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State Fund Extends $112
Millionin Loansto SMEs,
Startup Ecosystem

The state-backed Omid Entrepreneurship Fund has
paid 28trillionrials ($112 million) inloansto small-
and medium-sized enterprises, knowledge-based
companiesand startups since the beginning of the
currentlranianyear (March2020).

Ali As’habi, the head of OEF’'s Empowerment Office,
saidaid packagesare extended tobusinessesactivein
thefieldsoftourism,informationand communications
technologies, and agriculture, which could create
63,000jobs,ISNAreported.

“Ofthetotalloans, 18% havebeen paid to 2,100 eco-
lodgesand tourism centers,and ICT units received
12%, headded.

The fundhasalsoboosted researchand development
infledglingcompaniesand startups withloansworth
5billionrials ($20,000),in addition to allocating
low-interestloans worth 4 billionrials ($16,000) to
businessunitsforrenting or equippingworkspaces.
As’habinoted thatashare of the financial aid was
earmarked forsmallagriculturaland miningbusiness
unitsthatwereinoperative or semi-active.
“OEFhasprovided online platforms,suchaswebshop
Cafekado.org, tolettheless knownlocalbusinesses
introducetheirproductsand expand their markets,”
hesaid.

“Besides, the fund continues to finance tech and
infrastructural development projects with over 70%
of physical progressinrural areas to expedite their
implementation.”

Omid Entrepreneurship Fund hasbeen setup to
supportentrepreneurshipand SMEs. [twas formerly
calledImam Reza Mehr Fund. The name change came
after PresidentHassan Rouhanitookoffice forthefirst
termin2013.

Atpresent, thefund’sloansaremostly extendedinless
developed andruralareas, plussmalltownsdeprived
ofbankcredit.

NDFIResources

Inmid-December 2020, the Vice Presidential Office
for Science and Technology said it gave 18 trillion
rials ($72 million) in cheaploansto 166 knowledge-
based companies fromloanstaken fromthe National
DevelopmentFund ofIran.

Based on a decree from the Leader of Islamic
Revolution Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei, the office
isauthorized totapinto the sovereign wealth fund to
supportknowledge-based companies.

Vice President for Science and Technology Sorena
Sattari said the loans were taken by companies
operatingintheagriculture,industrial and mining
sectorsinruralareas.

“Thanks to the help, the companies have made
noteworthy progress and grown,” he said without
elaboration.

Sattarinoted thatthetechecosystemhashigh potential
for supportingthe economyand transformingitinto
a“smarteconomy’,albeitwith effective government
backing.

Besides state support, private companies are also
doingtheirshareinfundingstartupsand tech firms.
“VCfundsare growinginIranand becomingpopular
withinvestors. Thisshould help underpinthe work of
startupsand helpthemgrow,” hesaid,addingthatnine
VCfundsarenowactiveand the numberis expected
togrow.

Banks too have helped in funding the startups.
Hojjatollah Seyyedi, CEO of Bank SaderatIran,said his
bankhaslentknowledge-based companies 8trillion
rials ($32 million).

“Wewantto expeditethelendingprocessandincrease
theamount. Knowledge-based firmsareimportant
and havethe potential to help the economy grow,” he
stressed.
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EIA: Global oil consumption crashed
by %9 In2020

Due to the coronavirusrestrictions

and lockdowns, global consumption

of petroleum and other liquid fuels

crashed by 9 percent to 92.2 million
barrels perday (bpd) in 2020, the U.S.
Energy Information Administration

(EIA) said on Friday, nothing this was

w8

thelargestdropin EIA’s series dating

backto 1980.
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The world will
return to more
normal consumer
behavior thisyear,
and a continued
recovery in
economies is set
to contribute to rising oil
consumptionin2021asthe
year progresses.

EIA expectsinits]January
Short-Term Energy Outlook
that global liquid fuels
consumption will grow by
5.6 millionbpd thisyear, or
by 6 percent compared to
2020, andrise by another
3.3millionbpdin2022.
The United States will
contribute with a 1.4
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million bpd consumption
increase to the growth in
2021, the EIA forecasts.
Oil consumption will rise
this year thanks to both
economic growth and
areturn to more normal
travel patterns by the
middle of the year, which
will also have a small effect
onoil consumption growth
in2022.

Despite the expected
growth in global oil
consumptionin2021, EIA

|
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N

below  pre-pandemic
levels—at97.8 millionbpd,
itwould be 3 percentless
thanthe20191evel.
OPECalsoseesoildemand
growth this year from the
crashin 2020. Yet, at an
expected 95.9 million bpd
in2021, oil consumption
would still be nearly 5
million bpd below the pre-
crisislevels from2019.
“0Oil demand is not
projected to fully recover
fromthe 2020 slump,” said
OPEC, which estimates

B N
4 ) 5
1 0

2020 demand to have
crashed by 9.8 million bpd
toaverage 90 million bpd.

The International Energy
Agency (IEA), forits part,
cutinits]Januaryreportits
estimate for oil demand
growth for this year by
300,000 bpd to 5.5 million
bpd. The IEA expects oil
demand to average 96.6
millionbpdin 2021, after
crashingbyanall-time high
of 8.8 millionbpdin 2020
under the weight of the

still forecastsittoaverage

Covid-19 pandemic.

Iran, Pakistan hold first
ever virtual session of
trade talks

Inanew phase ofeconomicdiplomacy, the
Islamic Republic of [ran and Pakistan held
anonline session of trade talks for the first
time, which was attended by top diplomats,
commercial experts, chambers of commerce
andrepresentatives of various companies.
The opening session of the first round of
online trade talks between the two countries
was held atthe initiative of Iranian Consul
Generalin southern Pakistani city of Karachi.
During the session ambassadors of the
two countries, the President of Federation
of Pakistan Chambers of Commerce and
Industry (FPCCI) and the Consul General of
Irandelivered speeches.

Iranian Ambassador to Pakistan Seyed
Mohammad Ali Hosseini expressing his
views said the growth of the knowledge-
based economy is one of the blessings of
the Islamic Revolution adding developing
cooperation with all countries, especially

neighboring countries including Pakistan s
the principled policy of Iran.

He added the officials of the two countries
areworkingtoincrease thelevel of economic
relations between the two countries to $
5billion, and at the same time the Iranian
embassy in Islamabad and its consulates in
Pakistan are ready to cooperate and help
businessmen to achieve this goal faster.
Welcoming theincreasein trade between
the two countries, Pakistani Ambassadorto
Iran Rahim Hayat Qureshisaid thereligious,
cultural and historical closeness of the two
countriesis so much thatitcanremove any
obstacletotraderelations

"We must work to facilitate trade between
the two countries," he said, calling US anti-
Iranian sanctions unfair.

Henoted the mostimportant problemin the
trade relations between the two countries
isthelackofbanking channel, which Ihope
will be solved with the determination of the
governments of the two countries.

Qureshi said the development of Iran-
Pakistan border trade and completion of

Iran-Pakistan gas pipeline projectare the
two main priorities of Prime Minister Imran
Khan’s government

He stated Pakistan needs cheap andreliable
energy of I[ran and therefore the gas pipeline
should be operational assoon aspossible.
Nasir Hayat Mago, President of Federation
of Pakistan Chambers of Commerce and
Industry (FPCCI) while expressing his
personal experience in trading with Iran for
many years, expressed dissatisfaction with
the currentlevel of traderelations between
the two countries and said such initiatives,
increase the knowledge of businessmen of
the two countries from each other so that we
canbringthevolume oftraderelationsto the
desiredlevel.

Ahmad Mohammadi, the Consul General
ofthe Islamic Republic of Iran in Karachi,
while congratulating the Fajr decade, said
after the corona outbreak and limited
travel and international exhibitions, the
Iranian Consulate Generalin Karachi quickly
introduced new ways, including holding
business webinars.
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Broad money
reached 31,300.2 trillion
($130 billion) at the end
of third quarter of the
currentfiscal year on Dec.
20, indicating 38.4% Y/Y
growth.The Central Bank
of Iraninareportsaid the
amountis 2.2 percentage
points higher than the first
halfofthe year ending Sept.
21.Money supply jumped
26.6% since the beginning
ofthe currentfiscal yearin

BroadMoney March whenitwas 24,721.5
. trillionrials ($103b).

Supply Rises As forthe main components

38.4% of money supply, the CBI

said the share of money
(M1) stood at 6,170 trillion
rials (25.7b) by Dec. 20 or
69.8% higher compared to
the same period lastyear.
M1increased 44.4% innine
months. The total value
of banknotes and coins in
circulation was 642.2 trillion
rials ($2.6b) by Dec. 20 --
21.7% higher compared to
the same period lastyear.It
wasup 5% overnine months
since the beginning of the
fiscalyear.

supply
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What's News

Plan to Divert
Water From
Seaof Oman
toSouth
Khorasan
Vice-President
for Science and
Technology Affairs
Sourena Sattari said
that the knowledge-
based companies are
flourishing in Iran
with 5,684 entitiesand
over 120,000 billion
tomans income last
year.Speakingina TV
program on Monday
night, Sattari said from
5,684 knowledge-
based companies in
Iran, 1,400 ones are
innovative and have
so far made valuable
innovations.Headded
that the number of
startupsincreased to
over6,000,accelerators
to 144 companiesand
innovation centersto
over 247 entitiesinIran.
Iranhasinvested 1,000
billion tomans for
creating capacity in
risky investment over
the last three years.
Earlier, Sattari said
that Iran has put on
top agenda to set up
and develop Iranian
innovation houses to
advance technology
diplomacy with target
countries forexportof
the knowledge-based
products.

German

firm tomake
euros 107m
investmentin

Kermanshah

A German firm will
make euros 107
million investmentto
launch manufacturing
solar panels in
Kermanshah,
deputy chairman
of Kermanshah
Governorate-General
for Economic Affairs
said on Tuesday.
Hedayat Hatami told
IRNA thatthe German
firmis due tolaunch
the manufacturing
compoundin Ravansar
County.Accordingto
the Economic and
Financial  Affairs
Department of
Kermanshah Province,
the investor is to
work on a land area
of 10,000 hectares
of the plan and
create jobs for 250
people.The German
company has said that
itwould augmentits
investment to 350
million euros if it
receivestherequired
permits.



interrelated.

Stating thatthe agreement
between Tehran and
Riyadh will have positive
consequencesintheregion,
the sources said thatthisis
something that Kuwait has
always beenlooking forand
hopestoachieve.
Thereport comes as Mutlaq Al-
Qahtani, Special Envoy of the Qatari

Foreign Minister, recently announced that Dohaisready
tomediate between Iranand Saudi Arabia.

Iranifthe appropriate conditions are provided.

The process of discussion and exchange ofideasin order
tobringthe points of view closer has not stopped and is
always ongoing, the sources said.

The sources, who asked nottobe named, added that
Kuwaithasalways tried to bring points of view closer to
each otherand toresolve differences through diplomatic
ways.

Everythingthathasbeenreleased aboutthe resumption
ofmediationis purelyanalyticaland notbased on accurate
information, the sources noted, adding, the differences
between Saudi Arabiaand Iran are notlimited to Yemen,
butalsoincludeIraq, Syriaand Lebanon, all of which are

Kuwait conditionally ready to
mediate between Tehran, Riyadh

Diplomatic sources at the Kuwaiti Ministry of Foreign
Affairsannounced the country's conditional readiness to
mediate between Tehran and Riyadh.

Following Qatar'sreadiness to mediate between Tehran
and Riyadh, the Turkish Anadolu Agency reported on
Monday evening, citinginformed diplomats atthe Kuwaiti
Foreign Ministry, thatthe country was conditionally ready
tomediate between Tehran and Riyadh.

According to the report, the sources said that Kuwaitis
ready to continue its mediation between Saudi Arabiaand
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Biden threatens
sanctions after
Myanmar military

coup
US President Joe Biden
on Monday threatened
toreimpose sanctions on
Myanmar followinga coup
by the country’s military
leaders.

Joe Biden on Monday
threatened to reimpose
sanctions on Myanmar
following a coup by
the country’s military
leaders and called for a
concerted international
response to push them
intorelinquishing power,
Aljazeerareported.

Biden condemned the
military’s takeover
from the civilian-led
government on Monday
and its detention of the
country’s elected leader
Aung San Suu Kyi as “a
direct assault on the
country’s transition to
democracy and the rule
oflaw”.

“The international
community should come
together in one voice
to press the Burmese
military to immediately
relinquish the power they
have seized, release the
activists and officials they
havedetained,” Biden said
inastatement.

“The United States
removed sanctions on
Burmaoverthepastdecade
based on progress toward
democracy. The reversal
of that progress will
necessitate animmediate
review of our sanctionlaws
and authorities, followed
by appropriateaction,” he
said.

Biden warned the US was
“taking note of those who
stand with the people of
Burma in this difficult
hour”

“We will work with our
partners throughout the
region and the world to
support the restoration
of democracy and the
rule of law, as well as
to hold accountable
those responsible for
overturning Burma’s
democratictransition,” he
said.

Myanmar’s military seized
poweronMondayinacoup
againstthe government of
Aung San Suu Kyi, who was
detained along with other
political leadersin early
morningraids.

The United Nations also
called for the release ofall
those detained, Dujarric
said. He said Guterres's
special envoy on Myanmar,
Christine Schraner
Burgener, “remainsactively
engaged” and is likely to
briefthe Security Council.

The spokesman for the High Representative

for Security and Foreign Policy in the

European Union said thatthe EU isworking
onreturning the United States to the JCPOA.

wEm SPeaking
%J/L?! in a press
conference on
Monday, Peter
Stano stated

that EU High

ISFAHAN
NEWS

NEWS
S Representative
for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy Josep

Borrell’s talks with
US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken was the
first practical step in
maintaining the Joint
Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA) and
effortsinthisregard are
underway.

He referred to Borrell
and Blinken’s telephone
conversation, stressing
thattheissue would be
pursued at a relevant
level.The European Union
weighsup the US &Iran's
return to the nuclear
agreementsignedin2015
requires Brussels to make
major diplomaticefforts.
The spokesman for the
High Representative for
Security and Foreign
Policy in the European
Unionsaid thatthe Union
has always wanted to

EU working on returning the United
States toJCPOA

work with the United
States on the Iranian
nuclear case, indicating
theneed to find a way for
Washington to return to
the agreementand push
Tehran to respect its
commitments, and this
will require persistent
diplomatic efforts.
Earlier, the spokesman
hadsaid that]Josep Borrell
would continue to make
all possible efforts to
ensure that Washington
returns to the agreement
and urge Tehran to
respect its obligations
within the nuclear
agreement.

Stano’s stated theissuein
response to statements
by the new US Secretary
of State Anthony Blinken.

He stipulated that Iran
should respect its
obligations before talking
about the possibility of
lifting sanctions.

Last week Stano had
also underscored that
maintaining the JCPOA
required maximum
diplomacy.

"The European Unionis
ready to work with the
United States on the
Iranissue.In particular,
with the change of the
US government, it is
essential thatwe find a
way for the United States
to return to the JCPOA
because the agreement
isakey element for the
world,” he told reporters
on Thursday.

He also said that we

must find a way for
Irantoreturn to the full
implementation of its
obligationsinthe JCPOA.
The European official
noted thatresolving the
issue was "not an easy
task," adding thatall 27
EUmember statesissued
astatementlast month
"expressing their support
forintensive diplomacyto
facilitate thereturn ofthe
United Statestothe JCPOA
and for Iran to fulfill its
commitments under the
nucleardeal."

In 2018 the United States
unilaterally withdrew

from the nuclear
agreement, while Iran
deliberately reduced

its commitment to the
agreement.

China’s Top Diplomat
Warns Biden NottoTouch

Internal Affairs

China’s top diplomat called for a
restoration of ties with the US, while
warning thatinterferinginthe country’s
internal affairs was a “red line that must
notbecrossed.”
Yang]Jiechi, who sits on the Communist
Party’s 25-member Politburo, said
the two countries can work together
to improve global affairs. The video
addressto the National Committee on
US-ChinaRelations marked China’s most
high-profile remarks to an American
audience since US President]Joe Biden’s
inaugurationon]jan. 20.
“For the past few years, the Trump

administration hasadopted misguided
policies against China, plunging the
relationshipintoits mostdifficult period
since the establishment of diplomatic
ties,” said Yang, a former Chinese
ambassador to the US who oversees
China’s foreign affairs. “We believe
that peace and development are still
the prevailing trend of the times, and
that peaceful coexistence and win-win
cooperationremainthe shared aspiration
ofallpeoples.”

ButYangsaid that Washington must stop
interferingin matters that China considers
its internal affairs, such as Hong Kong,
Tibetand Xinjiang. “They constitute a
redline that mustnotbe crossed. Any
trespassingwould end up undermining
China-USrelations,and the United States’s

own interests,” Yang said, Bloomberg
reported.

Biden has so far signaled a desire to
continue the international pressure on
Chinaoveritshumanrights practices.Just
daysafter Biden came to power, the State
Departmentissued a statementaffirming
Washington’s “rock-solid” commitment
to Taiwan and urging Beijing “to cease
its military, diplomatic and economic
pressure.”

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken
alsosaid he agreed that China’s actions
inits western Xinjiang region should
be designated as genocide. Meanwhile,
Biden’s pick for commerce secretary,
Gina Raimondo, said Washington must
take “aggressive” stepsto combat China’s
“unfair” trade practices.

NEWS

Iran Launches Satellite Carrier
with Powerful Solid-Fuel Engine

The Iranian Defense Ministry launched anew satellite
carrierwithapowerful engine runningonsolid fueland
capable oflifting satellites toward operational orbits
500kilometersinto space.

Aspokesman forthe Defense Ministry said atatelevised
interview on Monday that the homegrown satellite
carrier, dubbed Zoljenah, has beenlaunched in a
research program that employs Iran’s most powerful
engine consumingsolid fuel.

Zoljenah can carry asatellite weighing 220 kginto an
orbit500kilometersabove the Earth.

The spokesman said Iran hasnow three operational
satellite carriers,namely Zoljenah, Sarir,and Soroush.
Sariris capable of carrying a payload of one tonintoa
heightof1,000 kmandis goingtoreplace Simorgh, he
added.

Ansarullah:
Iran successful testof satellite

carrier bears message

Ansarullah of Yemen Spokesman and Head of Sana’a
Negotiating Team said on Monday that Iran’s successful
testof satellite carrier missile, Zol-Jannah, conveys a
message tothe enemy.

Mohammad Abdul-Salam stated that the new and
successful testofIran’s satellite carrier missile conveys
animportantmessage to friend and enemy that the will
of nationsis stronger than any sanctions, Almasirah
reported.

Ansarullah spokesman stressed that this satellite
launch test proved that sanctions do not determine
destiny and thatitmightbe an opportunity for the
Islamic Republic of Iran that the country did itin
practice.

Some other countries overcame the siege and ridiculed
thesanctions,headded.

His remarks came after the spokesman of the Space
Division of the Ministry of Defense stated on Tue.
concurrentwith the gloriousvictoryanniversary of the
Islamic Revolution said that with the unflinching effort
of spaceindustry scientists of the Ministry of Defense,
forthefirsttimeinthe field of space, the first research
launch of Zol-Jannah Combined Satellite was carried
outwith theaim oftesting orbitwith the most powerful
solid fuel engine technology in the country.

Resistance forces down Zionist

dronein Gaza

Anlsraeliregime'sarmy drone was shotdown by
resistance forces this morning east of Khan Yunisin
southern Gaza.

Palestinianresistance forces this morning managed
totake control ofanIsraeli spy droneinsouthern Gaza.
Zionist regime military expert Amir Bukhbout
confirmed the newsinaninterview with the Hebrew-
language news site Vala, saying that thisis the third
[sraeliarmydronetobe shotdownin Gazaand Lebanon
inthepastweek.

Yesterday, Lebanon's Hezbollah announced thatits
fightershad managed to down and control an Israeli
drone conductingan espionage mission over Lebanon’s
southerntown of Blida.

US Must Stop Arms Sales to
Region, Massacre of Childrenin

Yemen: Zarif

The US must reduce weapons sales to the region and stop
the massacre of childrenin Yemen, Iran’s Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif said, stressing that Washington should
alsosticktothe original conditions ofthe 2015 nuclear deal.

The 2015 nuclear deal between Tehran and world powers,
officially knownas the JCPOA, did notinclude Iran’s defensive
capabilities because the USwas not prepared to stop its arms
salestotheregionasaprecondition, Zarif said inan interview
with CNN’s Christiane Amanpour on Monday evening,whenasked
aboutthe US call forinclusion of non-nuclearissuesinthe JCPOA.
“Thenuclear deal was negotiated based on whatwe could agree
and whatwe couldnotagree. Thisisthe deal thatwas made,” Zarif

said.

2.5timesitspopulation.”

deal,” Zarifnoted.

Monday.

"Ifwe wanted to build a nuclear weapon we could have done it

“The United States has toacceptthat...we decided nottoagree
upon certain things, notbecause we neglected them, butbecause
the United Statesandits allies were not prepared to dowhatwas
necessary.Isthe US prepared to stop sellingarmsto ourregion?”
Zarifsaid Iran “spendsaseventh of Saudi Arabia on defense, with

“Ifitwantstotalkaboutourdefense ...isthe USprepared toreduce
hundreds of billions of dollars of weaponsitis selling to our
region?Isthe US prepared to stop massacre of childrenin Yemen
ifitwants totalkaboutthe situationin Yemen,” headded.

“The United Stateswas not prepared to discuss theseissues when
wenegotiated thenuclear deal. That'swhy we agreed tolimitthe

Zarifalsoreiterated Iran’s stance regarding the country’s
ideological views thatrejects seekinga nuclear weapon on

some
time ago," he said."Butwe

decided thatnuclear weaponsare not, would notaugment
oursecurityandarein contradiction to our, eh,ideological views.
Andthatiswhywe never pursued nuclear weapons."




Presidentreassures Govtcommitment toprovide people
withmedicine,basicneeds

President Hassan Rouhani on Tuesday reassured commitment of the
Governmentto provide the people with medicineandbasicneeds.

The effortsare made toremove the people's concerns, the presidentsaid atan
economiccoordination meetingin Tehran.The presidentmade the remarksat
thetime of drawingup thebudget plan for the nextfiscal year earmarking credits
fordifferentsectors ofthe economyand cultural activities. The newIranianyearbegins

onMarch 20,2021,asthe Governmenthas mobilized financial resources to avertthe "US Economic
Terrorism", the terminologyto describe the UStough sanctionsimposed onIransince 2018.When the
former US president Donald Trump withdrew unilaterally from the Iran Dealin May 2018, heimposed
asheclaimedthehighestlevel of sanctionsagainst Tehranin November ofthe sameyear.
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ranian Foreign Minister
2020 Mohammad]avadZarifsaysthat
the United Statesneedstocome
Iran, Pakistan hold backtoits commitmentsand
first ever virtual ‘I'Iran wi.ll be ready torespond
session oftrade 1mmed1atgly.Zar1fmade t.he
talks remarks in an exclusive
o interviewwith CNN's Christiane

Amanpour on Monday.The
foreign minister said the Biden
administrationhasa "limited
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thenuclearagreementisnot
unlimited," he said adding,
“The United Stateshasalimited
window ofopportunity,because
PresidentBidendoesnotwant
to portray himselfas trying to
take advantage of the failed
policies of the former Trump
administration.

Iran Launches Satellite Carrier with
Powerful Solid-Fuel Engine

Concerns Grow as Several New COVID Strains As U.S. warns on withdrawal, data shows

Emerging

Upto 74 per centmore infectious than earlier versions of

Taliban attacks climb in pastyear

That'sbecause, unlike other organisms, notall
viruseshave DNAattheir core.Some,including
coronaviruses, HIV, fluand many viruses that
cause the common cold, carry their genetic
informationinamolecule called RNA.

Thisisimportant, says Sarah Pitt, because
while cells are adapted to spotand correct
‘spellingmistakes’as our DNAis copied, they

The number of attacks in Afghanistan by the Talibanin the

thevirus, the UK, the Brazilian lineage and South African

lastquarter of 2020 were higher than the same period the

variantsarerapidly spreading around the world.
The UK

yearbefore,a U.S.watchdogagency said on Monday, after

recentaccusations by President]Joe Biden'sadministration

variant, for example, is now found in 70
countries,accordingto latest data fromthe
World Health Organisation — ten more than

thatthe Taliban has failed to live up to commitments

needed foraU.S. withdrawal.

justaweekearlier, DailyMail reported.
Thereare concernsabouthow well vaccines
willworkagainstthe new strains and, most
recently, fearsthatthe UKvariantismore deadly.
But while the emergence of these mutant
virusesishavingahuge effecton ourlives, itis
notunexpected.

Putsimply, mutating is what viruses do. A
mutationisachangeinanorganism’s genetic
material. FDNAis along chain ofletters, a
mutationisarandom spelling mistake that
occurswhenavirusmultiplies.
Whenavirusinfects the body, ithijacks cells’
internal machinery to make copy after copy of
itself.

As each copy provides an opportunity for a
‘spelling mistake’to creepin, the more copies
thatare made, the more chance thereisthat
errors,ormutations, willcrop up.
Mostmutations don’thave any effect on the
virus,and some will even be harmful toitand
lead toitdyingout. But, occasionally,as with
the UKvariant, the microbe will hitthe jackpot
withamutationthatisbeneficial toits survival;
forinstance, by makingiteasier for the virusto
spread.

Andvaccines — while cutting the number of
peoplewhobecomeseriouslyillwith COVID —
could make more mutationslikely,as the virus
getspushedtosurvive.

‘Beneficial’ mutations can make vaccinesless
effectiveand the fluvirus’shigh mutationrateis
onereasontheflujabisreformulated eachyear;
says DrSarah Pitt,avirologistand microbiology
lectureratthe University of Brighton.
COVID-19,infact, mutates slowerthan some
otherviruses,atabouthalfthe rate ofthe flu
virusandaquarter oftherate of HIV,one ofthe
fastestmutating viruses, the journal Nature
reportedinSeptember.

don’tpickuperrorsin RNA.Asaresult, more
mutations creep through, raising the odds of
aviruschangingtobecome more dangerous.
but coronaviruses have an inbuilt ‘proof-
reading’ mechanism, says Sarah Pitt. “This
allowsthemtodetectsomeoftheerrorsintheir
RNAasitisbeingcopied,and to putthemright.
Butit'sclearfromwhatweareseeingthatnotall
ofthemistakesarebeing caught!
And,withmillionsofpeopleinfected, thevirusis
multiplyingonahugescaleand somoreerrors
arebeingthrownup.

Thousands of mutations have occurred since
the COVID-19virusemerged in Wuhan, China,
justoverayearago, says Lawrence Young,
avirologist and a professor of molecular
oncology atthe University of Warwick. The
three variants that are spreading quickly
around the world atthe momenteach have
multiplemutations.

The UK strain, for example, has 23 mutations,
compared with the original virus, including
eightinthevirus’s ‘spike’ protein. Found on
thevirus’s outer surface, the spike protein s
usedtoattachtoand enterour cells. One of the
mutations, knownasN501Y,allowsthevirusto
latch on moretightly, helping explain why the
newvariantismoretransmissible.
Mutationsinthe spike proteinareaconcern
becauseall three vaccinesapproved foruse
in the UK (the Oxford-AstraZeneca, Pfizer-
BioNTechand Modernajabs) workby training
theimmune systemtorecogniseandrespond
tothisprotein.

Research, including a study by BioNTech
releasedlastmonth,inwhichblood frompeople
who had been given the firm’s vaccine was
exposed toaman-made virus particle with
mutations similar to the UK variant, suggests
thevaccine willworkagainstthestrain.

The February 2020 agreement between
the Taliban and the United States calls fora
complete withdrawal of U.S. troops by May
2021 inreturn for the insurgents fulfilling
security guarantees.

While Biden has not formally changed the
May deadline, officials have said the Taliban
hasnotbeenliving up to its commitments
under the deal and the deadline islikely to
be extended.

The Special Inspector General for
Afghanistan Reconstruction, or SIGAR, said
inareportthatthe U.S.militaryhad reported
that “enemy initiated attacks” between
Octoberand December 2020 were higher
thanthoseinthe same periodin2019.
Inparticular, there wasanincreaseinattacks
inthe capital city of Kabul.
“U.S.Forces-Afghanistan said this quarter
enemy attacks in Kabul were higher than

they were last quarter, and ‘much higher’
thaninthe same quarterayear prior,” the
reportsaid.

Itadded thatdespite the violence, casualties
this quarter were down 14% compared with
the previous quarterand down 5%in 2020
comparedwith2019.

An Afghan peace ministry official suffered
lightinjuriesinabomb blastin Kabul on
Monday.

The Taliban and the Afghan governmenthave
beennegotiating in Qatar toreachapeace
deal. ThosetalksresumedinJanuary afteran
almost month-longbreak, butnegotiators
and diplomats say there has since been
little progress.Reutersreported on Sunday
thatinternational troops plan to stay in
Afghanistan beyond the May deadline, a
move that could escalate tensions with the
Taliban demanding full withdrawal.

Irandeal willbe
extended in asimilar
butnotexactform:; US
Professor

A Professor of Political Science,
University of Pennsylvaniatold ILNA
thathishunchisthatthe dealwith
Iranwillbe extendedinasimilarbut
notexactform.
SpeakingtoILNAnewsagencyin
an exclusive interview, Ian Lustick
said "I think Biden return to the
agreement with Iran, but not
immediately."

Answeringto questionaboutwill
Biden easilylift sanctions against

Iran, he added thatnoteasily, but
[think sanctions will gradually be
loosened.

"US like European is hoping to
revive thenuclear deal with Iran
and I believe the United States
governmentisalso hopingtodo
so.Thereare political forcesinthe
United States thatwill oppose that.
And we mustrememberthateven
though the Obamaadministration
wanted to close Guantanamo,
some ofthose same political forces
were able to prevent that from
happening."

The US Professor pointed to US
foreignpolicyand said "There will

beanendtoAmericanisolationism
andasystematicefforttostrengthen
and expand alliancesand support
multilateral international
initiatives."

Asked aboutcan Bidenrepair US
relationswith theworld, Ian Lustick
confirmed thatYes, althoughitwill
takesometime. The United Statesis
tooimportantformostcountriesto
holdagrudgeagainst America.
"Itisbreathingasigh ofrelief, asit
did when Obamareplaced George
W.Bush.Because ofthe worldwide
Pandemicand Trump’sradicalanti-
democratictendencies, thatbreath
ofreliefisevendeeper.
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