
ROME:  Alison is normally an optimistic person
but she cried when her Christmas Eve flight home
was cancelled with just a few days’ notice. “I had
built this up in my head to be a much-needed
break and I have been feeling a bit homesick,” said
the 30-something Briton, who works as a live-in
nanny in Rome.

She is one of many left stranded when countries
around the world slapped travel bans on the UK
after its admission that an infectious new strain of
COVID-19 was spreading out of control.

Alison, who asked that her surname not be pub-
lished, had booked the trip home despite having to
self-isolate for 10 days on arrival in the UK, and
take a test before returning to Rome. “It was still
worth it for me to see my family for a couple of
days. My parents are elderly and have some health
problems which worry me,” she said. She is now
resigned to staying in Italy, and accepts her situa-
tion could be worse. “My employers have been
lovely-they even offered to find someone to drive
me back!” she said. “But it’s awkward for them too,
having an unexpected guest at what should be pri-
vate family time.”

My bad luck 
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced

new restrictions Saturday, blaming the quick spread
of the new COVID variant-a decision that swiftly
triggered a wave of travel bans. There were chaotic
scenes at German airports as arrivals on the last
flights from Britain were stopped and held while

they were tested for coronavirus.
Many other European nations also brought in

flight bans, as well as countries from Hong Kong to
India, Israel to Turkey. Beth Gabriel Ware, a Briton
who lives in Turkey, flew home earlier this month to
surprise her parents in Kent, south-east England-
but is now stuck. “It’s all gone wrong!” the 23-year-
old told AFP by telephone.

“I hadn’t been in the UK for about 10 months,
because I was so scared of this happening. I

thought it was safe. “It’s just my bad luck.” While
accepting that travelling in a global pandemic
brings its risks, she is annoyed at how quickly the
restrictions were brought in. “It’s inhuman not to
give people more notice. My boyfriend is out in
Turkey, I want to get back to him,” she said.

Extreme reaction 
Julian Elliott, a British travel photographer

based in France, is also angry after being stuck fol-

lowing a trip home for his grandmother’s funeral.
“It’s just ridiculous,” he told AFP from his father’s
home in Salisbury, south-west England. “It’s an
extreme reaction. Why don’t they just test people
at the airport? There are so many better ways to
handle this.”

Ewelina Macpherson, who has British and Polish
nationality, is due to fly home to Edinburgh from
Poland today and still holds out hope she will make
it. So far, she has not heard from the airline and
Polish authorities have said they are only banning
flights from the UK, not to the UK. “My mother is
terminally ill. Her time is very limited,” she told AFP.
But “everything is up in the air”. — AFP
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COVID travel chaos leaves
Brits stranded for Christmas

Countries around the world slap travel bans on UK over new virus strain

FRANKFURT: Police escort a group of passengers from the airport’s COVID-19 testing center to their gate at Frankfurt
International Airport in Frankfurt am Main, western Germany, yesterday, amid the ongoing novel coronavirus / COVID-19
pandemic. — AFP photos

LONDON: An electronic information display board shows
the “cancelled” status of flights, including those bound
for Dublin, Istanbul, and Munich among others, in the
departures hall at Terminal 2 of Heathrow Airport in west
London yesterday.

Brexit talks flirt 
with failure as
deadline blown
BRUSSELS: EU and UK trade talks
inched onwards under renewed pres-
sure yesterday as transport chaos
triggered by the emergence of a more
contagious variant of the coronavirus
in Britain complicated efforts to reach
a Brexit deal. Only 10 days are left
until January 1 when Britain will leave
the EU single market and customs
union and hopes of securing a new
arrangement suffered a blow as
another deadline went by.

EU and British negotiators
remained in Brussels, with talks still
blocked over the right of European
crew to continue fishing in Britain’s
rich waters, as well as concerns over
fair trade rules. Without a deal,
Britain’s links to the European Union
end at midnight on December 31 (11
pm UK time) with a new tariff barrier
that will sharpen the big shock of
unravelling a half-century of EU
membership.

A Sunday deadline set by the
European Parliament, which could
refuse to approve the agreement,
passed without an agreement being
found, leaving no time for MEPs to
ratify an eventual deal before January
1. “Political games from Westminster
have wasted too much time,” said
German MEP Manfred Weber, who
leads the conservative group in par-
liament, warning that members would
take their time and not “rubber
stamp” a text.

But Weber also said parliament
“will remain constructive partners”
and that “alternative procedures are
possible”-though what they were was
not yet agreed. As long as a deal is
found in the next hours or days,
European sources said this could
involve a provisional implementation

of a pact with MEPs having their say
in January.

Brexit ‘tragedy’ 
The talks in Brussels continued as

Britain was effectively cut off from the
world, after Prime Minister Boris
Johnson said a highly contagious
mutation of the virus was spreading in
the UK. The emergency left holiday
travellers stranded and blocked goods
crossing the Channel, presaging the
potential effects of a failure to secure
a last-minute trade deal.

“It’s a tragedy what’s happening in
Britain, and this Brexit is a tragedy, we
see it more and more every day,”
France’s EU commissioner Thierry
Breton told BFM Business, when
asked about the new outbreak. If
Britain “had chosen to remain in the
European Union... today we could
have helped them,” Breton argued.

With just days before negotiators
should head home for Christmas-
assuming the border reopens-a senior
UK government source on Sunday
said the talks remained “difficult and
significant differences remain”. “We
continue to explore every route to a
deal that is in line with the fundamen-
tal principles we brought into the
negotiations,” he said.

Britain intends to assume control
over its waters on January 1, but is
ready to allow continued access to
EU fishing fleets for a transitional
period under new terms.

UK negotiator David Frost wants
Britain to take back more than half the
fish currently assigned under the EU
quota system, under a three-year
agreement. The European side insists
the UK accept getting back only a
quarter of the fish quota-and that the
transition period should last six years.

Hubert Carre, head of France’s top
commercial fishing lobby, said that
this was already too much.

“We’re wondering whether a no
deal is better than a bad deal,” he told
BFM, accusing the British of being
“very greedy”. — AFP

A spokesperson wears a safety vest during a press tour of an overflow parking lot
for trucks after the Brexit transition period, in Hook of Holland, near Rotterdam har-
bor yesterday. — AFP

Pakistan signs 
$1.7 billion 
debt relief deal
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan has secured a $1.7
billion debt relief agreement to help offset
the financial headwinds sparked by the
coronavirus pandemic, officials said yester-
day. The deal, following months of negotia-
tions with creditors, will provide a morato-
rium on debt payments for large swathes of
the current fiscal year and help ease the
cash-strapped country’s massive financial
obligations.  

“The Government of Pakistan has suc-
cessfully negotiated and concluded
rescheduling agreements with 19 bilateral
creditors, including members of the Paris
club,” the country’s ministry of economic
affairs said in a statement.  The ministry
went on to describe the deal as “timely” that
will help save the “lives and livelihoods of
millions”. Pakistan’s economy was already
on life support before officials began shut-
tering large segments of the economy in the
spring as a range of lockdown measures
were rolled out to fight the spread of the
coronavirus. Prime Minister Imran Khan has
repeatedly called for debt forgiveness from

international donors as tax revenues
cratered, inflation soared, the currency was
devalued, and fiscal deficits widened.

Earlier this year the G20 and the Paris
Club agreed to waive most debt payments
for the world’s poorest countries in 2020, as
sweeping virus lockdowns upturned the
global economy. In June, Pakistan was
named as one of a handful of countries to
secure a moratorium on debt repayments
from the Paris Club in an effort to ease the

economic impact of the coronavirus crisis.
To add to the country’s woes, Pakistan

has also been facing growing questions
about the massive amount of debt it has
taken on in recent years through Chinese-
financed infrastructure projects. Beijing has
been steadily pouring cash into Pakistan,
investing more than $50 billion as part of
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor that
has upgraded infrastructure, power and
transport links across the country. —AFP

ISLAMABAD: Secretary Ministry of Economic Affairs of Pakistan, Noor Ahmed (left) and Yves
Manville (right), Deputy Head of Mission of the French embassy to Pakistan, exchange agree-
ment copies of the G20 Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI), in Islamabad yesterday. — AFP

EU gives green 
light to PSA, Fiat 
Chrysler merger
BRUSSELS: The European Union yester-
day gave conditional approval to the
mega-merger of car giants Fiat Chrysler
(FCA) and Peugeot Citroen (PSA), after
the firms promised to address competition
fears. The tie-up, which was announced
late last year and planned to be completed
in early 2021, will create Stellantis, set to
be the world’s fourth-largest automaker in
terms of volume, and number three in
terms of sales.

The combined company unites brands
such as Peugeot, Citroen, Fiat, Chrysler,
Jeep, Alfa Romeo and Maserati into a
global giant, each of which will continue
under its own marque. The European
Commission said the decision to approve
the deal came after it had carried out an
“in-depth investigation” over concerns it
might stifle competition.

“The approval is conditional on full
compliance with a commitments package
offered by the companies,” the commis-
sion said in a statement. Brussels was
worried the merger could affect Europe’s
lucrative market for vans, which are tech-
nically easy to manufacture but sell at
good prices. To assuage those concerns,
the commission said PSA would continue
an agreement with Toyota to manufac-
ture vans to be sold under the Japanese

brand in Europe. 
The statement said that the new firm

would also facilitate access for competi-
tors to its van repair and maintenance net-
works. “We can approve the merger of
Fiat Chrysler and Peugeot SA because
their commitments will facilitate entry and
expansion in the market for small commer-
cial vans,” EU competition chief
Margrethe Vestager said. 

“In the other markets where the two
automotive manufacturers are currently
active, competition will remain vibrant
after the merger.” Italian-American FCA
and France’s PSA said they “warmly wel-
comed” the decision by the European
authorities. 

The merger must still be approved by

shareholders at a meeting on January 4,
the companies said, with the aim of finaliz-
ing it by the end of the first quarter. The
tie-up is seen as crucial for the two groups
in light of heavy investments that must be
made in electric cars as the global car
market undergoes a major shift. Massive
global disruptions caused by the coron-
avirus this year had at one stage cast
doubt over the merger as automakers saw
sales and share prices slump. 

Fiat Chrysler in October said it
returned to profit in the third quarter,
doing better than expected as the market
recovered from the steep downturn. PSA
reported its sales had stabilized over the
same period, after a plunge of almost 35
percent in the first half of the year.  — AFP 

This combination of file pictures created shows the logo of Italian auto maker Fiat (left) and the
Peugeot logo. — AFP


