
PORTO: The EU and India met at a virtual summit
yesterday hoping to relaunch long-stalled trade
talks and discuss how best to work together against
the coronavirus pandemic battering the south Asian
giant. The devastating wave of infections sweeping
India has already impacted the meeting by forcing
Prime Minister Narendra Modi to scrap plans to fly
to Portugal to see his European counterparts.  

But the 27-nation bloc and the world’s largest
democracy remain determined to capitalize on
growing momentum for tighter relations fueled by
shared concerns over the rising might of China. “I
am positive that we will be able to do a major step
forward because between the EU and India there is
a close relationship, but also a lot of untapped
potential,” European Commission President Ursula
von der Leyen said. “The most untapped potential is
in trade and investment.”

Modi called the meeting a “moment of profound
geopolitical significance” in an editorial for news
site Politico co-authored with Portuguese premier
Antonio Costa, who currently holds the rotating EU
presidency. “We must seize this opportunity to ele-
vate our relationship, using the huge potential of
our democratic spaces to advance trade and invest-
ment ties and to support effective multilateralism
and a rules-based order,” they wrote.    

EU countries have sent medical equipment and
drugs worth an estimated €100 million ($120 mil-
lion) to India as part of international efforts to help
it fight against the flood of COVID-19 cases. The
focus on the virus at the summit will be on making

sure the two vaccine-producing powerhouses can
maintain global supplies and monitoring the spread
of variants - as well as on trying to plan together to
tackle future pandemics.

“We obviously need to continue our efforts
together to ramp up production, secure the neces-
sary raw materials, and keep supply chains open,” a
senior EU official said. “Leaders are going to com-
mit to work together to better prepare for and
respond to global health emergencies.” Von der
Leyen said the two sides would agree a “common
platform” on sequencing the COVID-19 virus to
help keep track of any new variants that may
emerge. 

Waiving patents 
Modi could also push the EU on waiving patents

for COVID-19 jabs after the US threw its weight
behind the proposal. European Council chief
Charles Michel said the bloc was willing to discuss
the initiative once a concrete proposal was “on the
table”, but leaders have expressed skepticism about
lifting patents. While the pandemic casts a long
shadow over the summit, the key announcement is
the restarting of talks with India on a free trade
agreement that have been suspended since 2013.

Von der Leyen said talks would resume on a trade
pact and begin on separate deals to protect invest-
ments and regionally specific products. She said that
the two sides would also look to cooperate on devel-
oping cutting edge technologies including artificial
intelligence and supercomputers. Negotiations on

the trade deal were halted eight years ago after get-
ting stuck on issues including cutting tariffs and
access for Indian workers to Europe. 

‘Elephant in the room’ 
It remains to be seen if India is now willing to

drop an approach viewed as deeply protectionist

by the EU to seal a deal this time round. But grow-
ing tensions with China could create a new impetus
for talks - with one diplomat calling Beijing “the
elephant in the room”. For the EU, the push comes
as efforts to ratify an investment deal agreed with
China have hit the buffers after relations soured
over tit-for-tat sanctions. — AFP  
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After shift on 
vaccine patents,
US backs freer
flow of components
PARIS: The new US position in support of
lifting patents on COVID-19 vaccines has
taken attention away from an equally signifi-
cant change by Washington, which plans to
open up trade in the raw materials used to
make them. After having recently taken heat
for blocking such exports, Commerce
Secretary Katherine Tai said Wednesday that
the US government would “work to increase
the raw materials needed to produce those
vaccines”.

The assertion was hidden at the bottom of
the statement unveil ing Washington’s
remarkable reversal of its position on
COVID-19 vaccine patents, which coincides
with a shortage of doses in emerging and
developing nations as cases surge in some
countries. Long legal and economic policy
debates likely lie ahead about waiving vac-
cine patents, particularly at the World Trade
Organization (WTO).

Meanwhile, the difficulties faced by some
laboratories in obtaining components to man-
ufacture vaccines look set to stymie the drive
to ramp up production. Two labs have recently
spoken out about their difficulties, laying the
blame at Washington’s door. Germany’s
Curevac said it could not secure supplies of
certain materials from the United States.

Several days earlier, India’s Serum Institute,
the world’s largest vaccine manufacturer,
called on US President Joe Biden to step in.
“Respected @POTUS, if we are to truly unite
in beating this virus, on behalf of the vaccine
industry outside the US, I humbly request you
to lift the embargo of raw material exports out
of the US so that vaccine production can
ramp up,” the company’s president Adar
Poonawalla wrote on Twitter.

There is no actual embargo on exporting
vaccine components. Instead, Biden, like his
predecessor Donald Trump, invoked the
Defense Production Act - which normally
concerns wartime - to confront the pandemic.
While it does not explicitly ban exports, it
puts the US government first in line to buy
certain products made in the country.

US officials have previously played down
the possible effect of the law on global vac-
cine production. “There’s just more global
manufacturing happening everywhere in the
world than suppliers can currently support,” a
US official told a White House briefing late
last month on condition of anonymity.

Over the past two months, a number of
public and private actors have noted the
shrinking supply of components needed to
manufacture vaccines. At least 50 compo-
nents, perhaps as many as 100, go into the
jabs. They include items like the glass vials to
ship them, as well as certain types of plastics
needed for containers used in the manufactur-
ing process. Then there are the ingredients
themselves. — AFP  

EU and India relaunch trade quest 
Focus on maintaining global vaccine supplies, monitoring spread of virus variants

SNCF launches 
low-cost bullet 
train service 
MADRID: French rail operator SNCF inaugurated
Friday a low-cost, high-speed rail service in Spain
linking Madrid and second-city Barcelona. The
Ouigo service will whisk passengers the 620 km
between the two cities in just two and half hours,
with prices starting at €9.00. The first Ouigo train
left Madrid’s Atocha station for Barcelona at 10:15
am (0815 GMT) with invited guests on board.

The commercial service will start tomorrow, the
day after a pandemic state of emergency ends in
Spain and people can move more freely between
regions, with five daily return journeys between the
two cities. SNCF plans to launch similar services
between Madrid and the eastern cities of Valencia
and Alicante on the Mediterranean coast by the end
of the year, and to the southern Andalusia region by
2022-23.

It will initially use four recently refurbished dou-
ble-decker trains in Spain but plans to operate 14
trains in the country by 2023. SNCF has invested
€600 million ($722 million) in the Spanish operation
despite posting huge losses in France because of
the pandemic. Spanish state rail operator Renfe,
which until recently operated a monopoly in Spain,
planned to launch its own low-cost, high-speed rail
service dubbed Avlo last year to compete with

Ouigo but the start of the service was delayed due
to the pandemic. It is scheduled to start on June 23
with a service linking Madrid and Barcelona.

Avlo is the cheaper cousin of Renfe’s popular
high-speed service called AVE - which is Spanish
for bird. Italian rail operator Trenitalia and Spanish

airline Air nostrum are due to launch a third budg-
et bullet train service in Spain called Ilsa during
the second half of 2022. Spain’s high-speed rail
network extends for 3,200 km, making it the sec-
ond-longest in the world after China’s but it is
underused. — AFP  

In fight against 
variants, some firms 
target T cell jabs
PARIS: Getting COVID vaccines into the
arms of the world’s population is an interna-
tional priority - but will today’s jabs stay
effective against virus variants that are
spreading across the globe? It is one of the
big questions about the pandemic, with Pfizer
chief Albert Bourla recently acknowledging
that it is likely a booster will be needed to help
extend the protection conferred by its vaccine
and ward off new variants.

A recent study presented a mixed picture.
It found that the antibody response of current
vaccines could fail against variants. However, a
second immune response in the form of killer T
cells - which attack already infected cells and
not the virus itself - remained largely intact.
Several startups are working on developing
shots centered on T cells in hopes of produc-
ing a jab that would not only provide protec-
tion against new virus strains already on the
loose, but also variants that don’t yet exist.

Alexis Peyroles heads up French biotech
firm OSE Immunotherapeutics, which is devel-
oping a vaccine that targets T cells that has
just begun clinical trials. “It could offer several
years of protection,” he told AFP. Another
French firm, Lyon-based Osivax, is also work-
ing on a T cell shot, promising a “universal”
vaccine that would be effective against any
potential variant.

The government of France, which has yet to
develop its own vaccine, is supporting the
effort with millions in funding. Such projects
are far from widespread. Among the 400 vac-
cines under development counted by the

World Health Organization only a few are
aimed at universal use. The most advanced
shot of its kind is the ImmunityBio vaccine
under development in the United States. Very
preliminary results released last month were
mostly encouraging.

‘Complement and broaden’ 
No lab foresees a final product before next

year and many scientists are skeptical about
the usefulness of trying to develop a shot to
protect against a virus strain that doesn’t yet
exist. “Mass vaccination itself is a form of evo-
lutionary ‘selection’ pressure,” British virolo-
gist Julian Tang told AFP, “and this pressure
may push the virus to evolve to escape any
vaccine protection - so it can be a double-
edged sword.” 

Other questions involve the extent to which
the body will be able to fight the virus with a T
cell-based response. T cells and antibodies
work together to form an immune response in
the body. French virologist Yves Gaudin point-
ed out that if an antibody response fails, “T
cells don’t serve much purpose”. He said he is
“doubtful about the effectiveness of such a
vaccine,” emphasizing that an ideal vaccine
would be effective in both areas.

In Europe and the United States, the plan
for T cell jabs, should they see the light of
day, would be to give them to people who
had already received the current antibody
vaccines. Peyroles confirmed that OSE’s
vaccine, should it prove effective in trials, is
indeed meant as a way to strengthen current
inoculations. “You would complement and
broaden the response created by the first
vaccines in terms of scope and time.” He
added that T cell vaccines could offer pro-
tection to people who have diff icult ies
developing antibodies due to other ailments
such as diabetes or cancer. — AFP  

MADRID: SNCF’s low-cost Ouigo TGV trains are pictured at the Madrid Puerta de Atocha train station on Friday dur-
ing a pre-launch presentation for the Madrid-Barcelona route. —AFP 

PORTO: EU leaders pose for the family photo of the European Social Summit hosted by the Portuguese presidency of the
Council of the European Union at the Palacio de Cristal yesterday. — AFP 

WhatsApp delays 
enforcing new 
privacy terms
WASHINGTON: Facebook-owned messaging colossus
WhatsApp on Friday retreated again from its plan to
force users to accept new terms which critics said could
expand data collection from its two billion users around
the world. WhatsApp, which was set to enforce its new
data-sharing policy on May 15 - following a delay in
response to a user outcry - revealed on its website that
it would not immediately cut off users who don’t accept
the new terms, although it would send reminders to
those who don’t opt in.

The update will allow additional sharing of informa-
tion from WhatsApp with Facebook and its other appli-
cations such as Instagram and Messenger, such as con-
tacts and profile data, but not the content of messages
which remain encrypted. The platform had claimed the
update was chiefly aimed at merchants who use
WhatsApp to chat with customers - allowing them to
share data with Facebook.

But critics feared it could open the door to broader
data sharing with Facebook with potential implications
for user privacy. “No one will have their accounts delet-
ed or lose functionality of WhatsApp on May 15th
because of this update,” according to the latest website
update, which was seen earlier by The Verge and other
media outlets.

But users will get “persistent” reminders about
the policy and may lose some functionality if they
fail to accept the new terms. “After giving everyone
time to review, we’re continuing to remind those
who haven’t had the chance to do so to review and
accept,” the web page said. “After a period of sever-
al weeks, the reminder people receive will eventually
become persistent.” — AFP  


