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China under pressure from US and 
allies to pull its lifeline from Russia

Washington has driven Russia to the cusp of default
BEIJING: China is under intense diplomatic pres-
sure from the US and its European allies to pull its
lifeline from an isolated Russia but, three weeks
after the invasion of Ukraine, Beijing has shown few
signs of abandoning its friends in the Kremlin.
Washington has driven Russia to the cusp of default
since Vladimir Putin’s invasion of neighboring
Ukraine, strangling its economy with sanctions and
pulling the country from the global payments sys-
tem. Isolated, bleeding money and with its currency
in freefall, Russia has grasped for the friendship of
its giant southwestern ally-China.

And China appears to have reciprocated, despite
the risks to its both reputation and its economic
interests as the US-led sanctions unwind. A senior
US official on Monday voiced “deep concerns
about China’s alignment with Russia” following talks
in Rome between US National Security Advisor
Jake Sullivan and Yang Jiechi, the Chinese
Communist Party’s chief diplomat.

The discussions aimed to test the depth of
China’s commitment to Russia as it struggles to van-
quish Ukraine, with images of bomb-scarred build-
ings and refugees fleeing in their hundreds of thou-
sands horrifying the world. Since the war erupted,
China has refused to condemn Putin’s actions - or
even describe the invasion as a “war”.

Instead, as recently as last week Beijing called
the partnership between the two “rock-solid”.
Moscow has dangled the prospect of cheap oil and
gas to its energy-hungry neighbor, while the west
vows to unhook itself from Russian hydrocarbons.
Analysts say President Xi Jinping’s challenge is to
pick a pathway through the sudden chaos
unleashed on the international order by Putin’s
actions-and ensure China comes out ahead of its
rival, the US. “China is in it for self-interest, period.
A weaker Russia is probably a Russia where you

can do more that serves your interests, since you
have more leverage,” said Alexander Gabuev, senior
fellow at the Carnegie Center Moscow.

Picking a winner 
In its public diplomacy, Beijing seeks to position

itself as a neutral player, calling for peace negotia-
tions and condemning NATO for providing military
assistance to Ukraine. But US media reports, citing
intelligence briefings, suggest Beijing may be ready
to pull the Russian economy back from the brink of
default and even meet Moscow’s entreaties for
weapons and logistical support for its struggling
troops in Ukraine.

Alarmed by the potential emergence of a new
authoritarian world order, EU officials including its
foreign policy chief Josep Borrell have lobbied
China over recent weeks to exert its “considerable
influence” on Russia to end the war. Those calls
appear to have fallen flat.

“Why would China even consider not to support
Russia, or even worse, undermine (its) alliance with
Russia?” said Alexander Korolev, Senior Lecturer in
Politics and International Relations at the University
of New South Wales in Sydney. “I think China is
unlikely to change its position and this will indicate
a deeper divide of global geopolitics.” Indications
of China’s next steps are being scoured out from the
oblique comments of its diplomats.

Yesterday, state media carried a message from
Wang Yi, Beijing’s foreign minister, stating “China is
not a party to the crisis, still less wants to be affect-
ed by sanctions.” Already global commodity prices
have surged-especially of wheat and corn, which
flows from the Russia and Ukrainian breadbasket to
China. Meanwhile Chinese state media has been
amplifying Russian propaganda messages.

Those include allegations that the Ukrainian mili-

tary is using civilians as “human shields” and a  con-
spiracy theory that the United States is developing
biological weapons in the former Soviet state.

But for all the chumminess between Xi and Putin,
the two countries have a long history of mistrust
which is yet to be wiped away.

“China’s stance is not so much pro-Russia as
anti-US,” explains Alexander Gabuev, a China-

Russia expert at the Carnegie Center Moscow. And
the unexpected war, which came three weeks after
Putin visited Xi in Beijing, may yet challenge a
friendship described as having “no limits” following
that tour. “The more protracted and brutal the con-
flict, the more difficult the situation for China will
be,” said Ni Lexiong, a professor at the Shanghai
Institute of National Defense Strategy. — AFP

A sign shows gas prices outside a gas station in Washington DC. —AFP

Fed begins policy
meeting as it gears
to raise rates
WASHINGTON: The Federal Reserve opened its
two-day policy meeting yesterday as it prepares to
raise borrowing rates for the first time since the
pandemic began in an effort to tamp down rising
inflation. Policymakers face a difficult task of trying
to contain prices without stamping out economic
growth as costs for housing, food and energy rise at
rates not seen for 40 years and the economic fallout
from the Russian invasion of Ukraine makes the sit-
uation worse.

A Fed spokesperson confirmed the meeting
began as scheduled at 1300 GMT, and markets will
get the decision today at 1900 GMT, which is
expected to see the benchmark interest rate rise by
0.25 percentage points from zero, where it has been
since March 2020. Fed Chair Jerome Powell “will be
walking a tightrope, balancing the needs to raise
rates and rein in a more systemic rise in inflation
with the need to avert a meltdown in credit mar-
kets,” Grant Thornton chief economist Diane Swonk
said. “The collapse of the economy in 2008-09
proved that financial crises are much harder to
recover from than a Fed-induced slowdown.”

Powell has expressed confidence that the central
bank is well equipped to handle inflation risks, but
has acknowledged the uncertainty surrounding the
impact of the war. The latest data confirmed the ris-

ing pressures as the US producer price index (PPI)
rose 10 percent for the 12 months ended in February,
and goods prices posted their highest monthly
increase on record, largely due to energy, the
Commerce Department reported yesterday. Oil
prices have soared since the start of the war in
Ukraine, but yesterday retreated below $100 a barrel
amid optimism about peace talks between Kyiv and

Moscow. But investors are seeing rising credit costs
in anticipation of a series of rate hikes by the Fed.

“It’s a bit of tangled economic mess right now
unfolding before our eyes, which is why the capital
markets are a bit of a mess... trading in volatile fash-
ion as investors struggle to figure out the implica-
tions of it all,” Briefing.com analyst Patrick J O’Hare
said in a commentary. — AFP
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German investor 
confidence in record
plunge over war
FRANKFURT: Confidence among German finan-
cial players slumped to an all-time low over Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, a regular survey showed yes-
terday, marking a steeper fall than during the coro-
navirus pandemic. The ZEW institute’s economic
expectations index for the coming months plunged
by 93.6 points to minus 39.3 points, the biggest
drop since the survey began in December 1991. In
comparison, the indicator fell by 58.2 points as the
coronavirus pandemic began in March 2020, when
lockdowns forced factories and offices shut and
brought international travel to a standstill. 

The pessimism was deeper this time with war on
the doorstep of the European Union. “A recession is
becoming even more likely. The Ukraine war and
sanctions against Russia has very seriously wors-
ened the economic outlook for Germany,” said ZEW
president Achim Wambach. Already sky-high con-
sumer prices were further darkening the picture,
with experts forecasting a stagflation-an increase in
inflation as well as stagnation of economic output-in
the coming months.  Just three days before Russia
marched on Ukraine, Germany’s Bundesbank had
predicted that the latest wave of the pandemic
risked pushing Europe’s biggest economy into a
technical recession. — AFP

Ireland fines FB 
for EU privacy 
law breaches
DUBLIN: Ireland yesterday imposed
a fine on Facebook parent company
Meta for breaching EU data privacy
laws, in the latest action in Europe
against the business practices of US
tech titans.

The fine against the social media
giant, which owns WhatsApp,
Instagram and Facebook, amounted to
a total of 17 million euros ($18.7 mil-
lion) following an inquiry into 12 data
breaches, said the Data Protection
Commission (DPC). EU member
Ireland, which hosts the regional
headquarters of a number of leading
tech firms including Apple, Google
and Twitter, has played a role in polic-
ing the bloc’s strict General Data
Protection Regulations (GDPR).

The Irish data watchdog said
Meta’s platforms had “failed to have in
place appropriate technical and orga-
nizational measures” in the context of

the 12 personal data breaches. The
data breach notifications were
received by the DPC over a six-month
period between June 7, 2018 and
December 4, 2018, it said.

“This fine is about record keeping
practices from 2018 that we have
since updated, not a failure to pro-
tect people’s information,” a Meta
spokesperson told AFP. “We take our
obligations under the GDPR serious-
ly, and will carefully consider this
decision as our processes continue
to evolve.”

Two European supervisory author-
ities working as part of the GDPR’s
decision-making process raised
objections to the initial DPC decision,
but “consensus was achieved through
further engagement between the DPC
and the supervisory authorities,” the
Irish commission said. In September
last year, Ireland hit WhatsApp with a
record 225-million-euro fine following
pressure from other European regula-
tors to increase an initial penalty. In a
draft finding submitted to other
European regulators for approval, the
DPC proposed imposing a fine of
between 30 and 50 million euros, but
a number of national regulators

rejected the figure, triggering the
launch of a dispute resolution
process.

The GDPR, which came into force
in 2018, has been viewed as a power-
ful weapon for EU members to curb
the excesses of big tech companies,

giving national watchdogs cross-bor-
der powers and the possibility to
impose sizeable fines for data misuse.
US Big Tech companies have faced
probes and huge fines in Europe, as
well as plans for EU-wide legislation
to rein them in. — AFP 

DUBLIN, Ireland: In this file photo taken on October 07, 2021, People walk by Facebook’s
office in the business and financial sector of Dublin City centre. — AFP

World’s largest 
sovereign wealth 
fund stuck with
Russian assets
OSLO: Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, the world’s
largest, said yesterday it was unable to divest its
Russian assets for now as ordered by the govern-
ment due to the extended closure of Moscow’s
stock exchange. At the end of February, the govern-
ment ordered Norway’s central bank, which man-
ages the $1.25-trillion (1.14-trillion euro) fund, to
submit a Russian divestment plan by March 15 in
response to the invasion of Ukraine.

The fund held some 27.4 billion Norwegian kro-
ner ($3.1 billion, 2.8 billion euros) in Russian equi-
ties, or 0.2 percent of the total portfolio, at the end
of 2021. It said on March 3 it believed its holdings,
mainly in energy stocks like Gazprom and Lukoil,
were essentially worthless. “Owing to closed mar-
kets and extensive sanctions, it is not possible to
commence the sale at present,” the head of the fund,
Nicolai Tangen, and interim central bank governor
Ida Wolden Bache wrote Tuesday in a letter to the
finance ministry. The Moscow stock exchange has
been kept closed since February 25 to avoid a crash
following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine but is due to
reopen next week. — AFP


