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PARIS: Europe’s top leaders tried to project a united front
when they met China’s Xi Jinping, but their desire to push
back against Beijing could prove difficult to put into prac-
tice, analysts say. Tuesday’s joint meeting in Paris between
Xi and Emmanuel Macron, Angela Merkel and EU
Commission president Jean-Claude Juncker was an innova-
tion of sorts. Xi usually prefers bilateral talks, but host
Macron, a fervent pro-European, was intent on sending a
message: that EU leaders were stronger together.

With Xi sat next to him at a press conference, the 41-year-
old French leader pointedly reminded his Chinese visitor that
“we expect our major partners to respect the unity of the
European Union.”  Steven Blockmans, a foreign policy expert at
the Centre for European Policy Studies in Brussels, told AFP that
the meeting should be seen as part of EU efforts to be more
assertive. “There is a feeling that member states need to come
together in unison to be able to stand up to China,” he said. 

The change has been sparked in large part by concerns
about China’s “Belt and Road” infrastructure venture, also
known as the “New Silk Road”, which has seen Beijing dis-
perse billions of dollars on investments abroad. The idea is
to improve infrastructure to link Chinese manufacturers in
the east to European consumers in the west along a route of
around 60 countries. But China’s push deep into Europe,
where it has snapped up strategic assets such as ports and
promised lucrative contracts for some of the bloc’s cash-
strapped economies, has sounded alarm bells. 

Days before Xi’s visit, the European Commission released
a sharply worded plan for balancing ties with China, warning
that Beijing was a “systemic rival” as well as the bloc’s
biggest trading partner. The list of European grievances is
long. The Commission raised the long-standing problem of
forced technology transfers, in which European companies
must transfer technology to China to win contracts. It also
outlined issues such as Chinese subsidies for its industrial
companies, which distort global competition, as well as the
closed public procurement market in China. European offi-

cials have long chafed at the bloc’s huge trade deficit with
Beijing-it imported 375 billion euros of goods in 2017 while
exporting just 198 billion euros. There is also mounting anxi-
ety about cybersecurity, particularly over new 5G mobile
phone technology from China’s Huawei that the US has
warned could be used for spying. “In my opinion, this is the
beginning of a long-term adjustment of EU-China relations,”
said Alice Ekman, head of China studies at the French
Institute of International Relations.

‘Being realistic’ 
Both Macron and Merkel insisted Tuesday on the need

for “reciprocity” in relations with China and a level playing
field regarding trade and business ventures. Last month, EU
lawmakers voted in new methods for screening foreign
investments in Europe which will limit China’s ability to buy
firms in the strategic technology and infrastructure sectors.

And last week, European leaders devoted time during a
meeting in Brussels to discuss their policies towards China-a
rare step that many observers saw as a belated awakening to
the risks. “I really think that Europe is getting its act togeth-
er,” said Philippe Le Corre, a senior fellow at the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace. This will be put to the test
next month when Chinese Prime Minister Li Keqiang touches
down in Brussels for another summit with EU leaders.

‘Carrot and stick’
But the problem for leaders such as Macron who want to

see a more coordinated EU strategy is individual members
states pursuing narrower national interests. “Overall there is a
very fractured, fragmented approach by EU member states vis-
a-vis China, at a bilateral and regional level,” Blockmans said.

He says members states have “old habits of trying to
strike the best deal they can with this rising superpower.”
One flagrant example was Italy’s decision to sign up to
Beijing’s “New Silk Road” infrastructure initiative last week-
despite scowls of disapproval from its EU partners. And

while Xi praised multilateralism and EU cooperation during
his five-day visit to Italy, Monaco and France, few expect
China to change course in how it deals with the EU.

“They like talking to countries individually-it’s not so dif-
ferent from (US President) Donald Trump-and they’ve been
shaping EU-China relations in that way,” said Le Corre. Just

days after the EU-China summit on April 9, Croatia will hold
this year’s meeting of the so-called “16+1” forum of Central
and European countries, which was formed by China. Many
European officials believe it is designed to split the EU. Of
the 16 countries which have partnered with Beijing in the
forum, 11 are EU members. — AFP 

Tall hurdles as Europe leaders
seek to close ranks on Beijing

China’s push deep into Europe triggers alarm bells

BEIJING: China has expelled former Interpol chief
Meng Hongwei from the Communist Party and dis-
missed him from his official positions, the country’s
graft watchdog announced yesterday. Meng, who
served as the vice minister of public security, vanished
in September last year during a visit to China from
France, and was later accused of accepting bribes. 

“Meng Hongwei has no party principles ... does not
report personal matters in accordance with regulations
... and refuses to implement the decision of the Party
Central Committee,” the Central Commission for
Discipline Inspection (CCDI) said in a statement. Meng
had used state assets to support his family’s lavish
lifestyle while abusing his position to get his wife
employment, the watchdog said, adding that he “illegal-
ly accepted huge amounts of property from others”. 

“Meng Hongwei seriously violated the party’s politi-
cal discipline and political rules ... seriously tarnished the
party’s image, seriously damaged national interest ... and
should be seriously dealt with,” the CCDI said. The case
has been handed over to the state prosecutor’s office,
and his “illegal income” has been confiscated, it added.

Long career
Meng, the first Chinese head of Interpol, had risen

through the ranks of the country’s feared security appa-
ratus. He had a 14-year career overseeing various top
public security bureaux in China, including the country’s
armed police force.  As vice security minister, Meng has
been entrusted with a number of sensitive portfolios,
including the country’s counter-terrorism division, and
was in charge of the response to violence in China’s
fractious northwestern region of Xinjiang. Upon his
2016 election to the Interpol presidency, there were
concerns by rights groups that Beijing could use the
organization to round up Chinese dissidents overseas.

But day-to-day operations are overseen by the
Interpol secretary general, though Meng presided over
the organization’s General Assembly and Executive
Committee meetings, where key discussions around
Interpol’s general policies and international coopera-
tion take place. Shortly after his disappearance last
year, Beijing informed the international police organiza-
tion that Meng had resigned as president, and that he
had been charged with accepting bribes.

Anti-graft drive
News of Meng’s sacking comes just a day after the

country’s former head of internet censorship, Lu Wei,
was sentenced to 14 years in prison for bribery. Meng
and Lu are part of a growing group of Communist
Party cadres caught in President Xi Jinping’s anti-graft
campaign, which critics say has served as a way to
remove the leader’s political enemies. 

In October, the country’s public security bureau
linked Meng’s detention to a broader initiative to
“completely remove the pernicious influence” of Zhou
Yongkang, a former security tsar who was sentenced
to life in prison in 2015 for bribery, abuse of power
and leaking state secrets. Meng was appointed vice
security minister by Zhou in 2004. More than one mil-
lion officials have been punished so far during Xi’s
six-year tenure. 

Meng’s wife Grace last week urged French President
Emmanuel Macron to discuss her husband’s case with
Xi during the Chinese president’s official visit to Paris.
In her written appeal, Meng demanded that her hus-
band be allowed to receive visits from his lawyers.
Since her husband’s arrest, she has remained in Lyon -
where Interpol’s headquarters is based - under French
police protection. She has also applied for asylum in
France and said she fears for her life and that of her
twin sons. — AFP 

China expels former
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Forest fire sweeps 
northwest Spain
MADRID: Firefighting crews aided by lighter winds
made progress yesterday in their battle against a
wildfire which broke out in northwestern Spain amid
unusually warm weather, officials said. Hundreds of
firefighters and soldiers backed by seven helicopters
and five water-dropping planes were fighting the
blaze which broke out on Monday near the village of
San Xoan de Laino in the northwestern region of
Galicia, the regional government said in a statement.

Officials evacuated two schools in the area on
Tuesday because of the advancing flames but the
blaze was no longer threatening built-up areas, it
added. A spark from a high-voltage power line is the
“most probable” cause of the wildfire, which was then
fuelled by strong winds, the vice president of the
regional government of Galicia, Alfonso Rueda, told
local television. Authorities in Galicia estimate the
blaze has so far ravaged around 850 acres (2,100
acres) of land, making it the worst wildfires since
deadly blazes hit the region in October 2017.

Firefighters said lighter winds had helped them get
the upper hand against the blaze although they cau-
tioned temperatures remained high. Temperatures are
forecast to hit 29 degrees (84 Fahrenheit) yesterday in
some parts of Galicia, which is heavily wooded in
native oaks and pines and has large areas of imported
eucalyptus plantations. Another three smaller fires
were active in other parts of Galicia which had so far
destroyed a total of around 140 hectares, including
one which affects a national park.

Last month was the second driest February this
century in Spain, according to national weather office
Aemet. Across the border in Portugal firefighters late
on Tuesday brought under control a blaze near the
central village of Oliveira de Azemeis which threat-
ened several homes. Some 400 firefighters battled the
fire at one point. Portuguese authorities warned that
all of mainland Portugal faced a “high” risk of wildfires
due to dry winds and drought conditions. — AFP 

Brexit votes: 
The options
LONDON: British MPs are set to hold a
series of votes yesterday on different Brexit
options in a bid to break paralysis in parlia-
ment on the issue. Three years after Britain
decided to leave the European Union, law-
makers have become deadlocked on how-or
even whether-the country should proceed
with its departure from the bloc. 

More than a dozen amendments cover-
ing an array of scenarios have been put
forward, with parliamentary speaker John
Bercow first set to choose which will be
voted on. Some build on Prime Minister
Theresa May’s twice-rejected divorce deal
while others offer stark alternatives-
including leaving without a deal and stop-
ping Brexit altogether. Here are the main
options being considered:

Customs union
Several of the proposals advocate

Britain remaining in the EU customs union-
likely after adopting May’s withdrawal plan
and its implementation period to the end of
2020.  Committing fully to the customs
union would end the dispute over her deal’s
provisions for the Irish border, ensuring it
remains open after Brexit. This option is
favored by the main opposition Labor
Party-alongside close alignment to the EU
single market-as well as cross-party
groups of MPs. But opponents argue it
would hinder Britain’s ability to strike trade
deals with countries around the world, and

the Conservative Party manifesto vowed
Britain would leave the customs union.

Norwegian model 
Although outside the EU, energy-rich

Norway is in the European Economic Area
(EEA) - alongside Iceland and
Liechtenstein-meaning they benefit from
membership of the single market but do not
have a say in the making of its rules. They
must also allow the free movement of
goods, capital, services and people-the
EU’s four freedoms-with member states.
However, they are not in the customs union.
Some British lawmakers pushing this
approach have also proposed that London
adds comprehensive customs arrangements
with the EU, in a plan dubbed “Common
Market 2.0”. Its advantages are Britain’s
large services sector-including the financial
hub in the capital-would be undisturbed,
while goods trade, including across the
contentious Irish border, could continue
unimpeded. But critics say it would leave
Britain hostage to EU rules, and also fall
foul of the promise of the Brexit campaign
to limit immigration.

Second Brexit referendum 
Many Remain-backing MPs see a sec-

ond referendum as the most viable path
towards preventing Brexit, while others
believe it could simply break the stalemate.
However, there has never been clarity over
what the referendum would ask, other than
the cross-party People’s Vote campaign
insisting that staying in the EU must be one
of the choices. A compromise put forward
by some Labor MPs calls only for “a con-
firmatory public vote” on any government

deal reached with the EU-including the
prime minister’s current plan. That could
garner more support than a vote earlier
this month when a majority of MPs reject-
ed postponing the Brexit date in order to
hold another referendum.

Cancel Brexit 
The most dramatic option would be to

cancel Brexit altogether by revoking Article
50, the departure mechanism that set a
two-year clock ticking down to March 29,
Britain’s original exit day. With two of the
amendments urging this measure to avoid a

no-deal departure, Bercow may give MPs
the chance to vote on the option.

No-deal 
If no alternative course can be agreed,

Britain will default to “third country” status with
the EU as early as April 12, with trade relations
run on World Trade Organization (WTO) rules.
This involves tariffs and increased barriers that
could disrupt the seamless supply chains that
connect Britain and the EU. Lawmakers have
already voted overwhelmingly to reject this
option, meaning the speaker is doubtful to pick
a new amendment again calling for it.— AFP 

PARIS: Chinese President Xi Jinping (left) meets French senators as he is received by President of the French Senate
Gerard Larcher at the French Senate in Paris, as part of his three-day state visit to France. — AFP 

Trump’s 
administration 
puts Obamacare 
in crosshairs
WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump’s adminis-
tration vowed Tuesday to see Obamacare-a massive, but
controversial reform intended to bring health care to more
Americans-struck down. Top Trump advisor Kellyanne
Conway said the policy, which became law after a fierce
legislative battle under then president Barack Obama, had
failed. “It wasn’t the magical elixir for Americans,” she told
reporters.

Conway was speaking after Trump’s Justice
Department announced an abrupt escalation in the admin-
istration’s push against Obamacare by siding with a Texas
federal court ruling that declared the health care law
unconstitutional. The department had previously said it
backed parts of the law. But in its new position, it said that
it sided fully with the December ruling made by Judge
Reed O’Connor following a lawsuit brought by conserva-
tive states.

That ruling is currently being appealed and the result-
ing impasse looks increasingly likely to end up in the
Supreme Court-putting a politically radioactive issue cen-
ter stage as the country moves towards the 2020 presi-
dential election. Obamacare, formally called the Affordable
Care Act, was one of the most consequential healthcare
measures in US history. At the heart of the law was a man-
date that Americans buy health insurance, while also forc-
ing insurance companies to accept all applicants, even if
they have pre-existing health conditions.

Democrats saw the law as a historic step to getting tens
of millions of Americans who had no health coverage to
participate in what is a highly uneven and often inaccessi-
ble system. Republicans, on the other hand, attacked the
law from the start-especially the mandate on buying insur-
ance-as government overreach. A penalty that the law
originally imposed on anyone failing to get insurance has
already been repealed by Congress.

Pre-existing conditions protection? 
Conway stressed that again Tuesday, saying the mandate

is “not America.” Health care “is one of the most intimate
aspects of your life,” she said. But she denied warnings from
Democrats that scrapping Obamacare will once more allow
insurance companies to reject applicants depending on their
state of health-a practice that pushes huge numbers of peo-
ple to get by with no medical coverage at all.

“We have to make sure that pre-existing conditions are
protected,” she said. And Trump, speaking to reporters
before a meeting with congressional Republicans, insisted
that he wanted alternatives to Obamacare, rather than merely
scrapping the law. “The Republican Party will soon be known
as the party of health care. You watch,” he said. Democrats
reacted with anger to the administration’s latest move.
“Tonight in federal court, the Trump Administration decid-
ed not only to try to destroy protections for Americans liv-
ing with pre-existing conditions, but to declare all-out war
on the health care of the American people,” said House
Speaker Nancy Pelosi on Monday. “Democrats will contin-
ue to fight relentlessly to protect people with pre-existing
conditions and to deliver lower health costs and prescrip-
tion drug prices for every American,” she added. In 2012,
five of the nine Supreme Court justices upheld the law. All
five remain on the court. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump speaks to
reporters before a meeting with Senate Republicans on
Capitol Hill in Washington, DC. — AFP 

LONDON: Union flags flutter on a souvenir stand near the Houses of Parliament in
Westminster, central London yesterday. — AFP 


