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Biden approves Texas disaster declaration
following deadly freeze
ronmental Quality. He said 14.3 million people in 190 counties
were affected as of Saturday morning.
“I would have rather gone through a hurricane than this freeze,”
Jay Farrell, a plumber, told Reuters at his home in Houston.
Farrell said he has not been able to take showers and for days
has been using buckets of water from his hot tub to flush the
toilet. As Texas shivered in the dark during the freeze, he said
the temperature in his house dropped to 22 degrees Fahrenheit
(minus 5.5 Celsius).
In Houston, officials struck a more optimistic tone after power
was restored to most residents and with mass distributions of
bottled water under way.
“Things are looking up... We are headed in the direction of normalcy,” Hidalgo said in a video address on Friday. “Right now
it’s about shifting from response to recovery.”
Meanwhile, Abbott said he was convening an emergency
meeting with officials on Saturday to discuss the spike in energy
bills received by many residents following the power outages.

HOUSTON (Reuters) - President Joe
Biden approved a major disaster declaration for Texas on Saturday as the
state struggles with the fallout from
a winter storm that killed at least two
dozen people and caused widespread
blackouts and water shortages.

Millions of residents in the United
States’ biggest oil and gas producer
have had to contend with days of
electricity outages, and nearly half
of all Texans are still suffering from
disruptions to their water service.
Lina Hidalgo, the top elected official
in Harris County, which encompasses
Houston, said on Friday authorities
were reporting 10 deaths due to
hypothermia.
The action by the Biden administration makes federal funding available
to affected individuals, including
assistance for temporary housing and
home repairs and low-cost loans.
Biden is also weighing a trip to Texas
to survey the federal response to the
first new crisis to develop since he
took office a month ago. The White
House is working closely with Texas
Governor Greg Abbott, a Republi-

FINGER POINTING
The Electric Reliability Council of Texas (ERCOT), a cooperative responsible for 90% of the state’s electricity, has come
under fire after the power grid collapsed as demand spiked
during the freeze.
can who did not initially acknowledge
Biden’s
November
election win
Abbott
thanked the
president for
approving the
major disaster declaration, saying
in a statement
that it was
“an important
first step.”
But, he added, individual
assistance
had only
been approved for 77
counties, not
all the state’s
254 counties
as he had requested.
FROM RESPONSE TO RECOVERY
With all the state’s power plants back online, millions of Texans were finally able
to turn on the lights and heat their homes
again. However, outages persisted and
more than 78,000 homes remained without electricity as of Saturday morning.

With the weather set to improve and temperaSlideshow ( 4 images )
Abbott lashed out at ERCOT
last week, saying the corporation had told officials before
the storm that the grid was
prepared.
A lawsuit against ERCOT
was filed on Friday in Nueces
County court in Corpus Christi alleging the council failed
to heed warnings and take
action to address weaknesses
in the power infrastructure.
Separately, Texas Attorney
General Ken Paxton issued
civil investigative demands
to ERCOT and other power
companies regarding power
outages, emergency plans, energy pricing and more related
to the winter weather.
tures expected to return to normal in the coming days, the main concern has shifted from
power to water.
More than 1,200 public water systems have
reported service disruptions, many of them
leading to boil water notices, said Gary Rasp, a
spokesman for the Texas Commission on Envi-

In a statement on Friday, Paxton said the companies “grossly
mishandled” the weather emergency, and vowed to “get to the
bottom of this power failure.”
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We Have Become A Third
World Country
We are like a third world country. For
one week the winter snow blast has attacked us in Texas. Finally, we are in the
40’ s, which is still cold for those of us
Texans who have never experienced it
before. At one point, more than 1.4 million Houstonians’ homes were freezing
and without any electricity. By Friday,
CenterPoint Energy said that more than
99.7 percent of homes got their power
back.

government giveaways of water to the
people who needed it.
A lot of restaurants and small businesses, because of the lack of power and
water, have had to close for almost a
week. How can these people survive in
such a difficult time?

At such a critical time as this, we can
see that a lot of our infrastructure is really out of date. When we faced the severe
For the last couple of days, because of cold weather, especially for Texas, we
the city’ s water issue, we saw long just can’t make it.
lines of people lined up in front of super
markets for food and drinking water. The Times are very tough for a lot of us. We
efforts have included city and county hope the new administration will start a
new project to update our infrastructure lem. Then when the winter comes, we
here in Texas. We really need to take can solve the problem.
dramatic steps to solve the energy prob-
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Stay Home!										Wear Mask!

Coronavirus Cases Fall In 44 States

havior change, as people react to what
they see in the news and in their communities, but helped along by acquired
immunity due to widespread infection
plus targeted vaccination,” tweeted Natalie Dean, an infectious-disease expert
at the University of Florida.
The bitter cold and ongoing power
outages in Texas could force people to
huddle together indoors for their own
safety, which in turn could lead to new
coronavirus outbreaks.
COVID-19 variants — first and foremost, a British variant that’s more
contagious than the strain we’re used
to, and potentially also more deadly
— continue to gain ground, which also
threatens to drive cases back up.
But we’re managing to get cases way,
way down as those variants spread now,
and keeping that trajectory going while
ramping up vaccinations is the best way
to guard against another wave of infections, hospitalizations and deaths.
Related

Why Are COVID-19 Cases
Dropping So Fast?
Data: The COVID Tracking Project, state health departments; Map: Andrew Witherspoon/
Axios

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

The pace of new coronavirus infections
continued to plummet over the past week,
despite upticks in the already hard-hit Dakotas. This sustained drop in new cases is
unambiguously good news. If the U.S. can
keep it going, this progress will save lives,
make it easier to safely reopen schools
and businesses, and help minimize the
threat posed by more contagious variants
of COVID-19. The U.S. averaged roughly 82,000 new cases per day over the past
week — a 24% drop from the week before. Cases have been falling at about that
pace for weeks. New cases declined in 44
states. They increased in both North and
South Dakota. Nebraska also reported an
increase in new daily cases over the past
week, though it was driven largely by an
unusual one-day spike that may be a reporting quirk. This is the first time since

early November that the U.S. has averaged fewer than 100,000 cases per day.

Hospitalizations were down by 25%,
and average daily deaths fell by about
5%. On average, roughly 2,900 Americans are now dying each day from their
coronavirus infections.
There’s no easy, comprehensive explanation for this sudden improvement.
“I think the most likely explanation is a
mix of policy and individual-level be-

Four Reasons: Social Distancing,
Seasonality, Seroprevalence, and Sh
ots.

What’s behind the change?

1. Behavior: Have Americans finally got the hang of this mask and social-distancing thing?
“If I were ranking explanations for the
decline in COVID-19, behavior would
be No. 1,” says Ali Mokdad, a global-health professor at the University of
Washington, in Seattle. “If you look at
mobility data the week after Thanksgiving and Christmas, activity went
down.”

2. Seasonality: The coronavirus was
perhaps destined to decline this time
of year.

Behavior can’t explain everything. Mask
wearing, social distancing, and other virus-mitigating habits vary among states
and countries. But COVID-19 is in retreat
across North America and Europe. Since
January 1, daily cases are down 70 percent
in the United Kingdom, 50 percent in Canada, and 30 percent in Portugal. This raises
the possibility that SARS-CoV-2, the virus
that causes COVID-19, is seasonal. Last
year, a meta-study of coronaviruses such
as SARS-CoV-2 found that they typically
peak in the Northern Hemisphere during
the winter, with the most common peak
months being January and February.
3. Partial immunity: Is the virus running out of bodies? The coronavirus needs
bodies in order to survive and replicate,
and it now has access to fewer welcome
hosts. Fifteen to 30 percent of American
adults have already been infected with
COVID-19, according to CDC estimates.
Since people recovering from COVID-19
typically develop lasting immunological
protection for many months (at least), the
number of antibodies swirling around the
U.S. population may naturally constrict
the original coronavirus’s path forward.
America’s seroprevalence—that is, the
number of people with coronavirus antibodies from a previous infection—is not
randomly distributed across the country.
Instead, immunity is probably concentrated among people who had little opportunity to avoid the disease, such as homeless
people, frontline and essential workers,
and people living in crowded multigenerational homes.

4. Vaccines: The shots work. COVID-19
cases started falling in January, when almost nobody outside of the health-care
industry had been vaccinated. So vaccines
probably don’t help us understand why the
plunge started. But they can tell us a bit

more about why the decline in hospitalizations has accelerated—and why it’s
likely to continue.
The vaccines—especially the synthetic-mRNA vaccines from Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna—are highly effective
at preventing infection. But preventing
infection is not all they do. Among those
infected, they also reduce symptomatic
illness. And among those with symptoms, they reduce long-term hospitalization and death to something like zero. A
vaccine is not just one line of immunological defense, but several—a high wall
protecting a castle and, to fight the few
who bypass the wall, a group of castle
defenders holding vats of searing-hot tar
to pour all over the invaders. (Courtesy
the atlantic.com)
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Cakes in the shape of syringes are seen at the Schuerener Backparadies bakery, as the vaccination rollout against coronavirus continues, in Dortmund,
Germany. REUTERS/Leon Kuegeler

A Mexican paramedic helps a migrant family from Honduras, stranded on a tiny island in the river while trying to
cross the frigid waters of the Rio Grande from Mexico into the U.S., according to local media, in Piedras Negras,
Mexico February 17, 2021. REUTERS/Stringer

A Mexican paramedic (white cap) helps a migrant family from Honduras, stranded in a tiny
island in the river while trying to cross the frigid waters of the Rio Grande from Mexico into
the U.S., according to local media, in Piedras Negras, Mexico February 17, 2021. REUTERS/
Stringer

A campaign poster of U.S. President Joe Biden hangs on a tree at a migrant encampment in
Matamoros, Mexico February 19, 2021. REUTERS/Daniel Becerril

Paramedics check the body of a Honduran migrant child, who drowned while crossing the frigid
waters of the Rio Grande from Mexico into the U.S. with his mother and sister, according to
local media, in Piedras Negras, Mexico February 17, 2021. REUTERS/Stringer

Relatives carry the body of one of the female judges shot dead by unknown gunmen in
Kabul, Afghanistan. REUTERS/Mohammad Ismail

A resign Hawley sign painted on the street is pictured during a protest against U.S. Senator Josh Hawley
in St Louis, Missouri. REUTERS/Lawrence Bryant

Migrant children who are seeking asylum in the U.S. are seen at a migrant encampment in Matamoros, Mexico February 19, 2021. REUTERS/Daniel Becerril
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New Coronavirus Variants
Demand A Tougher Response

Illustration: Sarah Grillo/Axios
Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor
New, more contagious coronavirus variants
threaten the U.S. response to COVID-19
just as the best tools to fight it are becoming
available.
Why it matters: As our response to
COVID-19 evolves and improves with the
introduction of vaccines, so does SARSCoV-2 itself, with new variants emerging.
The next few months will demand harsher
measures to control the pandemic at the
very moment when exhaustion is peaking.
But new and more transmissible strains of
the coronavirus are circulating more widely
across the world, and public health experts
caution that, even with the beginnings of
mass vaccination programs, the public must
be more vigilant than ever in protecting
themselves and reducing the spread.
“This is the calm before the real storm. I
think the darkest days of the pandemic are
just ahead of us,” said Michael Osterholm,
who directs the Center for Infectious Disease Research and Prevention at the University of Minnesota.
“I think it potentially could get worse,” Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Disease, said
Thursday morning on MSNBC.
Details: The emergence of the new variants
has driven governments to reimpose some
border controls in an effort to stop their in-

COMMUNITY
ing almost enough to control the spread of the
original coronavirus strain and not enough to
control more dangerous variants.
• “There are essentially two separate
COVID-19 epidemics,” the National Institute for Public Health and the Environment
in the Netherlands reported last week. “One
epidemic involving the ‘old’ variant, in which
infections are decreasing, and another epidemic involving the (new) variant, in which
infections are increasing.”
• We don’t know for sure which epidemic
currently has a hold over the U.S., in part
because genomic surveillance here lags well
behind countries like Denmark or the U.K.,
meaning variants could be spreading under
the radar.
• But the more the coronavirus spreads, the
more opportunities variants will have to
crowd out their competition — or for entirely
new mutants to emerge.

tive at neutralizing the variant, though
the vaccine still provided significant
protection and the company said it
could develop a booster shot if needed.
Clinical results from the Novavax
vaccine trials in South Africa and the
United Kingdom have now shown
the vaccine to be effective against the
South African and UK variants of the
coronavirus. After weeks of uncertainty
and speculation, during a press conference just before midnight on Thursday,
January 28, the lead investigator in the
Novavax vaccine trial and dean of Wits
University’s Faculty of Health Sciences, Prof. Shabir Madhi announced that
their vaccine is the first that has shown
high levels of efficacy against the South
African strain of the coronavirus as
well as the UK variant.

troduction, while scientists are pushing
for more restrictions and hardier protective equipment.

• Germany last week proposed strict,
temporary bans on travel to the EU —
including EU citizens returning to their
nations — from countries where variants
are prevalent, like Britain.
• President Biden quickly instituted a ban
on travelers coming into the U.S. from
more than 25 countries, including all the
nations in Europe’s free-travel Schengen
Area — though the order does not include U.S. citizens, a loophole that minimized the effectiveness of earlier bans.
• In light of the more contagious variants, NIAID director Anthony Fauci
told NBC’s “Today,” it “makes common sense” to wear more than one layer
of mask. Even better would be an N95
medical-grade mask, but even a year into
the pandemic, supplies remain so low
that the CDC still says they should be reserved for health-care workers.
Be smart: We can simultaneously be do-

Infection level testing: California-based
Clear Labs today announced an automated whole-genome sequencing solution that
can determine the full sequence of a SARSCoV-2 infection in less than 24 hours with little hands-on lab work, compared to days for
many current techniques.
• “It’s very important to quickly find out if
there are changes in the virus that impacts response to the vaccine, and you’re not going
to get that from a PCR test,” says Jeff Field,
chief commercial officer at Clear Labs.
Facing the coronavirus and its variants:
Think of this next and most dangerous stage
of the pandemic as a three-sided race: more
contagious variants against the pace of vaccinations against our own willingness to endure
more social distancing. All indications are
that existing vaccines will remain effective
against the known variants.
South African Variant: One possible exception is the South African variant 501Y.V2.
Moderna reported this week that the antibodies triggered by its vaccines were less effec-

He said Novavax now plan to create a
vaccine that will include both the “original” virus and the South African mutation within the next few months.
“At the moment it is the only vaccine
showing objective efficacy against the
South African variant,” he said.
Scientists Are Very Worried About
The Variant From Brazil
Brazilian variant: Last Monday evening, Minnesota reported the first confirmed case of the P.1 Brazilian variant
of the novel coronavirus in a Twin Cities resident with a recent travel history
to Brazil.
• P.1 is one of four variants — mutated strains of SARS-CoV-2 that seem to
spread more efficiently than the original coronavirus — the CDC is watching with concern.
• That includes the B.1.1.7 variant first
identified in the U.K., which has now
been detected in more than 20 states
and which British scientists warn is
both more contagious and potentially
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more deadly than the original strain.
• CDC officials project the U.K. variant
could become dominant in the U.S. by
March, which would drive more cases
without a tougher response.
The concern with P.1 is twofold: Scientists don’t understand why the variant has
spread so explosively in Brazil, and the
variant carries a particularly dangerous set
of mutations.

Indigenous health care workers treat
patients last week at a campaign hospital set up in the Parque das Tribos
neighborhood of Manaus, Brazil. (Photo/J. Roriz/Bloomberg via Getty Images.)
The question is why is there a bigger surge
with P.1? Could P.1 be evading the antibodies made against the previous version
of the virus, making reinfections easier?
Could it just be significantly more contagious? Could both be true?
Reinfections are a serious concern for
several reasons. First off, like the variant
from South Africa, P.1 carries a cluster of
mutations along the surface of the virus
where antibodies — especially the potent
antibodies — like to bind.
“They are kind of the major targets of the
immune system,” said virus expert Penny
Moore at the National Institute for Communicable Diseases in South Africa and
the University of KwaZulu-Natal.
“So when we see a whole lot of mutations
in [those surfaces], it raises the possibility that the mutations might be conferring
immune escape.” That is, the mutations
are helping the virus evade antibodies or
escape recognition by them. In essence,
the mutations are providing the virus with
a type of “coat of invisibility.” (Courtesy
axios.com and https://www.npr.org/)

