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EU invites ‘concrete’ US 
plan on vaccine patents

PORTO, Portugal: Europe yesterday passed 
the ball back to Washington in a debate over 
COVID vaccine patents, pushing the US for a 
concrete proposal and a commitment to 
export much-needed jabs. Germany’s 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, speaking after a 
summit of EU and Indian leaders, said the EU 
had exported much of its own production and 
that America should follow suit. 

“Now that a further part of the American 
population has been vaccinated, I hope that 
we can come to a free exchange of compo-
nents and an opening of the market for vac-
cines,” she said. European Council chief 
Charles Michel said the bloc was ready to 
discuss a US offer to suspend patent protec-
tion on vaccines-once the details are clear. 
“We are ready to engage on this topic, as 
soon as a concrete proposal would be put on 

the table,” Michel said at an EU summit in 
Portugal that discussed that subject, among 
others. 

He added that the EU had doubts about 
the idea being a “magic bullet” in the short 
term and encouraged “all the partners to facil-
itate the export of doses.” France’s skepticism 
was plain, with President Emmanuel Macron 
declaring “patents are not the priority”. 

Influential voices support the push to 
waive patents, not least that of Pope Francis, 
who criticized putting “the laws of the market 
or intellectual property above the laws of love 
and the health of humanity”.  

The Pope expressed his backing for “uni-
versal access to the vaccine and the tempo-
rary suspension of intellectual property 
rights”, condemning the “virus of individual-
ism” that “makes us indifferent to the suffering 

of others”. “A variant of this virus is closed 
nationalism, which prevents, for example, an 
internationalism of vaccines,” he said.  

The World Health Organization, India and 
South Africa have all called for patents to be 
temporarily suspended. 

Meanwhile, new COVID-19 deaths surged 
past 4,000 for the first time in India yesterday 
in one of the world’s worst outbreaks, as the 
pope called for patent waivers to “allow uni-
versal access to the vaccine.” The call for 
waivers has gained momentum after the 
United States announced its surprise support 
for such a scheme to enable adequate vaccine 
supplies to fight the raging pandemic. 

India now accounts for nearly half of the 
world’s new known cases according to an AFP 
database, and it reported a national record 
4,187 new deaths yesterday. — AFP 

Virus deaths top 4,000 in India as pope calls for patent waivers

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia said Friday 
that employees will only be allowed 
to return to their workplace in per-
son once vaccinated against 
COVID-19. Vaccination will become 
a “mandatory condition” for the 
face-to-face return of public and 
private sector employees, the min-
istry of human resources and social 
development said in a statement, 
urging workers to “begin the 
process” to get a jab. The health 

ministry said it has administered 
more than 10 million coronavirus 
vaccine doses, in a country with a 
population of over 34 million. 

The kingdom has reported more 
than 423,000 coronavirus infections 
and more than 7,000 deaths from 
COVID-19 since the pandemic 
began. On Sunday, the government 
said it will permit citizens immu-
nized against COVID-19 to travel 
abroad from May 17. —AFP 
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