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WASHINGTON: Joe Biden’s administration unveiled
a detailed COVID-19 roadmap yesterday to boost
vaccinations and testing while centering scientific ex-
pertise, after the new US president warned during his
inaugural speech the pandemic was entering its
“deadliest period.” 

Officials said Biden would immediately sign 10 ex-
ecutive orders and other directives to jumpstart the
national strategy, which experts said was sorely miss-
ing under his predecessor Donald Trump.

The US is the world’s hardest-hit country with
more than 405,000 deaths, and government models
suggest the B.1.1.7 variant imported from Britain could
supercharge the outbreak’s trajectory in the coming
months. “For almost a year now, Americans could not
look to the federal government for any strategy, let
alone a comprehensive approach to respond to
COVID,” Jeff Zients, a former management consultant
who is Biden’s new COVID-19 task force coordinator
told reporters.  “As president Biden steps into office
today, that all changes,” he added.

‘Restoring trust’ 
The plan has organized goals like restoring the

trust of the American people, surging the vaccination
campaign, and mitigating viral spread through ag-
gressive masking and testing, while expanding the
public health workforce. It also seeks to expand
emergency relief and invoke emergency legislation to
increase industrial production; safely reopen schools,

businesses and travel; protect the most vulnerable and
advance racial equity; and restore US global leader-
ship with future pandemic preparedness. The admin-
istration is seeking $1.9 trillion from Congress for its
plans, which includes $20 billion for vaccines and $50
billion for testing. Taken as a whole, the strategy
amounts to a more closely coordinated approach than
that of the previous administration, which sidelined
key agencies like the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, sought to censor recommendations by
prominent scientists, and said individual states should
do what seems right for them.

Some of the measures were already announced in
recent days, including recommending that the eligi-
bility criteria for vaccine priority groups be widened
and simplified in order to increase the rate of shots
being injected. As it stands, the federal government
has overseen the allocation of 35.9 million doses to
states, of which 16.5 million have been used-or 46
percent.  The figure is well below targets set by the
Trump administration, but the administration rate has
been steadily ticking up in recent days.

Vaccine blitz 
New White House vaccines coordinator

Bechara Choucair restated the administration’s in-
tention to bring online thousands of federal vacci-
nation centers as well as the mobilization of
thousands more workers to help. These plans
would bring the financial and logistical clout of the

federal government in the fight against the virus-
again, an element that had largely been missing.
The administration will also continue the policy of
rolling out vaccine doses for Pfizer and Moderna’s
two-shot regimes as soon as they become avail-
able. The Trump team had initially set aside the
booster as reserve, but later changed course after
running low on supply.

Executive orders would also be advanced to es-
tablish a pandemic testing board, to boost research
efforts into treatments, and create a Health Equity
Task Force. This group, headed by Yale associate
professor Marcella Nunez-Smith, will advise the
president on allocating resources and funding in com-
munities affected by inequities linked to race, geog-
raphy and disability. —AFP

As pandemic worsens in US, Biden 
unveils ambitious COVID strategy

President to sign 10 executive orders to jumpstart national strategy

WASHINGTON, DC: US President Joe Biden speaks after being sworn in as the 46th President of the US during
the 59th Presidential Inauguration at the US Capitol in Washington, Wednesday. —AFP

In departure from 
Trump era, US hails 
WHO virus response
GENEVA: In a dramatic about-turn, the new US administration
yesterday thanked the World Health Organization for leading the
global pandemic response and vowed to remain a member state.

“Under trying circumstances, this organization has rallied the
scientific and research and development community to accelerate
vaccines, therapies and diagnostics,” top US scientist Anthony
Fauci, who has been named President Joe Biden’s chief medical ad-
viser, told a meeting of the WHO’s executive board.

The WHO, he said, had “relentlessly worked with nations in their
fight against COVID-19.” His comments marked a clear departure
from the harsh criticism dealt to the WHO by former US president
Donald Trump, who had begun withdrawing his country from the
organization.

But on his first day in office Wednesday, Biden reversed that
decision. In a letter sent to United Nations chief Antonio Guterres,
Biden announced he was retracting Trump’s July 6 notification that
the United States intended to withdraw from the UN health agency
in 12 months’ time.

“The United States intends to remain a member of the World
Health Organization,” Biden wrote. —AFP

Harris’s Indian family 
counts on her 
becoming president
NEW DELHI: Kamala Harris’s Indian family huddled around a tel-
evision to watch her inauguration as US vice-president, but they
plan on being there in person in four years if she becomes Amer-
ica’s number one. The first female, Black and south Asian vice-
president in US history was born in California but her mother took
her on several trips to India as a child, and her links to the country
have set its 1.3 billion people abuzz.

“I wish she does such a damn good job, four years later she
will automatically get a Democratic nomination and win the pres-
idency,” said Harris’s uncle Gopalan Balachandran. Balachandran
could not be in Washington to see Harris sworn in on Wednesday
because of the coronavirus pandemic.

“It would have been nice to have been there,” the uncle told
AFP, but he hopes to travel to the United States at a later date if
he can secure a vaccination.

US media reports have spoken of a possible deal under which
President Joe Biden, 78, will serve only one term, leaving Harris a
clear run to the Democratic Party’s candidacy in the next election.

Balachandran’s daughter, Sharada Balachandran Orihuela, an
English professor at the University of Maryland, was at the cere-
mony and was pictured with Harris. Hours before the event, Harris,
56, posted a video on Twitter in which she credited the women
who have inspired her, including her late mother Shyamala

Gopalan, a breast cancer specialist who was born in India.
“She (Kamala) did everything on her own. If anybody, her bea-

con was her mother,” Balachandran said.
Celebrations for the inauguration were held in the family’s an-

cestral village, Thulasendrapuram, in Tamil Nadu state, with fire-
crackers set off and people clapping and cheering as Harris took
the oath.

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi congratulated Harris,
calling her swearing-in a “historic occasion”.  Modi said he was
“looking forward to interacting with her to make India-USA re-
lations more robust. The India-USA partnership is beneficial for
our planet.” —AFP

SILIGURI: Newspapers featuring front-page news on US President Joe Biden
and Vice President Kamala Harris are seen at a newspaper stand in Siliguri
yesterday. —AFP


