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Biden to nominate Nicholas Burns as ambas-
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WASHINGTON, Aug. 20 (Xinhua) 
-- President Joe Biden intends to 
nominate Nicholas Burns, a Har-
vard professor and veteran diplo-
mat, to serve as U.S. ambassador 
to China, the White House said on 
Friday.

Burns, 65, currently is an interna-
tional relations professor at Har-
vard University’s Kennedy School 
of Government.

He previously held senior po-
sitions in both Democratic and 
Republican administrations in his 
27 years’ government service and 
capped his career by serving as 
under secretary of state for politi-
cal affairs from 2005 to 2008, the 
third-ranking official in the State 
Department.

He was U.S. ambassador to NATO 
from 2001 to 2005, and before 
that he served as State Depart-
ment spokesman and ambassador 
to Greece. He also worked for 
National Security Council at the 
White House under then presidents 
George H.W. Bush and Bill Clin-
ton, according to the State Depart-
ment.

Biden also picked Rahm Emanu-
el, a former Chicago Mayor and 
White House Chief of Staff under 
former President Barack Obama, as 
ambassador to Japan.

Both nominations require Senate 
confirmation.

Afghan president vows to prevent in-
stability in country

KABUL, Aug. 14 (Xinhua) 
-- Afghan president Moham-
mad Ashraf Ghani on Saturday 
vowed to prevent instability in 
his war-battered country amid 
the intensified fighting and Tal-
iban's advance towards major 
cities.

"It is a matter of pride that the 
security and defense forces of 
Afghanistan have defended the 
country and ensuring harmony 
among the forces is my pri-
ority," Ghani said in his short 
televised address to the nation.

The president pledged that he 
would not allow further insta-
bility in his country.

"The Afghans are suffering 
due to the imposed war and I 
assure you to prevent the fur-
ther suffering of the people of 
Afghanistan and this is my historic responsibility."

President Ghani also said that he has initiated "consul-
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SHANGHAI, Aug 9 (Reuters) - China’s biggest online 
commerce firm, Alibaba Group Holding Ltd (9988.HK), 
on Monday said it had fired a manager accused of sexual 
assault, and promised policies to prevent sexual harass-
ment, but was blasted by state media for not acting until 
the accuser went public.

On Saturday, a female employee posted an 11-page 
account on Alibaba’s intranet saying her manager and a 
client had sexually assaulted her, and that superiors and 
human resources had not taken the matter seriously in the 
five days since she reported it. read more

Chief Executive Daniel Zhang said in an intranet memo 
that the manager, at the grocery delivery unit Neighbour-
hood Retail, had said he was involved in “intimate acts” 
when the employee was inebriated, and “has been fired 
and will never be rehired”.He said police were investigat-
ing the matter.

Reuters was unable to reach the manager for comment.

Later on Monday, police in the city of Jinan, where the 
alleged incident took place, said that the client was under 
investigation.

State media and online commentators were overwhelm-
ingly critical of Alibaba’s perceived delay in handling the 
incident.

The logo of Alibaba Group is seen at its office in Beijing, 
China Jan. 5, 2021. REUTERS/Thomas Peter/File Photo

Internally, on a group chat dedicated to the issue, staff 
have demanded justice and measures to prevent sexual 
harassment. A notice, on Alibaba’s workplace messaging 
app DingTalk, showed the group had more than 6,000 

Alibaba blasted by state media despite 
firing manager accused of sex assault 

members as of Sunday.

Report ad
The incident has also sparked internal 
discussion over the company’s culture, 
said an Alibaba employee, who was not 
authorised to speak with media and so 
declined to be identified.

The employee said Alibaba was facing 
heavy pressure from public opinion 
and there was a need for it to “scrape 
poison off the bone” - a Chinese ex-

pression meaning to remove a harm-
ful portion to save the whole.

Alibaba has faced the ire of both the 
public and authorities in the past year 
and a half. In April 2020, users of 
the eponymous microblog of Ali-
baba-backed Weibo Corp (WB.O) 
complained that critical reports on 
the platform about an affair involving 
a top Alibaba executive had disap-
peared.

Editor’s Choice

Players emerge from a cornfield to enter the “Field of Dreams” before the 
MLB game between the Chicago White Sox and the New York Yankees in 
Dyersville, Iowa, August 12, 2021. The specially constructed field, which 
seats just 8,000 fans, is located just yards from the actual field used on the set 
of the 1989 film. Jeffrey Becker-USA TODAY Sports

Antelope are seen at the Maasai Mara National Reserve in Narok County, Kenya July 16, 2021. 
REUTERS/Monicah Mwangi

People dance at Concourse Dance Bar, which requires proof of coronavirus vacci-
nation to enter, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, August 14, 2021. REUTERS/Hannah 
Beier

Bozkurt is seen from the air 
after flash floods swept through 
towns in the Turkish Black Sea 
region, in Kastamonu province, 
Turkey, August 14, 2021. At 
least 77 people died and dozens 
are missing after torrents of 
water tossed dozens of cars and 
heaps of debris along streets, 
destroyed buildings and bridg-
es, closed roads and damaged 
electricity infrastructure. REU-
TERS/Mehmet Emin Caliskan

A baby is handed over to 
the American army over 
the perimeter wall of the 
airport for it to be evacuat-
ed, in Kabul, Afghanistan. 
OMAR HAIDARI/via 
REUTERS

A boy injured after Saturday’s 
7.2 magnitude quake cries while 
being treated at the Ofatma 
Hospital, in Les Cayes, Haiti. 
REUTERS/Ricardo Arduengo
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The variant battle in the United States is 
over. Delta won. Correct? Not so fast.
Since late last year, the country has been 
overrun by a succession of coronavirus 
variants, each with its own suite of mu-
tations conferring slightly different viral 
traits. For much of this year, the alpha vari-
ant— officially known as B.1.1.7 and first 
seen in the United Kingdom — looked like 
the clear winner, accounting for the major-
ity of cases by April. In second place was 
iota, B.1.526, first seen in New York City. 
A few others made the rogue’s gallery of 
variants: gamma, beta, epsilon. Then came 
delta — B.1.617.2. It had spread rapidly in 
India, but in the United States, it sat there 
for months, doing little as the alpha ad-
vanced. As recently as May 8, delta caused 
only about 1 percent of new infections na-
tionally.
Today, it has nearly wiped out all of its ri-
vals. The coronavirus pandemic in Amer-
ica has become a delta pandemic. By the 
end of July, it accounted for 93.4 percent 
of new infections, according to the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention.
The speed with which it dominated the 
pandemic has left scientists nervous 
about what the virus will do next. The 
variant battles of 2021 are part of a longer 
war, one that is far from over.

Delta is sending thousands of people into 
hospitals every day and has knocked the 
Biden administration back on its heels. 
In a few short weeks, the delta variant 
changed the calculations for what it will 
take to end the pandemic.
Epidemiologists had hoped getting 70 or 
80 percent of the population vaccinat-

ed, in combination with immunity from 
natural infections, would bring the virus 
under control. But a more contagious vi-
rus means the vaccination target has to be 
much higher, perhaps in the range of 90 
percent. Globally, that could take years. 
In the United States, the target may be 
impossible to reach anytime soon given 
the hardened vaccine resistance in a siz-
able fraction of the country, the fact that 
children under 12 remain ineligible and 
the persistent circulation of disinforma-
tion about vaccines and the pandemic.                         
With so many people unvaccinated, in the 
United States and around the world, the 
virus has abundant opportunity not only 
to spread and sicken large numbers of 
people, but to mutate further. Some sci-
entists have expressed hope that the virus 
has reached peak “fitness,” but there is no 
evidence this is so.
Just as schools and workplaces were 
ready to hit reset and embrace a level of 
normalcy, indoor mask-wearing is back 
in much of the country, regardless of vac-
cination status.

Hospitals in states with low vaccination 
rates are struggling to cope with a flood 
of patients. At the same time, vaccina-
tion rates are jumping as the reality of 
the pandemic and the efficacy of the vac-
cines overcome fear, inertia and disinfor-
mation.
A Dangerous Brew
Several factors have played a role in the 
rise of delta:
Behavior. This is almost impossible 
for researchers to quantify. As infection 
numbers started dropping in mid-April, 
people began returning to crowded gyms, 
restaurants, ballparks, indoor theaters, 
dance clubs. The CDC said vaccinated 
people didn’t need to wear masks. Hu-
man nature took over. Only the hypervig-
ilant refused to behave as if the pandemic 
had ended.
Vaccine resistance. When the United 
States was reporting 3 million inocula-
tions each day, it appeared plausible that 
by July 4 the Biden administration would 
reach its goal of 70 percent of adults with 
at least one shot. But in May, the rate of 
vaccination slowed dramatically. As of 

today, more than 90 million people na-
tionwide who could get a shot haven’t. 
Tens of millions of children remain inel-
igible because the vaccines do not have 
approval for those age groups yet.
The delta variant itself. The rapid as-
cendancy to total domination is the 
real-world proof that this variant is dif-
ferent. For virologists studying the coro-
navirus up close, that difference remains 
somewhat mysterious. Scientists are rac-
ing to understand what makes this vari-
ant so successful. They are studying it in 
animal models and in petri dishes, and 
scrutinizing the genomes of thousands of 
closely related lineages. What’s most so-
bering to scientists is how the coronavi-
rus keeps getting better at jumping from 
person to person.

The original strain that emerged in Wu-
han, China, had an estimated reproduc-
tive number — an “R-naught” — of 
roughly 2.5. That’s the average number 
of new infections generated by each in-
fected person in a population without 
immunity or mitigations. Any number 
above 1 means that outbreaks will ex-
pand and spread. But the CDC and oth-
er scientists say delta has a reproductive 
number greater than 5.
The result is what the United States has 
endured this summer: viral explosion.
Although the greater transmissibility 
of delta is clear at this point, scientists 
are less certain about whether it has en-
hanced virulence — that is, whether it’s 
more likely to make a person severely ill. 
The evidence on disease severity is limit-
ed and largely anecdotal.
Stephen Brierre, chief of critical care at 
Baton Rouge General in Louisiana, said 
the onset of respiratory failure requiring 
ventilation seems to be more rapid: “This 
is observational and anecdotal at this 
point: They get sicker quicker.”
Emily L. Tull, a nurse practitioner in the 
covid unit at Willis-Knighton Medical 
Center in Shreveport, La., said that under 
normal circumstances, one nurse manag-
es two patients in intensive care. In recent 
weeks, Tull pointed out, “these patients 
are so sick they’re requiring one-on-one 
care.”
Patients are younger compared with ear-
lier in the pandemic, perhaps because 
fewer young people are vaccinated. Tull 

said health-care workers are “having to 
make the decision of do we start dialysis 
on a healthy 25-year-old?”

In Alabama, where about 43 percent of 
adults are fully vaccinated and virtually 
all 67 counties are reporting high levels 
of community transmission, health offi-
cials are seeing inpatient data support-
ing that “delta may be more harmful,” 
according to Jeanne Marrazzo, director 
of the infectious-diseases division at the 
University of Alabama at Birmingham 
School of Medicine. At the 1,200-bed 
UAB hospital, patients hospitalized for 
covid-19 are younger, the patients who 
have died are younger, and there appears 
to be greater use of a last-resort treat-
ment, called ECMO, that can mechani-
cally substitute for badly damaged lungs. 
The heavy use of ECMO “connotes tru-
ly serious systemic illness,” Marrazzo 
wrote in an email.
An internal CDC document, first dis-
closed late last month by The Washing-
ton Post, cited several studies from other 
countries showing that infections with 
delta are more likely to result in hospi-
talization. The document concluded that 
greater disease severity is “likely” with 
delta — one reason the authors said the 
agency needed to “acknowledge the war 
has changed.”

CDC Director Rochelle Walensky said 
Thursday that such research is prelim-
inary. She noted that the delta variant 
spread rapidly in a time when mitiga-
tion efforts such as masking and social 
distancing had been relaxed. That has 
led to many more people being exposed 
and made it difficult for researchers to 
disentangle the severity of the virus from 
important changes in how people are ex-
posed to it.

(Article Continues Below)

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

‘Goldilocks Virus’: Delta’s Power
Overwhelms All Other Variants

As Scientists Race To Understand
All Of Its Many Complexities

The delta variant is called the “Goldilocks virus” because it has the
right mutations to pass easily through humans quickly and infect

a number of people, per Nevan Krogan, a senior investigator
at the Gladstone Institute of Data Science and Biosciences.

COMMUNITY
(Article Continues From Above)

A Mystery Story – CDC Changes The War 
At the CDC, the war has indeed changed. 
The agency has often acted at the pace of 
an academic institution. It can be glacial in 
putting out new guidance. Delta forced it to 
accelerate its normal process when evidence 
emerged that vaccinated people with break-
through infections are spreading the virus. 
The agency changed its masking guidance-
without initially publishing the data that in-
cited the change.
A “full-court press” to understand the delta 
variant is underway at the agency and will 
continue “until we break this surge,” said 
one official, who spoke on the condition of 
anonymity because he wasn’t authorized to 
speak publicly on the matter.

Vaccinations remain key. All three vaccines 
with emergency use authorization in the 
United States are highly effective at prevent-
ing severe illness or death from delta or other 
variants. Vaccinated people rarely need hos-
pitalization for covid-19, the disease caused 
by the virus. Delta is spreading fastest in 
areas with low vaccination rates. Vaccina-
tion lowers the risk of infection eightfold 
and the risk of hospitalization or death 25-
fold, according to the CDC. But vaccinated 
people are getting sick, too. Delta appears 
to be slightly more capable than some other 
variants at causing breakthrough infections, 
which are usually mild to moderate cases 
that do not require hospitalization.
The rising number of breakthrough infec-
tions isn’t surprising: As the number of vac-
cinated people increases, and delta swarms 
the nation, it’s inevitable that the virus will 
sometimes sneak past the enormously robust 
shield of protection afforded by vaccines.
The recent Provincetown, Mass., outbreak 
that drew national attention illustrates the 

point. The people who flocked to the 
tourist town at the tip of Cape Cod were 
overwhelmingly vaccinated. Hundreds 
of people became infected, three-fourths 
of them with breakthrough cases. But 
the vaccines kept them from becom-
ing severely ill: Only four people with 
breakthrough infections were hospital-
ized. What alarmed the CDC were tests 
showing that vaccinated people with delta 
infections had viral loads similar to those 
among unvaccinated people. That sug-
gested vaccinated people could spread 
the virus.

The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention last month recommended 
people — vaccinated or not — don face 
coverings inside public settings. (Scott 
Olson/Getty Images) 
Walensky and Surgeon General Vivek 
H. Murthy have said in recent weeks that 
97 percent of people hospitalized with 
covid-19 were unvaccinated. A docu-
mentposted Aug. 2 by the White House 
stated, “Virtually all U.S. Hospitalizations 
and Deaths are Among Unvaccinated 
People.” The document cited that in Ohio, 
99.5 percent of deaths and 98.8 percent of 
hospitalizations were among the unvacci-
nated. But officials have relied on older 
data that does not capture the current im-
pact of the delta, Walensky acknowledged 
Thursday when questioned at a White 
House covid-19 task force briefing.
The Ohio health department, contacted by 
The Post, confirmed the numbers for the 
state but noted that the data covers Jan. 1 
to July 21. Walensky said she had been 
relying on data from January to June. 
The use of figures from early in the year 
skews the picture by including a large 
number of people sickened and killed by 
the virus before vaccinations were widely 

available. Walensky said Thursday that her 
agency plans to update the breakthrough 
data.            

Demonstrators gather July 24 outside a 
Livonia, Mich., hospital to protest man-
datory coronavirus vaccine shots for 
health-care workers. (Emily Elconin/
Bloomberg News) 
The uncertainty about breakthrough in-
fections “is disconcerting, and I think the 
reality is it’s humbling as a medical com-
munity,” said William G. Morice II, chair 
of the department of laboratory medicine 
and pathology at the Mayo Clinic.
“Even with the whole world being focused 
on covid, we still don’t truly understand 
the intricacies of the virus and its interplay 
with the immune system,” he said.
A Numbers Game
A Colorado county, perched on the west-
ern slopes of the Rocky Mountains, tells 
the story of delta’s swift spread. In early 
May, five cases of the delta variant were 
reported in Mesa County. The extent of the 
threat was still emerging, but public health 
officials urged residents to get vaccinated. 
They noted that only 36 percent of people 
eligible for a shot had been fully vaccinat-
ed. In late May, the county announced the 
first pediatric death from covid-19 — a 
child infected with delta and too young for 
a vaccine.
In late June, the Country Jam music fes-
tival opened. Public health officials sent 
a bus to administer vaccines on-site, and 
used signs and messages on the Jumbotron 
to warn concertgoers about delta.

By early August, there were nearly 900 
known cases of infection caused by the 
delta variant. Vaccines remained the best 
protection against severe illness, but about 
half of known cases were in fully vaccinat-

ed people.
The national numbers are similarly verti-
cal. The seven-day rolling average of cas-
es used by The Post showed about 13,000 
new cases a day July 1. On Friday, that 
figure topped 100,000, and there is no sign 
of the curve flattening. Deaths are rising 
sharply as well: The daily average jumped 
from 209 on July 6 to 489 on Friday, a 
month later.
Because the delta variant replicates so well 
when it gets inside human cells, the infec-
tious dose may be lower. Infected people 
may also begin shedding the virus sooner 
and in greater quantities. It’s a numbers 
game, and delta has numbers on its side. 
Rapid replication of the virus has probably 
shortened the period between a person get-
ting infected and becoming infectious, to 
perhaps two or three days rather than five 
or six.
The flip side is that the delta surge is ex-
pected to peak faster. A more contagious 
virus finds susceptible people quickly and 
burns through that “fuel” faster. This may 
explain why the United Kingdom and In-
dia have both experienced surprisingly 
swift drop in cases after recent delta surges.

People attend the Kaleidoscope Festival 
on July 24 in London, one of the first fes-
tivals in England since most coronavirus 
restrictions were lifted. (Justin Tallis/
AFP/Getty Images) 
‘Delta Surprised Me’
Human beings have never before seen viral 
evolution in such vivid scientific detail. Ge-
nomic sequencing technologies developed 
in recent years allow scientists to witness 
the evolution of a pandemic virus in real 
time, as one lineage evolves into another.
Scientists say the delta variant’s mutations 
look, at first glance, unremarkable com-
pared with the mutations in variants it has 
outcompeted. It lacks some of the immu-
nity-evading mutations seen in gamma 
and beta, for example. But one mutation, 
P681R, may play an outsize role in boost-
ing delta. The coronavirus requires two 
steps to get into the cell, akin to putting a 
key into a lock and turning it to open the 
door. Most of the mutations identified in 
the other “variants of concern” seem to im-
prove the key’s fit to the lock, said Vineet 

D. Menachery, a scientist who studies 
coronaviruses at the University of Texas 
Medical Branch in Galveston. The P681R 
mutation seems to improve how the key is 
turned, making it better at getting into cells.
The delta has mutations that affect other 
regions — and little is known about what 
they do.

Menachery said he regularly debates with 
people in his laboratory and other scien-
tists about the evolutionary potential of 
the virus. He describes this coronavirus as 
a “Goldilocks virus” — many things have 
to be just right for it to remain successful. 
A mutation that helps the virus enter a cell, 
for example, might come with an Achilles’ 
heel, making it less stable. That leaves the 
open question of whether delta is the fittest 
— that is, the worst — version of the virus, 
or whether it could acquire some new mu-
tations that make it even more formidable.
“Nobody knows what tricks the virus has 
left,” said Jeremy Luban, a virologist at 
the University of Massachusetts Medical 
School. “It’s possible we’ve seen all of its 
chess moves, or its poker tricks, but it’s 
got a very big complicated genome and it 
probably still has some space to explore.”
Like everyone else, scientists are wonder-
ing when SARS-CoV-2’s contagiousness 
will peak.

“Delta surprised me,” said Trevor Bedford, 
an expert on viral evolution at the Fred 
Hutchinson Cancer Research Center. “This 
doesn’t happen with an influenza pandem-
ic. It doesn’t happen with Ebola. It doesn’t 
happen with most other things.”
He knows it can’t keep evolving to become 
more transmissible forever. Eventually, the 
virus will hit a ceiling, he said.
“But it’s not exactly clear what that is.” 
(Courtesy washingtonpost.com)
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