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US rebrands 
Cuba state 
sponsor of terror

WASHINGTON:  President Donald Trump’s outgoing
administration on Monday returned Cuba to the US
blacklist of state sponsors of terrorism, the latest in a
slew of last-minute actions to hinder President-elect Joe
Biden’s diplomacy. The terror designation severely ham-
pers foreign investment and can only be removed after a
formal review by the Biden administration, meaning it
may remain in force for months and slow efforts to ease
tensions.  With nine days left in office, Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo cited Cuba’s ties with Colombian rebels,
alliance with leftist Venezuela and sanctuary to several
US fugitives in justifying the blacklisting.

“With this action, we will once again hold Cuba’s
government accountable and send a clear message: the
Castro regime must end its support for international ter-
rorism and subversion of US justice,” Pompeo said in a
statement, referring to former leaders Fidel and Raul
Castro. “The United States will continue to support the
Cuban people in their desire for a democratic govern-
ment and respect for human rights, including freedom of
religion, expression and association,” he said. It is the
latest in a blitz of decisions by Pompeo in his final days
in office, with most of Washington focused on whether
to remove Trump for inciting a deadly riot at the US
Capitol by supporters who sought to stop the ceremo-
nial certification of Biden’s victory. Since Saturday,
Pompeo has also designated Yemen’s Huthi rebels as a
terrorist group, defying warnings from aid groups, and
relaxed rules on US engagement with Taiwan. Then-
president Barack Obama in 2015 delisted Cuba as a
state sponsor of terrorism as he moved to normalize
relations and declared the half-century US effort to iso-
late the communist island to be a failure. Trump has
reversed many of Obama’s overtures to Cuba and also
imposed sanctions on Venezuela, winning him support
among immigrant communities in Florida, a crucial state
in US elections.  Biden has indicated he wants to return
at least to some engagement started under Obama and
blocked by Trump, including allowing Cuban-
Americans to visit family and send money. 

Warnings from Democrats 
“The hypocrisy from President Trump and Secretary

Pompeo is stunning but not surprising,” said
Representative Gregory Meeks, a member of Biden’s
Democratic Party who heads the House Foreign Affairs
Committee. “Donald Trump-who as a businessman reg-
istered the Trump Organization’s trademark on the
island in 2008 — has always seen Cuba as a political
football with zero regard for the long-suffering Cuban
people,” Meeks said.  To remove Cuba from the terror
list, Antony Blinken-Biden’s nominee for secretary of
state-would need to initiate a review that shows that
Havana did not engage in terrorism over the previous
six months. Cuban Foreign Minister Bruno Rodriguez
called the designation “cynical and hypocritical.” “The
political opportunism of this action is recognized by
everyone honestly concerned about the scourge of ter-
rorism and its victims,” he wrote on Twitter.

Chilling effect on business 
John S Kavulich, president of the US-Cuba Trade

and Economic Council that looks at commercial ties
between the countries, said the immediate effects of
Pompeo’s move would include discouraging financial
institutions from dealing with Cuba.  Insurance compa-
nies could also suspend coverage or jack up rates for
operators of ships and aircrafts to Cuba, he said.
“Transactions with the Republic of Cuba would have an
increase in scrutiny, resulting in fewer governments and
companies wanting to engage with it,” he said.  But he
doubted the move would ultimately change Cuba’s poli-
cies, including its staunch support for Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro, whom the Trump adminis-
tration has sought to topple. —AFP

Worries as US Homeland Security chief quits
15,000 troops to be deployed ahead of Biden inauguration next week
WASHINGTON: US Acting Homeland
Security Secretary Chad Wolf announced his
resignation unexpectedly Monday as worries
rose over more violence during President-
elect Joe Biden’s inauguration next week.
Wolf’s departure as head of the body in
charge of security for the January 20 event
came five days after President Donald
Trump’s supporters stormed the US Capitol,
hoping to prevent Biden from replacing him.

The Homeland Security Department
oversees several law enforcement bodies
including the Secret Service, the point
agency for security for the White House and
the US president. Wolf, who said he was
stepping down for procedural reasons,
named Pete Gaynor, the administrator of the
Federal Emergency Management Agency, to
replace him. But the move did not end ques-
tions over whether the US capital city would
be adequately secure over the coming week.
An internal FBI document warned of the
possibility that armed Trump supporters
could hold protests in all 50 states between
the coming weekend and January 20,
according to US media.

The White House issued a statement
saying that Trump had “declared that an
emergency exists in the District of Columbia

and ordered Federal assistance to supple-
ment the District’s response efforts due to
the emergency conditions resulting from the
59th Presidential Inauguration from January
11 to January 24, 2021.” It said the order
gave the Department of Homeland Security
the authority to act “to save lives and to
protect property and public health and safe-
ty, and to lessen or avert the threat of a
catastrophe in the District of Columbia.”

Meanwhile, federal and city officials con-
tinued to point fingers over who was
responsible for the debacle at the Capitol
last Wednesday, when the Congressional
police force was overwhelmed by thousands
of Trump supporters who succeeded in
shutting down the legislature.

More troops called up 
The Pentagon said Monday it had author-

ized 15,000 National Guard troops to be
deployed for Biden’s inauguration. Already
6,200 troops are on the ground in
Washington, and a total of 10,000 are
planned by the coming weekend, said General
Daniel Hokanson, chief of the Defense
Department’s National Guard Bureau.

Another 5,000 could be deployed by the
day of the inauguration, he said. They will

come equipped with riot gear and weapons,
but so far they have not been authorized to
arm themselves while on the streets of the
US capital, he said. Before he announced his
departure, Wolf also ordered an acceleration
of preparations by the Secret Service, citing
“events of the past week and the evolving
security landscape.” Preparations for the
event were moving quickly. A security fence
has been built around the entire grounds of
the Capitol, where Biden will take the oath
of office as Trump’s successor. 

‘Don’t come’ 
Still angry about last Wednesday’s vio-

lence, in which five people died, including a
protester shot dead by police and a police
officer who was attacked and died from his
injuries, Washington mayor Muriel Bowser
appealed to Biden backers to stay away
from the capital on inauguration day.
Normally, hundreds of thousands of
Americans-sometimes more than a million-
flock to Washington for the quadrennial
event.

“We are asking Americans not to come
to Washington DC for the 59th presidential
inauguration on January 20 and to instead
participate virtually,” Bowser said.

Organizers said the Democratic president-
elect would use the occasion to foster
national unity, faced by a country deeply
divided over politics and hobbled by the
coronavirus pandemic.

He will be sworn in at the Capitol in front
of the National Mall filled with flags rather
than the usual hundreds of thousands of
spectators. Afterwards, he and three former
US presidents-Trump won’t attend-will
travel to Arlington National Cemetery,
where thousands of US military war dead
for veterans are buried, to lay a wreath.

But the preparations come as Democrats,
accusing Trump of fomenting and applaud-
ing what they branded an “insurrection” and
“coup” attempt last week, seek to force
Trump from office prematurely.

That could further spark violence by
Trump supporters, the FBI warned in a new
internal advisory. According to US media,
the document says that far-right groups like
the violent Boogaloo Boys are planning
protests around the country timed to the
inauguration. One group, the FBI said,
“warned that if Congress attempts to
remove POTUS (Trump) via the 25th
Amendment a huge uprising will occur,”
ABC News reported. —AFP

WILMINGTON, United States: President-elect Joe Biden speaks to the press after receiving his second dose of the Pfizer/BioNTech COVID-19 vaccination at ChristianaCare Christiana Hospital on Monday. —AFP

Guterres to run 
for second term 
as UN chief 
UNITED NATIONS: UN Secretary General Antonio
Guterres will run for a second five-year term as the organi-
zation’s chief, his spokesman said Monday. Guterres
informed the president of the General Assembly and
Security Council that “he is available to serve a second
term as secretary general of the United Nations,” which
would run from 2022 to 2026, spokesman Stephane
Dujarric told a daily press briefing. Diplomatic officials said
Guterres, 71, told the UN Security Council’s permanent
members on Friday that he planned to seek a second term.

A diplomat told AFP that during the meeting with rep-
resentatives from China, the United States, France, Britain
and Russia, Guterres described the many threats the world
faces. He underscored the need to reconcile “humanity and
nature” and the importance of improved international
cooperation on other challenges such as cybersecurity and
terrorism, the diplomat added. Other diplomats said
Guterres’ hope to serve a second term has so far not been
met with any resistance from the permanent Security
Council members.

It is traditional for a UN secretary general to serve
the maximum two terms, though before November’s US
election, diplomats said Guterres was not planning to
seek a second term if President Donald Trump were
reelected. The outgoing US leader scorned multilateral-
ism in many instances and assailed UN bodies such as
the World Health Organization. British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson said he “warmly welcomed” Guterres’
decision to run for a second term and congratulated him
on “doing a fantastic job.” —AFP

Antonio Guterres 

Two US lawmakers 
test positive for 
COVID after riot
WASHINGTON:  Two members of the US Congress
have tested positive for the coronavirus, with one yes-
terday accusing Republicans of refusing to wear masks
and mocking those who did during a riot at the legisla-
ture last week. In a tweet, Democratic Congresswoman
Pramila Jayapal said she had taken a test after being
trapped in a secure room with fellow lawmakers, and
that she had tested positive.  “Many Republicans still
refused to take the bare minimum COVID-19 precau-
tion and simply wear a damn mask in a crowded room
during a pandemic - creating a superspreader event on
top of a domestic terrorist attack,” Jayapal, who is now
self-isolating, she said.  “The duration in the room was
multiple hours and several Republicans not only cruelly
refused to wear a mask but mocked colleagues and
staff who offered them one.”

Hours earlier, fellow Democratic congresswoman
Bonnie Watson Coleman said she too had contracted
the virus and that she believed she had been exposed
to it during last week’s violence. “She believes she was
exposed during protective isolation in the US Capitol
building as a result of insurrectionist riots,” her office
said in a statement. Top Congressional doctor Brian
Monahan warned lawmakers over the weekend that

they could have been exposed to the virus after taking
shelter in an isolation room last Wednesday. 

Just hours after pro-Trump protestors stormed the
US Capitol to demand Congress overturn the
November 3 election victory of President-elect Joe
Biden, Congressman Jake LaTurner tested positive for
the virus. The US is the world’s hardest-hit country and
some 375,000 people have died from the coronavirus-
with about 3,000 more dying every day. In her state-
ment following her positive diagnosis, Congresswoman
Jayapal said colleagues that refused to wear masks
were guilty of “selfish idiocy” and should not be
allowed to take their seats in the chamber. —AFP

WASHINGTON: In this file photo Democratic Representative
Pramila Jayapal votes during the House Judiciary
Committee’s vote. —AFP

Afghan forces foil 
IS plan to murder
top US envoy
KABUL: Afghan authorities said yesterday they had foiled
a plan by the jihadist Islamic State group to assassinate
the top US envoy in Kabul, as a wave of targeted killings
continue to rock the country. Intelligence officers disman-
tled a four-member IS cell in the eastern province of
Nangarhar that had planned to murder Ross Wilson as well
as Afghan officials, the National Directorate of Security
said. Wilson, the US Charge d’Affaires in Kabul, has stead-
fastly condemned a series of assassinations in the capital
and other cities of prominent Afghans including journalists,
activists and politicians in recent months.

“The main assassin and facilitator of the cell, Abdul
Wahed, had planned to assassinate the US ambassador in

Afghanistan as well as some high ranking Afghan officials,”
the NDS said in a statement. “Their plan was foiled with
their arrest.” The NDS did not offer further details and the
US embassy in Kabul did not respond to requests for com-
ment. In recent months, deadly violence has rocked
Afghanistan, including a new trend of targeted killing of
prominent Afghans which has sowed fear and chaos despite
the Taleban and government engaging in peace talks.

Last week the US military blamed the terror group for
these largely unclaimed targeted killings, although some of
them have been claimed by IS. Over the years IS has
claimed several deadly attacks in Nangarhar, once the
bastion of the jihadist group in the country. In a separate
incident yesterday, three Afghan women soldiers were shot
dead in the northern city of Mazar-i-Sharif. Two gunmen
opened fire on a vehicle carrying the troops to work, army
spokesman Hanif Rezayee said. Two soldiers died at the
scene and one died later in hospital, he said, adding that
another military servicewoman and the male driver were
wounded in the attack. No group has so far claimed
responsibility.  —AFP


