
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden signed an exec-
utive order yesterday giving priority to US companies
and products in contracts with the federal government,
pushing a “Made in America” approach favored by
predecessor Donald Trump. The order, senior White
House officials said, aims to boost national production
and save industrial jobs by increasing investments in
manufacturing industries and workers in order to “Build
Back Better.”

Less than a week after his inauguration, Biden is
pushing his priorities through with executive orders,
even though his Cabinet is not fully in place, with the
roles such as Secretary of State still to be approved. The
new executive order should reduce the possibility of
skirting rules requiring federal authorities to prioritize
buying US-made products. Biden wants to limit the way
federal agencies stamp the products they buy as “Made
in America” in order to eliminate legal loopholes used by
companies that often manufacture in the US only a small
portion of the products offered to the government.

Avoiding a trade war 
Biden’s decision echoes those of his predecessors,

particularly Trump.  Trump had issued an executive
order urging the federal government to purchase more

US-made products and turning tariffs into a weapon
against imports-with mixed results. But instead of a
trade war, Biden favors tightening the “Buy American”
rules and wants to utilize the federal government’s buy-
ing power. “The dollars the federal government
spends... are a powerful tool to support American
workers and manufacturers. Contracting alone
accounts for nearly $600 billion in federal spending,”
an administration official said.

The Buy American Act of 1933, still in force, requires
federal agencies to prioritize buying goods produced
on US soil, but “these preferences have not always been
implemented consistently or effectively,” according to
the Biden administration. Biden’s approach seeks to
change the structure of the process by changing the
definition of what is considered a US-made product and
reducing the possibilities for exemptions. The adminis-
tration also wants new companies, including small ones,
to have access to tenders.

Strengthening the supply chain 
During his presidential campaign, Biden promised

to strengthen the “Buy American” process with a $400
billion plan for projects using US-made products-
including steel, or protective equipment for healthcare

workers battling COVID-19. After his electoral victory,
Biden said the federal government would buy
American cars and inventory. However, companies
have already warned that overly restrictive rules could

cause costs to soar, making it harder to buy parts
made outside the US. 

President Joe Biden will re-impose a COVID-19
travel ban on most non-US citizens who have been in
Britain, Brazil, Ireland and much of Europe, a White
House official said Sunday, as the new administration
ramps up its pandemic response. Biden will also extend
the ban to travelers who have recently been to South
Africa amid warnings that new, more transmissible
coronavirus variants are already establishing themselves
in the United States, the official said, confirming US
media reports.

The new president last week tightened mask wearing
rules and ordered quarantine for people flying into the
United States, as he seeks to tackle the country’s wors-
ening coronavirus crisis. Biden has said that the
COVID-19 death toll would likely rise from 420,000 to
half a million next month-and that drastic action was
needed. “We’re in a national emergency. It’s time we
treated it like one,” he said on Thursday. In his last days
in office, Donald Trump announced that a COVID-19
ban on travelers arriving from much of Europe and
Brazil would be lifted-but the Biden administration
immediately said it would reverse the order due to come
into effect on January 26. — AFP
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WASHINGTON: In this file photo US President Joe Biden
speaks about the COVID-19 response before signing
executive orders for economic relief to COVID-hit families
and businesses in the State Dining Room of the White
House in Washington. — AFP 

FFP2 masks become
mandatory in Austrian
shops, transport
VIENNA: Austrians yesterday swapped their cloth
face coverings for medical-grade FFP2 masks, now
mandatory for those over 14 on public transport, shops
and businesses, pharmacies as well as hospitals or
medical practices.  Austria is among the first European
countries to make FFP2 masks mandatory. The measure
has largely been accepted without complaint, despite
controversy over other measures such as the closing of
schools while ski lifts remain open. “Because of the
(more contagious) variants of the coronavirus, it is nec-
essary to protect yourself better,” said 24-year-old
Vienna resident and graphic designer Hannah Zuegner. 

“If everyone participates, I think it will change the
situation, especially when the vaccines arrive,” she
said. Though often sold for more than 5 euros each just
a few weeks ago, the masks, which block 94 percent of
aerosols, can now be found at all grocery stores for 59
cents each. Elderly residents and low-income house-
holds received packs of free FFP2 masks last week.

The measure also applies to supermarkets and to serv-
ice providers such as garage owners and health pro-
fessionals, while teachers, warehouse workers and
people in the public service must also comply at their
workplace, unless a minimum distance of two meters
can be ensured.

Pregnant women and people with medical condi-
tions that make it harder for them to breathe are
exempt. Following a second lockdown that ended in
early December and allowed stores to open for
Christmas shopping, daily infection rates quickly
increased, leading the government to imposed a third
lockdown just a few weeks later, on December 26.
Though it was meant to be lifted on January 25, this
third lockdown failed to significantly contain new
infections in the nation of 8.9 million, leading to an
extension until February 8 and stricter regulations,
including the mandatory FFP2 masks.  Currently,
around 130 new infections are registered per 100,000
residents each day-well above the maximum of 50
infections the government aims for. 

Schools, museums, sports halls, cinemas and non-
essential shops are currently closed and the govern-
ment is urging Austrians to limit social contacts and to
work from home wherever possible.  Outdoor sports,
however, are permitted, and photos of crowds queuing
at lifts or huddling with drinks at ice skating rinks have
sparked outrage.—AFP

VIENNA: A commuter wears an FFP2 protective facemask on a public transport underground train in Vienna yester-
day, during the ongoing novel coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic.— AFP 

LONDON: Prime Minister Boris Johnson carries Oxford/AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccines for distribution during a visit to
Barnet FC’s ground at The Hive, north London, which is being used as a coronavirus vaccination center yesterday.—AFP

UK govt under 
pressure over
schools’ closure
LONDON: The UK government faced growing pres-
sure yesterday to detail a strategy to reopen schools in
England, following a backlash from lawmakers about
reports they could remain closed for months. A dozen
MPs from Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s ruling
Conservatives have warned publicly that pupils risk
becoming the pandemic’s “forgotten victims” and
demand schools fully reopen sooner. The group-which
includes former Cabinet minister Esther McVey and
Graham Brady, head of an influential committee of
Conservative lawmakers-backed a parents’ pressure
group campaign on the issue.

“We need to get our children learning again - with
clarity from @educationgovuk and an education route
map out of the coronavirus,” Conservative MP Rob
Halfon, chairman of parliament’s watchdog education
committee, said on Twitter. “The engine of government
should be directed towards opening our schools. We
face an epidemic of educational poverty and mental
health otherwise.” However, Halfon’s bid to force a
government statement on the issue in parliament yes-
terday failed after House of Commons Speaker
Lindsay Hoyle opted against selecting his urgent ques-
tion on the issue.

Education Secretary Gavin Williamson is widely
expected to address the matter later this week, and
confirm that students will not return to classrooms
after the mid-February half-term break as ministers

had once hoped. Johnson closed schools to all but the
children of key workers this month as COVID-19
infections surged across the country, largely due to the
emergence of a more contagious virus variant in
recent months.

Quarantine hotels 
The dramatic spike in cases through December has

led to unprecedented levels of hospitalizations and
fatalities from coronavirus, with Britain now approach-
ing 100,000 deaths during the pandemic. Although the
number of new cases has begun to fall this month,
Health Secretary Matt Hancock declined Sunday to
guarantee schools would be back by Easter in early
April, noting that infection rates would need to come
down further. The UK government sets education poli-
cy in England. The sector is handled by the devolved
administrations in Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland, where schools have also been shut.

Meanwhile, the government is also being urged to
beef up its borders policy amid fears other new virus
strains could be imported. Ministers have for weeks
been mulling whether to require all incoming travellers
to isolate in hotels, and a decision is expected within
days. Earlier this month, the UK scrapped its “travel
corridors” from countries with lower caseloads follow-
ing the emergence of new variants, and now asks
arrivals to show negative Covid-19 tests and then self-
isolate. But following calls for even stricter curbs, senior
ministers are on Tuesday due to discuss requiring arriv-
ing travellers to pay to quarantine at a designated hotel
to ensure they are following the self-isolation rules.

It comes as border rules were being tightened
around the world. The United States yesterday set to
reimpose a ban on most non-US citizens who have been
in Britain, Brazil, Ireland and much of Europe from visit-
ing, as well as adding South Africa to the list.—AFP 

Cyclone Eloise leaves
hundreds homeless
in Mozambique
MAPUTO, Mozambique: A tropical cyclone
that hit central Mozambique this weekend has
displaced thousands of people and caused severe
flooding in an area battered by two deadly
cyclones in 2019, response teams and aid agen-
cies said. Cyclone Eloise made landfall in the ear-
ly hours of Saturday, bringing high-speed winds
followed by torrential rain over the port city of
Beira, capital of Mozambique’s Sofala province,
and the adjacent Buzi district. Almost 7,000 peo-
ple have been displaced and over 5,000 houses
destroyed or damaged in the area, the UN’s
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) said yesterday, citing preliminary
government figures.

National emergency response teams on Sunday
confirmed six fatalities and 12 serious injuries-num-
bers expected to rise as the scale of the damage is
fully assessed in coming days. “So many places are
flooded already and it’s getting worse,” said Unicef
Mozambique spokesman Daniel Timme, speaking
to AFP from Beira. “Rivers are collecting water and
bringing it back to the Buzi River basin” south of
Beira, he said. Timme said the cyclone had dispro-
portionately affected the city’s poorer neighbor-
hoods, where homes made of tarpaulin and corru-
gated iron were swept up by winds.—AFP

Mexican president 
says he has COVID
MEXICO CITY: Mexican President Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador announced Sunday that he
was infected with the coronavirus, but said his symp-
toms were mild. “I regret to inform you that I am
infected with COVID-19. The symptoms are mild but
I am already undergoing medical treatment,” the 67-
year-old said in a message on social media. “As
always, I am optimistic. We will come through this
together,” he said. The leftwing populist is rarely seen
wearing a mask in public, including at his daily news
conferences, and has kept up most of his activities
during the pandemic.

Lopez Obrador has continued his travels to differ-
ent parts of the country and on Friday visited the
northern state of San Luis Potosi. He was criticized
for being slow to impose a lockdown at the start of
the pandemic and for continuing to hold rallies and
greet supporters with handshakes and hugs.

Lopez Obrador suffered a heart attack in 2013
and underwent angioplasty. He also suffers from
hypertension-a risk factor for COVID-19. He joins
other world leaders, including former US president
Donald Trump, Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro and
British prime minister Boris Johnson, who have
caught the virus. Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau tweeted that he wished his Mexican coun-
terpart a “full and speedy recovery.”

“We wish him a speedy recovery. I know that his
people need him and that Latin America accompa-
nies him in this difficult time we are going through,”

Argentine President Alberto Fernandes said on
Twitter. Former Mexican presidents Felipe Calderon
(2006-2012) and Enrique Pena Nieto (2012-2018)
also took to Twitter to wish Lopez Obrador a suc-
cessful recovery. Lopez Obrador said he would work
from the presidential palace this week and delegated
Interior Minister Olga Sanchez to represent him at
his daily news conference. He also said he would take
part in a telephone call with Russian President
Vladimir Putin yesterday about the possibility of
Mexico acquiring the Sputnik V coronavirus vaccine.

Maximum alert 
Mexico has officially registered more than 1.75

million coronavirus cases and nearly 150,000
deaths-the world’s fourth-highest toll after the
United States, Brazil and India. Mexico City has been
in a state of maximum alert since mid-December,
with more than 90 percent of hospital beds full due
to soaring infections. Non-essential activities have
been suspended in the capital. Lopez Obrador came
to power on December 1, 2018, promising to “trans-
form” the country after sweeping aside the two polit-
ical parties that had ruled for decades.

The former Mexico City mayor and self-styled
anti-corruption crusader has faced calls to resign
over his handling of the pandemic but still enjoys sol-
id approval ratings. The Latin American nation began
a mass immunization program on December 24 using
the coronavirus vaccine developed by US drugs
giant Pfizer and its German partner BioNTech. It has
also authorized the shot developed by AstraZeneca
and the University of Oxford. The first vaccinations
were given to frontline health workers, and Lopez
Obrador said that he would wait until March, when
people over the age of 65 are scheduled to be immu-
nized, to get the shot himself. — AFP

Trump impeachment 
article to be
sent to Senate 
WASHINGTON: US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi
was set to send the Senate a single article of impeach-
ment yesterday accusing Donald Trump of inciting the
Capitol riot, formally triggering the first-ever impeach-
ment trial of a former president. Pelosi, the top
Democrat in Congress, vowed last week that the trial-
already scheduled to open in the second week of
February-should proceed, saying, “I don’t think it will
be long, but we must do it.”

But Republican lawmakers signaled over the week-
end that Democrats may struggle to secure Trump’s
conviction over the storming of US legislative build-
ings earlier this month, which left five people dead.
Senior figures in Trump’s party have pushed back with
both political and constitutional arguments, raising
doubts that Democrats-who control 50 seats in the
100-seat chamber-can secure the 17 Republican votes
to reach the two-thirds majority needed to convict.

“I think the trial is stupid. I think it’s counterpro-
ductive. We already have a flaming fire in this country
and it’s like taking a bunch of gasoline and pouring it
on top,” Marco Rubio, the top Republican on the
Senate Intelligence Committee, told Fox News Sunday.
He acknowledged that Trump-who had urged thou-
sands of his supporters to flock to Washington and
protest the congressional certification of Joe Biden’s
victory-”bears some responsibility for what hap-
pened.” But to “stir it up again” could only hurt the
country, said Rubio, a presidential candidate beaten by
Trump in the 2016 primary.—AFP


