
HANOI: Vietnam’s secretive, twice-a-
decade political transition kicked off yester-
day, with the Communist Party poised to
select its future leaders who will have to
contend with an increasingly assertive China
and ramped-up trade tensions with the
United States. The country’s party general
secretary, as well as three other key leader-
ship “pillars”, are up for grabs at the con-
gress in Hanoi, which is taking place largely
behind closed doors, and will run until
February 2. The lead-up to the congress has
been marked by a relentless crackdown on
dissent, according to rights groups, which
say repression has escalated under the cur-
rent leadership.

Nguyen Phu Trong, the Communist Party
chief who has also served as president since
2018, is vying for another term as general
secretary, analysts say, although he is not
expected to continue holding both leader-
ship posts simultaneously. But another stint
in the top job for 76-year-old Trong-a pro-
China conservative-would be a boost for his
high-profile anti-corruption campaign that
has swept through the party, police and
armed forces.

“In the last five years there’s been a rec-
ognizable increase in the repressiveness of
the regime,” said Jonathan London, a
Vietnam expert at the Leiden Institute of
Area Studies in the Netherlands. This
“reflects Trong’s agenda of disciplining the
party and the country’s population more

broadly”. Roads were sealed off early yes-
terday morning around Hanoi’s National
Convention Centre, with a dense security
presence keeping watch as delegates
arrived for the opening ceremony. 

Economic opening, surviving with China 
Another contender to remain in a key

post is Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc,
who has focused on the country’s economic
growth and integration, securing a number
of international trade deals. The 66-year-
old-tipped by analysts to now take the pres-
idency-has also steered the country’s robust
response to the coronavirus pandemic.  

Regardless of who is chosen, the world
should not expect major policy changes, said
Murray Hiebert of the Southeast Asia
Program at the Center for Strategic and
International Studies in Washington. “I think
they are roughly going to continue with
economic opening-looking for more foreign,
economic partners-and they’re going to try
to find ways to survive alongside China,” he
said, adding that they will also try to stand
up to them in the South China Sea.

China has in recent years reinforced its
claim to the contested waterway by building
up small shoals and reefs into military bases-
much to the displeasure of Hanoi, which also
claims parts of the resource-rich sea. Trade
tensions with the US will also be high on the
priority list after Washington accused Hanoi
of currency manipulation last month. Trong

yesterday alluded to these wider geopoliti-
cal issues, raising the party’s need to “cor-
rectly and efficiently handle relations with
bigger countries”. “Fighting to protect the
national sovereignty and territorial integrity
remains a challenge,” he said.

Pandemic success, woes for dissidents 
Despite the challenging international

outlook, the new leadership will aim to
leverage the economic and political advan-
tage from its successful handling of the
coronavirus epidemic, observers say.  The
country has recorded just over 1,500 cases
and 35 deaths.

Highlighting Vietnam’s growth of 2.9 per-

cent in a region pockmarked with economic
contractions, Trong said yesterday Vietnam
has been acknowledged “as a shining
point...successfully containing the pandemic
while recovering and developing the econo-
my,” said Trong.  But that strong perform-
ance means “the government feel more con-
fident in increasing the crackdown” on dis-
sent, said Le Cong Dinh, a human rights
activist. Three prominent journalists were
jailed on anti-state charges earlier this
month, while prisoners of conscience have
doubled from 84 to 170 since the previous
congress in 2016, according to Amnesty
International. “They feel they can challenge
any criticism,” he said. —AFP

Berlin, AstraZeneca
reject reports on
COVID jab
efficacy in elderly
BERLIN: Germany’s health ministry yesterday joined
AstraZeneca in rubbishing reports quoting unnamed
government sources that claimed the British-Swedish
company’s COVID-19 vaccine showed little efficacy
for people above 65. Handelsblatt economic daily
had reported Monday that Berlin had estimated the
efficacy of the jab among over-65s was just eight
percent, citing unnamed sources. Separately, Bild
daily quoted anonymous sources saying that that
Berlin did not expect the vaccine-developed with
Oxford University and set to get the green light from
the EU this week-would receive a license for use in
the elderly. It quoted an efficacy rate of “less than 10
percent”.

But Germany’s health ministry said yesterday it
“appears that two things have been mixed up in the
reports.” “Around eight percent of the volunteers in
AstraZeneca’s efficacy studies were around 56 and
69 years old and three to four percent are above 70
years old,” said the ministry. “However, this does not
mean that it is effective only in eight percent of old-
er people,” it added. The health ministry added that
European regulator EMA will evaluate the effec-
tiveness of the vaccine. “It has been known since
the autumn that fewer older people were involved in
AstraZeneca’s first studies than in other manufac-
turers’,” it said.

‘Completely incorrect’ 
The company had also rejected the German

media reports as erroneous. “Reports that the
AstraZeneca/Oxford vaccine efficacy is as low as
eight percent in adults over 65 years are completely
incorrect,” the firm said in a statement late Monday.
“In November, we published data in The Lancet
demonstrating that older adults showed strong
immune responses to the vaccine, with 100 percent
of older adults generating spike-specific antibodies
after the second dose,” it added. German Health
Minister Jens Spahn told public broadcaster ZDF
that Berlin would wait to see the complete data
from studies of the AstraZeneca vaccine before
drawing any conclusions. —AFP
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Second night of Netherlands violence
Biden touts herd immunity l Orders for Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine gaining pace
THE HAGUE, Netherlands: The Netherlands has been hit
by a second night of riots, as coronavirus curfew frustra-
tions boiled over, even as US President Joe Biden said
herd immunity could be achieved this year. With global
infections fast approaching 100 million, any chance of
such community-wide protection is heavily dependent on
the rollout of inoculations.

But wrangles over distribution have emerged in recent
days, with the European Union criticizing a delay in
AstraZeneca’s delivery of its shots, and Russia and China
offering to step into the breach for less wealthy countries
with their homegrown jabs. Netherlands Prime Minister
Mark Rutte told reporters the weekend’s street violence
was “unacceptable. All normal people will regard this
with horror”.

On Monday night, protesters rampaged again in several
cities following the introduction of a coronavirus curfew
over the weekend. Riot police clashed with groups of
demonstrators in Amsterdam and elsewhere, including the
port city of Rotterdam, where people smashed shop win-
dows, and police deployed a water cannon.

There was also unrest in Israel, where a bus was torched
in one of many protests against virus restrictions in ultra-
Orthodox districts, including Bnei Brak near Tel Aviv, and
Mea Shearim in Jerusalem. And in Australia, thousands
defied coronavirus rules yesterday to protest against the
country’s national day, held on the anniversary of British
colonization that its Indigenous population brands “Invasion
Day”. Officially recognized as Australia Day, Jan 26 sees
annual rallies drawing attention to the injustices faced by
Indigenous people.

Herd immunity 
Away from anger on the streets, a note of optimism

came from Biden, who said mass vaccinations would
become available within months. “I feel confident that by
summer we’re going to be well on our way to heading
toward herd immunity,” the leader of the world’s hardest-hit
country said. But further challenges could be on the way for
the new president as health authorities in Minnesota con-
firmed the first US case of a Brazilian variant.

Europe was dealing with a blow to its vaccination cam-

paign, after British-Swedish drugs company AstraZeneca
warned it would not be able to meet promised targets on
EU shipments - a week after US group Pfizer said it was
also cutting delivery volumes. European Health
Commissioner Stella Kyriakides slammed the delay as unac-
ceptable, vowing the body would “take any action required
to protect its citizens and rights”.

Orders for Russia’s Sputnik V shot were gaining pace,
with Mexico - where the coronavirus death toll has passed
150,000 - agreeing Monday to buy 24 million doses.
Developers claim the jab is more than 90 percent effec-
tive, although the vaccine was registered before large-
scale clinical trials and has yet to be approved by Mexico’s
health regulator.

And Ukraine - which could use jabs provided by UN
scheme Covax, as well as China’s CoronaVac - announced it
would “soon” obtain a million doses to kick off a vaccina-
tion campaign. Thailand, which has escaped the worst rav-
ages of the virus, will be producing its own supplies of the
AstraZeneca vaccine, with Siam Bioscience having been
granted the monopoly in the country. The company, which is

owned by the organization that manages the Thai royal
family’s multi-billion-dollar fortune, said it will make the jab
under a “no profit, no loss” policy.

255 million jobs 
The World Health Organization warned that the vaccine

divide between rich and poor nations was worsening by the
day, insisting the failure to distribute doses fairly could cost
the global economy trillions of dollars. “Rich countries are
rolling out vaccines, while the world’s least-developed
countries watch and wait,” lamented WHO director-general
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus.

The WHO said it needed $26 billion this year for its pro-
gram aimed at speeding up the development, procurement
and equitable delivery of vaccines, treatments and tests to
beat the coronavirus pandemic. The United Nations sound-
ed a reminder that the virus is also taking a huge toll on
global jobs. The International Labor Organization (ILO)
said losses were equivalent to 255 million full-time jobs, or
“approximately four times greater than the number lost dur-
ing the 2009 global financial crisis”. —AFP

ROTTERDAM, Netherlands: Firefighters work to extinguish a fire on the Groene Hilledijk on Monday, after a second wave of riots in the Netherlands following the introduction of a coronavirus curfew over the weekend. —AFP

As he calls for ‘Made in 
America,’ Biden prefers 
Swiss-made Rolex
WASHINGTON:  Americans tend to notice every-
thing about an incoming president at their inaugu-
ration, and thus Joe Biden’s choice to wear a
$7,000 Rolex watch on the day he was sworn in
did not pass without comment. Nor did the fact
that the timepiece was made in Switzerland escape
attention, as it marked one of the new president’s
first breaks with his predecessors, who chose
watches a bit more quotidian and even manufac-

tured domestically-the type of industry Biden says
he wants to promote.

Biden’s stainless steel Rolex Datejust “is a far
cry from the Everyman timepieces that every pres-
ident not named Trump has worn conspicuously in
recent decades,” The New York Times wrote,
referring to just-departed head of state Donald
Trump. The new president is of course not the first
to wear a Rolex, sharing the fashion preference
with Dwight Eisenhower, Lyndon B. Johnson and
Ronald Reagan.  

But since the presidency of Bill Clinton, American
leaders have tended towards more low-profile or
patriotic timepieces. Clinton chose a Timex
Ironman, but that won him no kudos from The
Washington Post, which after his 1993 inauguration

described it as “a plastic digital watch thick as a
brick and handsome as a hernia.”

His successor George W. Bush was even more
the penny pincher, wearing a Timex model costing
less than $50. Barack Obama, whom Biden served
under as vice president from 2009 till 2017, went
with American watchmakers like Detroit-based
Shinola, or California’s Jorg Gray.

Known for his taste in gold, Trump’s wrist bore a
Patek Philippe “Golden Ellipse,” a Rolex or a
Vacheron Constantin. Biden’s fans on Twitter collec-
tively rolled their eyes at the wristwatch ruckus,
with Trump foe and former Star Trek actor George
Takei tweeting “No (New York Times) we don’t
care what watch Joe Biden wore, like we never
cared about Obama’s tan suit.” —AFP

HANOI: This handout photo taken yesterday shows Vietnam’s President and Communist Party
general secretary Nguyen Phu Trong addressing the opening session of the Communist Party
of Vietnam (CPV) 13th National Congress at the National Convention Centre in Hanoi. —AFP

Secretive Vietnam congress
begins under cloud of ‘repression’


