
WASHINGTON: It was a defining moment: Joe
Biden vowed in a searing speech on the first
anniversary of the Capitol riot to defend American
democracy from mortal danger, while skewering his
predecessor Donald Trump. But what comes next?
The veteran Democrat now wants to galvanize his
party faithful in the run-up to midterm elections in
November, and reboot his stagnant presidency.

But he’s taking a major political risk, with little
time and limited options to deliver on his promises.
The 79-year-old Biden on Thursday delivered what
is widely seen as his best speech to date since tak-
ing over the Oval Office, commemorating the attack
on the US Capitol by a mob of Trump supporters
with a solemn vow to protect the nation.

He shelved his usual easygoing manner and dad
jokes for a serious, feisty summary of what happened
on Jan 6 , 2021 - and how the nation can move for-
ward amid such a stark political divide. “I did not
seek this fight brought to this Capitol one year ago
today, but I will not shrink from it either,” he said.

‘Come out hard’
For the first time since his inauguration nearly a

year ago, Biden took on Trump directly. Without
ever using Trump’s name, he savaged the “defeated
former president” for questioning his 2020 election

win and for sparking his supporters to storm the
Capitol. “Those who stormed this Capitol and those
who instigated and incited and those who called on
them to do so held a dagger at the throat of
America - at American democracy,” he said. “I will
allow no one to place a dagger at the throat of
democracy.”

For David Schultz, a professor of political sci-
ence at Hamline
University in Minnesota,
Biden “was in sort of a
no-win situation” before
the speech. “Say nothing,
and you’d be put on the
defensive. Or come out
hard like he did” to mobi-
lize his Democrats, which
also would spark action
on the Republican side,
Schultz said. Indeed,
Trump fired back quickly
after Biden’s speech, as did other Republican
heavyweights, accusing Biden of politicizing a
tragedy to further divide the country.

But there is no mistaking the fact that Biden
needs to kickstart his first term in office. After a
more or less harmonious start marked by economic

recovery and a waning of the coronavirus pandem-
ic, Biden is certainly bogged down. The chaotic US
withdrawal from Afghanistan has bruised him, and
Americans are run down by the ongoing pandemic
and the rise of the Omicron coronavirus variant,
along with a spike in inflation.

Biden’s approval rating is hovering around 43
percent - a weak level, and a sizeable obstacle to

overcome as he tries to
push legislation through
with a progressive-centrist
split in his own party and a
razor-thin legislative
majority. For now, the
president has had to put
his signature social spend-
ing bill on the back burner,
after Democratic Senator
Joe Manchin of West
Virginia refused to back it.

‘Too little and too late’
And so with the midterm elections - traditionally

a tough round for the party in power - on the hori-
zon, Biden has pivoted to focus on the protection of
voting rights. Democrats have accused Republican-
controlled state legislatures of enacting laws that

would restrict the voting rights of minorities as well
as curtail early voting and mail-in casting of ballots.

Biden made a “big promise”, Schultz said, and
Democrats have an “incredibly narrow window to
do something on voting rights” before the midterms,
when they risk losing control of Congress. “If he
can’t get the voting rights done, that’s a major blow
for his presidency,” Schultz said. A first procedural
vote is due later this month.

Some civil rights activists expressed skepticism
about the pledges made Thursday by Biden, who
depended on wide support from African American
voters in his Nov 2020 election win over Trump.
“Do you think that he means well? Yes, we believe
that he means well. (...) But he really just hasn’t done
enough over the past year that he’s been in office to
get voting rights,” said Cliff Albright, the co-
founder of the Black Voters Matter Fund.

Albright and his organization have campaigned
for voter participation in the southern state of
Georgia, where Biden will speak about voting rights
on Tuesday. But for Albright, “it just feels like it’s too
little and it’s too late. And he’s just using Georgia as
a prop.” “For him to come here now and give this
speech without having something major to
announce is, you know, at best counterproductive
and at worst almost disrespectful.” — AFP 
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BERLIN: German Chancellor Olaf Scholz takes off his
facemask before addressing a press conference at
the Chancellery on Friday. — AFP 

‘Bomb cyclone’
blankets northeast
US in snow
NEW YORK: A winter snowstorm known as a
“bomb cyclone” blanketed the northeastern United
States on Friday, canceling hundreds of flights, clos-
ing schools and causing treacherous driving condi-
tions. Meteorologists say the weather phenomenon
is effectively a winter hurricane that occurs when
air pressure drops at least 24 millibars in 24 hours,
bringing heavy downfalls and strong winds.

The storm brought snow to Kentucky, Nashville
and Tennessee, then Virginia and the Washington
DC area before heading north up the Atlantic
seaboard. “When it rapidly intensifies close to the
coast, it can mean a big storm for the east coast
cities,” Tom Kines, senior meteorologist at
Accuweather, told AFP. The National Weather
Service recorded more than eight inches of snow at
New York City’s LaGuardia airport, where 340
flights were canceled as of 9:15 am (1415 GMT).

The number was “expected to increase”, the air-
port said in a tweet. Nearby JFK airport reported 220
flight cancelations while 250 flights were canceled at
Logan International Airport in Boston. The National
Weather Service (NWS) said that the highest snow-
fall recorded so far was 18 inches in Cheektowaga in
upstate New York on the border with Canada.

Several inches of snow closed hundreds of
schools in Massachusetts but in New York City,
where plows spread out across the metropolis, Eric
Adams kept public schools open. “Children need to
get in school,” he said, referencing previous clo-
sures caused by the coronavirus pandemic. “We
don’t have any more days to waste and the long-
term impact of leaving our children home is going
to impact us for years to come,” he said.

In New Jersey, Governor Phil Murphy declared

a state of emergency, sparking some school dis-
tricts to call Friday a “snow day”. “We urge all
New Jerseyans to stay off the roads, stay updated,
and stay safe,” Murphy wrote on Twitter.
Meteorologist Kines said the storm would move
north, with freezing temperatures and high winds
bringing “blizzard conditions” to parts of Nova
Scotia and Newfoundland in Canada on Friday
night. The NWS said a winter storm warning was
in effect in Maine. — AFP 

NEW YORK: People pose for photos beneath snow-covered trees in Central Park after the first snowstorm of the
season on Friday. — AFP 

Scholz pushes
mandatory jabs
amid resistance
BERLIN: German Chancellor Olaf Scholz insisted
Friday that his plan to introduce mandatory coron-
avirus jabs was on track, despite fierce debate about
the controversial move and growing resistance from
his own coalition partners. Scholz, who recently
took over as chancellor from Angela Merkel, in late
November touted compulsory jabs for all adults as
the surest way out of the pandemic.

The center-left Social Democrat asked MPs in
the lower of house parliament to draft the necessary
legislation with the goal of introducing the measure
in “late February or early March”. Little progress
has been made since then however, and the fast-
spreading but less severe Omicron strain has raised
fresh doubts about the project, particularly among
the pro-business FDP party.

Speaking after a meeting with the leaders of
Germany’s 16 states on tighter coronavirus curbs,
Scholz reiterated that “it would be good if we ended
up with a general vaccine mandate”. He said all of
Germany’s state premiers had declared their back-
ing for the plan. “I feel fully supported” by them, he
said. The same cannot be said for the FDP, who
along with the Greens make up Scholz’s three-way
coalition government.

Although coronavirus cases are rising, Germany
has so far been spared the steep Omicron surge that
has swept other nations - prompting Justice
Minister Marco Buschmann from the FDP to call for
a wait-and-see approach on a general vaccine man-
date. FDP chief Christian Lindner said new findings
“could play a role in the decision”, in a nod to
Omicron infecting even the triple jabbed, and stud-
ies suggesting a lower hospitalization rate than with
the Delta variant.

“Protecting human health and life is highly desir-
able. But our greatest asset... is and remains our
freedom,” he said on Thursday. Germany’s first par-
liamentary debate on compulsory jabs is only sched-
uled for late January, even though Scholz himself had
originally aimed to have lawmakers discuss the issue
before 2021 was out. “The longer the discussion
about mandatory vaccinations lasts... the more the
project wobbles,” wrote Sueddeutsche newspaper.
Hundreds, at times thousands, of protesters have
taken to the streets to rail against the government’s
COVID approach and vaccine plan in recent weeks,
occasionally resulting in clashes with police.

Austrian example
With just over 71 percent of the population dou-

ble jabbed, Germany has a lower coronavirus vacci-
nation rate than France, Italy or Spain. Almost 42
percent of Germans have had their booster shot,
considered crucial in the fight against Omicron. Like
several other countries, Germany has already
announced vaccine mandates for those in certain
professions, including soldiers and health workers.

Neighboring Austria has gone further and is on
the verge of introducing a general vaccine mandate,
in what could be the first in Europe. While it has
stirred controversy there too, the measure is backed
by all the political parties except Austria’s far-right
FPOe. “Compulsory vaccination will come, all
experts agree on the high protective effect also
against Omicron and hospitalizations,” said Austrian
Chancellor Karl Nehammer. — AFP 

Biden comforts
families in fire
ravaged Colorado
LOUISVILLE, Colorado: Some asked to hug, oth-
ers got hugged without asking and one man, wear-
ing the only clothes he had left, just clasped hands
with Joe Biden as the US president made an emo-
tional tour Friday of a devastating Colorado wildfire.
Surrounded by apocalyptic damage from the infer-
no, Biden sought to comfort locals. The 79-year-old
Democrat has long been famous for his ability to
show empathy with the suffering and his powers
were on full display as he moved along a line of
families and firefighters in Louisville, which burned
to cinders in the December 30 Marshall Fire.

“We lost everything,” a man told Biden and his
wife, First Lady Jill Biden. “I’m not even properly
dressed because this is all I have,” the man said to
Biden, gesturing at his long shorts. “We definitely
need help,” said the man’s son, who was also
dressed in shorts, despite the snow lying over the
blackened ruins of the neighborhood.

Biden held the father’s hand for a long time, and
after shaking hands with a dozen firefighters, gave
them all ceremonial coins. One woman looked at Jill
Biden and said, “May I?” and then embraced her.
Biden put his arms around others. “We’ll get
through this,” one of the local men said. Some 1,000
homes were destroyed in the blaze near the state’s
biggest city Denver, and two people remain missing,
authorities said. — AFP 

LOUISVILLE, Colorado: US President Joe Biden and First
Lady Jill Biden meet with fire victims after touring a
neighborhood destroyed by the Marshall Fire at the
Louisville Recreation and Senior Center on Friday. — AFP 

Bosnia Serbs mark
national day amid
fears of secession
SARAJEVO: On the eve of the Serbs’ national day
in Bosnia, Mira Vuletic is not in a festive mood as
talk of secession lingers again, stirring fears the
country is set to return to the dark years of inter-
communal conflict. The holiday, which falls today,
marks the creation of the Republika Sprska (RS),
Bosnia’s Serb entity that was declared three
decades ago - one of the events seen as putting the
country on the path to a war in the 1990s that killed
over 100,000 people.

“They’re stirring up panic and that scares me,”
says Vuletic, a 70-year-old pensioner, one of the
few willing to give her name in eastern Sarajevo, an
area that falls under RS jurisdiction. “But I think
they do this to hide their schemes and theft,”
Vuletic added, pointing the blame at leaders from all
of Bosnia’s ethnic groups for endemic corruption.

Tensions have been rising for months in Bosnia
with the Serb’s political leader Milorad Dodik set-
ting in motion plans last month to withdraw from the
country’s central institutions including the army, the

judiciary and the tax system. The move earned fresh
sanctions from the US on Wednesday, with
Washington chiding him for attempting to under-
mine the landmark Dayton Peace Accords that
brought an end to fighting in Bosnia in 1995.

Bosnia was effectively split in two as a result,
giving one half to the country’s ethnic Bosnian
Serbs while the other was to be ruled by a Muslim-
Croat federation. Despite the sanctions, celebrations
for the national day moved forward this week as
municipal employees hung red, white and blue RS
flags across eastern Sarajevo.

The holiday has long been considered a “provo-
cation” by the country’s Muslim community who
were targeted by Bosnian Serb paramilitary groups
just three months after RS was unilaterally created
in 1992. For the 30th anniversary, RS authorities are
planning three days of celebrations, which will
include a parade of their police forces in the Serbs’
capital Banja Luka. Dodik’s increasingly aggressive
rhetoric along with his plans to start withdrawing
from the Bosnian government has cast a large shad-
ow over this year’s holiday. “One should never rule
out the possibility of conflict in Bosnia,” warns
Srecko Latal, the editor of Balkan Insight, a regional
investigative journalism network. “Dodik is going
further and further into a story that may end in an
attempt at secession that could not pass without
further conflict,” Latal added. — AFP 

US Supreme Court
appears split over
vaccine mandates
WASHINGTON: The US Supreme Court
appeared to be divided on Friday over President
Joe Biden’s COVID vaccination-or-testing man-
date for businesses with liberal justices strongly
in favor and conservatives expressing skepti-
cism. But a majority of the nine justices
appeared to support an administration require-
ment that healthcare workers at facilities receiv-
ing federal funding get their shots.

After months of public appeals to
Americans to get vaccinated against COVID-
19, which has killed more than 830,000 people
in the United States, Biden announced in
September that he was making vaccinations
compulsory at companies that employ 100
workers or more. Unvaccinated employees
would have to present weekly negative tests
and wear face masks at work.

The Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA), a federal agency, has
given businesses until Feb 9 to be in compliance
with the rules or face the possibility of fines.
Vaccination has become a politically polarizing
issue in the United States, where 62 percent of
the population are vaccinated. A coalition of 26
business associations filed suit against the OSHA
regulations and the conservative-dominated
Supreme Court agreed to hold an emergency
hearing and also hear arguments about the vac-
cine mandate for healthcare workers, which is
being challenged by Republican state lawmakers.

The three liberal justices on the court
appeared to strongly favor both mandates. “Why
isn’t this necessary to abate the grave risk?”
Justice Elena Kagan asked the lawyer represent-
ing business associations opposed to the policy.
“This is a pandemic in which nearly a million
people have died,” Kagan said. “It is by far the
greatest public health danger that this country
has faced in the last century. And this is the poli-
cy that is most geared to stopping all this.”

Scott Keller, a former Texas solicitor general
representing the business groups, said the rule
requiring COVID vaccinations at companies
that employ 100 people or more would lead
many workers to quit. “An economy-wide man-
date would cause permanent worker displace-
ment, rippling through our national economy,”
Keller said. — AFP 


