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Says Biden; Beijing says US bid to resurface the issue ‘political manipulation’;
US intel community concludes SARS-CoV-2 not a bioweapon, remains split

AGENCIES

President Joe Biden said Friday that China
was withholding “critical information” on the
origins of Covid-19 after the US intelligence
community said it did not believe the virus was
a bioweapon -- but remained split on whether it
escaped from a lab.

The United States, however, does not believe
Chinese officials had foreknowledge of the virus
before the initial outbreak of the pandemic that
has now claimed 4.5 million lives, according to
the unclassified summary of an eagerly awaited
intelligence report.

“Critical information about the origins of
this pandemic exists in the People’s Republic
of China, yet from the beginning, government
officials in China have worked to prevent
international investigators and members of the
global public health community from accessing
it,” Biden said in a statement.

“To this day, the PRC continues to reject calls
for transparency and withhold information,
even as the toll of this pandemic continues to
rise.”

US intelligence has ruled out that the
coronavirus was developed as a weapon, and
most agencies assess with “low confidence” it
was not genetically engineered.

But the community remains divided on the
pathogen’s origins, with four agencies and the
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National Intelligence Council judging in favor
of natural exposure to an animal as the likely
explanation, and one agency favoring the lab
leak theory.

Analysts at three agencies were unable to
reach a conclusion.

“Variations in analytic views largely stem from
differences in how agencies weigh intelligence
reporting and scientific publications, and
intelligence and scientific gaps,” the summary
said.

The intelligence community and global
scientists lack clinical samples or epidemiological
data from the earliest Covid-19 cases, it added.

Biden said the United States would continue
to work with allies to press Beijing to share
more information and cooperate with the World

Health Organization.

“We must have a full and transparent
accounting of this global tragedy. Nothing less is
acceptable,” he said.

The office of the director of national
intelligence said it was reviewing de-classifying
parts of the report in the near future, in light
of the historic nature of the pandemic and
the importance of informing the public, while
protecting its sources and methods.

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

In a statement yesterday, the Chinese embassy
in Washington slammed the US intelligence
community’s findings, defending its handling of
the pandemic and the WHO investigation.

“The report by the US intelligence community
shows that the US is bent on going down the
wrong path of political manipulation,” the
embassy said in a statement.

“The report by the intelligence community is
based on the presumption of guilt on the part of
China, and it is only for scapegoating China.”

At the outset of the pandemic, the natural
origin hypothesis -- that the virus emerged in
bats and then passed to humans, likely via an
intermediary species -- was widely accepted.

India’s new Covid cases
jump to two-month high

Vaccinates 10 million people in one day

AGENCIES

India yesterday reported 46,759 new
coronavirus infections, the most in nearly
two months, as cases surged in the southern
state of Kerala after a big festival.

The South Asian country’s total Covid-19
cases reached nearly 32.7 million and
deaths rose by 509 to 437,370 in the last
24 hours, government data
showed.

Kerala, which last week
celebrated a local festival,
accounted for 70% of the

new cases. . . A
India administered cor9nawrus Furbs in capital
more than 10 million region, provinces

»» Australia logs record cases,
driven by New South Wales

»» Philippines extends

have warned of a new wave hitting as early
as next month as the festival season starts.

The coronavirus has killed nearly
4,480,000 people since the outbreak
emerged in China in December 2019,
according to an AFP compilation of official
data.

China vyesterday reported 21 new
confirmed coronavirus
cases in the mainland for
Aug 27, down from 32
a day earlier, according
to the National Health
Commission yesterday.

Meanwhile, Philippines
President Rodrigo Duterte
has lengthened the second-

vaccine doses in the past
24 hours, a national record
that Prime Minister Narendra Modi called a
“momentous feat” for the country ahead of
fears of another surge in infections.

The government had aimed to vaccinate
about 1.1 billion adults by the end of the
year but shortages, administrative confusion
and hesitancy have held back numbers.
Only around 15 percent have had two doses
since the drive began in January.

Almost all restrictions on movement and
activity have been lifted even though experts

highest level of coronavirus

restrictions in the capital

region and some provinces until Sept. 7, his
spokesperson said yesterday.

Meanwhile, Australia reported a record
1,126 coronavirus infectious yesterday,
the vast majority in New South Wales, the
epicentre of the Delta-fuelled outbreak.

More than half of Australians have been
in weeks-long lockdowns as officials in
Sydney and Melbourne, the country’s largest
cities, and the capital Canberra struggle to
quell the outbreak.

Friends and relatives of Palestinian Omar Hassan Abu al-Nile, 12, who died of wounds he sustained during a
protest on the Israel-Gaza border fence last week, mourn during his funeral in Gaza City, yesterday. The August
21 unrest left around 40 people wounded, according to Gaza’s Hamas rulers.

US has options if Iran
nuclear diplomacy fails

Warns Biden; Khamenei sees Biden, Trump as same

AGENCIES

President Joe Biden told Israeli Prime
Minister Naftali Bennett in White House
talks on Friday that he was putting
“diplomacy first” to try to rein in Iran's
nuclear program but that if negotiations
fail he would be prepared to turn to other

unspecified options.

After a one-day delay due to a deadly
suicide bombing in Kabul during the
chaotic US evacuation from Afghanistan,
Biden and Bennett held their first meeting
seeking to reset US-Israeli relations and
narrow differences over how to deal with

Iran’s nuclear advances.
Biden said they discussed

a nuclear weapon.”

“We're putting diplomacy first and we'll
see where that takes us. But if diplomacy
fails, we're ready to turn to other options,”
Biden added, without offering specifics. A
White House statement issued later said
the two also “reviewed steps to deter and
contain Iran’s dangerous regional behavior.”

US-Iran talks have stalled as Washington
awaits the next move by Iran’s new hardline

president.

“our
commitment to ensure Iran never develops

route but there’s other options
doesn’t work out,” he added.
Yesterday, Iran’s  supreme

of making the same demands

revive a nuclear deal.

States from it in 2018.

on the nuclear issue, and even

Comprehensive Plan of Action.

“I was happy to hear your clear words
that Iran will never be able to acquire a
nuclear weapon,” Bennett told Biden. “You
emphasized that you'll try the diplomatic

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei accused Biden
predecessor Donald Trump in talks to

The multilateral deal that offers Iran
relief from sanctions in return for curbs on
its nuclear programme was torpedoed by
Trump’s decision to withdraw the United

“America’s current administration is no
different from the previous one, because
what it demands from Iran on the nuclear
issue is different in words, but the same
thing that Trump demanded,” Khamenei
said, quoted by his official website.

“The Americans truly have no shame

they withdrew from the JCPOA... they now
talk in a way and make demands as it was
(Iran) that withdrew,” he added, referring
to the deal by its official name, the Joint

IRAQ SUMMIT FOR MIDDLE EAST PEI}CE
Macron warns against IS

AFP, Baghdad

The Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan
overshadowed a summit in Iraq
yesterday attended by key regional
leaders, with  French  President
Emmanuel Macron warning of the
threat Islamic State group jihadists pose.

The meeting comes as Iraq, long
a casualty of jihadist militancy, also
tries to establish itself as a mediator
between Arab countries and Iran.

“We all know that we must not
lower our guard, because Daesh (IS)
remains a threat, and I know that the
fight against these terrorist groups is a
priority of your government,” Macron
said, after a meeting with Iraqi Prime
Minister Mustafa al-Kadhemi.

Iraq and France “are key partners in
the war against terrorism,” Kadhemi
replied.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi and Jordan’s King Abdullah II flew
in for the summit, while the foreign
ministers of regional foes Iran and

Saudi Arabia were also present.

Qatar’s Emir Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad Al-Thani, Dubai’s ruler,
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al-
Maktoum, as well as Kuwait's Prime
Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-Khalid Al-
Sabah and Turkey’s foreign minister
were also present.

Iraq is seeking to play a “unifying
role” to tackle crises shaking the
region, sources close to Iraq's Kadhemi
said.

Oil-rich Iraq has been caught
for years in a delicate balancing act
between its two main allies, Iran and
the United States.
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