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EU launches WTO case against 
China over Lithuania row 

Taiwan to give Lithuania and EU ‘the greatest solidarity and support’
BRUSSELS: The European Union angered China yes-
terday by launching a case against Beijing at the World
Trade Organization (WTO) for targeting Lithuania over
its stance on Taiwan. The move by Brussels was a further
deterioration in ties between China and the bloc, with a
long-negotiated investment deal already on the rocks
after both sides exchanged tit-for-tat sanctions.

The latest spat is over Lithuania, one of the smallest
countries in the European Union, which made waves in
July when it allowed Taiwan to open a diplomatic outpost
in Vilnius. The move outraged Beijing, which does not
recognise Taiwan as a state and considers the self-ruled
democratic island a rebellious territory of the mainland.

“Launching a WTO case is not a step we take lightly,”
said EU trade chief Valdis Dombrovskis in a statement.
“However, after repeated failed attempts to resolve the
issue bilaterally, we see no other way forward than to
request WTO dispute settlement consultations with
China,” he said. The European Commission handles trade
policy for the EU’s 27 member states and takes the lead
on conflicts at the WTO in Geneva, even if they involve a
single state.

By going to the WTO, the EU lent support to accusa-
tions by Lithuanian business leaders and officials that the
row has resulted in China blocking imports from
Lithuania and other economic restrictions. WTO arbitra-
tion is a slow-moving process, however, and any result
could drag out over a long time. The move yesterday
launches a 60-day window for the two sides to come to a
solution before moving the dispute to a panel.

‘So-called’ coercion 
Beijing responded bitterly to the move, calling accusa-

tions of the “so-called” Chinese coercion “groundless and
inconsistent”. “The issue between China and Lithuania is
a political one, not an economic one,” said Chinese for-
eign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian.

After weeks of investigating, the commission said that
it had built up a trove of evidence of Chinese restrictions.
These included “a refusal to clear Lithuanian goods

through customs, rejection of import applications from
Lithuania, and pressuring EU companies operating out of
other EU member states to remove Lithuanian inputs
from their supply chains”.

Reports have said firms in Germany, Finland and
Sweden have been pressured to cut off Lithuania from
their supply chains. Despite the evidence, Dombrovskis
said that the bloc would continue to pursue diplomatic
solutions to the feud, and has raised the problem with his
Chinese counterparts in recent weeks.

While China was a “vital partner” and “we value this
relationship”, “our relationship requires mutual respect”,
Dombrovskis told reporters. Lithuania welcomed the
“very clear message” that the EU “will not tolerate politi-
cally motivated economic coercion,” said Foreign
Minister Gabrielius Landsbergis.

Taiwan’s foreign ministry issued a statement giving
Lithuania and the EU “the greatest solidarity and sup-
port”. It said China’s “improper economic and trade
measures” had “troubled and repelled many countries”. 

‘Fix’ the name 
The row began in November when China downgrad-

ed diplomatic ties with Lithuania and stopped issuing
visas there in protest at Vilnius’s decision to allow Taiwan
to open the representative office under its own name. The
United States has signalled its support for the European
Union and Lithuania in the fight.

Reports said that Lithuania, at the prodding of
Washington, was considering renaming its mission to
Taiwan to something less provocative for Beijing.
Opinions are split in Vilnius. Lithuanian President Gitanas
Nauseda, who previously called the mission naming a
“mistake”, has urged the government to “fix” the name.
But the Lithuanian government on Wednesday said it had
no intentions of modifying the name.

Under the stewardship of former German chancellor
Angela Merkel, the EU has long pursued friendlier ties
with China. But this has proven harder to defend as
Chinese President Xi Jinping’s leadership turns more
centralised and hardline.

The relationship with Beijing grew even more compli-
cated a year ago when an EU-China investment deal
wanted by Germany was put on indefinite standby after
both sides exchanged tit-for-tat sanctions over the treat-
ment of the Uyghur Muslim minority in China.

Spurred on by the latest controversy, the EU is dis-
cussing draft regulation that would equip Brussels with
new powers to swiftly retaliate against efforts by foreign
governments to undermine the European economy and
businesses. — AFP
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Philippine economy 
rebounds in 2021 as 
COVID rules relaxed 
MANILA: The Philippine economy rebounded
stronger than expected in 2021 after a relaxation of
COVID-19 rules fuelled consumer spending and got
more people back to work, officials said yesterday as
they forecast a return to pre-pandemic growth this
year. Gross domestic product expanded 5.6 percent,
the statistics agency said, after a 9.6 percent slump
the previous year-the worst since World War II-was
fuelled by crippling lockdowns destroying millions of
jobs and forcing people to stay home.

The latest reading beat the median forecast of 5.1
percent growth expected by analysts surveyed by
Bloomberg. The surprising performance was driven
by a pick-up in consumer spending and construction
in the second half of the year as restrictions eased and
coronavirus infections fell.

“The door to our economic recovery is now fully
open,” Socioeconomic Planning Secretary Karl Chua

told a briefing. “We are optimistic that we will not
only recover to the pre-pandemic level in 2022, but
achieve the upper middle income country status.”
Even factoring in the impact of Super Typhoon Rai,
which devastated central and southern regions of the
country in December and left hundreds of thousands
homeless, the Philippines was “on track to rapid
recovery”, Chua said.

The main risk to the outlook was the emergence of
another variant of the virus, he added. Chua said a
change in the government’s response to COVID-19 —
from widespread lockdowns to more granular meas-
ures-and increased vaccination and hospital capacity
had enabled greater economic activity.

“Our efforts to safely reopen the economy allowed
more Filipinos to work and earn their income,” he
said. The government tightened restrictions across the
national capital region and other provinces in recent
weeks as the hyper-contagious Omicron variant
fuelled a record surge in infections.

Chua said the spike appears to be “of a very tem-
porary nature” and played down the impact on the
first-quarter. “Growth is sustainable and we believe
there is an opening for us to see a lower alert level in
the coming weeks,” he said. But Capital Economics
Emerging Asia economist Alex Holmes warned the
“overall recovery has a long way to go”. —AFP

‘Our relationship 
requires mutual 

respect’ QUEZON CITY, Philippines: Shop attendants wait for customers inside a dry goods market in Quezon city, suburban
Manila yesterday. — AFP


