
US to boost Taiwan 
trade, conduct 
air, sea transits
WASHINGTON: The United States will boost
trade with Taiwan in response to China’s “provoca-
tive” behavior, the White House said Friday, as it
insisted on the right of air and sea passage through
the tense strait. A new trade plan will be unveiled
within days, while US forces will transit the Taiwan
Strait in the next few weeks, said Kurt Campbell,
White House coordinator for Asia-Pacific issues and
an adviser to President Joe Biden.

The statement came after Beijing raged at last
week’s trip by US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi,
launching its largest-ever military drills around the
self-ruled island. Taiwan has accused China of using
the visit by Pelosi, the highest-ranking elected
American official to visit in decades, as an excuse to
kickstart drills that Taipei called a rehearsal for
invasion. China views Taiwan as its own territory to
be seized one day, by force if necessary.

Campbell said Pelosi’s visit was “consistent” with
Washington’s existing policy and that China had
“overreacted.” Beijing used the pretext to “launch
an intensified pressure campaign against Taiwan to
try to change the status quo, jeopardizing peace
and stability across the Taiwan Strait and in the
broader region,” he said.

“China has overreacted and its actions continue
to be provocative, destabilizing and unprecedent-
ed.” In response to China’s drills, the United States
is reasserting its involvement in the area, while reit-
erating its policy of “strategic ambiguity”-diplomat-
ically recognizing China while simultaneously sup-
porting Taiwan’s self-rule.

‘Ambitious roadmap’ 
Campbell said the administration would continue

to “deepen our ties with Taiwan, including through
continuing to advance our economic and trade
relationship.”

“For example, we’re developing an ambitious

roadmap for trade negotiations which we intend to
announce in the coming days,” he said. Campbell
said that the United States would also reassert its
right to use international air and sea space between
Taiwan and China.

US forces “will continue to fly, sail and operate
where international law allows, consistent with our
long-standing commitment to freedom of naviga-
tion.” “That includes conducting standard air and
maritime transits through the Taiwan Strait in the
next few weeks,” he told reporters.

Campbell did not confirm what kind of deploy-
ment would be made to support the maneuvers,
saying he had no “comments about either the
nature of our crossings or the timings across the
Taiwan Strait.”

Taiwan’s foreign ministry thanked Washington
for its “firm support” in a statement on Saturday
that pointed to Washington’s “concrete action to
maintain security in the Taiwan Strait and peace in
the region”.

Criticizing China’s decision to halt cooperation
with Washington on issues including the fight
against climate change, Campbell said “we have and
will continue to keep lines of communication open
with Beijing.” The official noted that Biden and
Chinese President Xi Jinping have asked staff to
arrange an in-person summit, but he declined to
comment on reports that this could take place dur-
ing the G20 group meeting in Bali this November.

“We don’t have anything further in terms of
details on time or location,” he said. —AFP

RABAT: Mohamed gave up farming because of suc-
cessive droughts that have hit his previously fertile
but isolated village in Morocco and because he just
couldn’t bear it any longer.

“To see villagers rush to public fountains in the
morning or to a neighbor to get water makes you
want to cry,” the man in his 60s said. “The water
shortage is making us suffer,” he told AFP in Ouled
Essi Masseoud village, around 140 kilometers (87
miles) from the country’s economic capital
Casablanca. But it is not just his village that is suffer-
ing-all of the North African country has been hit.

No longer having access to potable running
water, the villagers of Ouled Essi Masseoud rely
solely on sporadic supplies in public fountains and
from private wells. “The fountains work just one or
two days a week, the wells are starting to dry up and
the river next to it is drying up more and more,” said
Mohamed Sbai as he went to fetch water from
neighbors.

The situation is critical, given the village’s posi-
tion in the agricultural province of Settat, near the
Oum Errabia River and the Al-Massira Dam,
Morocco’s second largest. Its reservoir supplies
drinking water to several cities, including the three
million people who live in Casablanca. But latest offi-
cial figures show it is now filling at a rate of just five
percent. Al-Massira reservoir has been reduced to
little more than a pond bordered by kilometers of
cracked earth. Nationally, dams are filling at a rate of
only 27 percent, precipitated by the country’s worst
drought in at least four decades.

Water rationing 
At 600 cubic meters (21,000 cubic feet) of water

annually per capita, Morocco is already well below
the water scarcity threshold of 1,700 cubic meters
per capita per year, according to the World Health
Organization. In the 1960s, water availability was
four times higher-at 2,600 cubic meters.

A July World Bank report on the Moroccan econ-
omy said the decrease in the availability of renew-
able water resources put the country in a situation
of “structural water stress”.

The authorities have now introduced water
rationing. The interior ministry ordered local author-

ities to restrict supplies when necessary, and pro-
hibits using drinking water to irrigate green spaces
and golf courses. Illegal withdrawals from wells,
springs or waterways have also been prohibited.

In the longer term, the government plans to build
20 seawater desalination plants by 2030, which
should cover a large part of the country’s needs.
“We are in crisis management rather than in antici-
pated risk management,” water resources expert
Mohamed Jalil told AFP. He added that it was “diffi-
cult to monitor effectively the measures taken by the
authorities”. Agronomist Mohamed Srairi said
Morocco’s Achilles’ heel was its agricultural policy
“which favors water-consuming fruit trees and
industrial agriculture”.

Key sector 
He said such agriculture relies on drip irrigation

which, although it can save water, paradoxically
results in increased consumption as previously arid

areas become cultivable. The World Bank report
noted that cultivated areas under drip irrigation in
Morocco have more than tripled.

It said that “modern irrigation technologies may
have altered cropping decisions in ways that
increased rather than decreased the total quantity of
water consumed by the agricultural sector”.

More than 80 percent of Morocco’s water supply
is allocated to agriculture, a key economic sector
that accounts for 14 percent of gross domestic prod-
uct. Mohamed, in his nineties, stood on an area of
parched earth not far from the Al-Massira Dam.

“We don’t plough the land anymore because
there is no water,” he said, but added that he had to
“accept adversity anyway because we have no
choice”. Younger generations in the village appear
more gloomy. Soufiane, a 14-year-old shepherd
boy, told AFP: “We are living in a precarious state
with this drought. “I think it will get even worse in
the future.” —AFP
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Drought tightens its grip on Morocco
Al-Massira water reservoir now reduced to a pond following successive droughts

WASHINGTON: The United States will boost trade with Taiwan in response to China’s “provocative” behavior, the
White House said Friday.

OULED ESSI MASSEOUD, Morocco: A herd of sheep walk over cracked earth at Al-Massira dam in Ouled Essi Masseoud village, some 140 kilometers (85 miles) south from
Morocco’s economic capital Casablanca  amidst the country’s worst drought in at least four decades. — AFP

UK economy 
closes in 
on recession
LONDON: Britain’s economy shrank in the
second quarter, official data showed Friday, as
the country heads towards recession under a
new prime minister. UK gross domestic prod-
uct dropped 0.1 percent in the April-June
period after a rise of 0.8 percent in the first
quarter, the Office for National Statistics said
in a statement. The Bank of England (BoE)
expects the economy to enter a year-long
recession by the end 2022 as Britons endure a
cost-of-living crisis with inflation at its high-
est level in decades.

“With May’s growth revised down a little
and June showing a notable fall, overall the
economy shrank slightly in the second quar-
ter,” said ONS director of economic statistics
Darren Morgan. “Health was the biggest rea-
son the economy contracted as both the
(COVID) test and trace and vaccine programs
were wound down, while many retailers also
had a tough quarter.”

Morgan said this was “partially offset by
growth in hotels, bars, hairdressers and out-
door events across the quarter, partly as a
result of people celebrating the Platinum
Jubilee” that marked Queen Elizabeth II’s 70
years on the throne. The ONS added that the
UK economy slumped 0.6 percent in June.

New PM 
Following Friday’s data, Finance Minister

Nadhim Zahawi said he was “determined to
work with the Bank of England to get inflation
under control and grow the economy”. But
Prime Minister Boris Johnson will not make
“major fiscal interventions” before leaving office
next month, his spokesman said on Monday
amid calls for immediate government action to
tackle Britain’s cost-of-living crisis. Johnson,
back at his desk after a five-day belated honey-
moon with wife Carrie in Slovenia last week, has
been criticized for being absent as the BoE last
week warned of recession.

His trip coincided with Zahawi also being
away on holiday, as the central bank hiked
interest rates by the biggest margin in nearly
three decades in a bid to stem surging infla-
tion. Johnson, who last month announced he
would step down on September 6 following a
slew of scandals, is set to hand power to either
Liz Truss or Rishi Sunak after a summer-long
Conservative leadership battle. Foreign
Secretary Truss and Sunak-Zahawi’s prede-
cessor as chancellor of the exchequer-have
clashed over how to address the crisis. —AFP 

S&P and Fitch 
cut Ukraine’s 
credit rating
WASHINGTON: Rating agencies S&P and Fitch
again lowered Ukraine’s credit rating Friday,
deeming that the war-torn country’s debt restruc-
turing agreement placed it one notch from default.
S&P cut Ukraine’s rating to “SD” for selective
default from “CC/C,” noting that a majority of
Eurobond holders agreed to defer debt service

payments by 24 months.
“Given the announced terms and conditions of

the restructuring, and in line with our criteria, we
view the transaction as distressed and tantamount
to default,” S&P said. Fitch, for its part, down-
graded Ukraine’s long-term debt from “C” to
“RD,” for restricted default.

The move came a day after Ukrainian Prime
Minister Denys Shmygal said most lenders had con-
sented to a pause for the payment of its $20 billion
(19.4 billion euro) debt until 2024.

Holders of about 75 percent of Ukraine’s debt
agreed to the pause, the finance ministry said in a
press release. A country is considered in default
when it is unable to honor financial commitments to

its creditors, which may be governments, interna-
tional organizations like the International Monetary
Fund, or private bond holders.

The “selective default” categorization is assigned
when S&P “believes that the obligor has selectively
defaulted on a specific issue or class of obligations
but it will continue to meet its payment obligations
on other issues... in a timely manner.”

A group of Western countries-including Britain,
France, Germany, Japan and the United States-had
already agreed on allowing Ukraine to postpone
interest payments on its debt last month, and had
called on other countries to join the effort. The $20
billion debt freeze is a new step in the effort to
financially support Ukraine during the war. —AFP

LONDON: In this file photo taken on May 12,
2022 a customer pays for his fruit and vegeta-
bles with a ten pound sterling note, at a trader’s
market stall in London. — AFP


