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COVID-19 ORIGIN PROBE

Biden gets
inconclusive

intel report

AGENCIES

A classified US intelligence report
delivered to the White House on Tuesday
was inconclusive on the origins of the
Covid-19 pandemic, in part due to a lack
of information from China, according to
US media reports.

The assessment, ordered by President
Joe Biden 90 days ago, was unable to
definitively conclude whether the virus
that first emerged in central China had
jumped to humans via animals or escaped
a highly secure research facility in Wuhan,
two US officials familiar with the matter
told the Washington Post.

They said parts of the report could be
declassified in the coming days.

The debate over the origins of the virus
that has killed more than 4 million people
and paralysed economies worldwide has
become increasingly contentious.

When Biden assigned the investigation,
he said US intelligence agencies were split
over the “two likely scenarios” -- animals
or lab.

China yesterday urged the WHO to visit
the US military biolab Fort Detrick, after
rejecting its calls for a second stage of the
Covid origins probe focusing on Chinese
laboratories last month.

“Scapegoating China cannot whitewash
the US,” Fu Cong, director-general of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ arms control
department, told a briefing.

Despite Biden's directive that the
intelligence community “redouble their
efforts” to untangle the origin debate, the
90-day review brought them no closer to
consensus, the officials told the Post.

Beijing has rejected calls from the US
and other countries for a renewed origin
probe after a heavily politicized visit by
a World Health Organization team in
January also proved inconclusive, and
faced criticism for lacking transparency
and access.

At the outset of the pandemic, the
natural origin hypothesis -- that the virus
emerged in bats then passed to humans,
likely via an intermediary species -- was
widely accepted. But as time has worn on,
scientists have not found a virus in either
bats or another animal that matches the
genetic signature of SARS-CoV-2.

People who have been evacuated from Afghanistan arrive at Melsbroek military airport, Belgium yesterday after Taliban took control of

Afghanistan.
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Us, China jostle for influence in Asia

Accuse each other of ‘bullying’ Southeast Asian nations amid soaring tensions

REUTERS, Hanoi

US Vice President Kamala Harris yesterday again
charged China with bullying its Southeast Asian
neighbours, the second time in two days she
has attacked Beijing during a regional visit, as
Washington tries to rally regional partners to
take on China’s growing economic and military
influence.

The Chinese foreign ministry shot back
yesterday and accused the US of meddling in
regional affairs and disrupting peace. Earlier in the
day, Chinese state media accused Harris of seeking
to drive a wedge between China and Southeast
Asian nations with comments in Singapore that
Beijing used coercion and intimidation to back its
unlawful South China Sea claims.

Speaking in Hanoi yesterday, Harris said there
was a need to mount pressure on China over its
maritime claims and offered to support Vietnam
in several key areas, including enhancement of
maritime security to take on Beijing's increasing
assertiveness in the South China Sea.

“We need to find ways to pressure, raise the
pressure...on Beijing to abide by the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, and

US VP Harris offers maritime security, supports in key
areas to Asian partner

China state media accuses US VP of meddling, says
she is seeking to divide Asia

to challenge, its bullying and excessive maritime
claims,” said Harris during a meeting with
Vietnamese President Nguyen Xuan Phuc.

Harris offered Vietham more visits by US
warships and aircraft carriers, vaccines and aid
to tackle Covid-19 and announced the launch of
several programs to help combat climate change,
according to a White House official who did not
wish to be named.

Harris's seven-day trip to Singapore and
Vietnam is part of a broader US strategy to take on

China globally. China, Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia,
the Philippines and Taiwan lay claim to parts of
the disputed waters of the South China Sea, which
is crossed by vital shipping lanes and contains gas
fields and rich fishing grounds.

China has established military outposts on
artificial islands in the South China Sea and
objects to foreign warships sailing through what
it claims is its sovereign waters.

The US Navy regularly conducts “freedom
of navigation” operations through the disputed
waters, which China objects to, saying they do
not help promote peace or stability. In 2016, the
Hague-based Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled
against China’s claim, but Beijing has rejected it.

“While pointing a finger at China and accusing
it of ‘coercion’ and ‘intimidation’, Harris wilfully
ignored her own hypocrisy in attempting to
coerce and intimidate regional countries to join
Washington in its scheme to contain China,”
the state run China Daily said in an editorial
responding to Harris's comments in Singapore.

The US administration has called rivalry with
China “the biggest geopolitical test” of the century
as it cements its pivot towards Asia.

1920 - American
women won the right
to vote when the
19th Amendment to
the Constitution was
ratified.

1924 -The
Catastrophe of Smyrna:
known as the Asia
Minor Catastrophe to
Greeks. The Ottoman
army expels Greeks
and other non-Turks
from Asia Minor.

1998 - World’s first
bionic arm fitted and
tested in Edinburgh.

2014 - Ceasefire takes
effect between Gaza
and Israel after 50 days
of combat.
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Iraq seeks to ease Saudi-Iran
hostility at Baghdad summit

Iraq has invited Iran and Tehran’s Gulf Arab
foes to a summit in Baghdad with the aim of
calming tensions which have brought them
close to open conflict in recent years. Officials
say the meeting, which will also discuss
the war in Yemen, Lebanon’s collapse and a
regional water crisis, could take a step towards
Saudi-Iranian rapprochement even though
they have yet to say what representation they
will send. Iraqi officials hope that Iran’s new
hardline President Ebrahim Raisi will attend
the meeting, planned for Saturday, and expect
ministers from Gulf States.

High blood pressure driven
by obesity, poverty: WHO

Nearly 1.3 billion people globally suffer from
hypertension, a silent killer often driven by
obesity that increases the risk of heart disease,
stroke and kidney disease, the World Health
Organization (WHO) said yesterday. Hypertension
can be easily diagnosed by monitoring blood
pressure, and treated with low-cost drugs, but
half of affected people are unaware of their
condition which is left untreated, the WHO and
Imperial College London said in a joint study
published in The Lancet. While hypertension rates
have changed little in 30 years, the caseload has
shifted to lower-income countries as wealthy
nations have brought it largely under control, the
study said. Some 17.9 million people died in 2019
from cardiovascular diseases, accounting for one
in three global deaths, with hypertension a major
factor, according to the WHO.

‘Xi Jinping Thought' to be
added to China curriculum

China will incorporate “Xi Jinping Thought” into
its national curriculum to help “establish Marxist
belief”in the country’s youth, the education
ministry said in new guidelines published on
Tuesday. The Ministry of Education said Chinese
President Xi Jinping’s “thought on socialism
with Chinese characteristics in the new era”
would be taught from primary school level
all the way to university. XiJinping Thought
was formally enshrined in the country’s
constitution in 2018. Xi's personal power has
also been strengthened by the abolition of
presidential term limits.

US issued over 85,000
student visas in China

The United States has issued more than
85,000 student visas in China since May, its
Beijing embassy said yesterday, after the
Biden administration eased restrictions on
applications earlier this year. State Department
data showed that 33,896 F1 student visas were
issued to Chinese nationals in June, up from
just 8 issued in the previous June. The easing
of restrictions gives a boost to US universities
struggling financially during the pandemic.

SOURCE: AFP, REUTERS
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Xi, Putin show united
front on Afghanistan

REUTERS, Beijing

Chinese and Russian leaders discussed
Afghanistan yesterday, Chinese state media
said, but did not echo the G7’s call for the
Taliban to allow people to flee the country
after Aug 31, as desperate crowds left behind
by the withdrawal of US troops continue to
fear for their safety.

Chinese President Xi
Russian President
Vladimir Putin
exchanged views on
Afghanistan in a call
yesterday, a day after
leaders of the Group
of Seven countries met
to discuss the crisis.

In the call with
Putin, Xi reiterated China’s position of non-
interference and of respecting Afghanistan’s
China’s

Jinping and

sovereignty and independence,
People’s Daily reported.

The report said Putin told Xi he
shares China’s positions and interests
in Afghanistan and he is willing to work
with China to “prevent foreign forces from
interfering and destroying” Afghanistan.
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