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CARBIS BAY, UK: “Everybody in the water!”
President Joe Biden joked to his fellow G7 leaders at
a family photo on the beach, underlining an assured
transformation in tone from the antagonistic Donald
Trump. Where Trump alienated and exasperated,
undermining the Western alliance at every turn,
Biden declared that “America is back!” after starting
his first foreign tour as president in Britain. US serv-
ice personnel were standing stiffly to attention in
respect for their commander-in-chief as Biden
addressed them on Wednesday at an air force base in
eastern England. 

“Please, at ease,” he said, urging them to relax. “I
keep forgetting I’m president.”  It was hard to imag-
ine such an avuncular line ever coming from Trump,
and G7 leaders have been equally at ease in the com-
pany of the 78-year-old former senator and vice
president. Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson, one
of the few foreign leaders praised by Trump, called
Biden “a big breath of fresh air”.

French President Emmanuel Macron, after con-
testing a years-long battle of wills with Trump,
eagerly grabbed Biden by the arm for a good-
natured chat after Friday’s G7 photo at Carbis Bay in
southwest England. With Britain going ahead with
the elite club’s first in-person summit in nearly two
years, Biden is back in his element having amassed
decades of foreign policy experience: glad-handing
on the world stage. The oldest president yet, he has
sometimes stumbled over his words in the initial
stages of a grueling eight-day tour that will climax in
showdown talks with Russian President Vladimir
Putin in Switzerland.

But while mocked by Trump as “Sleepy Joe”,
Biden has shown no lack of vim in his public appear-
ances at the G7. “He has been getting ready for 50
years,” White House press secretary Jen Psaki said.

“He’s known a number of these leaders for decades...
and there’s nothing like face-to-face engagement in
diplomacy,” she said, as Biden corrals Western leaders

into a tougher line on China and Russia.

Rebuilding Brand America 
He is on solid ground at the G7. The leaders of

Canada, France and Germany all endured tongue-
lashings from Trump, and there is palpable relief at
the reversion to traditional diplomatic modes.

It is a stark contrast to Trump’s first presidential
trip to Europe, in May 2017, for a NATO summit in
Brussels and a G7 in Sicily. At one point he uncere-
moniously shoved aside Montenegro’s leader at a
family photo. But while the mood music has turned
more harmonious, Biden’s tour will be judged on
results, according to Stephen Pomper, interim chief of
policy at the International Crisis Group.

“Of course the G7 crowd will prefer ‘America is
back’ and ‘democracy delivers’ to Trump’s tirades and
shakedowns,” he said. “The big question is whether
this meeting can help generate the kind of energy,
vision and unity that Washington wants to project

given the competitive challenges it now faces.”
Looming large among those challenges is con-

fronting Putin at next Wednesday’s lakeside summit
in Geneva, and the G7’s European members are not
quite as gung-ho in taking on either Russia or China.

But for the time being, Biden can boast of having
restored some of America’s popularity abroad after it
plunged to historic lows during the Trump years.

According to a survey carried out in 16 countries
by the Pew Research Center, 62 percent of people
now have a “favorable image” of the world’s leading
power, compared with only 34 percent in 2020.

Biden’s rapid moves to take the United States
back in to the World Health Organization and the
Paris climate accord met with strong approval among
those surveyed in Canada, Europe and the Asia-
Pacific. But the scale of the rebuilding task faced by
Biden after Trump is also apparent: a majority of
those polled no longer see America as a model
democracy. — AFP 

Biden’s charm offensive at G7
President jokes with leaders as he draws line under Trump era

CARBIS BAY, UK: Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II (right) speaks with US President Joe Biden and US First Lady Jill Biden and leaders of the G7 during a reception at The Eden Project in south west England Friday. —AFP

Iran’s Larijani 
rebuffed over 
election bar
TEHRAN: Iran’s ex-parliament speaker Ali
Larijani yesterday demanded an explanation of
why he was barred from running in next week’s
presidential poll but was promptly rebuffed by
the election watchdog.

The moderate conservative was disqualified
by the powerful Guardian Council in a surprise
move that leaves judiciary chief Ebrahim Raisi,
an ultraconservative, the clear favorite in the
June 18 election. Larijani called on Twitter on
the Guardian Council to “officially and publicly
disclose all the reasons” for his disqualification
as reports on him and his family had been
“proven to be false”.

The council’s spokesman in response said
the law does not mandate the body to explain
its reasoning in public. The vetting process is
carried out using “adequate and trustable doc-
uments”, Abbas Ali Kadkhodaee said in a tweet
reported by local agencies.

“The presidential election law has not speci-
fied anything regarding protesting disqualifica-
tions and public disclosure of their reasons,” he
said. The conservative-dominated, unelected
council has approved seven candidates, five of
them ultraconservatives, to run in the election
from a field of about 600 hopefuls. In addition
to Larijani, who serves as advisor to supreme
leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, it also barred
first vice-president Eshaq Jahangiri and fire-
brand former president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.

The disqualifications have unleashed a flood
of criticism, including from a member of the 12-
man council. Ayatollah Sadegh Amoli Larijani, a
former judiciary chief and brother to the ex-
speaker, said “security bodies” were influencing
the council’s decisions through “false reports”.
President Hassan Rouhani, who is constitution-
ally barred from running for a third consecutive
term, said last month he had sent a letter to
Khamenei asking him to intervene and ensure
greater “competition” in the election. — AFP

Algeria elects 
parliament 
amid protests
ALGIERS: Algeria voted yesterday in a parliamen-
tary election overshadowed by a crackdown on a
long-running protest movement that has cam-
paigned for a mass boycott. Pro-government parties
have urged a big turnout for the “crucial vote” which
they hope will restore stability after two years of
turmoil since the forced resignation of veteran presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika.

The protest movement, which had held weekly
demonstrations for reform until they were effectively
banned last month, has denounced the election as a
“sham” that betrays the hopes of the hundreds of
thousands of Algerians whose protests forced
Bouteflika from power.

Seven leading protest movement figures were
arrested ahead of polling day while police deployed
heavily in the capital Algiers to preempt any attempt
to rally. Polls close at 7:00 pm (1800 GMT) and
results are not expected before the coming days.
Authorities are hoping for a solid turnout, but the
two previous national votes since Bouteflika stepped
down-a presidential election and a constitutional
referendum-both saw record low voting after the

protest movement urged a boycott.
In Algiers, only a trickle of people were seen

entering polling stations yesterday morning, with
most people getting on with their daily lives. “I’ve
never voted, and this time it’s no different. I don’t
believe it would change anything,” said Fatiha, a
shopkeeper in her 50s.

Hamid, a 60-year-old office manager, said he had
voted for the sake of “stability”. “We are surrounded
by danger. Those who reject this election aren’t put-
ting forward any realistic alternative,” he said.

In the opposition stronghold of Kabylie, a mainly
Berber region east of the capital, most polling sta-
tions in the main cities of Bejaia and Tizi Ouzou
remained closed, said Said Salhi, deputy head of the
Algerian League for the Defence of Human Rights
(LADDH). Boycott calls from the region’s two main
parties were almost universally respected in the pre-
vious two votes since Bouteflika’s ouster.

President Abdelmadjid Tebboune, who was elect-
ed on an official turnout of less than 40 in late 2019,
put a brave face on the likely low legislative turnout.

“For me, it’s not the turnout percentage that’s
important, it’s whether the lawmakers that the peo-
ple elect have sufficient legitimacy,” the president
said after casting his vote at a polling station on the
outskirts of Algiers. More than 13,000 candidates
are standing for the 407 seats in parliament, more
than half listed as “independent”.

The LADDH vice-president deplored the crack-
down that preceded the vote. The “repressive atmos-

phere and the restrictions placed on human rights
and freedoms mean these elections have no demo-
cratic value”, Salhi said. The protest movement has
urged boycotts of all national polls since it mobilised
hundreds of thousands of people in 2019 to force
Bouteflika and his cronies from power, after the ailing
president launched a bid for a fifth term. It returned
to the streets in February after an almost-year-long
break caused by the Covid pandemic. — AFP

ALGIERS: Algeria’s President Abdelmadjid Tebboune
waves as he departs after voting at a polling station
in Bouchaoui, on the western outskirts of Algeria’s
capital Algiers yesterday during the 2021 parlia-
mentary elections. — AFP

Moscow announces 
‘non-working week’ 
as virus surges
MOSCOW: Moscow mayor Sergei Sobyanin yes-
terday announced a “non-working” week in the
Russian capital, with non-essential workers told to
stay home, as COVID-19 cases hit a six-month high.

The decision marks a change of tone for Russian
authorities, with President Vladimir Putin repeatedly
insisting that Russia has handled the pandemic bet-
ter than most countries.  “During the past week the
situation with the spread of the coronavirus infec-
tions has sharply deteriorated,” Sobyanin said on his
website as the city registered 6,701 daily infections,
the highest number since December last year.

Sobyanin added that “thousands” of hospital beds

have been repurposed for coronavirus patients. “We
cannot not react to such a situation,” he said. “To
stop the growth of infections and to save people’s
lives, today I signed a decree providing for non-
working days between June 15-19.” The order
affects all employees in the Russian capital, a city of
12 million, except for essential workers.  Non-essen-
tial workers are not required to work from home
during the period, but will still retain their salaries. 

Together with the weekends and a public holiday
on June 14, it means most Moscow workers will not
return to their offices until June 20. The mayor also
announced the closure of food courts and play-
grounds while restaurants, bars and clubs will be
banned from serving customers between 23:00 and
06:00. Sobyanin also called on employers to transfer
at least 30 percent of non-vaccinated employees to
working from home after the week-long shutdown.

Cases have been on the rise across the country in
recent weeks as Russia struggles to inoculate its cit-
izens despite domestic vaccines being widely avail-

able to the public. A spike in cases has also been
reported in Russia’s second city Saint Petersburg,
which is co-hosting the Euro 2020 football champi-
onship. Earlier this week, Sobyanin said Moscow
would be opening several field hospitals to accom-
modate the influx of patients. Russia has been
among the countries hardest hit by the pandemic,
with the sixth-highest number of cases in the world,
according to an AFP tally.

Kremlin critics have accused authorities of
downplaying the severity of the pandemic by only
counting fatalities where the coronavirus was
found to be the primary cause of death after
autopsy. On Saturday, Russia registered 13,510 new
coronavirus cases and 399 deaths, according to a
government tally. Russia imposed a strict lockdown
when the pandemic first swept across the country
last spring. But within months authorities had lifted
most measures, opting to protect the struggling
economy and pinning their hopes on curbing the
outbreak with vaccines. —AFP


