
GENEVA: The World Trade Organization’s boss insist-
ed Monday that turning trade green was now urgent
business, with the WTO putting climate change at the
heart of its negotiations. The WTO is staging its first
meeting of trade ministers in nearly five years and
environmental issues are rocketing up the agenda at
the global trade body.

The European Union on Monday teamed up with
Ecuador, Kenya and New Zealand to launch a new
Coalition of Trade Ministers on Climate, in the expec-
tation that other countries will join the forum. And
diverse nations are already banding together in other
groups to try and find mutual ways forward on topics
such environmentally-sustainable trade and tackling
plastic pollution.

“Greening trade is urgent: climate change isn’t wait-
ing,” WTO chief Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala said after attend-
ing the new coalition’s launch on day two of the WTO

ministerial conference in Geneva. EU trade commissioner
Valdis Dombrovskis said the new group would try to
tackle the climate crisis in a fair manner through trade
policy. “Trade has to be part of the solution. It is an
engine of growth that can create new green jobs, reduce
poverty and support the transition to climate-neutral
economies,” he told the group’s launch.

Children’s future
Its ministers want to boost trade, and trade policies, in

support of sustainable development and the 2015 Paris
Agreement climate goals. A first meeting is planned for
July to work out the coalition’s next steps. Climate change
is not strictly within the WTO’s purview but the organiza-
tion - which is looking to revive its importance on the
world stage - wants to make sustainable development and
environmental protection among its core objectives. “We
need to profoundly change how we produce and consume

things if we want our children to have a sustainable,
peaceful and comfortable life in 50 years’ time,” said
WTO deputy director-general Zhang Xiangchen.

The WTO traditionally reaches agreements by con-
sensus, and some of its 164 members form groups on var-
ious issues to try and find ways forward — with climate
change being no exception. Several dozen WTO member
countries pledged in late December to intensify discus-
sions on plastic pollution, fossil fuel subsidies and envi-
ronmentally sustainable trade, in a move hailed as historic
by Okonjo-Iweala.

Fossil fuel subsidies ‘insane’ 
Australia’s WTO ambassador George Mina, who co-

chairs the Informal Dialogue on Plastics Pollution, said 72
countries were now on board. Mina said countries had
failed to tackle major environmental problems through the
WTO, but in recent months, “we’ve seen a significant ele-

vation in the profile, energy and focus” on such issues.
“Trade policy has to be a part of the solution on the envi-
ronment and climate change response,” he said. 

Co-chair Li Chenggang, China’s WTO ambassador,
added: “Plastic is an important basic raw material but the
leakage of plastic waste in the natural environment has
brought environmental pollution and harm.” At a press
conference on fossil fuel subsidies, Iceland’s Foreign
Minister Thordis Kolbrun R Gylfadottir said renewable
energy was “good business”, making economic and envi-
ronmental sense. 

“The fact that global subsidies for fossils fuels
exceed those for renewable energy should come as a
wake-up call for all of us,” she said. Meanwhile New
Zealand’s trade minister Damien O’Connor said subsi-
dies at a time when countries needed to reduce their
dependence on fossil fuels “seems somewhat contradic-
tory, if not insane”.— AFP 
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Ministers seek to boost trade in support of sustainable development

France promises
cash for urban 
vegetation 
PARIS: The French government announced 500 million
euros on Tuesday to encourage urban vegetation projects
to tackle high temperatures in towns and cities as a heat-
wave began to strike in the south and southwest. “The
government is going to encourage the development of
cool spaces in urban areas with strong support for local
authorities as they adapt to the consequences of climate
change,” government spokeswoman Olivia Gregoire told
reporters.

A total of 500 million euros ($522 million) would be
set aside for the initiative, she said. She also called for
“vigilance” as temperatures began to climb in the south
and southwest of the country, which is expected to bear
the full brunt of a heatwave later this week. Peak temper-

atures of more than 40 degrees Celsius (104 Fahrenheit)
are forecast between Thursday and Saturday, national
weather forecaster Meteo France has said, with the whole
of the country set to experience a hotter-than-usual spell.

“Faced with this significant, strong and early heatwave,
the government calls for vigilance,” Gregoire added, say-
ing the elderly, people living on their own and the home-
less were particularly at risk. School children and teachers
are also complaining about the impact of the hot weather
which is coinciding with end-of-year exams for many stu-
dents. A primary school teacher in Marseille told AFP she
had measured 30 degrees C in her class on Monday.
“We’re facing fully south and we couldn’t even open the
windows to get some air in,” she said.

Water use restrictions are already in place in around
a third of France-and utilities are urging farmers, facto-
ries and public service providers to show “restraint” in
their water use. The spring has been exceptionally warm
and dry so far, with May 2022 the warmest May since
records began. Under a 2015 law passed by parliament,
all rooftops on new buildings built in commercial zones
in France must either be partially covered in plants or
solar panels.— AFP

WTO floats fund to 
help net fishing deal
GENEVA: The WTO tried to net a long-sought deal
on curbing harmful fishing subsidies by promising
Tuesday an implementation fund it hopes will reel in
wavering developing countries. Negotiations have
been going on at the World Trade Organization for
more than 20 years towards banning subsidies that
threaten the sustainability of the planet’s fish stocks by
encouraging overfishing.

The global trade body’s leader, Ngozi Okonjo-
Iweala, wants to pull off a major coup by finally con-
cluding a deal at the WTO’s first ministerial confer-
ence in nearly five years, being held in Geneva this
week. There are hopes that a financing fund to help
developing countries implement the new rules may
help soothe lingering concerns.

“We’ve been discussing and progressively refining
this idea with a sizable group of members on both
sides-both potential donors and potential beneficiar-
ies,” Okonjo-Iweala explained. The idea is to provide
members with the means to build up their capacities to
integrate the new rules, involving adopting systems to
manage their fisheries and provide catch data. The
fund is targeting around $20 million in contributions,
with a starting amount of around $10 million-of which
$5 million has already been pledged.

‘Historic opportunity’ 
“While work is continuing on the last remaining

issues, we have never been so close to concluding,”
said Colombia’s WTO ambassador Santiago Wills, who
chairs the fisheries negotiations at the organization.
However, a Geneva-based diplomat said the financing
mechanism was helpful but was not a major issue in the
negotiations, which still revolve around the carve-outs
for certain developing countries and whether they
would apply to China and India. “It’s a nice thing to
have and will help in the implementation of the agree-
ment but it’s not going to make the deal-sadly,” the
diplomat said. “That would be an extraordinary deliver-
able for this week if we could actually get there,” but
“right now, people aren’t sure we’re going to”.

Special treatment for the poorest countries is wide-
ly accepted, but demands from some self-identified

developing countries for exemption from subsidy con-
straints, including large fishing nations like India, have
met resistance. New Zealand’s trade minister Damien
O’Connor is facilitating the fisheries talks in Geneva. He
told his counterparts that there was an “historic oppor-
tunity for the WTO to do something that will massively
benefit the world for many generations to come, and
that we simply cannot, and must not, miss this opportu-
nity,” WTO spokesman Daniel Pruzin told reporters.

Indian intransigence 
Besides fisheries, the WTO is trying to strike deals

on e-commerce, agriculture, food security, Covid-19
vaccine patents and WTO reform. Okonjo-Iweala
warned countries against trying to do trade-offs
between the different tracks. Agreements at the WTO
are reached by consensus, meaning objections from
any one of the 164 members can stymie talks towards
a deal. Okonjo-Iweala-who turned 68 on Monday-
took over as WTO director-general in March 2021,
and has staked her reputation on breathing new life
into the crippled organization.

“We all have dreams and sometimes not all of those
dreams can be fulfilled,” she said Tuesday. “My own
dream for my birthday is to get a successful ministeri-
al. “One or two packages passed... I think that would
do.” But several diplomats have indicated that India is
proving the main obstacle in securing any agreements
at the conference. —AFP

GENEVA: Ukraine’s ambassador Yevheniia Filipenko waits for the start of the opening ceremony of the 12th Ministerial Conference (MC12) at the
headquarters of the World Trade Organization (WTO), in Geneva. — AFP 

GENEVA: A man walks near a sign of the World Trade Organization at the WTO head-
quarters on the start of a four-day WTO Ministerial Conference in Geneva. — AFP

GIRONDE, France: Men are at work at a construction site in Merignac, outside Bordeaux, southwestern France, on
June 14, 2022 as a heatwave hits France. France’s weather service said a heatwave would hit southern regions from
late June 14, worsening a drought across much of the country that is threatening farm harvests. — AFP

Top energy producer 
Australia braces 
for blackouts
SYDNEY: Australians have been warned to expect
blackouts across the densely populated east coast on
Tuesday, as an energy crisis grips one of the world’s
biggest coal and gas producers. The Australian Energy
Market Operator warned there could be significant
power shortfalls in the states of Queensland and New

South Wales, which are home to more than 13 million
people. It also issued notices for a forecast of reserve
shortfalls in the states of Victoria, South Australia and
Tasmania. Newly elected Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese blamed the energy crisis on the previous
government, which was in power for nearly a decade.

“The consequences of the former government’s fail-
ure to put in place an energy policy is being felt right
now,” he told reporters in Brisbane. Albanese said “all
things are on the table” as his government examines
how to ease the crisis, which has dominated his centre-
left government’s first weeks in power. The Australian
Energy Market Operator spent much of Tuesday nego-
tiating with generators but an Aus$300/MWh ($208)
price cap left many unwilling to pump more power into

the system. It was also exploring the option of forcing
companies to generate more electricity, a lever it
pulled Monday to avoid blackouts in Queensland.
Australia is one of the world’s top three producers of
gas and coal, but about a quarter of the east coast’s
coal-fired power stations are currently offline because
of outages and maintenance. Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine has also seen export demand for Australian
gas spike, mopping up any potential surplus that could
ease the domestic shortfall.

The supply issues have been exacerbated by a
cold snap across the east coast, prompting calls from
electricity providers for households to conserve
their energy use. Energy Minister Chris Bowen said
Tuesday he had confidence there was enough supply

in the system to avoid loadshedding and blackouts,
as long as there were no further outages. But he told
Australians to “expect a bumpy winter” with low
temperatures, coal station outages, geopolitical
pressures and record east coast floods combining to
create the crisis.

Fossil fuels provided an estimated 71 percent of
Australia’s electricity last year, and coal alone 51
percent, government figures show. Energy expert
Richie Merzian of The Australia Institute said the
balance needs to shift to avoid these kinds of crises.
“As long as Australia remains dependent on gas and
coal, Australian consumers will be over the barrel of
global fuel prices influenced by events beyond our
control,” he said.— AFP 

GENEVA: Official delegates sit in the lobby at the head-
quarters of the World Trade Organization on the start of a
four-day WTO Ministerial Conference in Geneva.— AFP 


