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BERLIN/LONDON, March 31 (Reuters)

- Russian President Vladimir Putin is de-
manding foreign buyers pay for Russian
gas in roubles from Friday or else have
their supplies cut, a move European capitals
rejected and which Berlin said amounted to
“blackmail”.

Putin’s move, via a decree signed on Thurs-
day, leaves Europe facing the prospect of
losing more than a third of its gas supply.
Germany, the most heavily reliant on Russia,
has already activated an emergency plan that
could lead to rationing in Europe’s biggest
economy.

Energy exports are Putin’s most powerful
lever as he tries to hit back against sweep-
ing Western sanctions imposed on Russian
banks, companies, businessmen and asso-
ciates of the Kremlin in response to Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine. Moscow calls its
Ukraine action a “‘special military opera-
tion”.

Putin said buyers of Russian gas “must open
rouble accounts in Russian banks. It is from
these accounts that payments will be made
for gas delivered starting from tomorrow,” or
April 1.

“If such payments are not made, we will con-
sider this a default on the part of buyers, with
all the ensuing consequences. Nobody sells
us anything for free, and we are not going

to do charity either - that is, existing con-
tracts will be stopped,” he said in televised
remarks.

It was not immediately clear whether in prac-
tice there might be a way for foreign firms

to continue payment without using roubles,
which the European Union and G7 group of
states have ruled out.

Under the mechanism decreed by Putin,
foreign buyers would use special accounts
at Gazprombank to pay for the gas. Gaz-
prombank would buy roubles on behalf of
the gas buyer and transfer roubles to another
account, the order said. read more

A source told Reuters that payments for gas
delivered in April on some contracts started
in the second half of April and May for oth-
ers, suggesting the taps might not be turned
off immediately. read more

Putin’s decision to enforce rouble payments
has boosted the Russian currency, which fell
to historic lows after the Feb. 24 invasion.
The rouble has since recovered much lost
ground.
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Putin tells Europe: pay 1n roubles
or we’ll cut off your gas

SEARCHING FOR ALTERNATIVES

Western companies and governments
have rejected any move to change their
gas supply contracts to another payment
currency. Most European buyers use eu-
ros. Executives say it would take months
or longer to renegotiate terms.

Payment in roubles would also blunt the
impact of Western curbs on Moscow’s
access to its foreign exchange reserves.

Meanwhile, European states have been
racing to secure alternative supplies, but
with the global market already tight, they
have few options. The United States has
offered more of its liquefied natural gas
(LNG) but not enough to replace Russia.

“It is important for us not to give a signal
that we will be blackmailed by Putin,”
Germany Economy Minister Robert
Habeck said, adding that Russia had not
been able to divide Europe.

A view shows Gazprom’s gas processing
facility at Bovanenkovo gas field
Russian President Vladimir Putin chairs a
meeting outside Moscow

A view shows Gazprom’s gas processing
facility at Bovanenkovo gas field

German Finance Minister Christian

Lindner said existing gas contracts
were based in euros and payments
would continue to be made in that
currency.

French economy minister Bruno

Le Maire said France and Germany
were preparing for the possibility of
Russian gas flows being halted. He
declined to comment on technical de-
tails linked to latest Russian demands
for rouble payment.

Putin said the switch to roubles
would strengthen Russia’s sovereign-
ty. He said the West was using the
financial system as a weapon, and

it made no sense for Russia to trade
in dollars and euros when assets in
those currencies were being frozen.

“What is actually happening, what
has already happened? We have sup-
plied European consumers with our
resources, in this case gas. They re-
ceived it, paid us in euros, which they
then froze themselves. In this regard,
there is every reason to believe that
we delivered part of the gas provided
to Europe practically free of charge,”
he said.

“That, of course, cannot continue,”
Putin said, although he said Russia
still valued its business reputation

0373152022

and would continue to meet obliga-
tions in its gas and other contracts.

STAYING UNITED

European gas prices have rocketed
higher in recent months on mounting
tension with Russia raising the risk of
recession. Soaring energy prices have
forced companies, including mak-

ers of steel and chemicals, to curtail
production. read more

British and Dutch gas prices , were
up 4% to 5% after the Putin’s an-
nouncement.

“The parties concerned have not
heard from Gazprom yet. However,
we should be united and not allow
ourselves to be divided between
politics and business in Europe,” said
Timm Kehler, managing director of
German gas industry lobby Zukunft
Gas.

European companies had little or no
immediate comment on the Russian
announcement or on their contracts

with Gazprom (GAZP.MM), which

has a monopoly on Russian gas ex-

ports by pipeline.

Hollywood Slap Is The Worst

At The 94th Academy
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. many insulting jokes

past attacks on Asian

This is not new or the first
time Chris Rock has sald;.w

about people, including
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behavior. But his slap has
indeed shocked the world
and Smith has set a very

glg sﬂ_ﬁukon the face Americans.
as he'was making an
award presentation. The Academy of Motlplg
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ee thqys have officially started

a formal review around
the incident and will
explore further action and
consequences in
accordance their
organization’ s bylaws,
standards of conduct and
California law.

set.

The incident really
overshadowed the

Facebook Page:
Southern News
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awards ceremony. Many
comedians who tell jokes
for a living have raised
concerns about the
precedent Smith has now

The movies, films and
sports industries have
created countless stars.
They make huge incomes

and li G’xuno&s,
lifestyles. They areea;\/ery
elite and different group
from the rest of us. They
really need to set better
examples and be more
positive role models for
our younger generation.
We don’ t ever want this
incident to happen again.
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An aerial view shows a residential building destroyed by shelling, as Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine continues, in the settlement of Borodyanka in the Kyiv
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region, Ukraine, March 3. REUTERS/Maksim Levin

A horse puts its head into the car to eat a carrot near the Cossack cultural complex in the
village of Borgustanskaya in Stavropol region, Russia. REUTERS/Eduard Korniyenko

Ukrainian President Volody-
myr Zelenskiy poses after an
interview with Reuters in Kyiv,
Ukraine, March 1. REUTERS/
Umit Bektas

Editor’s Choice

Will Smith hits at Chris Rock
as Rock spoke on stage during
the 94th Academy Awards in
Hollywood, March 27. REU-
TERS/Brian Snyder

A man carries a dog as people flee, amid Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, in Irpin, Ukraine, March
9. REUTERS/Maksim Levin

Judge Ketanji Brown
Jackson wipes away tears
as she listens to Senator
Cory Booker (D-NJ) speak
on the third day of her U.S.
Senate Judiciary Commit-
tee confirmation hearings
on her nomination to the
Supreme Court, on Capitol
Hill in Washington, March
23. REUTERS/Elizabeth
Frantz
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Omicron BA.2 Subvariant
Will Soon Dominate In U.S.,

But No New Surge Expected

a press briefing at the White House in Washington, December 1, 2021.

(Photo/Kevin Lamarque | Reuters)

Key Point
*The BA.2 subvariant, which spreads 80% faster than the earlier omicron, has
more than doubled in the U.S. over two weeks and will become the dominant

variant.

*However, White House chief medical advisor Dr. Anthony Fauci said he doesn’t
expect another surge right now, though cases might rise.

*Ali Mokdad, a leading epidemiologist, said he expects cases to decline over the
spring and summer, with a surge possible this winter.

*“The pandemic phase of the virus is over in our opinion,” Mokdad said. “We

are moving into an endemic phase.”

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

Omicron’s more contagious subvariant, BA.2,
has more than doubled in prevalence over the
past two weeks in the U.S. and now represents
more than 34% of Covid-19 infections that have
undergone genetic sequencing, according to data
published by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention this week.

BA.2 has been steadily growing as a proportion
of the Covid variants circulating in the U.S. since

Feb. 5, when it represented about 1% of geneti- |

cally sequenced virus samples, according to the
CDC. BA.2 probably already accounts for 50%
of new infections in the U.S. because many peo-
ple are taking tests at home that aren’t picked up
in the official data, according to Ali Mokdad, an
epidemiologist at the Institute for Health Metrics
and Evaluation at the University of Washington.
Data from Walgreens, which conducts testing at
its pharmacies nationwide, shows BA.2 as the
dominant variant, at 51% of all positive Covid
cases for the week ending March 19.

Though BA2 is rising in the U.S., leading
public health officials are not expecting anoth-
er dramatic surge in new cases, largely due to
the level of immunity the population has from
vaccination and the fierce outbreak during the
winter omicron wave.

Shoppers walking along Oxford Street in
London on Dec. 21, 2021. (Photo/Tolga Ak-
men | AFP | Getty Images)

“The bottom line is we’ll likely see an uptick in
cases, as we’ve seen in the European countries,
particularly the U.K.,” White House chief medi-

cal advisor Dr. Anthony Fauci told ABC’s “This
Week.” “Hopefully we won’t see a surge — I
don’t think we will.”

In the UK., the number of people testing pos-
itive for Covid has jumped 16% over the past
week, according to government data. The num-
ber of patients admitted to hospitals with the vi-
rus is also up about 20%. BA.2 now represents
about 44% of all positive cases in London as of
March 10, according to the U.K. Health Secu-
rity Agency.

However, Mokdad said the situation in the U.S.
is different from that in European countries,
because there was much more infection from
omicron here over the winter. European nations
have also dramatically changed their behav-
ior in recent weeks by lifting restrictive public
health measures, which has led to the spike. In
many parts of the U.S., on the other hand, re-
strictive measures were not implemented during
omicron, so there’s not as dramatic a change in
behavior to drive new infections, Mokdad said.

In the U.S., new infections are down 96% from
the pandemic record of more than 800,000 on
Jan. 15, according to a CNBC analysis of data
from Johns Hopkins University. However, the
speed of the decline has slowed and new cas-
es appear to have plateaued at a seven-day av-
erage of around 31,000 new infections daily.
The number of hospital admissions of patients
with Covid has dropped 90% from the peak of
the omicron wave in January, according to the
CDC.

Members of the Ohio National Guard as-
sist with administering coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) tests in Columbus, Ohio, Janu-
ary 5, 2022. (Photo/Gaelen Morse | Reuters)
Mokdad said that though he expects BA.2 to rep-
resent more than 80% of new cases in the coming
months, the variant’s doubling time has slowed
recently. IHME is projecting that cases will contin-
ue to decline through the spring and summer, with
another surge possible this winter, when immunity
has started to wane substantially.

“The pandemic phase of the virus is over in our
opinion,” Mokdad said. “We are moving into an
endemic phase.”

Public health officials in England have found
that the BA.2 subvariant is growing 80% faster
than the earlier version of omicron, BA.1, ac-
cording to a briefing paper published earlier this
month. World Health Organization epidemiol-
ogist Maria Van Kerkhove has described BA.2
as the most transmissible Covid variant so far
and said it’s sweeping the world. The subvariant

now represents more than 80% of sequenced
Covid samples worldwide, according to an in-
ternational database.

Due to vaccination and infection, an estimated
95% of the U.S. population ages 16 and older
had developed antibodies against the virus as of
late December 2021 before the omicron wave
peaked, according to a CDC survey of blood
donor samples. Mokdad said this level of im-
munity puts the U.S. in a good place until win-
ter, when protection will start to wear off.
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Tatiana Perez, 11, receives a dose of the Pfiz-
er-BioNTech coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
vaccine at a vaccination center in San Jose, Cos-
ta Rica January 11, 2022. (Photo/Mayela Lopez
| Reuters)
The antibodies induced from the vaccine decline
after about three months, which can lead to break-
through infections, though the shots still protect
against severe illness. Younger healthy people who
have recovered from Covid have immunity for at
least six months, according to peer-reviewed studies
in Denmark, the UK. and the U.S. Though these
studies were published before omicron, scientists in
Qatar recently found that infection 10 months earlier
provided about 46% protection against illness from
BA.2 in people who weren’t vaccinated. However,
the elderly and people with compromised immune
systems are much more vulnerable to reinfection.
BA.2 does not make people more sick than BA.1,
which was less severe than the delta variant, accord-
ing to a large real-world study from South Afiica’s
National Institute of Communicable Diseases. Re-
infection with BA.2 — though possible — appears
rare, according to a February study from Denmark’s
Statens Serum Institut in Copenhagen. Public health
authorities in the UK. have come to the same con-
clusions on hospitalization and reinfection. Neither
study has been peer reviewed yet.
“The fact that there are similar clinical manifesta-
tions of BA.1 versus BA.2 gives me a little bit of
hope that it’s not going to completely change the
game on us in the same way that omicron changed
the game from delta,” said Jennifer Nuzzo, an epide-
miologist at Johns Hopkins University.
_ B
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A son and daughter embrace their father, a
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) patient in

the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) ward, before
his intubation procedure at the Providence
Mission Hospital in Mission Viejo, Califor-
nia, U.S., January 25, 2022. (Photo/Shannon
Stapleton | Reuters)

There’s also no significant difference in the du-
ration of protection that Pfizer’s and Modema’s
shots provide against mild illness from BA.2
compared with BA.1, according to a study pub-
lished this month by scientists based in Qatar
that is also not peer reviewed. The vaccines are
50% effective at preventing mild illness from
both omicron variants three months after the
second dose, but protection is negligible after
that time. However, the two-dose vaccines
still provide more than 70% protection against
hospitalization and death, and booster doses in-
crease this protection to more than 90%.

Fauci said this week that there’s no need to re-
implement Covid restrictions at this time. The
CDC said earlier this month 98% of people in
the U.S. live in areas where they no longer need
to wear masks in public places indoors under its
new Covid guidance. Public health authorities
in the U.S. have shifted their focus to hospital-
izations, rather than just new infections, when
assessing the threat the virus poses to commu-
nities.

A shopper wears a protective face mask as
he enters a store as new New York State
indoor masking mandates went into effect
amid the spread of the coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) in New York City, New York,
U.S., December 13, 2021. (Photo/Mike Segar
| Reuters)

The Biden administration is relying on a strat-
egy of vaccination, testing, and treatment with
antiviral pills to prevent the virus from disrupt-
ing daily life. About 75% of adults in the U.S.
are fully vaccinated, according to CDC data.
Dr. Paul Offit, an infectious disease expert at
Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, said the
public should focus on hospitalizations, a mea-
sure of more severe illness, rather than just new
infections. Offit said between vaccination and
infection from omicron, there’s likely enough
immunity in the population to protect against a
major spike in hospitalizations from BA.2.
“For right now, I choose to be optimistic that
we’re just going to see a lot of mild illness and
not see a dramatic increase in hospitalizations,”
Offit said. (Courtesy https:/www.cnbc.com/)
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Psychedelic medicine is having a moment.
Just weeks after the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration approved approved John-
son & Johnson’s ketamine-like nasal spray
for depression, a group of European tech-
nology investors just got together for the
largest-ever private financing round for a
psychedelic medicine biotech company,
ATAL

Psychedelic medicine involves research
and investigations into mind-altering sub-
stances to treat mental illnesses including
addiction, depression and post-traumatic
stress disorder. After recreational use of
psychedelics became popular in the 1960s,
the U.S. government classified most of
them “drugs of abuse” with no real medical
value. However, recent clinical studiess-
how mounting evidence that some psyche-
delics can help patients with certain mental
illnesses, either in combination with tradi-
tional therapies or in cases where nothing
else has worked.

The illegal drugs of the ‘60’s are going
mainstream.

Now health and technology investors are
paying attention.

German company ATAI Life Sciences an-
nounced on Tuesday that it has raised more
than $40 million in new financing. The
round valued the company at $240 million,
according to a person familiar, making it
both the biggest round and the most valu-
able company in the young space. (There
are well established nonprofits, like MAPS
in California, but relatively few for-profit
ventures.) ATAI is also targeting a poten-
tial initial public offering for the end of this
year, the person said, which would draw
further attention.

ATAI is currently funding clinical trials
for what it refers to as “formerly stigma-
tized compounds,” including psilocybin,
the active compound in psychedelic mush-
rooms, and arketamine, a different variant
of ketamine from the one Johnson & John-
son researched, as potential treatments for
depression. Its portfolio also includes a
technology arm called Innoplexus, which
it describes as delivering “big data and
Al solutions” to big pharma and biotech

~

Investors Are Starting To Bet
Big On Psychedelic Medicine

Psychedelic substances were once viewed as “drugs of abuse,”

OVERVIEW

but now regulators and investors are

coming around to their potential therapeutic uses.
Federal regulators just approved a variant of ketamine to treat depression after years of clinical studies.
And now, a group of European investors have come together to fund new targets to treat mental health
disorders, including arketamine (another variant of ketamine) and psychedelic mushrooms.

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

companies, as well as its own drug devel-
opment.

*ATAL is also the largest investor in a start-
up called Compass Pathways, which is set-
ting itself up to be the first legal provider of
psilocybin. ATAI invested alongside Peter
Thiel, the iconoclastic Silicon Valley inves-
tor and Facebook board member who’s in-
creasingly dabbling in health and biotech.
ATAI co-founders Lars Wilde and Florian
Brand are both affiliated with Compass; a
third founder, Christian Angermayer, is a
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German entrepreneur and investor.
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The U.S. Food and Drug Administration
has approved Johnson & Johnson’s ket-
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amine-like nasal spray for depression.
‘A regulatory path forward’
Biotech investors believe that psychedelic
medicine will experience a revival in the
wake of recent research studies as well as
some early signals of support from regula-
tors.
Last year, for example, the U.S. Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) gave Compass
a “Breakthrough Therapy ” designation for
its research into psilocybin for depression,
allowing legal clinical trials to start. The
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FDA also expedited the approval process
for esketamine, which is derived from the
anesthetic ketamine, because many patients
with depression don’t respond to normal
treatments.

Adding further legitimacy to the space,
Johnson & Johnson, the pharma giant, puts

years of investment into studying into the

benefits and potential side effects of esket-
amine. Its approval by the FDA represent-

ed the first new drug for depression in de-
cades, although the medical establishment
has stressed that more research is needed
to better understand the long-term use of
ketamine.

“A decision (like that) by FDA is the ulti-
mate signal for investors,” said Brad Lon-
car, a biotech investor with Loncar Invest-
ments, who specializes in cancer and rare
disease. “It shows that there’s a regulatory
path forward for this class of drugs, which
typically causes a flood of investment in
the area.”

r .

Others say that private investment in the
space needs to be coupled with research
into their social impact, as well as pro-
grams to support and guide patients.
“People are getting behind psychedelic-as-
sisted therapies because they are desperate
for real solutions that actually work, and
for many, this treatment does,” said Liana
Gillooly, a development officer at MAPS,
a non-profit investigating the therapeutic
uses of psychedelics, with an early focus
on MDMA as a potential treatment for
PTSD. But Gillooly said that funding needs
to be set aside for “safe contexts” for these
treatments to be administered, and not just
for-profit drug development.

ATAT’s funding, which totals $43 million,
comes from Michael Auerbach’s New
York-based Subversive Capital, but also
includes investors ranging from Apeiron
Investment Group, which is Angermay-
er’s family office; Bail Capital, a private
equity firm; and Efrem Kamen, founder
of the health care fund Pura Vida Invest-
ments. Prior investors include billionaire
investor Mike Novogratz and the Icelandic
businessman Thor Bjorgolfsson. (Courtesy
https://www.cnbc.com)
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