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Countries urge 
patent waivers 
than just jabs
GENEVA: Dozens of countries have revised a proposal
at the WTO for patent waivers for medical tools needed
to combat COVID, insisting it must be broader than just
vaccines, non-governmental organizations said yester-
day. More than 60 countries have presented a revision of
their text before the World Trade Organization on ditch-
ing intellectual property protections for COVID-19 jabs
and other medical tools while the pandemic rages,
according to the Doctors Without Borders (MSF) charity
and NGO Knowledge Ecology International (KEI).

KEI published what it said was the revised text, which
pushed for the waiver to be broad and long-lasting. The
WTO did not immediately verify the authenticity of the
document, but a Western diplomat close to the waiver
discussions confirmed it was genuine and had been dis-
tributed to all WTO members. That text said the waiver
should cover all medical “prevention, treatment and con-
tainment” tools needed to battle COVID.

In addition to vaccines, it should include treatments,
diagnostics, vaccines, medical devices and protective
equipment, along with the material and components
needed to produce them, it said. It also said the waiver
should last for “at least three years” from the date it takes
effect, following which, the WTO’s General Council
should determine whether it could be lifted or should be
prolonged.

‘Frightening increase’ 
“We are pleased to see the governments sponsoring

the COVID-19 intellectual property waiver proposal
reaffirm that the waiver aims to remove monopoly barri-
ers for all medical tools ... needed to tackle this pandem-
ic,” MSF South Asia chief Leena Manghaney said in a
statement. “With a frightening increase in infections and
deaths in developing countries, and with potentially
promising treatments in the pipeline, it is crucial that
governments have every flexibility at their disposal to
beat back this pandemic,” she said.

The WTO has since October faced calls led by India
and South Africa for the temporary removal of such IP
protections, in what proponents argue will boost produc-
tion in developing countries and address the dramatic
inequity in access. That notion has long met with fierce
opposition from pharmaceutical giants and their host
countries, which insisted patents were not the main road-
blocks to scaling up production and warned the move
could hamper innovation.

The positions appeared to shift earlier this month,
when Washington came out in support of a global patent
waiver for the jabs, with other long-time opponents voic-
ing openness to discuss the matter. The European
Parliament voted narrowly this week to urge Brussels to
get behind the proposal. Observers have however said
the ambitions for the waiver appear to differ significantly
among the longtime supporters and those now coming
around to the idea, who have seemed to focus more nar-
rowly on vaccines.

It remains unclear if countries will be able to see eye
to eye, but with the pandemic that has killed over 3.4
million people still far from over, there is intense pres-
sure on them to do so. With the new revision on the
table, MSF called for “governments to immediately
move towards text-based negotiations,” insisting there
was no time to lose.

In light of the WTO’s usual glacial pace in decision-
making - with agreements requiring consensus backing
by all 164 member states - a deal could meanwhile take
time. According to MSF, more than 100 countries overall
now support the proposal, including China and Russia. A
full 62 countries are now official co-sponsors of the pro-
posal, with Indonesia, Fiji, Vanuatu and Namibia having
joined in recent weeks. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden acknowl-
edged Friday there is no easy path to getting North
Korea to give up its nuclear weapons but reaf-
firmed his “iron-clad” commitment to the US
alliance with South Korea after talks with President
Moon Jae-in. “We’re under no illusions how diffi-
cult this is - none whatsoever. The past four admin-
istrations have not achieved the objective. It’s an
incredibly difficult objective,” Biden told reporters
at a press conference with his South Korean coun-
terpart at the White House.

The US leader also announced he had named
veteran diplomat Sung Kim, the former US ambas-
sador to Seoul, as his special envoy for North
Korea. Facing a nuclear-armed North Korea and an
increasingly assertive China, Biden stressed his
faith in traditional US alliances. Biden called the
US-South Korean partnership “the linchpin of
peace, security” and promised a “shared approach”
to the stand-off with North Korea.

He said that during their talks at the White
House he and Moon discussed “freedom of naviga-
tion” for international shipping in the South China
Sea, as well as “peace and stability” around Taiwan,
which has been subjected to growing Chinese
saber-rattling. Moon called denuclearization of the
Korean peninsula “the most urgent common task”.

US relations with historic allies in Asia and
Europe suffered turbulence under Donald Trump,
who recast long-standing partners as cutthroat
business competitors and freeloaders. Biden has
worked quickly to restore the previous balance,
with an eye on the challenge from China. Moon
came to Washington as Biden’s second foreign
guest and Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga,
who visited last month, was the first.

“It should send a clear message about the
importance of these partnerships and alliances that

the first bilateral meetings the president has had ...
are with Japan and South Korea,” White House
Press Secretary Jen Psaki told reporters Friday.

War hero 
Upon his arrival for the talks with Biden, Moon

declared that South Korea and the United States
share the “same soul”, forged in their bloody Cold
War-era conflict with North Korea at the start of
the 1950s. Symbolizing the deep, complex history
behind those bonds, Moon was invited to witness
Biden awarding the Medal of Honor - the highest
US military decoration for bravery - to a 94-year-
old US veteran of the Korean War.

Then f irst  l ieutenant Ralph Puckett  was
wounded in 1950 while leading US and Korean
soldiers in the desperate defense of a hill against
an overwhelming force of Chinese troops - an
early episode in Beijing’s decisive entry into the
war. The White House said this was the first time
any foreign leader had taken part in a Medal of
Honor ceremony.

Biden-Kim meeting unlikely 
Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo and her

South Korean counterpart held separate talks
involving a raft of CEOs with a focus on high-tech
manufacturing - battery technology, semi-conduc-
tors and 5G wireless. But the bulk of the Biden-
Moon meeting was on China and the North Korean
nuclear arsenal. Reflecting the scale and complexi-
ty of both issues, however, it was no surprise that
little concrete emerged - in public at least.

The White House says it is abandoning former
attempts to reach a so-called “grand bargain” with
Pyongyang or simply showing what diplomats
termed “strategic patience”. Now the White House
is touting “a calibrated practical approach” - diplo-

matic jargon, it seems, for being realistically low-
key, while open-minded. “We understand where
previous efforts in the past had difficulties and
we’ve tried to learn from those,” a senior White
House official said.

Asked if Biden would consider following up
Trump’s headline-grabbing but ultimately fruitless
summits with North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un,

the US president said it would have to be on
entirely different terms. Biden said he “would not
meet” unless there was a concrete plan for negoti-
ating on the nuclear arsenal. And he made a clear
criticism of Trump’s chummy relationship with Kim,
saying he “would not do what had been done in the
recent past. I would not give him all he’s looking for
- international recognition”. —AFP

Moon declares South Korea and US share the ‘same soul’

Biden: ‘No illusions’ on difficulty 
of North Korea denuclearization

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden (right) and South Korean President Moon Jae-in participate in a
joint press conference in the East Room of the White House in Washington, DC. —AFP

Will COVID 
catastrophe 
hurt Modi?
NEW DELHI: India is suffering a coronavirus catastro-
phe with millions of infections and nearly 300,000 dead
but it is likely to have a limited impact on the political
fortunes of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Here’s why.

How bad is the situation? 
A massive surge in cases has overwhelmed the

health system in many areas. Officially, the death toll is
nearing 300,000. But many experts say the true figure
could be three or four times higher - and maybe more.
Hundreds of bodies have been dumped in rivers or
buried in shallow graves. Barely three percent of peo-
ple are fully vaccinated. India’s top virologist recently
quit a scientific advisory panel after criticizing the gov-
ernment’s “stubborn resistance to evidence-based poli-
cymaking”.

Was the government complacent? 
In early 2021 it appeared India might have overcome

the pandemic. India has “saved the world from disaster
by bringing the situation under control,” Modi said on
Jan 28. Huge political rallies for a string of elections and
mass religious gatherings went ahead, including the
Kumbh Mela with millions of mostly maskless pilgrims.
The authorities did little to prepare for another wave of
infections, critics say. Oxygen production was not
increased and field hospitals were dismantled.

Has Modi’s popularity suffered?
Two recent surveys, Twitter hashtags l ike

#Modiresign and a barrage of anecdotal evidence
strongly suggest so. Emblematic for many is the fact
that all the while work has continued on a grandiose
revamp of the Indian parliament area. “(Bodies) are
literally floating in the river Ganga,” said student
Oindrila Ghosh, 19. “Why is the government prioritiz-
ing this (project) more than the health and safety of
the public?”

Some rank-and-fi le  supporters of  Modi ’s
Barathtiya Janatha Party (BJP) are unhappy. The gov-
ernment “made a terrible mistake by not planning for
a COVID second wave disaster,” Amit, 38, a self-
declared “hard-core” BJP supporter told AFP. “This
will make people like me not vote in the next election
for the BJP, or any party.”

Shailja Jain, 28, said since voting for Modi in 2019
her support had already taken a hit from the BJP’s “fas-
cist, communal, casteist, hyper-capitalist agenda”. “But
their handling of the COVID-19 pandemic was the
absolute last straw,” the chartered accountant told AFP.

How is Modi fighting back? 
Helped by its social media army, the BJP has gone

on the offensive, blaming state governments and others
for ignoring what it says were Modi’s repeated warn-
ings of a second wave. This week the BJP released a
“toolkit” purportedly compiled by the opposition
Congress party aimed at “spreading fake, negative
news and stirring up discontent”. Congress called it
bogus and Twitter labelled a tweet by the BJP’s nation-
al spokesman featuring screenshots of the alleged mas-
terplan as “manipulated media”.

Will it hurt Modi long term? 
The BJP failed to win the state election in West

Bengal and did poorly in some constituencies in Uttar
Pradesh. Some attribute this to Modi’s handling of the
pandemic. But local issues were big in these elections,
and the BJP did well in Assam and Puducherry and

made substantial gains in West Bengal despite failing to
clinch the state.

Nat ional ly, the only real  r ival  is  the a i l ing
Congress, and the next general election isn’t sched-
uled till 2024. “The Congress has completely col-
lapsed everywhere,” said Kanchan Gupta from the
Observer Research Foundation. “Once initial anger
subsides, people (will) start looking at things more
rationally,” Gupta told AFP.

Michael Kugelman from the Wilson Centre said the
current situation “will be forgotten soon enough”. This
is the case even if the pandemic continues. “Modi is
likely to go into the next election from a position of
strength - no matter how the pandemic plays out,” he
told AFP. But Pratap Bhanu Mehta, a contributor to the
Indian Express daily, is not so sure. “This crisis is so
personal to most people, it’s not an abstract crisis. It’s
not happening to other people, it’s happening every-
where,” he said.  —AFP

AMRITSAR: Activists of the National Students’ Union of
India (NSUI) place a banner on the billboard with a
picture of India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi and a
message in Punjabi reading “Mr Modi, Why did you
sent our vaccines abroad?”.  —AFP

Hungary’s Roma
battle COVID 
on their own
KISTARCSA, Hungary:  Hungary’s Roma communi-
ty has been largely left out of the country’s aggres-
sive COVID-19 immunization rollout and has been
forced to fend for itself, leaders of the poverty-
stricken minority say. “No one else is looking after
us, so we have to do it ourselves,” said Jozsef
Radics, 53, one of the organizers of the “Vaccines
for Life!” campaign that aims to sign up Roma living
in isolated communities for jabs.

Greeting local residents as they enter a ram-
shackle yard on the edge of Kistarcsa, a small
town east of Budapest, Radics explains the regis-
tration process, sets up email addresses if needed
and inputs their data into an official database.
“These people are disadvantaged in many ways,
including lacking information and access to the
internet, which makes them particularly vulnera-

ble to the virus,” the Roma activist told AFP.

Anti-vaccine sentiment 
Often blamed for petty crime, the Roma-who make

up around seven percent of Hungary’s population of
9.8 million-face widespread poverty and exclusion
from mainstream Hungarian society and sometimes
racially-motivated violence. Many live in one of
around 1,300 mostly-Roma settlements on the edge of
villages and towns like Kistarcsa that house approxi-
mately 200,000 people, according to official data.
Radics told AFP that some 13,500 settlement dwellers
have registered for the jab so far thanks to the cam-
paign.  “There’s a long way to go. We look for local
leaders in each community to continue the project
once we leave to go to another settlement,” he said.

The campaign also produced videos made for
sharing on social media that feature Roma celebri-
ties like rappers to appeal to younger age-groups,
as well as singers who are trusted by older people.
“The government’s vaccination promotion billboards
only feature white faces, so the videos provide
strong Roma voices to counter the anti-vaccination
voices that are common in places like this,” Radics
said. Trained by health workers, the activists are

armed with answers to typical questions about the
side-effects and effectiveness of jabs, as well as how
to deal with aggressive anti-vaccine sentiment.  “We
don’t try to convince anyone, just to give them infor-
mation,” said Radics’s activist colleague Fruzsina
Balogh, adding that conspiracy theories around vac-
cines have deterred many Roma. —AFP    

KISTARCSA, Hungary: Local residents wait for their
registration for the COVID-19 vaccination in Kistarcsa
near Budapest, Hungary. —AFP

Myanmar’s Suu
Kyi in good health, 
says junta leader
YANGON: Myanmar’s junta chief has said deposed
civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi is in good health
and will appear in court within days during the gen-
eral’s first television interview since the coup. Min
Aung Hlaing, who toppled Suu Kyi in a February 1
putsch, gave a two-hour interview to Hong Kong’s
Phoenix Television on Thursday, with the full pro-

gram yet to air. “Aung San Suu Kyi is in good health.
She’s been staying at home and will appear in court
in a few days,” he said in an excerpt released on
social media Saturday.

The general was speaking in Burmese and his
comments were translated into Chinese by the net-
work. Asked about Suu Kyi’s political achievements,
the military leader said: “In short, she has done
everything she can.” Suu Kyi has not been seen in
public since she was placed under house arrest. She
has been hit with a string of criminal charges includ-
ing flouting coronavirus restrictions during last
year’s election campaign and possessing unlicensed
walkie-talkies. The most serious charge alleges that
she violated the country’s colonial-era Official

Secrets Act. Suu Kyi is expected to appear in person
in court yesterday for the first time, after weeks of
delays to her legal case. Her legal team have faced
an uphill battle to meet with their client in private.

The junta on Friday threatened to dissolve Suu
Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD) party
over alleged voter fraud in the 2020 election. Union
Election Commission chair Thein Soe said an inves-
tigation into November’s election result was almost
complete. “What shall we do with the (NLD) party
that (acted) illegally? Should we dissolve the party
or charge those who committed this (illegal activity)
as traitors of the nation? We will analyse and con-
sider taking this action,” he said, in a video posted
to a local media outlet’s Facebook page.—AFP


