
GENEVA: Talks at the World Trade Organization
were going deep into overtime on Thursday with
countries trying to thrash out an over-arching deal
encompassing food security, fishing and combat-
ing COVID-19. With ministers struggling to con-
clude agreements on each separate topic, coun-
tries were going round the clock making tit-for-
tat trade-offs which, they hope, could see several
measures go through as one package.

Ministers from the global trade body’s 164
members have been talking since Sunday at the
WTO’s headquarters in Geneva, in their first con-
ference since Dec 2017. They added a fifth day of
talks to try to break the deadlock - and prove the
organization has a role in tackling big global chal-
lenges. But despite working on through
Wednesday night, even Thursday’s negotiations
were going past their scheduled deadline.

All  the delegation
chiefs were set to meet
from 5:00 pm (1500
GMT) to try and finalize
a conclusion based on
progress made in
Thursday’s frantic talks.
“We are still optimistic
that we can have some
really positive outcomes,”
New Zealand’s trade min-
ister Damien O’Connor
told AFP as the daytime
sessions started. “There is a lot of commitment to
try and move things forward and it’s encouraging.

‘On the march’
EU trade commissioner Valdis Dombrovskis

tweeted he was “on the march” towards a final
agreement that was now “getting closer”.
Honduras’s WTO ambassador said ministers were
“working towards a result not seen in many years
in the WTO”, adding: “success is mandatory”.
“We’ll be in there until the last hour,” another
Geneva-based diplomat told reporters. “We

remain committed to seeing what we can deliver
from this.”

The WTO only takes decisions by consensus
among all its members, making deals all the harder
to hammer out. Ministers have been trying to
secure deals on curbing harmful fishing subsidies;
temporarily waiving COVID-19 vaccine patents;
food security; agriculture; e-commerce; the
WTO’s response to pandemics; and reform of the
organization itself.

Countries hit a brick wall late Wednesday trying
to secure each separate deal on its own merits, so
they spent the night horse-trading to try to keep
them all  afloat in some format. US Trade
Representative Katherine Tai and others tweeted
pictures of first light emerging over Lake Geneva.
Giant trays of sandwiches kept delegates going
through the night after they finished all the fruit

juice in the building.
“They’re looking at a
broad package: what can
be achieved, trade-offs in
different areas,” a Geneva
trade official  told
reporters. “We’re into the
real bargaining part of the
meeting. This is where all
the action is happening.”

Fisheries exemption
WTO chief Ngozi

Okonjo-Iweala, who took over in March 2021, has
hinged her leadership on breathing new life into
the sclerotic organization. The former foreign and
finance minister of Nigeria is hoping to pull off a
coup by finalizing a long-sought deal on curbing
harmful fishing subsidies. Negotiations towards
banning subsidies that encourage overfishing and
threaten the sustainability of the planet’s fish
stocks have been going on at the WTO for more
than two decades.

But India has been pushing for a 25-year
exemption - far longer than many countries are

comfortable with. Some diplomats have accused
India of being intransigent across the board.
“India has always been a reluctant trading part-
ner,” said Harsh V Pant, an international relations
professor at King’s College London university’s
India Institute. “India feels that it has more room
today than it had in the past. It has a greater
future potential and feels that it is in a geopolitical
sweet spot where everyone wants to befriend it -
and it can use that as leverage,” he told AFP.

E-commerce wrangle
Ministers have been arguing over whether to

extend the moratorium on imposing customs
duties on electronic transactions, in place since
1998. But India and South Africa say it has a neg-
ative impact, with Pakistan, Indonesia and Sri
Lanka also skeptical. WTO deputy director-gen-
eral Anabel Gonzalez said there were “intense
negotiations” going on in a packed room.

“It’s difficult, but I am hopeful,” she said. The
United States told an earlier e-commerce meeting
that the moratorium had supported the growth of
digital commerce, which had provided an “eco-
nomic lifeline” during the COVID-19 pandemic,
according to a Geneva trade official.  —AFP

Migrants sent
$605bn in 2021,
more by mobile 
ROME: Migrant workers sent home an estimat-
ed $605 billion to low- and middle-income
countries last year, a UN study said Thursday,
boosted by an increase in payments sent via
mobile phones. Global remittances rose 8.6
percent compared to 2020 and are projected
to grow to $630 billion in 2022, according to
the International Fund for Agricultural
Development (IFAD).

Such payments are a major source of income
for many low-income households, with around
800 million family members expected to benefit
in 2022. Between now and 2030, global remit-
tances will amount to $5.4 trillion, the equivalent
of twice the GDP of Africa in 2021, IFAD has
estimated. “Remittances lift people out of pover-
ty, put food on the table, pay for education, cover
health expenses, allow housing investments and
many other family goals beyond consumption,”
IFAD president Gilbert Houngbo said.

However, the report warned that the upward
trend would likely slow this year as inflation
erodes wages, and as a result of Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine. Many countries in central Asia
depend on remittances from Russia, with pay-
ments accounting for as much as 30 percent of
their GDP, said the report. But the decline in the
value of the ruble and the economic impact of
sanctions has triggered a “sharp decline in trans-
fers”, IFAD said. —AFP

India all but sinks sustainable fishing deal

Hectic horse-trading as
WTO talks enter overtime

GENEVA: Non-governmental organization members shout slogans and hold banners as they stage a
protest in the World Trade Organization headquarters’ central atrium during the closing day of a WTO
ministerial conference on June 16, 2022. - AFP 

Biden chastises
oil industry
over fuel costs
WASHINGTON: US President Joe
Biden on Wednesday chastised the oil
industry over soaring fuel prices at the
heart of 40-year-high inflation, warn-
ing of unspecified emergency meas-
ures. In a letter to seven major oil cor-
porations, Biden delivered his most
direct salvo yet in a campaign to
blame the industry for stoking price
increases. Average fuel prices are now
$5 a gallon for drivers in the United
States, up from $3 a year ago, and the
spike is reverberating through the
entire economy, helping to sink Biden’s
approval ratings to below 40 percent.

“Refinery profit  margins well
above normal being passed directly
onto American famil ies are not
acceptable,” Biden wrote in the letter
to executives from Shell, Marathon
Petroleum Corp, Valero Energy Corp,
ExxonMobil, Phillips 66, Chevron
and BP. Biden said the economy is in
“a time of war,” referring to the glob-
al fallout from President Vladimir
Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and sub-

sequent sanctions against energy
exporter Russia.

“My administration is prepared to
use all reasonable and appropriate
federal government tools and emer-
gency authorities to increase refinery
capacity and output in the near term,
and to ensure that every region of this
country is appropriately supplied,”
Biden said, without detailing what
kind of actions he could take. White
House Press Secretary Karine Jean-
Pierre told reporters that Biden sees it
as US oil companies’ “patriotic duty”
to increase capacity.

The president has regularly lam-
basted the oil industry for what he
says is a failure to tap into already
approved wells and increase output.
But the letter, accompanied by a
graph depicting rising producer
profits, marked an escalation in the
war of words. In the letter Biden
asked for “explanation of any reduc-
tion in your refining capacity since
2020 and any concrete ideas that
would address the immediate inven-
tory, price, and refining capacity
issues in the coming months - includ-
ing transportation measures to get
refined product to market.”

“The crunch that families are fac-
ing deserves immediate action. Your
companies need to work with my

Administration to bring forward con-
crete, near-term solutions that
address the crisis,” he wrote. Biden’s
Democratic Party risks a heavy defeat,
losing control of Congress, in
November elections and polls show
that fears over the economy dominate.

In a fiery speech Tuesday, Biden
blamed Republican obstruction in
Congress and Russia’s war in Ukraine
for price increases that he said are

“sapping the strength of a lot of fam-
il ies.” The US Federal Reserve
announced the most aggressive
interest rate increase in nearly 30
years Wednesday, raising the bench-
mark borrowing rate by 0.75 per-
centage points. The goal is to tamp
down inflation, but Federal Reserve
Chair Jerome Powell said the central
bank was “not trying to induce a
recession”.  —AFP

LOS ANGELES: In this file photo taken on Feb 17, 2022 gasoline and diesel fuel
prices above $6 a gallon are displayed at a Chevron gas station at North
Alameda and West Cesar Chavez Ave near Union Station.  —AFP

Hunger crisis could
swell already record
global displacement
GENEVA: Russia’s war in Ukraine has pushed global
displacement numbers above 100 million for the first
time, and the UN warns the resulting hunger crisis
could force many more to flee their homes. Efforts to
address the global food insecurity crisis, which has
been dramatically aggravated by Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, is “of paramount importance... to prevent a
larger number of people moving,” the United Nations
refugee chief Filippo Grandi told reporters. “If you
ask me how many... I don’t know, but it will be pretty
big numbers.”

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, traditionally
a breadbasket to the world, has sparked dramatic
grain and fertiliser shortages, sent global prices soar-
ing and put hundreds of millions of people at risk
from hunger. “The impact, if this is not resolved
quickly, would be devastating,” Grandi said. “It is
already devastating.”

His comments came as he presented the UNHCR
refugee agency’s annual report on global displace-
ment, showing that a record 89.3 million people
were displaced at the end of 2021 - more than dou-
bling in a decade. But since Russia launched its full-
scale invasion on Feb 24, as many as 14 million
Ukrainians may have fled within their own war-rav-
aged country or across borders as refugees, push-
ing global displacement past the grim 100-million
mark for the first time.

‘Terrible trend’
“Every year of the last decade, the numbers have

climbed,” Grandi said. “Either the international com-
munity comes together to take action to address this
human tragedy, resolve conflicts and find lasting
solutions, or this terrible trend will continue.” The UN
agency found that at the end of 2021, a record 27.1
million people were living as refugees, while the num-
ber of asylum seekers rose 11 percent to 4.6 million.

And for the 15th straight year, the number of peo-
ple living displaced within their own country due to
conflict swelled, hitting 53.2 million. The UNHCR
report said last year was notable for the number of
protracted conflicts in places like Afghanistan that
escalated, even as new ones flared. At the same time,
growing food scarcity, inflation and the climate crisis
were adding to hardship and stretching the humani-
tarian response, threatening to weaken already dire
funding levels for many crises, UNHCR warned. That
has not been the case for Ukraine, with an enormous
outpouring of solidarity, and fleeing Ukrainians wel-
comed with open arms across Europe. 

‘Not unmanageable’
Grandi hailed the generous response to this crisis,

but highlighted the contrast to how refugees fleeing
wars in places like Syria and Afghanistan have been
met. The UN refugee chief recalled how European
leaders had insisted “it’s full” when asked to take in
more refugees from those conflicts. “I’m not naive. I
fully understand the context,” he said, adding though
that the generous response to fleeing Ukrainians
“proves an important point... The arrival of desperate
people on the shores or at the borders of rich coun-
tries is not unmanageable.”

Grandi also pointed to how massive sums of
money had been made immediately available to
respond to the Ukraine crisis, despite countries’
insistence their coffers were empty when met with
appeals for more aid for other situations. “There
cannot be inequity in the response,” he said.

Countries have vowed the aid provided for Ukraine
would come on top of amounts pledged for other
crises, but Grandi cautioned that so far “the mathe-
matics doesn’t show that.”

‘Vicious circle’
It would be disastrous if already underfunded

responses were cut further, he warned. He voiced par-
ticular concern for the Horn of Africa and the Sahel,
where massive displacement is being driven by a
macabre combination of conflict, insecurity, poor gov-
ernance and devastating effects of climate change.
“It’s a very vicious circle of many factors,” he said.

Grandi warned that beyond the immediate impact,
the war in Ukraine was also complicating the
response to displacement crises since it had “dealt a
terrible blow to international cooperation.” Even if
the war were to end within months - which he
thought unlikely - “the scars on international cooper-
ation of those fractures between the West and
Russia... will take a long time to heal.” And, he
warned, “if that is not healed, I don’t know how we
will deal with this global crisis.”  —AFP
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McDonald’s to pay
€1.25bn to settle
French tax case
PARIS: McDonald’s will pay €1.25 billion ($1.3 bil-
lion) in France to avoid a legal case over tax eva-
sion between 2009 and 2020, under an agreement
approved Thursday by a Paris court. Judge
Stephane Noel confirmed the second-biggest tax
settlement in French history, made up of a €508-
million fine and €737 million in back taxes already
agreed in May, years after McDonald’s was
accused of reporting artificially low profits to
reduce its tax bill.

“On condition of payment of the fine, the vali-
dation of the agreement means the end of the
prosecution,” chief financial prosecutor Jean-
Francois Bohnert said in a statement. Hailing the
fine as the “maximum amount possible” under such
a deal, he added that McDonald’s would pay “2.5
times the amount of tax avoided”.

Investigators had since 2014 been probing
whether fees paid by McDonald’s French operation
to its European parent company in Luxembourg
for use of the chain’s brand in fact served to artifi-
cially slash its profits. These let the company “soak
up a large amount of the profits made by restau-
rants in France,” judge Noel said. —AFP


