHO team has promised to focus on the science, specifi-
cally how the coronavirus jumped from animals - believed to
be bats - to humans. “This is not about finding a guilty country
or a guilty authority,” Fabian Leendertz from the Robert Koch
Institute, Germany’s central disease control body who will be
among the team to visit, told AFP in late December. “This is
about understanding what happened to avoid that in the
future, to reduce the risk.” But doubt has been cast over what
the WHO mission can reasonably expect to achieve and the
state pressure they will face, raising fears that the mission will
serve to rubber stamp China’s official story, not challenge it.

The upcoming visit will not be the first time COVID-19
has brought WHO teams to China. A mission last year
looked at the response by authorities rather than the virus
origins, with another in the summer laying the groundwork
for the upcoming probe. But this time the WHO will wade
into a swamp of competing interests, stuck between accu-
satory Western nations and a Chinese leadership deter-
mined to show that its secretive and hierarchical political
system served to stem, not spread, the outbreak. —AFP

Geopolitics made 
pandemic far 
worse: Expert
GENEVA: Geopolitical tensions in play before the COVID-
19 pandemic colored the international health response, dra-
matically deepening the crisis, a renowned political scientist
and global health expert told AFP. Over a year after the novel
coronavirus first surfaced in China, more than 1.8 million peo-
ple have died and nearly 86 million have been infected with
the virus worldwide.t did not have to be this bad, said Ilona
Kickbusch, the founding director and chair of the Global
Health Centre in Geneva.

Without the trade wars and other tensions raging in 2019,
“January 2020 would not have played out the way it did,” she
said in an interview. “Geopolitics ... put the world in this situa-
tion.” Previous global health crises have occurred during
times of great geopolitical tension, said Kickbusch, but coun-
tries have in recent decades generally managed to rise above
their differences to cooperate to combat deadly diseases.

The world managed to come together to eradicate small-

pox at the height of the Cold War, she pointed out. Even
when SARS, another coronavirus, surfaced in China and
caused havoc between 2002 and 2003, the global reaction
was one of cooperation and a push for more transparency,
she said. Back then, Beijing acknowledged it had made mis-
takes, reorganized its health ministry and created the China
Centers for Disease Control. Other countries gave it the ben-
efit of the doubt and called for more cooperation. 

“SARS actually led to China (understanding) that they
needed to be much more integrated into the (global) system,”
Kickbusch said. “It was a period of opening.”

That stands in stark contrast to the response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Now, she said: “There is a closing of
the mind, quite clearly, on all sides.” Before the crisis, geopo-
litical tensions had bled into the global health response, she
said, pointing to how the US-China trade war had morphed
into a “geopolitical blame game”. As a result, she said, “China
clamped down totally (and) the US did what it did,” and in the
end “the whole world has suffered”.

One of the casualties of the confrontational pandemic
response could be much-needed clarity around the animal
source of COVID-19. The origins remain bitterly contested,
amid recriminations and conjecture from the international
community, and obfuscation from Beijing determined to keep
control of its virus narrative. —AFP

A handout photo made available yesterday shows Iranian military officials inspecting drones on display prior to
a military drone drill at an undisclosed location. —AFP


