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Between The Rock 
and a Hard Brexit: 
New hurdle for EU
BRUSSELS: It has long been Northern
Ireland that has bedevilled efforts to negoti-
ate an orderly Brexit, but now another
British territory has emerged to haunt the
talks: Gibraltar. With the hours counting
down to Sunday’s summit to sign an accord
on overseeing Britain’s departure form the
European Union, Spain has threatened to
bring matters to a halt. 

“As a country, we can’t conceive that
what will happen with the future of Gibraltar
will depend on a negotiation between Britain
and the European Union,” Prime Minister
Pedro Sanchez said. “As a consequence,
today, I regret to say that a pro-European
government like Spain’s would vote no to
Brexit unless there are changes,” he told
business leaders in Madrid on Tuesday. In
Brussels, EU officials and diplomats from
member states are racing to finalise two
texts: the Brexit divorce agreement and a
parallel political declaration about future
EU-UK ties. 

The former has been approved by British
premier Theresa May’s cabinet and by the
European Commission. It is seen here as all
but ready and preparations continue apace
for Sunday’s signing. But Spain has a problem
with the text and wants it fixed. Briefly put,
the withdrawal deal does not explicitly state
that Madrid has a veto on future relations
between the EU and Gibraltar after Brexit.

‘Best endeavors’ 
In April 2017, when Brussels and

London began the marathon task of nego-
tiating the terms of Britain’s departure
under Article 50 of the EU treaty, the
guidelines were clear. “After the United
Kingdom leaves the Union, no agreement
between the EU and the United Kingdom
may apply to the territory of Gibraltar
without the agreement between the
Kingdom of Spain and the United
Kingdom,” the EU said. Now, however, the
formal withdrawal agreement on the table
appears to suggest that, after the 21-month
transition period post-March 29, relations
will be decided simply by London and
Brussels.

Article 184 of the deal binds the
European Union and the United Kingdom
to “use their best endeavors, in good faith
and in full respect of their respective legal
orders” to meet the agreed goals. This
seems to be enough for British negotiators,
who insist that the Withdrawal Agreement
covers Gibraltar. “The PM has been clear
that we will not exclude Gibraltar... from
our negotiations on the future relationship.
We want to get a deal that works for the
whole UK family,” a spokesperson said.
Spain is not convinced.

Foreign minister Josep Borrell has been
in Brussels this week pressing EU negotia-
tor Michel Barnier to remove the alleged
“ambiguity” of Article 184 and confirm
Spain’s de facto veto. European officials
are loathe to reopen the withdrawal text,
which coul stiffen resistance from British
anti-Europeans or allow other states to
pile in with last-minute special requests.
Instead, Borrell has suggested that lan-

guage on Gibraltar be included in the 20-
page political declaration on future ties
that will be approved alongside the legal
withdrawal treaty.

EU ‘working on it’ 
On Tuesday, Sanchez had a phone con-

versation with EU Commission president
Jean-Claude Juncker — who sees May on
Wednesday — and plans to talk to EU
Council president Donald Tusk. “We are
aware of the Spanish government’s prob-
lems and we are working on it,”
Commission spokesperson Margaritis
Schinas said. A strategic port on Spain’s
southern shore at the mouth of the

Mediterranean, Gibraltar — known by
locals as The Rock — has been governed
by Britain since the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht.

Many Spaniards living in the poor sur-
rounding Andalusia region commute into
Gibraltar to work. Since the Brexit referen-
dum in June 2016, Spain’s position on
Gibraltar has been through a series of evo-
lutions. Initially it said it would seek co-sov-
ereignty over it. Later it played down the
issue, but now — with Brexit day looming
— it appears to be trying to squeeze out
concessions. “It’s no surprise that we are
seeing the Spanish government raise issues
at the last minute,” complained Gibraltar’s
chief minister Fabian Picardo. —AFP

LONDON: A demonstrator, dressed as a dinosaur, waves a European Union (EU)
flag as they protest outside of the Houses of Parliament in central London on
November 19, 2018.  —AFP

South Korean 
workers in 
nationwide strike
over labor policies
SEOUL: Tens of thousands of workers
launched a half-day strike across South
Korea Wednesday, accusing the govern-
ment of rolling back pro-labor policies in
the face of deepening economic woes.
Some 40,000 of those who put down
tools — including some in the auto
industry — rallied in Seoul and 13 other
cities, the Korean Confederation of
Trade Unions (KCTU), a major labor
umbrella group, said.

An AFP journalist in the capital said a
crowd of around 10,000 workers gath-
ered outside the country’s parliament
wearing red headbands, chanting slo-

gans and waving banners, as hundreds of
riot police took positions nearby. The
KCTU estimated 160,000 affiliated
workers would join the walkout nation-
wide. A government move to introduce
greater flexibility to the country’s maxi-
mum 52-hour work week — to adjust to
fluctuations in demand — has particular-
ly angered workers. 

They are also calling for liberal presi-
dent Moon Jae-in’s government to deliv-
er on election promises to raise the mini-
mum wage from 7,530 won (US$6.66) to
10,000 won (US$8.85) by 2020. Earlier
this month, Moon sacked his top two
economic officials, as the world’s 11th-
largest economy struggles with slowing
growth, rising unemployment and per-
sistent income gaps. These difficulties
have hit the president’s approval ratings,
now at 52 percent — a drop of 13 per-
centage points over five weeks, accord-
ing to Gallup Korea. —AFP

SEOUL: Members of the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions attend a rally
calling for pro-labor reform near the National Assembly. —AFP

Libya sees 
currency 
stabilizing 
next year
TRIPOLI: Libya expects to end a long-running
liquidity crisis by early 2019 as a foreign currency
tax helps the official and black market exchange
rates converge at less than 3 dinars to the dollar,
the Tripoli-based deputy prime minister said. The
chasm between the two rates has enabled armed
groups and their allies to reap vast profits to fund
the conflict that has engulfed Libya since 2011,
when a NATO-backed uprising overthrew
Muammar Gaddafi after more than four decades
in power.

Meanwhile ordinary Libyans, reliant on imports
of everything from milk to cars, have seen living
standards crumble. Since 2014, Libya has had com-
peting governments aligned with rival armed fac-
tions based in the capital Tripoli and the east. The
internationally recognized Tripoli government
hopes its currency reforms will help restore confi-
dence in the economy and chart a way out of the
turmoil by putting the armed groups out of busi-
ness, a main goal of UN efforts to stabilize Libya.

Asked when the liquidity situation in the banks
would be normalized, Ahmed Maiteeg told Reuters:
“By the beginning of February, beginning of next
year, it will be part of the past.” Once the rates con-
verge and the supply of dinars and dollars is freed
up, Libya will begin reducing fuel subsidies that
cost the state up to $5 billion last year and have led
to rampant smuggling to neighboring countries,
Maiteeg said. He also said state oil firm NOC, which
has struggled to maintain oil fields amid funding
shortages and blockages by armed groups, would
get a development budget of $1.8 billion in 2019, as
the wheels of the economy start turning with the
flow of dollars. Other development projects would
also be restarted.

Between 2014 and 2017, the dinar fell by as
much as 600 percent on the parallel black market,
which has become the widely used benchmark, as
oil production see-sawed and trust in the banking
system collapsed. The official rate, used only by
some state companies, has remained at 1.4 dinars.
To bridge the gap, the internationally recognized
government in Tripoli slapped a 183 percent tax on
commercial and private hard currency deals in
September, bringing the effective official rate for
such transactions to 3.9 dinars. Together with a new
allowance that allows Libyans to withdraw up to
$10,000 annually using a credit card, this has
helped bring down the parallel rate to 5.30 from
between 6 and 7 two months ago, according to
dealers’ rates seen by Reuters.

Break even
The government expects the black market rate to

continue to fall as dollars continue to pour in from
the card allowance and as more import letters of
credit are opened. Spelling out details of the
reforms for the first time, Maiteeg said Libya would
nudge the effective official rate lower as the black
market rate dropped. “It will go down gradually
until it reaches the break even or the right exchange
rate,” he said. Libya used a similar mechanism to
devalue its currency in the 1990s. —Reuters

TOKYO:  Japanese authorities yesterday extended
Nissan Chairman Carlos Ghosn’s detention by 10 days, as
it emerged the car giant itself could face charges over the
alleged financial misconduct that laid low its once-loved
leader. The arrest of the millionaire auto tycoon, who is
credited with turning around the Nissan-Renault-
Mitsubishi Motors alliance, sent shockwaves through the
global car sector, corporate Japan and beyond.

Yesterday, several media reported that the Tokyo district
court had ordered the 64-year-old Brazil-born business-
man held for a further 10 days. Prosecutors are stepping up
their investigation over allegations that Ghosn under-
reported his pay by about five billion yen ($44.5 million).

Prosecutors had 48 hours after his arrest to either
press formal charges, release him or request this 10-day
custody extension to continue the probe.

Ghosn is being held in a detention centre in northern
Tokyo in conditions far removed from his flashy lifestyle.
“In principle, he will be all alone in a cell,” lawyer Ayano
Kanezuka said. “There is everything you need, heating, a
bed but conditions are spartan,” said Kanezuka’s col-
league Lionel Vincent. The crisis appeared to be going
from bad to worse for Nissan, as the Asahi Shimbun
newspaper reported that prosecutors believe the firm also
had a case to answer. Both Nissan and the authorities
declined to comment.

‘Too much authority’ 
Nissan’s board will decide today whether to remove

him as chairman. That would be a staggering reversal of
fortune for the once-revered manager, creator of the
three-way alliance which together sells more cars
worldwide than any other automaker. Ghosn’s fate
appears all but sealed after his hand-picked replace-
ment as CEO, Hiroto Saikawa, launched an astonishing
broadside at his mentor. He said “too much authority”
had been placed in his hands and lamented the “dark
side of the Ghosn era.”

Renault said it was sticking with the fallen manager
as chief executive but named chief operating officer

Thierry Bollore as deputy CEO. “This leadership guar-
antees the correct functioning of the Renault compa-
ny,” French Economy Minister Bruno Le Maire told
reporters yesterday. “The leadership of Renault is solid,
but it is provisional,” he added. He said he would meet
his Japanese counterpart today to discuss “prolonging”
the alliance.

After an emergency board meeting earlier, Renault
urged its sister company Nissan to share evidence against
Ghosn from a months-long internal investigation. It said it
was unable to comment on the charges without this infor-
mation. Paris and Tokyo have been scrambling to contain
the fall-out from the arrest. The scandal — the latest in a
string to affect Japan Inc. — wiped millions off the stock
value of all three companies. Nissan bounced back mar-
ginally on the Tokyo stocks exchange, after plunging fol-
lowing Ghosn’s arrest. Ghosn appeared to have some sup-
port on the streets of Tokyo. “I think this is someone who
was able to do what we Japanese, stuck in our ways, were
not able to do,” passer-by Yoshiaki Watanabe told AFP.

Merger plan report 
Ghosn was once the darling of corporate and popular

Japan — even having a manga comic inspired by him. He
has been the glue holding the auto tie-up together since
1999. He had a reputation as a workaholic and won the
nickname “Le Cost Killer” in France for his slash-and-
burn approach to corporate restructuring.

Under his stewardship, Nissan and Renault became
deeply entwined. Renault owns 43 percent of Nissan
while in turn the Japanese firm has a 15-percent stake in
Renault. Nissan has become the alliance’s key player how-
ever, posting sales of 12 trillion yen ($106 billion) last year
compared with Renault’s 59 billion euros ($67 billion). 

According to the Financial Times, Ghosn was working
on a merger of the two carmakers that Nissan opposed
because it feared the Japanese company could be rele-
gated to a secondary role. Jeff Kingston, director of Asian
Studies at Temple University Japan, told AFP that Ghosn
was “a victim of his own hubris and success.” “He tram-

pled on Japanese cultural norms with his flamboyant glo-
ry-hogging ways, and his massive compensation incited
jealousies and invited retaliation,” he told AFP.

Local media reported that Nissan’s representative
director Greg Kelly, who was arrested along with Ghosn,
ordered other executives to “hide salaries.” Some com-
pensation due to other executives reportedly ended up
going to Ghosn, although it is not clear how the scheme

worked. Public broadcaster NHK reported that Nissan
had paid “huge sums” to provide Ghosn with luxury
homes in Rio de Janeiro, Beirut, Paris and Amsterdam
“without any legitimate business reason.” Even when his
reputation was sky-high, he attracted criticism for a flashy
lifestyle at odds with traditional Japanese corporate cul-
ture and his salary — an estimated 13 million euros in
total last year.  —AFP

64-year-old Brazil-born businessman held for a further 10 days

Japan extends Ghosn custody as 
Nissan financial crisis deepens

TOKYO: In this file photo taken on October 21, 2009, Japan’s Nissan Motor President and CEO Carlos
Ghosn displays the new concept vehicle, the “Land Glider”, a tandem-ride ultra light-weight electric
vehicle with a narrow body, at the press preview of the Tokyo Motor Show. —AFP

Australia formalizes 
ban on HK bid 
for gas pipeline
SYDNEY: Australia has officially rejected a bid of more than
US$9 billion from Hong Kong giant CK Group for the coun-
try’s biggest gas pipeline company, saying it would be against
its “national interest”. The decision by Treasurer Josh
Frydenberg is the latest in a series of steps by Canberra

curbing Chinese involvement in key infrastructure projects
amid concerns over Beijing’s growing influence across the
Pacific region.

“The consortium led by CK Asset Holdings Limited (CK
Group) has been advised of my final decision that its current
proposed acquisition of APA Group would be contrary to the
national interest,” Frydenberg said in a statement issued late
Tuesday. “I have formed this view on the basis that it would
result in a single foreign company group having sole owner-
ship and control over Australia’s most significant gas trans-
mission business,” he said.

The announcement formalized a preliminary decision two
weeks ago to block the deal, which would have seen CK

Group pay Aus$13 billion (US$9.4 billion) for APA — owner
of 15,000 kilometers of pipelines representing 56 percent of
Australia’s total gas transmission system. Frydenberg sought
to soften the blow by insisting his decision was “not an
adverse reflection on CK Group or the individual companies”.

“The Australian government welcomes CK Group’s
investments in Australia and its broader contribution to the
Australian economy,” he added. But the decision is likely to
further increase tensions between Canberra and Beijing,
which already reacted angrily when Australia in August
barred Chinese telecom giants Huawei and ZTE from partici-
pating in the rollout of the country’s 5G network, citing secu-
rity concerns.  —AFP


