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WASHINGTON: Joe Biden departs Washington
early yesterday on the first foreign trip of his presi-
dency, launching an intense series of summits with
G7, European and NATO partners before a tense
face-to-face with Russia’s Vladimir Putin. Biden, 78,
heads from the White House first to Britain ahead of
a G7 summit in a Cornish seaside resort from Friday
to Sunday. From there, in rapid succession, the veter-
an Democrat will visit Queen Elizabeth II at Windsor
Castle, fly to Brussels for summits with the NATO
military alliance and European Union, then finish up
in Geneva, where he meets Putin next Wednesday.

With the world still crawling out from under the
wreckage of COVID-19, Biden is casting his diplo-
matic marathon as a return to badly needed US
leadership. But beyond the immediate challenges of
boosting vaccine donations to poorer regions and
reinvigorating post-pandemic economies, Biden’s
agenda features the even bigger task of shoring up
a somewhat-tattered group of democracies against
Russia and China. “This is a defining question of
our time,” Biden wrote in The Washington Post
ahead of his trip.

“Will the democratic alliances and institutions that
shaped so much of the last century prove their capac-
ity against modern-day threats and adversaries? I
believe the answer is yes. And this week in Europe, we
have the chance to prove it.” Biden’s pitch marks a
return to a traditional US worldview after four years
during which Donald Trump flirted with autocrats and
recast multilateralism as a dirty word.

And it’s a message that the trip’s choreography-
setting out the military and economic might of the
US alliances before Biden sits down with Putin-will
reinforce. “He will go into this meeting with the
wind at his back,” National Security Advisor Jake
Sullivan said. 

Avoiding ‘chaos’ 
Trump argued that the United States can’t afford

to be the world’s policeman, an isolationist stance
popular with his voters. The Biden administration has
performed another 180-degree turn, declaring
“America is back.” According to Secretary of State
Antony Blinken, the alternative is China taking over
or even “chaos.”

Still reeling from Trump shock, European partners
may eye Biden’s vows with skepticism. There was
friction last month when Washington blocked French
attempts at the United Nations to demand a cease-
fire between Israel and Hamas in Gaza. Biden’s ramp-
ing up of vaccine donations around the world also
follows what critics saw as a long period of hoarding.

Biden’s meeting on the sidelines of NATO with
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan promises
to be especially prickly. Biden has irked Erdogan, a
sometimes Trump ally, by highlighting Turkey’s dire
human rights situation and recognizing the Ottoman
Empire’s genocide against the Armenians.
Washington risks “losing a precious friend,” Erdogan
has warned. Yet Turkey plays a vital strategic role.
Blinken told Congress on Tuesday that Turkey is
often “not acting as the NATO ally it should be,” but
Washington has “an interest in trying to keep Turkey
anchored to the West.”

‘More stable?’ 
Expectations for the Putin summit are so low that

simply making US-Russian relations “more stable”

would be considered a success, Blinken and other
White House officials say. The White House sees the
extension of the New START nuclear arms treaty in
February as an example of where business can be
done. Biden also needs the Kremlin to make progress
with Iran, which is close to Russia. The list of ten-
sions, however, is far longer.

Biden blames Russia for the massive SolarWinds
cyber-attack, election interference, and at the very
least harboring criminals behind ransomware attacks
against the vital Colonial fuel pipeline and the US
subsidiary of Brazilian meatpacking giant JBS. Biden
will also press Putin about sabre-rattling on the
Ukrainian border, the imprisonment of opponent
Alexei Navalny, and his support for Alexander
Lukashenko, the Belarussian strongman who forced a
Ryanair airliner to land in Minsk, then arrested an
opponent on the flight. It’s a long to-do list for the
US president on his first foreign trip. But Press
Secretary Jen Psaki said that with decades in the
Senate and eight years as vice president under
Barack Obama, Biden has done his homework. “He’s
been getting ready for 50 years,” she said. — AFP

Biden leaves Washington to meet allies 
World still crawling out from under the wreckage of COVID-19

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden waves as he and First Lady Jill Biden walk on the ellipse to board Marine One yesterday in Washington, DC. President Joe Biden and the First Lady are traveling to the United Kingdom for
the G7 Summit and will later travel to Belgium and Switzerland, as part of an eight day trip through Europe. —AFP

Iranians to vote 
as Raisi emerges
clear favorite
TEHRAN: Iranians will vote for a new
president on June 18 in a poll many see as
decided in advance, with ultraconserva-
tives expected to strengthen their grip on
power amid record low turnout.  Just seven
men have been approved to run: five ultra-
conservatives and two reformists.

With his main rivals excluded from the
final list of candidates, judiciary head
Ebrahim Raisi is the clear favorite in the
13th presidential poll since Iran’s 1979 rev-
olution. Campaigning kicked off in late
May with little fanfare. Few campaign
posters are visible in Tehran apart from
those of Raisi, who took 38 percent of the
vote in the last election in 2017.

The mood has been dampened by coro-
navirus restrictions on public gatherings,
and observers expect many voters to
abstain-something that tends to favor the
conservative camp. Last year’s parliamen-
tary elections saw 57 percent abstention
and allowed conservatives to dominate the
legislature, after thousands of reform or
moderate candidates were disqualified.

Ahead of the presidential poll, the
Iranian press had widely predicted a
showdown between Raisi and moderate
conservative Ali Larijani, an adviser to
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
But after the powerful Guardian Council
barred Larijani and other heavyweights
from the poll, those who remain appear
unlikely to pose a serious challenge to the
ultraconservative judiciary chief.

Economic crisis 
The office of president has limited pow-

ers in Iran, where ultimate power lies with
the supreme leader. Current President
Hassan Rouhani is nearing the end of two
consecutive four-year terms, meaning he is
constitutionally barred from running this
year. Rouhani took office vowing to seek
better ties with the West. 

But that stance took a severe blow in
2018 when Washington withdrew from a
landmark agreement on Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram and reimposed biting sanctions. This
year’s election coincides with negotiations
in Vienna to revive the 2015 nuclear deal.
But a breakthrough appears unlikely
before the election, and both Tehran and
Washington have voiced doubts over the
prospects of success.

The renewed sanctions have plunged
Iran into a deep economic and social crisis,
further exacerbated by the pandemic. Iran
saw two waves of winter anti-government
protests in the years prior to the pandem-
ic, both of which were harshly put down. In
a live televised debate Saturday, Raisi
avoided clashing with reformists, instead
focusing on Iranians’ economic woes. 

“Inflation is one of the serious problems
people are facing today,” along with the
“dishonesty of certain officials” he said. 

‘More coherent’ 
Clement Therme, an expert at the

European University Institute in Florence,
said Iranian leaders hoped this month’s
election would help make the “regime”

more “coherent”. Having taken control of
parliament in 2020 and “faced with the
impoverishment of the population”, con-
servatives are “now preparing the
ground... for a Raisi victory”, he said. He
added that other scenarios were unlikely,
as rare opinion polls show that less than
40 percent of the electorate intend to vote.

With opposition groups outside Iran
using social media to call for a boycott,
Khamenei has urged Iranians to vote in
numbers in a show of defiance to the “ene-
mies of Islam”. He also ordered candidates
to avoid public statements on subjects
other than the economy.

Raisi’s challengers include ex-
Revolutionary Guards chief Major General
Mohsen Rezai and ultraconservative for-
mer nuclear negotiator Saeed Jalili. The list
also includes reformist ex-vice president
Mohsen Mehralizadeh and central bank
governor Abdolnasser Hemmati. Both are
seen as reformists but neither has gained
the support of the main reformist coalition.

If none of the candidates wins an over-
all majority on June 18, the two with the
most votes will go head-to-head in a sec-
ond round runoff on June 25. — AFP

TEHRAN: This handout photo made available by the Iranian Young Journalist Club (YJC) shows
Iran’s presidential candidates (L to R) Mohsen Rezai, Alireza Zakani, Mohsen Mehralizadeh,
Amirhossein Ghazizadeh-Hashemi, Saeed Jalili, Ebrahim Raisi, and Abdolnasser Hemmati,
during the second televised debate ahead of the June 18 election. —AFP

Trudeau slams 
terrorist killing 
of Muslim family
OTTAWA: Canadian Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau on Tuesday
denounced the killing of four Muslim
family members, run down by the
driver of a pick-up truck, as a hate-
driven “terrorist attack,” and urged
the nation to stand up against intoler-
ance. The victims-a husband and wife,
their teenage daughter and the child’s
grandmother-were killed Sunday
when the truck mounted a curb and
struck them in the city of London, in
Canada’s central Ontario province.

The couple’s nine-year-old son,
orphaned in what police said was a
planned attack targeting a Muslim
family, was recovering in hospital from
serious injuries. “This killing was no
accident. This was a terrorist attack,
motivated by hatred, in the heart of
one of our communities,” Trudeau said
during an impassioned speech at the
House of Commons. The Canadian
leader later addressed an outdoor
vigil of thousands at the mosque the
family attended, speaking directly to
the country’s Muslim community.

“You are not alone. All Canadians
mourn with you, and stand with you
tonight,” he said at the vigil, which
was attended by all of the country’s
political leaders. He said Canada was
“not immune” to the rising discrimi-
nation and division witnessed else-
where in the world in recent years.
“Together, we can counter this dark-
ness, and this intolerance,” he said.

‘Model family’ 
The victims of Sunday’s attack

have been identified as Madiha
Salman, age 44, who had done post-
graduate work in civil and environ-
mental engineering; her husband,
Salman Afzaal, age 46; their 15-year-

old daughter, Yumna Salman; and a
woman reported to be Afzaal’s 74-
year-old mother, who was not named.
The victims, who were of Pakistani
origin, were part of a “model family...
always there giving and participating
in spreading goodness,” said a state-
ment issued by their relatives.

Following Sunday’s “brutal and hor-
rific attack,” the statement added, it
was time for all Canadians, from the
government on down, to “take a strong
stand” against hatred, Islamophobia
and intolerance. Canada’s long reputa-
tion for tolerance has been bruised in
recent years amid a series of hate and
race-based crimes starting with a 2017
shooting at a Quebec City mosque
that claimed six lives.

The country’s Muslim population,
just three percent of the total, has
been left feeling increasingly vulnera-
ble. Several Muslim organizations
have demanded action to curb far-
right extremist groups. The latest
attack also came at a sensitive time
for the authorities, on the heels of the
shocking discovery of the remains of
215 indigenous children on the
grounds of a Catholic school in British
Columbia they had been forced to
attend as part of a since-ended
national effort at assimilation. 

The suspect, identified as 20-year-
old Nathaniel Veltman, was arrested at
a mall seven kilometers (four miles)
away from the site of Sunday’s attack,
said Detective Superintendent Paul
Waight. Veltman has been charged
with four counts of first-degree murder
and one count of attempted murder.

Several leaders of the Muslim com-
munity have called on the courts to
deem the episode a terrorist attack.
Among them is the Muslim Association
of Canada, which asked authorities to
“prosecute this horrific attack as an
act of hate and terrorism.” The episode
brought back painful memories of the
Quebec mosque attack in January
2017 and of a driving rampage in
Toronto that killed 10 people in April
2018, among other attacks. —AFP


