
WASHINGTON: Joe Biden held his wife Jill’s
hand as they strode up their new home’s drive-
way Wednesday-which was the only normal
thing about the day he became the president of
the United States. Washington was under un-
precedented security lockdown, cheering
crowds absent because of America’s out-of-
control COVID outbreak and Donald Trump had
only left the White House hours before.

Biden’s armored black limousine had de-
posited him at the end of his new street-Penn-
sylvania Avenue-after his swearing in and a visit
to Arlington National Cemetery to pay respects
to US military war dead.  But he popped the
surreality of the moment with a quip as he made
the short walk to the White House with Jill, fol-
lowed closely by Vice President Kamala Harris
and her family.

“It feels like I’m going home,” the president
told an NBC News reporter, who was among
the dozens of journalists recording each step
from a grandstand. The sound of military march-
ing bands was still hanging in the air while a
group of Secret Service agents in long coats
scanned the scene.

Until shortly before his arrival, red dump
trucks with “God Bless America” emblazoned on
their sides served as security barriers to Penn-
sylvania Avenue. It betrayed the overwhelming
security machine for Biden’s extraordinary day,
including miles of metal barriers, thousands of
masked security forces and a dystopian-looking
Washington that would normally be primed to

party on Inauguration Day.
The lockdown meant the contingent of roughly

25,000 National Guard troops far outnumbered
revelers. “This looks like the entrance to a military
base... during war,” said 42-year-old Joe Brunner
from New York City, as he stood across from a
checkpoint guarded by armed troops and military
vehicles in central Washington.

“The atmosphere is very strange, it is very
un-American”, said 36-year-old Jason Sheffield,
adding the security zone and heavy police pres-
ence “is unethical to freedom” and “very scary.”

For most Americans, the inauguration was
watched on social media and TV. Streets were
nearly empty and many businesses in down-
town Washington were boarded up, some due
to the pandemic and others because of recent
violent protests.

In recent years, tens of thousands of people
have been close enough to the inauguration
ceremony to see the president take the oath of
office at the great domed Capitol building that
hosts Congress.

The crowd has been massively pared down
due to virus contagion concerns-normally
200,000 passes would be distributed among
lawmakers to hand out to their constituents. This
year it was one ticket for each of the 535 mem-
bers of Congress and one guest each.

On top of that, Donald Trump’s supporters
attacked the Capitol building two weeks ago to
try to undo Biden’s election win, prompting extra
heavy security. The number of National Guard

troops-which is on top of thousands of police
officers-is about three times the roughly 8,000
on hand for Trump’s inauguration.

Those troops would, outside a pandemic
year, be guarding crowds on the Capitol
grounds and many thousands more packing the
roughly 700-acre (280-hectare) National Mall. 

The 2009 inauguration of Barack Obama,
America’s first Black president, drew an esti-

mated 450,000 spectators to the Mall. Yet some
people defied the warnings and strolled the car-
less streets to see what they could of America’s
handover of power.

“I think today is kind of joyous,” said down-
town Washington resident Sheila Callahan. “As
soon as Trump’s helicopter took off from the
White House, people (in her neighborhood)
were up on the roof cheering.”—AFP
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‘Going home’: Biden’s surreal
walk to the White House

25,000 National Guard troops outnumber revelers on inauguration day

WASHINGTON, DC: US President Joe Biden (right) and First Lady Jill Biden arrive at the White House in
Washington, DC, on Wednesday. — AFP

Biden to roll back 
Trump policies, 
remake US role 
in climate crisis
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden commit-
ted the United States to rejoining the Paris cli-
mate accord, blocked an oil pipeline project and
froze Arctic drilling in a raft of executive orders
signed hours after taking office Wednesday. But
for the Democrat who has pledged to roll back
four years of environmental harm done by his
predecessor Donald Trump, that’s just the start.

Experts say that Biden will have to rebuild the
credibility the US lost in the eyes of the interna-
tional community, by setting concrete goals for
emissions reductions on the path to net zero by
2050. Next, he’ll need to realize his $2 trillion cli-
mate plan, which would place green action at the
heart of the economy and its recovery from the
COVID-19 pandemic, while ensuring a long term
shift that can’t be rapidly undone under a future
Republican president.

“I think it’s important that the US shows that

it means business at home,” David Waskow of
the World Resources Institute told AFP.  The
WRI is advocating for the US to set a 45-50
percent reduction in total greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 2030 compared to 2005 levels.

Biden has also said he will convene the lead-
ers of major economies for a climate summit
within 100 days of his inauguration. Among the
executive orders Wednesday, the Biden admin-
istration submitted a letter to the UN that for-
mally triggers a 30-day process to reenter the
Paris climate agreement.

UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
welcomed the action and the prospect of “the
leadership of United States in accelerating
global efforts towards net zero” emissions, call-
ing on the president to adopt an “ambitious”
plan to fight global warming.

French President Emmanuel Macron lauded
Biden’s decision to return to the accord, telling
him “welcome back” in a congratulatory mes-
sage. Biden also scrapped the Keystone XL
pipeline connecting the Alberta oil sands to
coastal refineries in Texas-a move that threatens
to strain ties with Canada. Still, Canada’s Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau, who had pressed Biden
to reverse his decision on the pipeline, vowed to
“work together to advance climate action and
clean economic growth.” — AFP

Biden’s first foreign 
leader call will 
be to Trudeau
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden’s first call
to a foreign leader will be to Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau, White House spokes-
woman Jen Psaki said-with the fate of the con-
troversial Keystone XL pipeline on the agenda.
“His first foreign leader call will be on Friday with
Prime Minister Trudeau,” Psaki told reporters at
her first White House briefing.

She said they would discuss their “important
relationship,” and the Biden administration’s de-
cision to halt further construction of the Key-
stone XL oil pipeline between Canada and the
United States. Trudeau said he was “disap-
pointed” by the move, which came shortly after
Biden took office.

“While we welcome the president’s commit-
ment to fight climate change, we are disap-
pointed but acknowledge the President’s
decision to fulfill his election campaign promise
on Keystone XL,” Trudeau said in a statement.
“I look forward to working with President Biden

to reduce pollution, combat climate change, fight
COVID-19, create middle class jobs, and build
back better by supporting a sustainable eco-
nomic recovery for everyone.”

TC Energy, the Canadian company behind
the pipeline, suspended construction of the par-
tially completed oil conduit earlier Wednesday,
saying the move would mean thousands of lost
jobs. “The decision would overturn an unprece-
dented, comprehensive regulatory process that
lasted more than a decade and repeatedly con-
cluded the pipeline would transport much
needed energy in an environmentally responsible
way while enhancing North American energy se-
curity,” it said.

Canadian regulators approved the project in
2010 but it was blocked by president Barack
Obama in 2015 due to environmental concerns-
a decision that his successor Donald Trump re-
versed in 2017.

While Ottawa has always supported the proj-
ect, environmental groups and indigenous
groups have steadfastly cried foul. The 1,210-
mile (1,947-kilometer) pipeline, starting in 2023,
was to transport up to 830,000 barrels of oil per
day from the Alberta oil sands to Nebraska and
then through an existing system to refineries in
coastal Texas. —AFP


