
Biden taps veteran 
envoy to talk to 
Iran, defying hawks
WAASHINGTON: The new US administration has
named Rob Malley, an architect of the 2015 nuclear deal
with Iran, as its special envoy to resume talks with
Tehran, defying pressure from hawks who accuse him
of being too conciliatory toward the Islamic republic.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken “is building a dedi-
cated team, drawing from clear-eyed experts with a
diversity of views,” State Department spokesman Ned
Price said. “Leading that team as our special envoy for
Iran will be Rob Malley, who brings to the position a
track record of success negotiating constraints on Iran’s
nuclear program,” he said. Malley, a childhood friend of
Blinken, has been serving as head of the International
Crisis Group, an independent non-governmental organ-
ization focused on conflict resolution. Before that, he
was one of the chief negotiators on the 2015 nuclear
deal between Iran and world powers, under which
Tehran was promised economic relief for major curbs in
its contested nuclear program. The deal was reached
under Barack Obama, when President Joe Biden was his
number two.

But in 2018, Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew the
United States from the accord, saying it should have
also covered Iran’s “destabilizing” activities in the
Middle East, and slapped tough sanctions on Tehran.
This week, Blinken confirmed the new US administra-
tion’s intention to rejoin the accord-but only once
Tehran returns to compliance. —AFP
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EU backtracks on jab threat in UK row 
WHO warns against ‘vaccine nationalism’l Macron questions vaccine efficacy
BRUSSELS: The European Union back-
tracked on a threat to restrict exports of
coronavirus shots to Northern Ireland in
its growing row with Britain, as the
WHO warned against “vaccine national-
ism”. Outbreaks are raging around the
globe with COVID-19 deaths nearing
2.2 million, and while wealthy countries
fight over limited vaccine supplies, there
are fears the less privileged will not get
access for a long time. British-Swedish
firm AstraZeneca has said it can only
deliver a fraction of its vaccine doses
promised to the EU and Britain because
of production problems, but both sides
are demanding their pledges are met.

The EU threatened to restrict vac-
cine exports to Northern Ireland by
overriding part of the Brexit deal with
Britain that allowed the free flow of
goods over the Irish border, but backed
down after British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson voiced “grave concerns”. The
European Commission will “ensure that
the Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol is
unaffected”, the EU commissioner said
in a statement late Friday.

That came after the EU released a
redacted version of its contract with
AstraZeneca, while announcing a
mechanism that could allow it to deny
the export of vaccines made on
European soil.

The AstraZeneca vaccine on Friday
became the third to get EU approval

after Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna,
but it came under the shadow of the bit-
ter diplomatic row. “I expect the compa-
ny (AstraZeneca) to deliver the 400 mil-
lion doses as agreed,” tweeted
European Commission chief Ursula von
der Leyen, as she announced the
authorization. The supply issue is a huge
blow to Europe’s already stumbling vac-
cine rollout.

‘Vaccine nationalism’ 
The EU-Britain tussle has highlighted

the impact of shortages on ambitious
mass vaccination programs, even on
wealthy nations, and fears are growing
that the developed world is hogging
doses, leaving poorer nations behind.
World Health Organization chief Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus warned Friday
against “vaccine nationalism”, saying
there was a “real danger that the very
tools that could help to end the pan-
demic-vaccines-may exacerbate” global
inequality. Parts of Africa and Asia have
only just started securing and rolling out
vaccinations.

The global scramble for shots
comes as more troubling data emerges
on new variants of the coronavirus,
which is known to have infected more
than 101 million people worldwide.
Variants first detected in Britain, Brazil
and South Africa are believed to be
more contagious.

Scientists are concerned that the
South African variant may elude some
vaccines, a potential stumbling block in
the global effort to defeat Covid-19
through mass inoculation. New data on
Thursday and Friday showed average
effectiveness of 89 and 66 percent for
shots from Novavax and Johnson &
Johnson. But while Novavax’s jab was
highly effective against the British vari-
ant, both were less effective against the
South African strain.

Pfizer and Moderna have said their vac-
cines are effective against the variants

With vaccine rollouts still in their ear-
ly stages, movement restrictions remain
among the few options for governments
to try to stop the spread of COVID-19.
Surges have overwhelmed healthcare
systems even in rich countries such as
Britain and the United States, while
Mozambique President Filipe Nyusi
warned that hospitals across southern
Africa were “rapidly reaching the limit of
their capacities”.

Citing concerns over the new
strains, Germany on Friday said it
would ban travel from countries where
the variants are prevalent, starting this
weekend, while Canada announced
hotel quarantine for all new arrivals.
France has announced the closure of
its borders to all non-EU travellers
except for essential travel.

Macron
French President Emmanuel Macron

said on Friday that AstraZeneca’s coro-
navirus vaccine appeared not to be
effective for people over 65 years of
age. Speaking to reporters only hours
before the European Medicines Agency
(EMA) recommended the vaccine for
adults of all ages, Macron also ques-
tioned Britain’s decision to delay the
second dose of COVID vaccines to
inoculate more people.

Macron said there was “very little
information” available for the vaccine
developed by the British-Swedish com-
pany and Oxford University. “Today we
think that it is quasi-ineffective for peo-
ple over 65,” he told the reporters, his
office confirmed to AFP.

“What I can tell you officially today
is that the early results we have are not
encouraging for 60 to 65-year-old
people concerning AstraZeneca,” he
said. Macron said he was awaiting the
EMA’s verdict-which came later
Friday-and also that of France’s own
health authority “because they have
the numbers”.

The French expert decision on the
vaccine is expected at the start of next
week, according to sources close to the
health authority. “I don’t have any data,
and I don’t have a scientific team of my
own to look at the numbers,” Macron
acknowledged.  —AFP

DUBLIN: Medical staff work at the laboratory and testing center for COVID-19 antigen testing of hauliers bound for France via Dublin Port, at Dublin Airport, Ireland on Friday. —AFP

Syrian constitution 
talks stumble at UN
GENEVA: Talks on a new constitution for
Syria hit a brick wall this week, with the
United Nations mediator concluding
Friday: “We can’t continue like this”.

The fifth round of discussions between
15 representatives each from President
Bashar Al-Assad’s government, the oppo-

sition and civil society, staged all week at
the UN in Geneva, concluded with little to
no progress. “I told the 45 members of
the drafting body that we can’t continue
like this. That the week has been a disap-
pointment,” said UN envoy Geir
Pedersen, voicing his frustration.

“I set out a few things I thought we
should be able to achieve before we
started this meeting-and I’m afraid we did
not.” The Syrian Constitutional
Committee (SCC) was created in

September 2019 and first convened a
month later.

The tentative discussions are aimed at
rewriting the war-torn country’s constitu-
tion. It is hoped the talks could pave the
way towards a broader political process.
Pedersen said opposition proposals for
moving the process forward this week
were rejected by Assad’s delegation. He
then made his own proposals, which were
accepted by the opposition-but also
rejected by the government. —AFP

Explosion outside Israeli
embassy in New Delhi
NEW DELHI: A small bomb exploded outside the Israeli embassy
in New Delhi on Friday as it marked the anniversary of setting up
diplomatic relations with India. No injuries were reported but an
Israeli official told AFP the incident was being treated as terror-
ism. The windows on three nearby cars were blown out by what
police called “a very low intensity improvised device”. “Initial
impressions suggest a mischievous attempt to create a sensation,”
a police statement added. However an Israeli official in Jerusalem,
speaking on condition of anonymity, told AFP: “We consider this
as a terror attack.”

With the Indian capital already on heightened alert because of
farmers’ protests, the district around the embassy was sealed off
and flooded with police, paramilitaries, bomb disposal experts
and anti-terrorism specialists. The embassy is on a tree-lined
avenue opposite a French cultural institute with other embassies
and international schools nearby. All stepped up security.

‘Flower pot’ bomb 
According to media reports, the device, which went off at

about 5.05pm (1135 GMT), could have been left in a flower pot
or a bottle on the pavement close to the embassy. India’s foreign
minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar said he had spoken to his

Israeli counterpart Gabi Ashkenazi about the bomb. “We take
this very seriously,” Jaishankar said on Twitter, adding that he
had promised “the fullest protection for the embassy and Israeli
diplomats.” The “matter is under investigation and no effort will
be spared to find the culprits.” Ashkenazi said Jaishankar had
promised that India “will continue to act resolutely to locate all
those involved in the explosion.”  Top security officials from the
two countries also discussed the bomb. The Israeli foreign min-
istry confirmed there were no casualties and no damage to the
embassy. Ashkenazi had asked for “all necessary security meas-
ures” to be taken, said a statement. —AFP

NEW DELHI: Police cordon off an area at a street after an explosion near the
Israeli embassy in New Delhi on Friday. —AFP


