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SEOUL — South Korean President Moon 
Jae-in vowed on Monday to use his last 
months in office to press for a diplomatic 
breakthrough with North Korea, despite 
public silence from Pyongyang over his at-
tempts for a declaration of peace between 
the two sides.

“The government will pursue normaliza-
tion of inter-Korean relations and an irrevers-
ible path to peace until the end,” Mr. Moon 
said in his final New Year’s address before his 
five-year term ends in May. “I hope efforts for 
dialogue will continue in the next administra-
tion too.”

In his own address on New Year’s Eve, 
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un made no 
mention of Mr. Moon’s calls for a declaration 
officially ending the 1950-1953 Korean War, 
or of stalled denuclearization talks with the 
United States.

Mr. Moon held multiple summits with 
Mr. Kim, including once in Pyongyang, 
during a flurry of negotiations in 2018 and 
2019, before talks stalled amid disagree-
ments over international demands that 
the North surrender its arsenal of nuclear 
weapons, and Pyongyang ’s call for Wash-
ington and Seoul to ease sanctions and 
drop other “hostile policies.”

Mr. Moon is pushing an “end of war decla-
ration” as a way to jumpstart those stalled ne-
gotiations and his administration has hinted 
at backchannel discussions.

But North Korea has not publicly respond-
ed to the latest push, and the United States has 
said it supports the idea but may disagree with 
the South over its timing.

“It is true that there is still a long way to go,” 
Mr. Moon acknowledged, but argued that if 
inter-Korean relations improve, the interna-
tional community will follow.

Mr. Moon said his outreach to North Korea 
had been enabled by a large military buildup 
that helped make South Korea safer. “Peace is 
possible on strong security,” he said.

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic overshadowed the standoff with 
North Korea, as Pyongyang put the country 
into an unprecedented lockdown and Mr. 
Moon faced domestic pressure to tamp down 
the first major coronavirus outbreak outside 
of China in early 2020.

Since then, South Korea used aggressive 
tracking and tracing, as well as social dis-
tancing rules and a belated but thorough 
vaccination campaign to keep overall cases 
and deaths relatively low by global standards.  
— Reuters 
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TOP US infectious disease expert Anthony 
Fauci said there was still a danger of a surge 
in hospitalization due to a large number of 
coronavirus cases even as early data sug-
gests the Omicron COVID-19 variant is less 
severe.

“The only difficulty is that if you have 
so many cases, even if the rate of hospi-
talization is lower with Omicron than it 
is with Delta, there is still the danger that 
you will have a surging of hospitaliza-
tions that might stress the healthcare 
system,” Mr. Fauci said in an interview on 
Sunday with CNN.

The Omicron variant was estimated to 
be 58.6% of the coronavirus variants cir-
culating in the United States as of Dec. 25, 
according to data from the US Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

The sudden arrival of Omicron has 
brought record-setting case counts to 
countries around the world and damp-
ened New Year festivities around the 
world.

“There will certainly be a lot more cases 
because this is a much more transmissible 
virus than Delta is,” Mr. Fauci said on CNN.

However, “It looks, in fact, that it (Omi-
cron) might be less severe, at least from 
data that we’ve gathered from South Africa, 

from the UK and even some from prelimi-
nary data from here in the United States,” 
Mr. Fauci said.

Mr. Fauci added that the CDC will 
soon be coming out with a clarification on 
whether people with COVID-19 should test 
negative to leave isolation, after confusion 
last week over guidance that would let peo-
ple leave after five days without symptoms.

The CDC had reduced the recom-
mended isolation period for people with 
asymptomatic COVID to five days, down 
from 10. The policy does not require test-
ing to confirm that a person is no longer 
infectious before they go back to work or 
socialize, causing some experts to raise 
questions.

“You’re right. There has been some con-
cern about why we don’t ask people at that 
five-day period to get tested. That is some-
thing that is now under consideration,” 
Mr. Fauci told ABC News in a separate 
interview on Sunday. “I think we’re going to 
be hearing more about that in the next day 
or so from the CDC.”

US authorities registered at least 
346,869 new coronavirus on Saturday, ac-
cording to a Reuters tally. The US death toll 
from coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
rose by at least 377 to 828,562. — Reuters 
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JERUSALEM — Prime Minister Naftali Ben-
nett said on Sunday that Israel would offer a 
fourth dose of COVID-19 vaccine to people 
over 60 and to medical staff as it faces a surge 
in Omicron variant infections.

Israel last week approved a fourth dose of 
the vaccine developed by Pfizer and BioN-
Tech, a second booster, for people who are 
immune-compromised and the elderly living 
in care homes.

“We now have a new layer of defense,” Mr. 
Bennett said in a televised news conference, 
adding that Israel’s top government medical 
official, whose approval is needed to expand 
the booster campaign, had signed off on the 
latest move.

“Israel will once again be pioneering the 
global vaccination effort,” Mr. Bennett said.

Earlier, the Health Ministry’s Director-
General Nachman Ash said Israel could 
reach herd immunity as Omicron infections 
mounted and Merck & Co’s molnupiravir anti-
viral pill was approved for use in COVID-19 
patients over 18.

Herd immunity is the point at which a 
population is protected from a virus, either 
through vaccination or by people having 
developed antibodies by contracting the 
disease.

The highly transmissible Omicron variant 
has caused a wave of coronavirus cases, with 
worldwide infections hitting a record high, 
with an average of just over one million cases 
detected each day between Dec. 24 and 30, 
Reuters data showed.

Deaths, however, have not risen to the 
same degree, raising hopes that the new 
variant is less lethal, a view Mr. Bennett also 
echoed in describing the second booster as 
largely a bid to prevent serious illness among 
the elderly.

Daily cases in Israel are expected to reach 
record highs in the coming three weeks. Ben-
nett said that up to 50,000 people might soon 
be infected each day, while eligibility for test-
ing could be tightened to help relieve long 
lines at testing stations.

“The (infection) numbers will have to be 
very high in order to reach herd immunity,” 
Ash told 103 FM Radio earlier. “This is pos-
sible but we don’t want to reach it by means of 
infections, we want it to happen as a result of 
many people vaccinating.”

The head of the health ministry’s coro-
navirus task force, Salman Zarka, said herd 
immunity was far from guaranteed, because 
experience over the past two years showed 
that some COVID-19 patients who recovered 
were later reinfected.

Israel’s health ministry says around 60% of 
its 9.4 million population are fully vaccinated, 
almost all with the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine, 
which means they have either received three 
doses or have recently had their second.

But hundreds of thousands of those eligible 
for a third inoculation have so far not taken it.

Over the past 10 days, daily infections have 
more than quadrupled. Severe cases have also 
climbed, but at a far lower rate, rising from 
about 80 to around 100.  — Reuters 
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