The latest News Around Us in Feb #2
Biden details US raid in Syria that killed ISIS leader
ABC News
President Joe Biden on Thursday, in remarks from the White House, gave details to
the nation about a dramatic U.S. raid overnight in Syria he said had killed the leader
of ISIS.
US special forces mission in Syria:
"Last night, operating on my orders, the United States military forces successfully
removed in a major terrorist threat to the world, the global leader of ISIS, known as
Haji Abdullah. He took over as leader of ISIS in 2019 after the United States
counter-terrorism operation killed Al Bhaghdadi," Biden said from the Roosevelt
Room. "Thanks to the bravery of our troops, this horrible terrorist leader is no more."
Amid reports of women and children killed, Biden said he directed the Department of
Defense "to take every precaution possible to minimize civilian casualties."
"Knowing that this terrorist had chosen to surround himself with families, including
children, we made a choice to pursue a Special Forces raid at a much greater risk
than our to our own people rather than targeting him with an airstrike," Biden said.
"We made this choice to minimize civilian casualties."
"We do know that as our troops approached to capture the terrorist -- in a final act of
desperate cowardice he, with no regard to the lives of his own family or others in the
building, he chose to blow himself up -- not just in the vest but the blow-up that third
floor, rather than face justice for the crimes he has committed, taking several
members of his family with him. Just as his predecessor did," Biden said, describing
the raid.

Earlier in the day, the White House tweeted a photo it said showed Biden and Vice
President Kamala Harris in the Situation Room watching as the raid took place.

The Pentagon also confirmed U.S. special operations forces carried out a what it
called a "successful" counterterrorism mission in northwest Syria Wednesday, but
provided few other details.
"U.S. Special Operations forces under the control of U.S. Central Command
conducted a counter-terrorism mission this evening in northwest Syria. The mission
was successful. There were no U.S. casualties," said John Kirby, the Pentagon press
secretary, in a statement. "More information will be provided as it becomes
available."
One of the helicopters used in the mission experienced a mechanical problem and
then had to be blown up on the ground by U.S. forces, according to a U.S. official.
No details were provided on whether the operation involved ground troops and
helicopters, as was claimed in a flurry of social media reports emerging from Syria
on Wednesday night.
Social media posts reported possible U.S. military activity in Idlib province, a town in
far western Syria, close to the border with Turkey. Some posts included videos that
seemed to show night scenes where the sounds of gunfire and low-flying helicopters
could be heard near the towns of Atmeh and Dar Ballout.

Aaref Watad/AFP via Getty Images Syrians gather on Feb.3, 2022 at the scene
following an overnight counter-terrorism mission carried out by U.S. special
operations forces in northwestern Syria.
The opposition-run Syrian Civil Defense, first responders also known as the White
Helmets, said 13 civilians were killed as a result of the fighting and blasts that
occurred at the raid site, including six children and four women.

Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a war watchdog group based in the United
Kingdom, said in a press statement that nine people, including at least two children
and a woman, were killed during Wednesday's mission. The group cited local sources.
A U.S. official, meanwhile, told ABC News that the reported civilian casualties were
not the result of U.S. military fire, but occurred when the target of the raid detonated
an explosive device at the beginning of the operation.

The White House President Biden, Vice President Harris and members of the
President’s national security team observe the counter-terrorism operation in Syria
that they say killed the leader of ISIS from the Situation Room at the White House,
Feb. 3, 2022.
According to an Associated Press reporter on assignment who visited the Atmeh area
on Thursday and spoke with residents, the U.S. raid did involve helicopters,
explosions, and machine gun fire.
The AP reporter and several residents said they saw body parts around a house
targeted in the raid whose upper story was almost completely leveled leaving rubble
in the surrounding olive grove.
There are approximately 1,000 U.S. military troops operating in eastern Syria to
support the mission against ISIS.
American troops do not operate in government-controlled areas in northwestern Syria,
especially in Idlib province, which was an extremist safe haven for much of the last
decade. But they have sporadically carried out counter-terrorism missions in Idlib,
targeting various Islamic extremist groups with drone strikes.
The highest profile mission was a ground raid that killed ISIS' top leader, Abu Bakr al
Baghdadi, who was hiding out in a house close to the border with Turkey, on Oct. 27,
2019.

Burning facility could cause "one of the worst explosions in U.S. history"
Tori B. Powell - CBS News
Residents in the area near a North Carolina fertilizer plant that caught fire Monday
night are urged to stay away from their homes for an "undetermined" amount of time,
as a massive amount of ammonium nitrate within the burning facility is at risk of an
explosion, officials said Wednesday.
"At the beginning of this incident there was enough ammonium nitrate on hand for
this to be one of the worst explosions in U.S. history," Winston-Salem fire chief
William "Trey" Mayo said at a press conference Wednesday.
The fire broke out at about 6:30 p.m. on Monday at the Winston Weaver Company
Fertilizer plant in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. No injuries have been reported
and all employees are accounted for, officials said.

CBS News Aerial view of the fire burning at the Winston Weaver Company Fertilizer
plant in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. / Credit: Winston Salem Fire Department
According to Mayo, there were nearly 600 tons of ammonium nitrate and 5,000 tons
of finished fertilizer at the facility.
At high temperatures, ammonium nitrate can create toxic nitrogen oxide and
ammonia and can cause an explosion. It is the chemical compound behind the deadly
2020 Beirut port explosion and a 2013 blast at a fertilizer plant in Texas that killed
14 people and injured nearly 200 others.
Mayo said the unpredictability and complex nature of the compound has led crews to
err on the side of caution.
On Tuesday, officials estimated a 36-hour window where firefighters would wait to
see how the burning plant's chemicals reacted and potentially decrease the fire's
danger zone radius for the near 6,500 people urged to evacuate.

But Mayo said on Wednesday that even a 48-hour time-frame to let the fire burn
wouldn't be enough time to ensure conditions are safe.
"We're just not going to be there," the fire chief said.
"We've got too much product, too many unknowns."
Air quality monitoring devices as well as drone operations have continued to be
deployed to assess the fire, but the city's division fire chief Bobby Wade said crews
are "not having a lot of improvement on the scene."
He urged those in the area with respiratory issues to continue to take precautions like
shutting windows and staying indoors as smoke from the fire pollutes the city's air.
North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper pleaded with residents within the fire's danger
zone to evacuate if they haven't already.
"They put other people at risk when they refuse to evacuate," he said.
Russia Blasts Troop Moves; Macron Engages Putin: Ukraine Update
Bloomberg News - Bloomberg
(Bloomberg) -- Russia said it was destructive for President Joe Biden to move
additional troops to Europe and station more along NATO’s eastern flank, as French
President Emmanuel Macron prepares for his third call in a week with Russian
President Vladimir Putin to discuss Ukraine.
Putin is expected to speak to reporters Thursday after meeting with Argentinian
President Alberto Fernandez, a day after the Pentagon said about 2,000 soldiers will
travel from the U.S. to Europe in the coming days. Another 1,000 troops based in
Germany will be deployed in Romania.
Russia has decried the presence of NATO troops near Russian borders, even as
Moscow has continued its buildup of forces near Ukraine to well over 100,000.
Western officials continue to warn of punishing economic sanctions if Russia invades
Ukraine, which the Kremlin denies it plans to do. Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan is
traveling to Ukraine on Thursday.
Key Developments
What we know so far about potential U.S.-EU sanctions on RussiaU.S.-Russia rift
over Ukraine could spark $100 oil, Yergin saysPutin hails Russia’s ‘stabilizing role’
before meeting with XiWhere military forces are assembling around Russia and
Ukraine
All times CET
U.K. Intercepts More Aircraft After Russia Interaction (1:51 p.m.)
Britain scrambled Typhoon fighters against aircraft “approaching the U.K. area of
interest” for a second straight day, after escorting four strategic Russian bombers on

Wednesday. The Defence Ministry did not comment on the nationality of the latest
aircraft.
It comes as tensions rise between the U.K. and Russia. Prime Minister Boris Johnson
spoke with Putin on Wednesday and warned it would be a “tragic miscalculation” if
Moscow attacked Ukraine. Still, such interceptions of Russian military aircraft aren’t
unusual, and the planes have never entered sovereign U.K. airspace without
authorization.
EU Coordinating Response to Recent Russian Letters (1:32 p.m.)
European Union members are coordinating their response to letters delivered earlier
this week by Russia to a number of countries reiterating its security concerns,
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen said.
“We are united in the European Union and therefore it is clear that the response will
mirror, or reflect, that unity,” von der Leyen told reporters in Helsinki on Thursday.
Conflict Could Further Strain Supply Chains (12:54 p.m.)
Global supply chains, already buffeted by the Covid-19 pandemic, would be strained
further by a new conflict over Ukraine. More than 1,100 U.S. firms and 1,300
European companies have at least one direct supplier in Russia, and both economies
have more than 400 in Ukraine, according to Interos, an operational resilience firm
based in Arlington, Virginia.
The share of those so-called tier-one suppliers is a relatively low 0.75%, but the
proportion rises above 2% when indirect suppliers are included.
In its blog post, Interos says there are four major areas to watch if fighting breaks out:
commodity prices and supply; export controls and sanctions; cyber-security; and
wider geopolitical instability.
ING Says No Need to Panic Over Russian Unit (12:51 p.m.)
ING Group NV, which has operated in Russia since the fall of the iron curtain, says
it’s not time to panic, despite rising tensions. With 5 billion euros ($5.6 billion) of
outstanding lending, Russia and Ukraine account for less than 1% of ING’s loan book,
according to Chief Executive Officer Steven van Rijswijk.
Biden threatens Putin with sanctions if Russia invades Ukraine
“We have no intention at this point to leave our Russian franchise,” he said.
Shell Pledges to Supply More Gas If Needed (12:28 p.m.)
Shell Plc said it’s ready to supply extra natural gas to Europe should an escalation of
the standoff over Ukraine reduce flows from Russia.
“We will of course step in and do whatever we can do to keep Europe supplied,”
Chief Executive Officer Ben Van Beurden said, adding that diverting liquefied natural
gas cargoes from Asia could be an option.
The offer from one of the world’s biggest LNG traders was very well-timed as
Russia’s supplies to Europe through Ukraine declined again after jumping earlier this
week.

Additionally, gas shipments to Germany through the key Yamal-Europe pipeline were
still halted, with the link returning to pumping in the reverse direction instead.
Russia Says U.S. Troop Moves Fuel Tensions (10:45 a.m.)
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov accused the U.S. of “fueling tensions” with its
decision to deploy more troops to eastern Europe.
“Russia’s concern in this situation is quite understandable,” he told a conference call.
“Just as are any moves taken by Russia to ensure its own security.” He didn’t specify
what steps Russia might take in response to the deployments.
NATO Sees Biggest Deployment in Belarus Since Cold War (10:31 a.m)
NATO estimates that some 30,000 Russian combat troops are being deployed to
Belarus ahead of exercises there, the alliance’s chief, Jens Stoltenberg, said at a news
conference, calling it the “biggest Russian deployment there since the Cold War.”
He added that the Russian deployment includes a wide range of military capabilities
with Spetsnaz special operation forces, fighter jets including SU-35s, Iskander
dual-capable missiles and S-400 air defense systems. Russia says the exercises are
routine and defensive and that they don’t violate any international agreements.

Bloomberg Forces in Eastern Europe and Ukrainian Border.
Latvia to Deliver Missiles to Ukraine Soon (9:58 a.m.)

Latvia will deliver anti-aircraft Stinger missiles to Ukraine “very soon” Defense
Minister Artis Pabriks said at a Riga news conference with his Canadian counterpart,
Anita Anand.
Canada, which leads the multinational NATO battalion in Latvia, is “examining
options to reinforce eastern Europe” Anand said. Any decision will come after
discussions with the defense ministry staff and the government, she added.
Macron Set to Hold Third Call With Putin in a Week (9:37 a.m.)
Macron is continuing his active diplomatic role in the crisis, preparing for his third
call with Putin in less than a week.
The French and Russian leaders are set to speak Thursday evening, the Elysee palace
said in a statement. Macron, who spoke with Biden Wednesday night, will also speak
Thursday with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy and Poland’s Andrzej Duda
of Poland.
Macron started his term five years ago promoting a renewed partnership with Russia
and has stepped up his activity with France holding the rotating EU presidency. He
said he doesn’t rule out a visit to Moscow soon.
Putin Talks Up China Ties Before Beijing Visit (9:11 a.m.)
Putin is touting ties with China ahead of a meeting with his counterpart Xi Jinping in
Beijing on Friday, saying the countries play an “important stabilizing role” in
international politics.
Putin and Xi are seeking to deepen economic and political links as they push back
against the U.S. on the global stage. They also support each other in forums like the
United Nations Security Council.
Putin’s comments published in China’s state media included a reference to “close
and coinciding approaches to solving global and regional issues,” suggesting he
expects Xi to refrain from joining the criticism from the U.S. and its allies over
Russia’s military buildup near Ukraine.
Turkey Rules Out Ukraine Arms Sales Freeze (8:25 a.m.)
Turkey said it won’t back down from planned arms deals with Ukraine, including the
possible sale of additional armed drones that’s drawn a rebuke from Russia.
Military cooperation between Ankara and Kyiv isn’t intended to target Russia and
won’t be disrupted to please it, Erdogan’s communications director Fahrettin Altun
said.
Turkey, a NATO power, has emerged as a key supporter of Ukraine in recent years,
putting Erdogan in a tricky position as he tries to also maintain close ties with Russia,
which supplied Ankara with the S-400 air defense system.
Germany’s Scholz Says He’ll Meet With Putin (9:15 p.m.)
German Chancellor Olaf Scholz said he’ll meet with Putin in Moscow “soon” for
talks over tensions related to Ukraine.

Speaking in an interview with broadcaster ZDF late Wednesday, Scholz, who is due to
visit Washington Monday for talks with Biden, said that the buildup of Russian troops
on Ukraine’s border underscored the importance of sending a clear message that any
military attack threatening the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine would
carry a “very high price.”
The new German leader rejected comments that Berlin hasn’t done enough to help
Ukraine, saying “our allies know precisely” what Germany is doing. It has provided
the most aid to Ukraine in recent years, he said, citing almost 2 billion euros ($2.3
billion) funneled to stabilize Ukraine’s economic independence and “to help them
stand on their own two feet.”

White House Staffs Up for Supreme Court Nomination Battle
Jennifer Epstein - Bloomberg

Bloomberg
(Bloomberg) -- President Joe Biden is bringing in White House veterans Minyon
Moore and Ben LaBolt to help with his efforts to select and confirm his eventual
nominee to the U.S. Supreme Court, the White House said Wednesday.
Moore and LaBolt will join former Senator Doug Jones, an Alabama Democrat who
left office in early 2021, on the White House’s temporary Supreme Court team. Jones
will be the nominee’s guide through the Senate confirmation process, and they will all
report to White House Counsel Dana Remus, according to a White House statement.
The three advisers “bring decades of experience to the table and will join the White
House team working with the president on the selection of the nation’s first Black
woman to the Supreme Court,” the White House said in a statement.
Also helping Biden with the process are Vice President Kamala Harris, Chief of Staff
Ron Klain, Director of Legislative Affairs Louisa Terrell, White House Senior Adviser
Cedric Richmond, Deputy Director of Legislative Affairs Reema Dodin, Senior
Counsel to the President Paige Herwig and Counsel to the Vice President Josh Hsu.

The Biden White House is following a longstanding tradition of tapping current or
former senators and veterans of previous administrations’ political battles to pitch in
on a high court nomination.
Jones, whose role was first reported on Tuesday, will be the nomination adviser for
legislative affairs. Moore, who led the political affairs and public liaison operations
in Bill Clinton’s White House and was also a top adviser to Hillary Clinton during
her two presidential campaigns, will be the nomination adviser for engagement. She
also helped Harris build her White House staff.
LaBolt was the White House spokesman for the confirmations of Sonia Sotomayor
and Elena Kagan during Barack Obama’s first term in office and will be a
communications adviser for the process. Andrew Bates, a deputy White House press
secretary, is handling press around the process.
Biden, who has said he intends to announce his choice by the end of February, has
spent time this week conferring with senators about potential nominees and the
confirmation process, including Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer on
Wednesday.
Schumer has said he wants the Senate to spend about a month considering the
nominee, following the pace set when Republicans sped to confirm Amy Coney
Barrett before the 2020 presidential election.
Biden suggested in a Tuesday session with the top Democrat and Republican from the
Senate Judiciary Committee that he thought the process should move more slowly and
take about 40 days, the historical average.

Republican Senator Wants to Pick a Better Battle Than Black Supreme Court
Nominee
Ryan Teague Beckwith & Nancy Ognanovich - Bloomberg

Bloomberg
(Bloomberg) -- Some Republicans say they are worried that overheated rhetoric
about President Joe Biden’s promise to nominate a Black woman to the Supreme
Court could backfire, detracting from arguments about the pandemic and the
economy in this year’s midterm elections.

North Dakota Senator Kevin Cramer said Wednesday that since anyone Biden picks
to replace the retiring Justice Stephen Breyer will not change the ideological slant of
the nation’s high court, it’s not worth a fight that could risk upending midterms in
which Republicans are currently expected to do well.
“Let’s not change the momentum of this midterm election because we’re not going to
change the makeup of the court, so why spend a lifetime on that hill?” Cramer said.
“I think it’s pretty obvious Democrats would rather see us fight about that than the
other things because we win all the other fights.”
Biden’s commitment to selecting from a pool of Black female judges has prompted
objections from several Republican senators.
Mississippi Senator Roger Wicker called it “affirmative action” and a “quota,” and
Texas Senator Ted Cruz said it was “offensive” because in his calculation, only 6% of
Americans were Black women.
Politico reported that Senator John Kennedy of Louisiana said he wanted a nominee
who could distinguish “between a law book and a J. Crew catalog.”
With Biden’s approval ratings low and inflation high, Republicans are poised for
possible gains in the House and Senate in the November election and possibly control
of Congress.

Bloomberg Democrats' Voting Rights Push Tilts Toward Filibuster Showdown.
Senator Lindsey Graham, a South Carolina Republican, said he supported the idea of
making the Supreme Court “look like America.” He is backing Judge Michelle Childs,
a federal judge in his state, to get the nomination.
For now, Republican pollster Robert Blizzard, who tracks suburban voters, said
voters are more focused on issues like inflation, the price of gas and whether schools
will remain open.

He said it would take “a pretty aggressive line of attack” for the nomination to draw
enough attention to make a difference in the midterms.
Karundi Williams, executive director of the progressive group Re:power, said she
expects the attacks will continue and even intensify once Biden names a nominee.
She said a successful confirmation could boost Biden’s flagging numbers with Black
voters who have been disappointed by the failure to pass a voting rights bill.
But she said some Republican attacks so far have been “way too obvious” and may
also end up turning off suburban voters, especially women.
“This type of divisive hateful rhetoric, with race being at the center of it, is not a
winning strategy,” she said.

Lithuania’s resistance to Chinese pressure a test for US strategy
Rachel Oswald - Roll Call

Roll Call
Little Lithuania — population less than 3 million — has been taking a trade battering
from China, but it is becoming a test case on whether smaller countries can be
persuaded to resist Beijing’s economic coercion.
Lithuania’s pushback on the Asian giant is viewed as an indication of whether global
Davids, backed by Western powers, might find enough strength to withstand the
Goliath’s economic pressure to force compliance with Chinese foreign policy goals.
Tensions are coming to a head over the Baltic country’s decision last year to allow
Taiwan to open a de facto embassy in its capital, Vilnius, and to call it a “Taiwanese
Representative Office” — rather than the less-controversial “Taipei Office”
nomenclature used by most countries.

The European Union said last week it is pursuing a World Trade Organization
consultation — the first part of an official proceeding —over China’s trade actions
against Lithuania. The WTO said those moves “appear to be discriminatory and
illegal under WTO rules.”
The WTO actions follow weeks of pressure on Brussels from officials in Washington
and other European capitals over the long-term implications from China’s
unchallenged bullying for the EU single market and the principle of national
sovereignty.
“If these countries are left to twist in the wind, then they will decide it’s too difficult
[to stand up to China],” said Edward Lucas, a senior fellow at the Center for
European Policy Analysis in an interview from London.
“We really need this democratic solidarity that if China picks on you then other
countries pick up the slack.”
Even as the economic stakes for Lithuania receive more international attention, the
credibility of Beijing using access to its massive economy to pressure other countries
into acquiescence to its foreign policy wishes is also on the line.
If the United States and other countries collectively take steps to alleviate China’s
trade harm on Lithuania, it would go far in puncturing the myth Beijing has worked
to prop up: that the economic pain on countries that disobey its wishes is too severe to
be risked, said Lucas, a former journalist who is running for parliament for the UK
Parliament as a Liberal Democrat.
“The great thing is that once China realizes its sanctions aren’t effective, then it
won’t do it,” Lucas said. “The whole point is that China’s stuff works because people
believe it works.”
China generally does not officially link economic retaliatory measures with specific
foreign policy grievances. Rather, it uses these measures informally and extralegal.
Those examples include China in 2010 halting shipments of rare earth minerals to
Japan, increasing fees in 2016 on commodity imports from Mongolia, and imposing
questionable regulations to limit imports of Norwegian salmon and bananas from the
Philippines.
In recent years, Beijing also imposed import bans and tariffs on its neighbors. But
China’s recent actions against go much further.
‘Upsetting China’
Reports of China’s economic retaliation include halting rail freight to Lithuania,
adding bureaucratic hurdles to the permit approval process for Lithuanian exporters,
temporarily removing Lithuania from China’s customs registry, pressuring
multinational companies to stop using Lithuanian-made parts, and blocking the
export of Chinese goods and electronic parts used in Lithuanian-made products.

“It’s China training everyone to be afraid of upsetting China,” said Theresa Fallon,
director of the Brussels-based Center for Russia Europe Asia Studies. “But I think
they’ve really gone ballistic with Lithuania.”
China’s retaliatory trade actions could reduce Lithuania’s GDP growth between 0.1
and 0.5 percent this year and as much as 1.3 percent in 2023, according to
Lithuanian Central Bank figures reported by the Lithuanian public broadcaster LRT.
“It is the first time China has used economic coercion against global supply chains.
This is an affront to the EU’s single market and the EU as a trading block, but also a
severe violation of international trade rules and China’s own commitments to the
WTO,” the Lithuanian Foreign Ministry said in a statement.
“It is in the interest of all the market economies and democratic world at large to
respond to the Chinese coercive practices and to stop them from distorting the world
trading system and turning it into a routine practice to be used again against anyone
else,” the ministry added.
Though Lithuania’s naming of the de facto Taiwanese embassy is its most serious
offense in Beijing’s eyes, Vilnius has asserted independence in other ways. In 2019,
Lithuania determined a proposed Chinese investment in a deep-water port expansion
project too great a security risk.
Last year, the Lithuanian government withdrew from a Chinese-dominated framework
for investment in Central and Eastern European economies and urged the public to
throw out Chinese-made smartphones after some devices sold there were found to
feature built-in software that could censor search results for terms like “Free Tibet.”
The Baltic country also donated over 250,000 COVID-19 vaccines to Taiwan.
While Vilnius remains committed publicly to resisting Chinese pressure over its
engagement with Taiwan, the retaliation is seriously worrisome to the Lithuanian
public.
A December survey of Lithuanians found that roughly 60 percent opposed the
government’s China policies, according to a report from LRT.
‘European cohesion’
Increasingly, U.S. lawmakers are using Lithuania to raise the alarm about the
consequences for Washington’s broader goals of building international solidarity
against China’s human rights violations and its territorial ambitions in Taiwan and
the South and East China seas.
“The challenge many of those [European] countries face is their economic ties to
China are a pretty substantial percentage of their economy and I think it sort of
balances out how far they are willing to go on some of these things,”
Sen. Marco Rubio, a prominent anti-China hawk, said in an interview a week before
the EU sought the WTO consultation over China’s actions.

“If there’s really going to be European cohesion, they’re going to have to reach a
point where they ask themselves: ‘Are we willing to live in a world and to continue to
have economies that are structured in such a way where a great power from another
continent holds this sort of sway over every decision they’re allowed to make?’
“It’s a huge test for the EU,” the Florida Republican said, “or Europe at large and
we should try to be as helpful as we can in terms of offering alternative economic
engagement.”
Senate Foreign Relations ranking member Jim Risch, R-Idaho, and Sen. Jeanne
Shaheen, D-N.H., who leads the Foreign Relations Europe subcommittee, have
introduced a bipartisan resolution that commends Lithuania for “its resolve in
increasing ties with Taiwan and supporting its firm stance against coercion by the
Chinese Communist Party.”
In the House, Rep. Ami Bera, D-Calif., who chairs the Foreign Affairs Asia
subcommittee, has introduced a bill to establish an inter-agency National Security
Council task force charged with developing a strategy for deterring and responding to
cases where China uses economic coercion on businesses and foreign governments.
A cynic’s viewpoint of Lithuania’s actions — one experts say at least a few European
governments hold—is Vilnius initially calculated it had more to gain globally by
picking a fight with China, which is not a major trade partner.
Lithuania’s willingness to face economic retaliation to deepen ties with Taiwan has
endeared it to the Biden administration. In November, the U.S. Export-Import Bank
signed a $600 million export credit agreement with Lithuania.
“I’m proud that the Biden administration has stood up for Lithuania,” Nicholas
Burns, U.S. ambassador to China, told senators last fall. “The Chinese government
has launched an intensive intimidation campaign … and the Lithuanians have stood
up and they’ve held their ground.”
Gallup poll finds Americans in gloomy state of nation under Biden
Emily Goodin (Sr. U.S. Political Reporter) - The daily Mail
Americans' overall dissatisification with the state of the country is on a downward
trend, according to a new Gallup poll, which shows declines in 10 major policy areas,
including energy policy, the military, and the economy.
Gallup's annual Mood of the Nation survey reflected a continual dour mood in the
country as the coronavirus pandemic continues and President Joe Biden enters his
second year in office.
Americans' satisfaction with the economy dropped 10 points over the last year and a
whopping 35 points over the past two years, a reflection of the country's frustration
with the fallout from the pandemic, which saw businesses shutter, large numbers of
people quit, and dire jobs numbers.

Inflation is also likely a major factor in the declining number. It hit a record 7 per
cent in December - a nearly 40 year high. Administration officials have defended
Biden's stewardship of the economy, pointing to the low unemployment rate.
A record number of people quit their jobs during Biden’s first year – with a record
4.5 million in November. The administration argues this is because the job market is
competitive and that people want higher wages and better benefits.
Wages are up – the average hourly pay jumped 4.7% in December compared with a
year ago. But the economy is still about 3.6 million jobs short of its pre-pandemic
level.
Additionally, Americans' faith in military strength and preparedness dropped 20
points over two years and their satisfaction in energy policy is down 17 points over
two years, Gallup's survey found.

Daily Mail Americans' overall dissatisification with the state of America is on a
downward trend.
Gallup's annual Mood of Nation survey found Higher gas prices, Gallup said in its
analysis, are the likely for the country's frustration with energy policy. Prices also
have risen for food and rent.

And the chaotic Afghanistan withdrawal that resulted in the deaths of 13 U.S. service
members may still be affecting Americans' thoughts on military preparedness.
Biden defended his decision to end that conflict, arguing the cost would have been
higher if the United States had remained mired in the country. Democrats and
Republicans alike criticized his handling of the situation.
‘I'm the fourth president who has faced the issue of whether and when to end this war.
When I was running for president, I made a commitment to the American people that I
would end this war. Today I've honored that commitment,’ the president said in
August when he announced his exit strategy.
Most Americans say 'no' to Biden re-run: Poll
The Mood of the Nation survey also found there was a 23 point drop over the past two
years in confidence in the nation's policies to reduce or control crime. The country
has seen a dramatic rise in violent crime during the pandemic where at least 12 major
U.S. cities broken annual homicide records last year.
Gallup's survey was conducted Jan. 3-16. The company asked Americans to indicate
how satisfied they are with eight aspects of the U.S., including the quality of life,
opportunity and the governmental system. The survey also polled on 21 different
policy areas.
Other policy areas that saw declines were abortion policy - the issue has been back in
the news thanks to a new, restrictive law enacted in Texas - government regulation of
business, and the quality in both medical care and education.
Democrats, in particular, were dissatisfied with abortion policy. There was a 14 point
drop among that group - the only policy area that saw meaningful decline among
President Biden's party.
In a good sign, 69 per cent of U.S. adults are satisfied with the overall quality of life
in the U.S. - the highest for any item measured in the survey.
But that percentage was down from 84 per cent happy with quality life in 2020.
It is closer to the 67 per cent measured last year - survey that came after the
deadliest phase of the coronavirus pandemic and the Jan. 6 attack on the U.S.
Capitol.
In only one area - acceptance of gays and lesbians - Gallup found more Americans
satisfied now than were in 2020, before the coronavirus pandemic.

Daily Mail Americans' overall dissatisification with the state of the country is on a
downward trend, according to a new Gallup poll - which came as President Joe
Biden enters his second year in office.

Daily Mail The record high level of inflation - it hit a nearly 40 year high last month is believed to be behind Americans' dissatisfaction with the economy.

Daily Mail U.S military aircraft takes off at the Hamid Karzai International Airport
in Kabul, Afghanistan, on Saturday, Aug. 28, 2021, during the American withdraw - a
new Gallup poll found Americans are dissatisfied with the military.
Earlier this month, Biden defended his first year on the job by bragging he has
'outperformed' expectations.
In his remarks marking one year in office, he began by tackling the two issues that are
behind his own falling poll numbers: the COVID pandemic and the record high
inflation hurting the economy.
The president's approval rating has dropped to the low 40s as voters give him low
marks on those two issues.
'It's been a year of challenges but also been a year of enormous progress,' Biden.

Tennessee Senator Katrina Robinson Says She Feels Beat Up After Expulsion
Ayumi Davis - Newsweek
Democratic Tennessee state Senator Katrina Robinson said she feels beat up due to
her expulsion from the Tennessee Senate on Wednesday in the first instance since at
least the Civil War of the Legislature expelling a lawmaker.

Kimberlee Kruesi/AP Photo Democratic Sen. Katrina Robinson looks at her phone in
Nashville, Tenn., at the Capitol on Wednesday, Feb. 2, 2022.
The Republican-led Tennessee state Senate voted Wednesday to remove Robinson
from office because of her recent wire fraud conviction, the first time the chamber has
removed a senator since around the time of the Civil War.
The GOP-led Senate passed a motion in a 27-5 vote to expel Robinson, according to
Nashville's WTVF. In connection to her conviction on federal charges, a Senate ethics
committee had previously recommended Robinson's expulsion, which the senator
called a "procedural lynching" in a speech on the Senate floor posted to her
Facebook page.
  Robinson had been convicted of wire fraud involving federal grant money at a
school for health care school workers she ran in Memphis before being elected to the
state Senate, the Associated Press reported. Robinson and other Democrats said that
her expulsion was premature, pointing to the fact that many of the initial charges
against Robinson were dropped and that she has not received sentencing in
connection to two remaining counts.
"Today the country got a front row seat to the saddening reality that racism pervades
every level of our society," Robinson said in a statement to Newsweek. "Even as a
sitting state senator, I was denied equal rights among my peers."
She said the proceedings were an attack on "black leadership, black women, and the
black vote."
"What will the Senate do about the other elected officials who have actually
committed transgressions while in office? What about those who violated campaign
finance laws? What will they do about the senator who carried on an affair his cousin,
writing bogus opioid prescriptions while they campaign on fighting the 'opioid
crisis?'" Robinson said.

Robinson was referring to Tennessee state Sen. Joe Hensley, who had an affair with
his second cousin and was charged with prescribing controlled substances to family
members, The Tennessean reported. Neither were criminal allegations and he
remains in the Senate after having his medical license put on probation in 2020.
"While the expulsion of a senator for the first time in history was not something any of
us wished to see, it was a necessary action," Senate Speaker Randy McNally said in a
statement after the vote, the AP reported. "The integrity of the Senate is of paramount
importance."
Republican Senator John Stevens said fellow citizens judged Robinson in a courtroom,
according to the AP.
"They determined she violated a criminal statute. A federal judge did not disagree
with that determination. How can we demand that citizens respect the integrity and
reputation of the Senate if we disrespect them by ignoring their determinations,"
Stevens was quoted by the AP.
In 2020, Robinson and two others were charged with conspiracy to commit wire fraud
and money laundering, according to Memphis' Commercial Appeal newspaper.
Robinson was originally charged with 48 counts involving $600,000 in federal funds
meant for scholarships.
A federal judge decreased the number of charges against Robinson from 20 to five
during the trial, and she was later found guilty of four of the charges, the Commercial
Appeal reported. The charges involved less than $3,500 that prosecutors said was
used for wedding expenses.
Last fall, another judge acquitted her of two charges she was found guilty of,
according to the Commercial Appeal. However, Robinson's motion for a new trial
regarding the last two counts was denied in January.
The last time any official was expelled from the Tennessee state Legislature was in
1866, a year after the Civil War, according to the legislative librarian Eddie Weeks in
an email to Newsweek, when six House representatives were expelled.

Why is trust in media plummeting? Just look at what’s happening at CNN
Arwa Mahdawi - The Guardian

The Guardian
Media outlets are supposed to report the news not become it. On Wednesday CNN
found itself coming afoul of that rule when Jeff Zucker abruptly resigned from his
position as network president amid lurid circumstances.
In a memo sent to colleagues, Zucker explained he was stepping down after failing to
disclose a “consensual relationship” with a close colleague. While Zucker didn’t
name the colleague directly, Allison Gollust, CNN’s executive vice-president and
chief marketing officer, has confirmed her involvement in a memo to employees.
Hang on a minute. Is a powerful man really resigning from a big job because he had
a consensual relationship with a colleague? That’s not the usual way of things; many
men have been accused of far worse transgressions and still managed to cling to
power.
Well here’s some context: Gollust happens to be the former communications director
for disgraced former New York governor Andrew Cuomo. And Zucker’s relationship
with Gollust came up during an internal investigation into former anchor Chris
Cuomo, who was fired from CNN in December after using his job to help his brother,
Andrew, combat sexual harassment allegations
(leading some commentators to dub CNN the “Cuomo Nepotism Network”.)
Zucker stood by Chris Cuomo for months when his conflict-of-interest scandal first hit
but eventually fired him a few days after the anchor was accused of sexual
misconduct by a junior colleague at another network.
Like his brother, it seems Chris holds a grudge. Two sources told Politico that it was
Cuomo’s legal team, which is still negotiating his exit from the network, who flagged
the relationship between Zucker and Gollust.
A reporter from media startup Puck News has also claimed that CNN received a letter
from Cuomo’s lawyers asking for all communications between Zucker, Gollust and
Cuomo to be preserved.
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Fired CNN host Chris Cuomo has had a friendly face to get him through his first few
weeks of unemployment – his old buddy, actor Gregg Bello. Bello has been visiting
Cuomo at the house where the TV journalist is contemplating his future following his
abrupt departure from the news network.
While Zucker may not be having a very good week, Donald Trump (whose views on
CNN are common knowledge) is having a ball.
“Jeff Zucker, a world-class sleazebag who has headed ratings and
real-news-challenged CNN for far too long, has been terminated for numerous
reasons, but predominantly because CNN has lost its way with viewers,”
Trump wrote in a statement.
I hate to say it, but Trump has a point. You don’t have to be a cynic to reckon that
CNN’s dismal ratings may factor into Zucker’s sudden departure: CNN had record
ratings during the Trump years but has seen viewership plummet recently.
The Cuomo scandal certainly hasn’t helped the network’s credibility: during the early
days of the pandemic Chris Cuomo repeatedly interviewed his brother on air and it
was largely treated like hilarious banter instead of a clear conflict of interest.
And that’s hardly been the only embarrassment the network has suffered: last year
Jeffrey Toobin, CNN’s chief legal analyst exposed himself on a Zoom call with
colleagues. While the New Yorker fired Toobin from his staff writer position, CNN
gave him a little tap on the wrist and put him back on the air.
There are lots of brilliant, hard-working, journalists at CNN. However, Zucker has a
storied history in reality TV (he green-lit The Apprentice during his time at NBC) and,
under his stewardship, CNN has treated politics like entertainment.
There have been several instances where the most basic journalistic principles have
gone out of the window because “good TV” was more important. In 2016, for

example, CNN hired Corey Lewandowski to be a political commentator shortly after
he’d been fired as Trump’s campaign manager.
They hired Lewandowski to talk about politics when the man was still collecting
severance pay from Trump and had signed a contract prohibiting him from
disparaging Trump.
And it gets worse: in 2019, after being accused of sexual assault and boasting that he
has “no obligation to be honest with the media”, CNN invited him back on air.
Trust in media has declined dramatically and the media can’t just blame that on
people like Trump shouting “fake news”.
There is a revolving door between high-profile jobs in cable news and big jobs in
government: the idea that journalists and politicians are part of an overlapping “elite”
with aligned interests isn’t entirely misplaced.
Take Zucker’s public “feud” with Trump, for example. Rather than being sworn
enemies, the two have always had a symbiotic relationship.
Back in 2016 Michael Cohen, Trump’s former fixer, secretly recorded conversations
between the two in which Zucker can be heard lavishing praise on Trump, who he
refers to as “the boss”.
“I have all these proposals for [Trump],” Zucker says at one point in the tapes. “Like,
I want to do a weekly show with him and all this stuff.”
Now that Zucker and Trump are both out of jobs, perhaps they’ll finally put that
weekly show together. In the meantime the fallout at CNN should be a wake-up call
for everyone in media.
Trust is hard to win and very easy to lose.

Jeff Zucker's CNN Legacy: A 29% Drop in the Key Demo Audience During His 9
Years in Charge
Tony Maglio - The Wrap

TheWrap
Jeff Zucker suddenly resigned as CNN president on Wednesday, sending shock waves
through the cable news world. Zucker, who took over CNN on Jan. 1, 2013, has been
a huge player in that world — but was his tenure good for the cable news channel,
ratings-wise? The really short answer: No.
CNN viewership in primetime has fallen 3%, from 659,000 in January 2013 to
636,000 last month. That part's not so bad!
But the cable news network is currently down 29% in the key news demo of adults
ages 25-54, from an average of 199,000 in January 2013 to 141,000 last month in
primetime. That is quite bad.
The network's primetime lineup has been relatively stable in that time, with Anderson
Cooper's "AC 360°" leading off at 8 p.m. ET. Don Lemon replaced Piers Morgan in
2014 in the 9 p.m. hour, and Chris Cuomo took over that time slot in 2017 (with
Lemon moving back to 10 p.m.).
But Cuomo, who consistently had the network's top-rated show, was fired last
December amid fallout for his role in helping his brother, disgraced New York
Governor Andrew Cuomo, respond to a wave of sexual misconduct accusations that
led to the Democratic politician's resignation last summer.
CNN is actually up 11% in total-day (6 a.m. to 6 a.m.) viewers, from 443,000 in
January 2013 to 493,000 last month. But again, there's the demo bummer that
overshadows those gains: CNN is down 25% among adults 25-54 since 2013 under
Zucker's oversight.
That generally downward movement during Zucker's nine-year CNN tenure is not the
case across the board in cable news. Fox News Channel, the leader in the space,
averaged 2.266 million total primetime viewers in January 2022, up 35% from what it
averaged in January 2013 (1.674 million).

In the key demo, Fox News Channel averaged 342,000 viewers last month, up 23%
from 2013 (277,000). In total day, Fox News is up 36% in total viewers (1.422 million
now vs. 1.046 million then) and +6% in the key demo (227,000 now vs. 214,000 then).
No matter how you slice it, Fox News has been killing CNN — especially lately. In
primetime total viewers, Fox News is currently bringing in a nightly audience 3.5
times larger than CNN's. The demo difference is nearly 2.5 times, and the (growing)
total-day chasms between the two cable news channels are nearly as wide.
Of course, the conservative-leaning Fox News and the liberal-leaning CNN generally
appeal to the opposite sides of the proverbial aisle, especially in primetime. So what
about MSNBC, which seems to lean even further to the left than CNN?
MSNBC averaged 1.167 million total primetime viewers in January 2022, up 44%
from January 2013 (813,000). That's a great gain — especially on a percentage basis
— but it's being offset exactly in the demo, which is still a key component in selling ad
time.
Among adults 25-54, MSNBC averaged 132,000 primetime viewers last
month, down 44% from 2013 (235,000). In total day, MSNBC is up 35% in total
viewers (with a January 2022 average of 661,000 vs. January 2013 488,000) and
down a gruesome 52% in the key news demo (down to 75,000 in 2022 from 157,000 in
2013).
With Barack Obama winning reelection in November 2012, there was no new
inauguration and thus new administration when Zucker took the reins at CNN.
Therefore, we feel January 2013 is reasonably comparable with January 2022 — at
least in terms of the political news landscape.
The way television is consumed has certainly changed and a great deal of viewership
has shifted to streaming and/or delayed viewing, but news programming, like sports,
is still primarily consumed on linear TV — and almost entirely live.
In an email sent to staff on Wednesday, Zucker wrote, "As part of the investigation
into Chris Cuomo's tenure at CNN, I was asked about a consensual relationship with
my closest colleague, someone I have worked with for more than 20 years. I
acknowledged the relationship evolved in recent years. I was required to disclose it
when it began but I didn't. I was wrong. As a result, I am resigning today."
Allison Gollust, who serves as executive vice president and chief marketing officer,
acknowledged that she and Zucker have been in a romantic relationship. "Jeff and I
have been close friends and professional partners for over 20 years. Recently, our
relationship changed during COVID. I regret that we didn't disclose it at the right
time," Gollust said in her own statement on Wednesday. She intends to remain at the
network.
A trio of CNN executives, Michael Bass, Amy Entelis and Ken Jautz, have been
tapped to lead the company on an interim basis.

Tesla, Who? Biden Can't Bring Himself to Say It — and Musk Has Noticed
Dana Hull & Jennifer Jacobs - Bloom berg

Drew Angerer/Getty Images
(Bloomberg) -- President Joe Biden calls himself a union guy and a car guy, and he’s
embraced electric vehicles as vital to his economic and climate ambitions.
But there’s one U.S. car company he won’t talk about: Tesla Inc., the world’s most
valuable automaker and the global brand most clearly associated with EVs.
“I meant it when I said the future was going to be made right here in America,” Biden
said in a tweeted video with General Motors Co. chair and Chief Executive Officer
Mary Barra on Thursday.
“Companies like GM and Ford are building more electric vehicles here at home than
ever before.”
The tweet didn’t go unobserved by avid Twitter user and Tesla CEO Elon Musk.
“Starts with a T. Ends with an A. ESL in the middle,” he replied.
At every opportunity, Biden hails progress Ford and GM have made toward fielding
an electric fleet. But his ongoing and obvious snubs of Tesla -- a source of mild
intrigue within the administration -- have sparked increasingly exasperated public
reactions from Musk, the world’s wealthiest person and the CEO of both Tesla and
SpaceX, which has government contracts with NASA and the U.S. military.
Musk tweeted after the White House event Thursday with Barra and Ford CEO Jim
Farley, to which Tesla was not invited, that “Biden is treating the American public
like fools.”

He added that the president is “a damp sock puppet in human form.” Over the
weekend, he egged on fans who started an online petition asking the president to
“acknowledge Tesla’s leadership in regards to electric vehicles.”
In 2021, Tesla delivered over 936,000 cars globally. GM sold nearly 480,000 EVs last
year, mostly in China. In the U.S., the company had to recall its electric Chevrolet
Bolt because of risk of battery fires and sold just 26 EVs in the fourth quarter -- 25
Bolts and one electric GMC Hummer pickup truck.
UAW Support
There’s no real mystery behind Biden’s antipathy toward Tesla, according to a
person familiar with the president’s thinking. The president has long enjoyed the
support of unions in his political campaigns, including the United Auto Workers, and
while Tesla employees enjoy generous pay and benefits including equity in the
carmaker, Musk is hostile toward unions and company workers aren’t organized.
“Fighting for their right to steal money from workers!” Musk tweeted Nov. 10 in
reply to news about an ongoing federal corruption investigation of UAW officials.
Within Tesla, there is a feeling among some executives that all of this is just politics:
Biden will never win Texas, where Musk now lives, while Michigan -- home to Ford
and GM -- and UAW support is key to Democratic victories both in upcoming
midterm elections and in 2024.

Bloomberg Key Speakers At The Satellite 2020 Conference.
Even some Biden aides say they wish the boss would warm to Musk’s company.
“Bums me out as a satisfied Tesla owner,” one said. The White House officials who
spoke for this story all asked not to be identified because of the sensitivity of the issue.
Last fall, after a White House event promoting electric vehicles that excluded Tesla,
Musk said Biden is “biased” against the company and said his administration “seems
to be controlled by unions.”

Musk has also belittled a key Biden policy: the president’s proposal to reinstate a
$7,500-per-car tax credit for EVs and eliminate a cap on the number of vehicles from
any one manufacturer that are eligible for the credit. Tesla hit the limit on the
original EV tax credit in 2018.
‘Can This Whole Bill’
Biden’s proposal, though, comes with an anti-Tesla twist: consumers would be
eligible for an extra $4,500 if they buy an EV assembled by union workers.
“Honestly, I would just can this whole bill,” Musk said of Biden’s Build Back Better
legislation in December, shortly before Senator Joe Manchin, a key West Virginia
centrist, killed the measure by withdrawing his support.
“Tesla has done extraordinary things for electric vehicles and that’s a big part of why
the whole industry now knows EVs are the future,” White House spokeswoman Emilie
Simons said in a statement to Bloomberg News.
She pointed out that Tesla has “benefited greatly” from EV tax credits in the past.
“But, unfortunately, their CEO has suggested an opposition to new EV tax credits,”
she said, without using Musk’s name.
Simons said the Thursday event at the White House was for business leaders who
support Build Back Better. GM’s Barra recently became chair of the Business
Round-table, a lobbying group in Washington that, like Musk, opposes Build Back
Better. But Barra has said she personally supports the measure.
Musk didn’t respond to an email requesting comment for this story. But he later
weighed in on Bloomberg’s report with a one-word tweet: “Sigh.”
Tesla, founded in 2003, makes fully electric cars at its factories in California and
Shanghai. The company moved its corporate headquarters last year from Palo Alto,
California, to Austin, Texas, where it has completed a new factory that’s larger than
the Pentagon.
Tesla has about 10,000 workers at its factory in Fremont, California. The UAW,
headquartered in Detroit, has made various attempts to organize workers there with
little success.
Other purely electric vehicle companies, including Lucid Group Inc. and
Amazon-backed Rivian Automotive Inc. are also non-union -- and Biden hasn’t said
anything about them, either, according to a search of his public remarks at Fact-base.
Like Tesla workers, employees at Lucid and Rivian also enjoy stock options as part of
their compensation packages.

A ‘stealth’ Omicron sub-variant is now spreading, worrying experts
Sanjay Mishra - National Geographic

Edgard Garrido, Reuters
Cases of the Omicron variant are on the decline in U.S. and worldwide—but a
different version of Omicron is now gaining traction. This so-called stealth variant,
officially known as BA.2, is armed with even higher transmission potential, and
possibly a greater ability to evade the immune response, than the original Omicron,
leading experts to fear it could further prolong the COVID-19 pandemic.
The World Health Organization does not yet consider BA.2 to be a distinct “variant
of concern” but is continuing to monitor its spread. BA.2 is beginning to replace the
original Omicron strain in many countries.
It is now the dominant variant in Denmark, which recorded more than 50,000 new
infections in just one day last week. BA.2 also appears to be the major Omicron
lineage in parts of India and the Philippines. It has already caused about 250 cases in
the United States and been identified in more than half the states.
The BA.2 sub-variant likely arose from a common ancestor around the same time as
the original Omicron, also known as BA.1, so it is not a descendent but a sibling, says
Cornelius Römer, a bioinformatician at the Biozentrum of the University of Basel in
Switzerland.
“I would hypothesize that BA.1 dominated first simply because it started spreading
earlier, and now BA.2 is catching up,” says Jesse Bloom, an evolutionary virologist
at the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center and a Howard Hughes Medical
Institute investigator.
However, BA.2 has been sometimes dubbed a stealth variant because it is missing key
mutations in its spike protein that are necessary for rapid PCR tests to distinguish it
from previous variants, such as Delta. This difference also may be why BA.2
escaped attention earlier.
In fact, the two Omicron lineages have greater evolutionary divergences from each
other than the differences between the original virus and the Alpha variant, the first

variant of concern. “BA.2 shares over 30 mutations with BA.1, but it also has 28
unique mutations,” says Shay Fleishon, an evolutionary geneticist and advisor to the
Central Virology Laboratory in Israel.
This suggests that the common ancestor of both Omicron subvariants spread for quite
some time, evolving into distinct subvariants before BA.1 was detected by a stroke of
luck: A pair of mutations deleted two amino acids from its spike protein, making BA.1
easier to distinguish from Delta in rapid tests.
Still, BA.2 is “just as detectable by PCR as any other variant,” says Römer, referring
to the “gold standard” tests that rely on time-consuming but highly accurate genetic
techniques.
What makes BA.2 different?
Most of the differences between BA.2 and BA.1 are in the spike protein of the virus,
which it uses to anchor to and infect human cells. BA.2 also has a large number of
mutations in other parts of its viral sequence that are not well understood.

Dr. Fauci Says This Is How the Pandemic Will End Now
As we head into 2022, the U.S. will be entering its third year of COVID. Many virus
experts had previously said they expected the new year would bring about the end of
the pandemic, as they predicted Delta would be the last wave and hit its peak around
Thanksgiving.
But that same week, a new variant of the virus was detected. Omicron has spread so
quickly, it's now the dominant variant in the U.S., accounting for more than 73
percent of infections in the country, according to the latest data from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
So what do virus experts expect to happen now that the Omicron variant is causing
cases to surge once more? Read on to find out the latest prediction from top White
House COVID adviser Anthony Fauci, MD.
Early estimates by Denmark’s State Serum Institute suggest BA.2 is about 50 percent
more transmissible than the previous BA.1 strain. The Danish study, which is not yet

peer reviewed, looked into the way COVID-19 spread in 8,541 households between
late December and early January. About a quarter were BA.2 cases, and the data
show that even fully vaccinated people are more susceptible to catching BA.2 than
BA.1.
The United Kingdom Health Security Agency also estimates that BA.2 is more
transmissible, though it puts the figure at roughly 30 percent higher than BA.1.
The genetic basis behind BA.2’s transmission advantage is not yet understood, says
Bloom, who has combined computational and experimental methods to study the
evolution of the SARS-CoV-2 virus and understand how specific mutations influence
infection.
But the good news is that experts think it’s unlikely BA.2 will cause a spike in severe
infections.
Another study that is not yet peer reviewed bolsters the case that the BA.1 version of
Omicron causes less severe disease than previous variants, especially Delta; only half
a percent of 52,297 Omicron cases in Southern California required hospital
admissions.
Similarly in the U.K., most admissions to the intensive care unit were caused by Delta
until January 19, 2022, when the most recent data are available. Although BA.2 looks
quite different from the original Omicron, there is no evidence yet to suggest that it is
any more severe than the previous variant.
Neither the Danish nor the U.K. data show any difference in hospitalizations between
BA.1 and BA.2 variants. And in other countries where BA.2 is now spreading,
the WHO reports that hospitalizations are not rising any faster than what would
otherwise be expected.
“We expect antibodies elicited by BA.1 will neutralize BA.2 fairly well, since the
viruses are relatively similar in their [binding regions],” says Bloom. For this reason,
Bloom thinks it is unlikely that massive BA.2 waves will follow in regions that just
suffered from an Omicron surge.
Will vaccines protect against BA.2?
However, the results from preliminary data are mixed as to whether current vaccines
will be more or less protective against BA.2 compared to BA.1, which has experts
concerned about more potential breakthrough infections.
For context, BA.1 is already very efficient at dodging previous immunity. It
also reduces the efficacy of two doses of the Pfizer-BioNtech mRNA vaccine, though a
third dose at least partially restores it.
The U.K. Health Security Agency estimates that existing vaccines are equally
effective at preventing symptomatic disease caused by BA.2 and BA.1, though their
data are based on a relatively small number of cases. The U.K. data showed that a
booster dose administered two weeks after the second shot of a vaccine was 63

percent effective at preventing symptomatic disease from BA.1 and 70 percent
effective for BA.2.
Preliminary studies with lab-synthesized versions of the coronavirus also suggest that
neutralizing antibodies collected from the blood of vaccinated people are equally
capable of blocking BA.1 and BA.2.
And Fred Hutchinson’s Bloom and others have done modelling based on the
sub-variant's specific mutations, and they predict that BA.2 won’t be as good as BA.1
at evading antibodies from vaccines.
By contrast, the Danish study is based on a larger case sample, and their data suggest
the BA.2 sub variant is even better at evading immune protection provided by
vaccines than the original version.
For now, it’s tough to say anything for sure until more real-world data come in.
“Obviously, there are not yet direct experimental measurements for BA.2,” Bloom
notes,
“so we will know more soon.”

A few hundred kilometers from Iran, Israel sends message with Gantz's visit to
Bahrain
Anna Ahronheim - The Jerusalem Post

Photo credit: ARIEL HERMONI/DEFENSE MINISTRY
MANAMA, Bahrain – A mere 200 kilometers away from Iran, Israel’s defense
minister Benny Gantz made a clear statement: We are building bridges with your
neighbors and we are here to stay.

Gantz was in Bahrain for a whirlwind 24-hour trip to the Persian Gulf kingdom to
sign historic military agreements, and to meet with King Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa as
well as the commander of the US Navy’s 5th Fleet.
Though he went from meeting to meeting with barely a moment to himself, Gantz was
very pleased with the visit and the results it brought.
The public meetings, a year after the Abraham Accords were signed, come as tensions
with the Islamic Republic of Iran are at an all-time high, and missile attacks by their
proxies in Yemen and Iraq against the United Arab Emirates have increased.
Bahrain has been of strategic interest to Iran for years. The kingdom has previously
seen several large attacks by the terror cells organized by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps and Hezbollah, and continues to face threats posed by Sunni terror
groups.

The Jerusalem Post Defense Minister Benny Gantz signs a Memorandum of
Understanding with the Kingdom of Bahrain. (credit: ARIEL HERMONI/DEFENSE
MINISTRY)
During his visit to the 5th Fleet’s USS Cole that has been deployed to Bahrain, Gantz
said that Israel is willing to help defend against such attacks.
“We are willing to help, to take part in joint operational activities, in order to ensure
stability and so that our friends can continue to exist and to prosper securely, and we
will also be better protected from the different threats facing us,” he said, standing in
front of the ship that was the target of a deadly al-Qaeda attack in 2000.
The US chargé d’affaires in Bahrain, Maggie Nardi, also mentioned the attack that
killed 17 sailors and injured dozens more.
“I think it is symbolic of the importance that standing together we are much stronger
than when we stand alone,” she said.

“The fact that we are doing this in front of the USS Cole demonstrates that you might
be able to knock us down, but you will not keep us down – and when we are together,
we will be a force to be reckoned with.”
Though The Jerusalem Post was told that the Arleigh Burke-class destroyer was not
specifically chosen because of its past history, the symbolism is there.
JUST HOURS earlier, troops from US Central Command (CENTCOM) launched a
raid in the northwest Syrian village of Atmeh in the rebel-held Idlib province near the
border with Turkey, targeting the leader of ISIS, Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurashi,
who reportedly blew himself up along with family members and possibly others before
the American forces could kill him.
Qurashi became the leader of the terror group after Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was killed
in a similar raid in northwestern Syria in October 2019.
The raid is a clear message that despite the American pivot to Asia and its concerned
eyes focused on Russia’s plans for Ukraine, the US is still active in the Middle East.
While the Great Power Competition may currently be more concerning to Washington
than Iran, Israel knows that the United States will remain its top ally.
But with Washington’s unease surrounding what is currently happening in Moscow
and Beijing, Israel has understood that it needs to ramp up ties with other Middle
Eastern countries that share common threats like Iran, missile or drone attacks and
violent extremism.
The recent attacks against the UAE and ships passing through the Persian Gulf show
Israel is not the only one facing the threat of long-range missiles and drone attacks.
Interceptor systems, like Israel’s Iron Dome or David’s Sling, might interest Gulf
countries that have normalized ties with the Jewish state.
While Islamic State lost its territorial caliphate in 2018, the raid in Syria overnight
shows that the threat posed by radical jihadist groups has not disappeared. And with
rocket attacks against the UAE and other maritime attacks by Iran and it’s proxies
only increasing, Israel has begun to build strategic security ties with the Gulf States
and continues to work to normalize ties with others as well.
Those security ties, which will only deepen over the years, will be a strategic necessity
should Israel decide to invoke the Begin Doctrine and carry out a preemptive strike
against Iran’s nuclear program. Israeli jets will need to use the airspace of not only
Saudi Arabia, but also the Gulf countries should it want to strike.
While attacks by terror groups tend to come in waves, the threats posed by Iran and
its nuclear program do not. Those threats are only continuing to grow, and as such,
so will Israel’s diplomatic and military race to win the hearts and minds of the Gulf.

Offshore wind’s ship problem is growing
Justine Calma - The Verge

Dominion Energy
The short supply of ships capable of deploying giant wind turbines at sea is becoming
an even bigger problem as offshore wind ambitions grow.
By 2024, demand for wind turbine installation vessels will likely outpace supply,
according to a recent analysis by Norwegian firm Rystad Energy.
That’s even sooner than a prediction the firm made back in 2020 when it said that the
global fleet wouldn’t be enough to meet demand after 2025.
Massive, specialized vessels are required to carry wind turbine components out to sea
and install them. With just over 30 of these vessels navigating the world’s seas in
2020, according to Rystad, offshore wind projects already have to vie for time with a
limited number of ships. A growth spurt in turbine technology will exacerbate the
problem even further.
Taller turbines can reach stronger winds, while longer blades can harness more
power. New turbines are the size of skyscrapers, dwarfing previous designs. Between
2010 and today, the amount of wind power turbine can harness, on average, has more
than doubled from 3 MW to 6.5 MW.
By the end of the decade, more than half of turbines installed globally are projected to
be even larger than 8 MW.
That’s quickly making more ships — even those just built this decade — obsolete.
Only four of the turbine installation ships in operation are capable of carrying
behemoth next-generation turbines, according to Rystad’s 2020 analysis.
The firm measures demand for the ships in “vessel years” that represent how much
time is needed with the vessels to build offshore wind projects.

Rystad says demand for vessels capable of installing turbines larger than 9 MW was
“nonexistent” in 2019. By 2030, it expects demand for such ships to reach 62 vessel
years.
The US, which has recently opened up waters along much of its coastlines for
offshore wind development, faces even steeper challenges. American offshore wind
projects have to comply with the Jones Act, which mandates that ships moving
between two points in the US be built, owned, crewed, and registered in the US.
So far, none of the existing installation vessels strong enough to haul the largest wind
turbines are Jones Act compliant. The first compliant vessel is supposed to be ready
by late 2023.
But it’s also vastly more expensive to build such ships in the US. Still, the Biden
administration aims to ramp up domestic offshore wind energy capacity from just 42
megawatts today to 30,000 by 2030.
Ambitions for offshore wind are starting to take off around the globe as economies
transition to clean energy. The amount of offshore wind capacity added each year
needs to more than quadruple by the end of the decade in order to meet the goals of
the Paris Climate Agreement, according to the International Energy Agency.
To reach that goal, the world is going to need more ships — and fast.

A lone hacker on a revenge mission says he is the one who keeps turning off North
Korea's internet
Abbie Shull (ashull@insider.com) - Business Insider

API/Gamma-Rapho via Getty Images North Korean leader Kim Jong Un.
A lone US hacker is claiming responsibility for crippling North Korea's internet in
recent weeks.

The hacker was bent on revenge after being targeted by a North Korean cyber-attack,
Wired reported.
Some experts have said the outages may have been caused a distributed
denial-of-service attack.
North Korea disappeared from the internet at least twice in the past month, with
state-run websites becoming inaccessible in what some observers speculated was a
distributed denial-of-service attack on the country's servers.
In a report published Tuesday, a lone hacker bent on revenge told Wired that he was
responsible for crippling the secretive country's internet.
The American hacker — who goes by the handle P4x — told Wired he was one of the
victims of a cyberattack last year on Western security researchers carried out by
North Korean spies. He said he was frustrated that he was a target and that the US
appeared to have a lacking response.
He said the hackers tried to snatch hacking tools and information on software
vulnerabilities but he was able to stop them before they could get anything worthwhile.
Nonetheless, there was a feeling of resentment, he told Wired.
"It felt like the right thing to do here," P4x told Wired, adding: "If they don't see we
have teeth, it's just going to keep coming.
"I want them to understand that if you come at us, it means some of your
infrastructure is going down for a while."
North Korea's mysterious internet outages appeared around the same time the
country was conducting record-breaking illegal weapons testing as it fired missile
after missile.
The timing of these developments led some expert observers to suspect that a state
actor, such as the US, might be targeting North Korea, but P4x said that was not the
case.
Wired reported that P4x provided screen recordings demonstrating his responsibility
for the attacks on North Korea's web servers. Insider has not reviewed these.
While the hacker was open about claiming responsibility for the attacks, P4x declined
to disclose the vulnerabilities in the North Korean system he said he found and
exploited to single-handedly take down the entire country's internet on multiple
occasions. He did say the attack was largely automated.
He told Wired it was "pretty interesting how easy it was to actually have some effect
in there."
P4x also told Wired he was trying to recruit more "hacktivists" to join a dark website
he launched earlier this week called the FUNK project — which stands for FU North
Korea.

"You can make a difference as one person," the FUNK website reads, according to
the report from Wired.
"The goal is to perform proportional attacks and information-gathering in order to
keep NK from hacking the western world completely unchecked."
China's Winter Olympics reveal the danger of Xi Jinping's regime
Lianchao Han and Bradley A. Thayer, opinion contributors - The Hill

AP.
The Olympic Games bring athletes from five continents together to show
sportsmanship, athleticism, friendship and respect in order to promote a better world.
Unfortunately, in a deeply troubling act, just before the opening of the 2022 Beijing
Winter Olympics, Chinese athletes demonstrated disrespect to the Games and, as
hosts, to the world.
The Chinese official media reported that on Jan. 25, over 100 athletes and coaches
from China's Olympic team came to Tiananmen Square in the early morning to take
an oath to fight for China's victory.
It was a scene reminiscent of Leni Riefenstahl's work documenting the 1936 Olympics
in Berlin. Headed by Wu Dajing, a speed skater and gold medalist in the Men's 500
meter at the 2018 Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang, they uttered their war cries:
"For the motherland - Charge! Charge! Charge! Always fight for first place and
never give up; and victory to China."
Shockingly, sources on the ground say they also chanted: "Throw caution to the wind
to repay the Leader (Xi Jinping), and follow the General Secretary (Xi Jinping), and
move together to the future." If that's true, these slogans are similar to those uttered
by the Red Guards to Mao Zedong, the patriarch of China, during the Cultural
Revolution.

Interestingly, when the Chinese official media reported the event, they omitted the
chants related to Chinese leader Xi Jinping. But the question is why the athletes
reportedly swore oaths to win the Games for the leader of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP).
China has criticized the United States and other democracies for politicizing the
Olympics to protest against China's genocide of Uyghur and other ethnic Muslims in
Xinjiang. Such politicization violates and discredits the Olympic spirit, Chinese
foreign minister Wang Yi has said. However, China has been exploiting the Olympics
and other international sporting events as a powerful tool for its propaganda and
political gains.
Like Adolf Hitler in 1936, or the Moscow Olympics of 1980 - boycotted by the U.S.
and more than 65 other countries in protest of the Soviet Union's invasion of
Afghanistan - the CCP's dictatorial regime attempts to create the image of a peaceful,
tolerant rising power in order to cover up its domestic repression and global
aggression.
In 2008, China hosted the Summer Games for the first time after spending enormous
resources to win the competition to host the event, and even promised to improve
human rights conditions in China to neutralize opposition.
The theme was "One World, One Dream," calling on the world to join in the Olympic
spirit and build a better future for humanity. But the real message was that China had
moved to the world center and was ready to exercise its power to change global
governance.
Less than a year after the event, the CCP began to slaughter hundreds of Uyghur
protesters and made thousands "disappear" in Ürümqi, Xinjiang.
The official motto of the Beijing Winter Games is "Together for a Shared Future,"
which is a highly politicized theme. China claims it represents the power of the
Games to overcome global challenges as a "community with a shared future for
humankind."
However, despite its fancy phraseology, the motto is a political double entendre. The
phrase captures Xi's ambition for China's global expansion agenda and its plan to
create a new world order of socialism with Chinese characteristics to replace the
existing liberal order.
Simply put, the freedom of the liberal order would be replaced by China's totalitarian
system with rapid economic growth at any cost.

China's Xi Meets With Olympics Chief Bach Ahead of Winter Games (Bloomberg)
This is worrying enough, but there are deeper concerns for global stability and
human rights in China. First, the Tiananmen oath by China's team revealed a
fundamental change in China's polity since 2008.
That is, all of China's achievements, including the would-be victory of the 2022
Winter Games, apparently now are tributes to Xi - all credit goes to him. This is much
like the fanatic personal worship of Mao Zedong during the Cultural Revolution.
Second, the Tiananmen oath uses military narratives to frame the sporting event as a
"war." That is, China's athletes are willing to "die" to secure the motherland's
inevitable victory.
Such wolf-warrior rhetoric shows that China, under Xi, will employ all aspects of
Chinese society to advance its strategic goal of winning the great power competition
between China and the United States. This has reached the point of fanaticism.
Perhaps an oath worshiping Xi was so nakedly aggressive and embarrassing for the
world to hear that China's official media did not report it.
Since the founding of the People's Republic of China, the CCP has taken advantage of
international sporting events for its political purposes. It has spent much money to
raise a large army of professional athletes while many of its people were starving.
These athletes' only job was to win, so that they could stand on the podium and get
China recognition with its national flag raised and its national anthem played.
Xi Jinping is a student of Mao Zedong's trickery. In 2019, he instructed the staff of the
2022 Beijing Winter Olympic Games Committee that China must become a sports
superpower.
This was not just because being a power in international sports is an important part
of the realization of Xi's "Chinese Dream," but also because athletic successes yield
powerful spiritual strength that can bind the Chinese people's hearts and minds for
the "great rejuvenation" of the nation.

Hitler used the international spotlight of the 1936 Games to beautify the Third Reich
and portray it as a benign, benevolent, hospitable and peace-loving country, while
secretly advancing its racist agenda and preparing for a world war. The U.S. and
many other countries were deceived, participated in the Nazis' propaganda, and lost a
unique opportunity to embarrass and undermine Hitler's regime.
Communist China is doing the same thing. The world cannot afford to lose the
opportunity to signal that it is aware of the CCP's dictatorial rule, genocide in
Xinjiang, and other gross human rights abuses against the Chinese people.
Regrettably, as in 1936, 1980 and 2008, the 2022 Winter Olympics once again will be
the case of a dictator employing the Olympics to advance his end. China has changed
significantly between 2008 and 2022, becoming more aggressive and dangerous.
This month's Games may define the end of an era of relative peace before China
moves the world into a new conflict.

Shadowy militant group claims latest UAE drone attack
AFP
A little-known militant group has claimed the latest drone attack on the United Arab
Emirates, raising the possibility of widening security threats after a wave of assaults
from Yemeni rebels.

Paz PIZARRO Map of Yemen, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates, as tensions
rise in the region.

Alwiyat al-Waad al-Haq (True Pledge Brigades), which is believed to have ties with
pro-Iran armed factions in Iraq, said it launched four drones at dawn on Wednesday
targeting the wealthy Gulf state.
"The people of the Arabian peninsula launched a strike against the state of the
'Emirates of evil'," the militant group said in a statement.
The UAE announced the interception and destruction on Wednesday of three "hostile
drones", which follows three previous drone and missile attacks claimed by Yemen's
Iran-backed Huthi rebels since January 17.

Karim SAHIBA view of Abu Dhabi's promenade, capital of the United Arab Emirates,
which has been targeted by missile and drone attacks.
But the UAE did not blame the Yemeni rebels for Wednesday's drone attacks, and the
Huthis -- engaged in a seven-year war with a Saudi-led coalition which includes UAE
-- did not claim responsibility.
The Huthi's military spokesman Yahya Saree, however, "congratulated" Alwiyat
al-Waad al-Haq for the operation, in remarks purporting to indicate that the Yemenis
were not behind the attack.
"We thank them for this honourable, responsible stance of solidarity with our dear
people against the Emirati enemy," Saree said.
The leader of the Yemeni insurgents, Abdulmalek al-Huthi, in remarks aired by the
Huthis' Al-Masirah TV channel Thursday, said that the UAE were "losers" for
resorting to an "unjustified escalation".
- 'More strikes to come' -

In claiming responsibility for the drone attack, Alwiyat al-Waad al-Haq vowed "to
continue to deliver painful strikes until the UAE stops interfering in the affairs of the
countries of the region, primarily Yemen and Iraq".
"The coming strikes will be more severe and painful," their statement added.
Senior Huthi official Mohammed Ali al-Huthi, a leading figure in the rebels' political
wing, wrote a message on Twitter following the attack, before deleting the post.
"Thank you to free Iraq and its mujahideen," it read.
UAE officials did not respond to requests for comment on Alwiyat al-Waad al-Haq's
claim.
The group -- described as "unknown" by a source from Kataeb Hezbollah, a powerful
Iran-affiliated armed faction in Iraq -- previously claimed an attack on Saudi Arabia
in January 2021. The Huthis denied responsibility for that attack.
On Thursday, UAE state media reported that the Emirati and Iranian foreign
ministers spoke over the phone on a number of issues of "common interest".
During the call, UAE's Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al-Nahyan
denounced the "Huthi militia's terrorist attacks on the UAE", the official WAM news
agency said.
"He reiterated the need to stop the dangerous escalation in the region, and adhere to
the political solution in Yemen," WAM added.
Meanwhile the UN's special envoy for Yemen, Hans Grundberg, visited Oman where
he had talks with Huthi spokesman Mohammed Abdul Salam, and Omani officials.
A tweet on the envoy's account said Grundberg stressed "the urgency to take concrete
steps towards a cessation of violence and engage on a sustainable settlement of the
conflict in Yemen".
The attacks have prompted the UAE's staunch ally the United States to deploy a
warship and fighter planes to help protect the Middle East financial hub, usually a
safe haven in the volatile region.
In the Huthi-claimed attacks, three foreign oil workers were killed in a drone and
missile assault on Abu Dhabi on January 17, while missiles were intercepted over
UAE on January 24 and 31.

