
BRUSSELS: The EU and Britain launch the final
stretch of trade negotiations today after months of
bickering, hoping to dispel fear of failure by agreeing
a blueprint for their future. Britain left the European
Union in January, but the full economic effect of the
bitter divorce will be felt at the end of the year when
an 11-month transition period closes.

Britain dramatically shut the door on its 47-year
membership of the EU after a 2016 referendum, end-
ing a testy relationship marked by anti-EU euro-skep-
ticism, especially among older voters.

Going forward, relations between Britain and
Europe could be governed by a trade deal, but only if
negotiations currently under way deliver, which is
hardly guaranteed given still wide divergences.

Officials on both sides of the Channel are eying an
EU leaders video summit on Thursday as the de facto
last chance for a breakthrough. This gives negotiators
Michel Barnier and David Frost just four days and
nights to bridge differences that have remained
unchanged since talks began in March.

And this, in turn, might give the European
Parliament just enough time to ratify the deal for the
end of the year. “Logic and reason would all point to a
deal,” said one EU diplomat with a close eye on the
talks. “But if anything became clear in the past three
years, when it comes to Brexit, economic rationale and
pure logic are not enough to explain what’s happen-
ing,” the diplomat said.

‘Not great’ 
Failure would see Britain’s ties with the European

economy governed by WTO rules, slapping high tar-
iffs, quotas and other impediments to cross-Channel
trade that flowed unencumbered for decades. Today’s
British economy, the sixth biggest in the world, was
built on EU membership, with the London financial
hub and a tapestry of car plants and multinationals
enjoying access to the EU’s 450 million consumers

and complex supply chains. Given the danger, British
big business implored the government to find middle
ground and replicate the benefits of membership as
closely as possible, even if this came with the condi-
tion that the UK align closely with EU rules. 

But, when the pro-Brexit Boris Johnson became
prime minister last year, London went the other way,
asking for a zero-tariff deal on goods and services
that must, he insisted, leave the UK sovereign to make
its own decisions. With positions starkly apart, the
talks, led by EU chief negotiator Barnier and the UK’s
Frost, became bogged down on three core issues.

Fishing has been the least economically significant
but most politically explosive issue, with Europe eager
to keep open access to the UK’s bountiful waters.
Fishermen in France, Belgium, Denmark and the
Netherlands have trawled British waters for centuries,
but London wants the access rethought to satisfy
Britain’s coastal communities, which voted strongly for
Brexit. Belgian MEP Philippe Lamberts said, on fish-
ing, Europeans giving ground was “inevitable”.

“If there is no agreement, it will be dramatic; if
there is an agreement it won’t be great,” said the
Greens MEP, who sits on the European Parliament’s
Brexit committee.

‘Fall apart’ 
The other obstacle is the lack of faith from the

Europeans that once outside the EU single market
Britain will play fair in terms of competition rules,
even with a deal . This view sharpened when
Johnson’s government introduced a bill in parliament
that effectively ripped up the terms of the divorce
pact, potentially in violation of international law.
Under the trade deal, will British companies enjoy
easier rules on the environment or food safety only
to sell their goods cheaply in the EU, where their
rivals must abide by stricter measures?

Seeking to maintain what it calls a “level playing

field”, the EU is demanding that Britain make a com-
mitment to not backtracking on standards as well as
cooperating on how these evolve in the future. The EU
is also worried about how Britain will subsidize com-
panies, afraid that too much taxpayer largesse could
prove unfair towards firms in Europe, where state aid
oversight is strict.

To solve those problems, the EU is insisting that
the deal hold some sort of emergency mechanism, that
could swiftly inflict penalties if either side breaks the
terms. “Either the British accept and we then move on
to difficult negotiations on fisheries, or they refuse,
and we will then be out of time and the negotiations
fail,” a senior European diplomat warned. —AFP

UK, Ireland say breakthrough needed in talks this week

Post-Brexit talks enter crunch week 

Post-Brexit 
borders to divide 
EU, UK citizens
BRUSSELS: From January 1 British and
EU citizens will be confronted with the
reality of Brexit as the transition period
ends and borders done away with
decades ago return. From that date,
Britons will be treated by the EU as
“third country” nationals, no longer
enjoying freedom of movement to work,
study or retire across the European
Union and associated states.

Britain in turn will process EU nation-
als at its borders as it does other non-UK
passport holders. EU citizens proving res-
idence in Britain, or Britons already living
in a European Union country, before the
end of this year will theoretically retain
their rights under a Withdrawal
Agreement struck in late 2019. 

Tourists 
Tourists will see some immediate

changes — apart from the evolving
coronavirus restrictions already crimping
travel — but both sides have agreed that
travel will be visa-free, as long as the
other side keeps it that way. But the EU
will stop British passports being used in
its automated e-gates, potentially mean-
ing longer queues at manned passport
booths.  Britons must hold passports still
valid for at least six months and will be
limited to EU stays of 90 days in a rolling

180-day period. They will also need to
show travel insurance coverage, sufficient
funds and a return ticket on request.
Europeans entering Britain can use a
national ID card until October, after
which only passports will be accepted,
for stays of up to six months.

EU passport holders will be able to
continue using British e-gates under
current guidance. Those with criminal
records may be banned and non-
European family members of a European
may need a visa, depending on nationali-
ty. The UK treats Irish citizens separate-
ly from other EU nationals under a bilat-
eral arrangement dating back nearly a
century that allows continued freedom
of movement between Britain and
Ireland. Europeans will be able to keep
using EU pet passports as long as rabies
vaccines are up to date.

Business travellers 
Border control for business travellers is

one of myriad issues yet to be worked out
between the EU and the UK. In the EU,
Britons attending conferences or meetings
likely will be exempt from visas where
they do not receive payment or provide
services. However for other UK business
travellers, including posted workers and
the self-employed, a visa and/or a work
permit may be imposed in line with each
individual EU country’s laws. 

There will also be tax and social secu-
rity considerations. Certain services or
company ownership in those countries
may be off-limits to non-EU citizens or
residents or those lacking national

licences, and customs declarations may
be needed for goods carried in.

Without an EU-UK deal, Britain will
likely apply its current rules for those com-
ing from favored nations, meaning a visa
needed for work but not for short stays to
attend a conference or training. Those
same rules would require EU citizens with
a job offer to prove English-language skills
and a minimum salary dependent on
whether the position is skilled (26,500
pounds, equivalent to 29,600 euros or
$35,000) or a shortage occupation
(20,480 pounds, 22,800 euros).

From January, EU students going to

Britain will need a visa for courses longer
than six months, and will have to pay
steeper tuition fees — four times as much
for degrees such as medicine or MBAs in
prestigious universities. UK universities
fear that that hefty burden will force many
European students to choose EU institu-
tions — some of which are free —
instead, blowing a big hole in their
finances. They also say they are already
being shunned for research projects led
by EU universities. According to UK par-
liament research, there were 143,000 EU
students in British universities in the 2018
to 2019 school year. —AFP

Japan finds luring 
business from Hong 
Kong may be tough
TOKYO: Tokyo is on a charm offensive,
hoping to lure firms in Hong Kong
spooked by protests and a controversial
security law imposed by China. But the
city is proving a tough sell. “I want to
make Tokyo Asia’s number one financial
city,” Governor Yuriko Koike said in
October, as the Japanese capital opened
an information center in Hong Kong for
international businesses considering a
move. Tokyo’s courtship comes with
some concrete promises, including tem-
porary office space in the city for for-
eign financial firms that want to try out
life in Japan.

There are also a number of more the-
oretical incentives being floated, includ-
ing tax breaks, streamlined bureaucracy
and even a special economic zone like
Shenzhen, China’s Silicon Valley. In some
ways, Japan might seem an obvious
alternative for businesses looking to
leave Hong Kong: it is the world’s third-
largest economy, home to the Tokyo
Stock Exchange, and already houses
outposts of numerous financial institu-
tions and international firms.

But there are some serious stumbling
blocks, and competitors, that experts say

mean Tokyo’s hopes for regional finan-
cial dominance may be little more than a
pipe dream. For a start, Japan’s income
taxes are sky high, comparatively, top-
ping out at 45 percent against
Singapore’s 22 percent and Hong Kong’s
17 percent.

Low English fluency levels are also a
chronic handicap, as is the country’s
comparatively sluggish adoption of digi-
tal technology. Trade on Tokyo’s stock
markets was halted for an entire day last
month because of a “hardware failure”-a
glitch seen as unlikely to boost confi-
dence and bring new traders flocking.

Fierce competition 
Michael Mroczek, president of the

European Business Council in Japan,
said there were high hopes for new
Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga’s digiti-
zation and deregulation push.

But “there’s also a lot of skepticism
because there haven’t been a lot of
changes” over the years when similar
initiatives have been proposed, he
added. Japan’s particularly strict
approach to border control during the
pandemic-for months foreign residents
were not allowed to return even as
Japanese citizens did-has been seen by
some as “discrimination” and could also
be off-putting for tentative transplants,
added Mroczek.

Tokyo is also not the only Asian city
seeking to take advantage of a potential

Hong Kong exodus. Australia has
announced new visa opportunities for
Hong Kong students and entrepreneurs,
and officials have said they will be “very
proactive” in encouraging businesses to
relocate.

And while Singapore’s government
officially says only that it seeks a “stable,
calm and prosperous” Hong Kong, it is
probably the most obvious alternative
for firms, said Rajiv Biswas, Asia-Pacific
chief economist at consultants IHS
Markit. “Most international financial
services firms may already have a large

presence in Singapore, and therefore
may prefer to expand their existing
operations in Singapore rather than find-
ing another new location,” he said.

‘Wait and see’ 
There are still questions, though,

about whether an exodus from Hong
Kong is really on the cards, whichever
regional city stands to gain. “I wouldn’t
expect big firms to announce that they
are pulling out of Hong Kong complete-
ly,” Mark Williams, chief Asia economist
at Capital Economics, told AFP. —AFP

Questions as lab 
execs sell shares 
worth millions
NEW YORK:  Pfizer, Moderna, Novavax: exec-
utives at several American laboratories devel-
oping Covid-19 vaccines have recently pocket-
ed millions of dollars by selling shares in their
companies-raising questions about the propri-
ety of such a move in the midst of a national
health crisis.

On the very day that pharmaceutical giant
Pfizer announced preliminary data showing its
vaccine was 90 percent effective against the
coronavirus, its chief executive Albert Bourla
sold shares worth $5.6 million. There was noth-
ing illegal about this, Pfizer said: the sale took
place according to rules allowing company
heads to sell shares under predetermined crite-
ria, at a date or for a price set in advance, to
avoid any suspicion of insider training.

Under the same rules, several Moderna offi-
cials have sold shares worth more than $100
million in recent months.  That company has not
placed a single product on the market since its
creation in 2010, but the federal government
has committed to paying it up to $2.5 billion if
its vaccine proves effective. 

Moderna shares have soared from $19 at the
beginning of the year to a current level of $90.

The boss of Novavax, for his part, sold $4.2
million in shares on August 18, just over a month
after the announcement it would receive public
financing of $1.6 billion. Accountable US, a non-
partisan taxpayers’ advocacy group, has calcu-
lated that from the start of the federally coordi-
nated effort to develop vaccines on May 15 until
August 31, officials at five pharmaceutical com-
panies made more than $145 million by selling
shares. 

‘Legally questionable’ 
Executives at Pfizer and Moderna were

operating under a rule put in place by the
Securities and Exchange Commission in 2000
to allow company employees to sell shares
without facing insider-trading charges. It allows
them to set up a plan determining the trades of
their shares at a price, amount or dates speci-
fied in advance, but only when they are not in
possession of privileged information that could
affect share prices.

Once such a sale is planned, it cannot be
modified at the last minute, even if its timing
might ultimately raise questions. Still, this use of
the rule by Pfizer and Moderna appears “legally
questionable,” according to Daniel Taylor, an
associate professor at the University of
Pennsylvania’s Wharton business school, who
has been studying the big pharma firms since
the beginning of the pandemic.

“The question is, what did the executives
know at the time that they pre-scheduled the
trade?” he asked. Bourla, according to Pfizer, had
merely re-authorized on August 19 a plan for a
share sale originally authorized in February, “with
the same price and volume terms.” —AFP
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TOKYO: While Tokyo is capital of the world’s number-three economy and
offers attractive incentives such as tax breaks, it also has a number of
stumbling blocks Japan is hoping to lure businesses considering relocating
from Hong Kong, but it faces some tough obstacles, and competition.—AFP

LONDON: In this file photo taken on January 9, 2020, a video grab from footage broadcast by the UK
Parliament’s Parliamentary Recording Unit (PRU) shows Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (center)
reacting after his government won the vote on the third reading of the European Union (Withdrawal
Agreement) Bill, in the House of Commons. —AFP

In this file picture taken on March 25, 2017 an EU flag and a Union flag held by
a demonstrator is seen with Elizabeth Tower (Big Ben) and the Houses of
Parliament as marchers taking part in an anti-Brexit, pro-European Union (EU)
enter Parliament Square in central London, ahead of the British government’s
planned triggering of Article 50 this week. —AFP


