
PARIS: The clock ran out Friday at UN talks to forge a
legally binding treaty to protect open oceans beyond
national jurisdictions, with no schedule set for pro-
longing the discussions. This fourth round of negotia-
tions since 2018 — preceded by a decade of prelimi-
nary talks-was meant to create vast marine reserves to
prevent biodiversity loss, oversee industrial-scale fish-
eries and share out the “genetic resources” of the sea.

“We have not come to the end of our work,” said
conference president Rena Lee, a diplomat from
Singapore, noting that the COVID pandemic had
caused major delays.

“I believe that with continued commitment, deter-
mination and dedication, we will be able to build
bridges and close the remaining gaps,” she said at the
end of Friday’s session. It now rests with the United
Nations General Assembly to give the green light for
another round of talks.

“All efforts must be devoted in the coming months
to secure this long-awaited treaty in 2022,” said Peggy
Kalas, president of the High Seas Alliance, a coalition
of more than forty major NGOs and the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

A so-called High Ambition Coalition of European
Union nations and 13 other countries, including India,
Australia, Canada and Britain, have endorsed the same
goal. Some nations and many environmental groups
have called for at least 30 percent of the world’s
oceans to be granted protected status, a target also to
be on the table at UN biodiversity talks later this year.

Currently less than one percent of open ocean
enjoys that status, according to the High Seas Alliance.

Oceans produce half the oxygen we breathe, regu-
late the weather and provide humanity’s single largest
source of protein. But they are being pushed to the
brink by human activities.

Marine genetic resources 
Carbon dioxide emissions and global warming drive

devastating marine heatwaves and acidification. The
UN’s climate science advisory body has projected that
more than 99 percent of shallow water corals will die if
average global temperatures rise more than degrees
above preindustrial levels.

“The oceans as a whole are becoming warmer, the
salinity levels are increasing. There’s less oxygen for
marine life,” said Liz Karan, an expert with The Pew

Charitable Trusts.
Humans have also fished some marine species to the

edge of extinction, and used the world’s waters as a
garbage dump. Today, a patchwork of agreements and
regulatory bodies govern shipping, fishing, and mineral
extraction, while the UN Convention on the Law of the
Sea, negotiated in the 1970s, lays out rules for how far
a nation’s zone of influence extends beyond its shores.

But despite two decades of consultations, there is
still no treaty protecting international waters beyond
national jurisdiction, accounting for about two-thirds
of the world’s oceans.

Another contentious question is who gets a share of
the benefits from the exploitation of what are known as
“marine genetic resources”. Poorer countries fear they
will be sidelined as wealthier nations scour the seas for
the next wonder ingredients for the pharmaceutical,
chemical or cosmetic industries, and lock up the spoils
in trademarks and patents.

Will McCallum, head of oceans for Greenpeace UK,
said wrapping up a deal by the end of this was crucial.
“We’re not disappointed to have a 5th session,” he told
AFP. “But if a deal is not concluded in 2022 the
chances of having a solid treaty are practically zero.”

“Ministers and heads of state need to step up ahead
of the next round of negotiations to ensure we land the
strong treaty,” he added. The treaty covers the so-
called high seas, which begin beyond national exclu-
sive economic zones that extend 200 nautical miles
(370 kilometers) from their shores. —AFP
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The fourth round of negotiations since 2018 was meant to create vast marine reserves to prevent biodiversity loss, oversee industrial-scale fisheries and share out the “genetic resources” of the sea.

UN talks on high seas treaty fail
High Seas Alliance still hopeful of a treaty in 2022

Tehran demanded 
£27,000 to release 
UK/Iran national
LONDON: The family of a UK/Iranian man freed this
week after spending five years in a Tehran jail were
forced to pay Iran £27,000 ($36,500, 33,000 euros) in
order to secure his return home, they said yesterday.

Anoosheh Ashoori, a retired engineer from southeast
London, was arrested in 2017 and jailed for 10 years on
charges of spying for Zionist entity. He flew home on
Wednesday having been released along with compatriot
Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe after Britain reached a deal
with Tehran over a historic military contract debt.

But his release was only secured after the family were
able to meet a last-minute demand to pay a fine, they said.
“On March 14th, Dad’s conditional release was signed and
communicated to us,” the family wrote on fundraising site
Crowdfunder.

“We had been waiting for 5 years for Dad to come
home and were suddenly told that the only thing now
stopping this...was an arbitrary £27,000 fine which we
suddenly had to pay,” they added.

“We had less than 12 hours to raise the money, taking
out loans using our credit cards, and opening new
accounts,” Ashoori’s wife, Sherry Izadi, told the Guardian
in comments published yesterday.

“My only thought was: ‘How are we going to do this in
time?’” The Crowdfunder appeal had already raised more
than £33,000 yesterday, £6,000 above the target.

Fate of third prisoner unclear 
The families of both Zaghari-Ratcliffe and Ashoori

believe they were being held as political prisoners until
the historic debt was settled. The final deal was reached
“after highly complex and exhaustive negotiations”, UK
Foreign Secretary Liz Truss said. The fate of a third
British/Iranian held in Tehran was yesterday unclear.

Truss announced on Wednesday that Morad Tahbaz,
who also holds US nationality, has been released from
prison “on furlough” to his Tehran home. But relatives said
he had been taken back to Evin prison after only 48 hours
at his family home in Tehran. The UK Foreign Office said
that he had gone to the prison to have an ankle tag fitted,
but had yet to give an update on whether he had been
returned. The ministry said Iran would be in breach of its
commitments if the 69-year-old conservationist was kept
in jail. His sister Taraneh Tahbaz told AFP that the family
feared he was being “used as a pawn”. —AFP

Japan PM visits India
for ‘candid’ talks 
on Ukraine
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Biden warns China
against backing 
war on Ukraine
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden laid out
to Chinese leader Xi Jinping on Friday the “conse-
quences” of any backing for Russia in its war
against Ukraine, the White House said, as Beijing
showed no sign of joining Western condemnation
of the invasion. The comments came during a near-
ly two-hour phone call between the leaders of the
world’s two largest economies, focusing on
Ukraine, where China’s close ally Russia is in the
fourth week of a bloody assault.

The White House said that Biden described to Xi
“the implications and consequences if China pro-
vides material support to Russia as it conducts bru-
tal attacks against Ukrainian cities and civilians.”

The White House refused to characterize Xi’s
response to the warning or say how hard Biden
pushed him. “It wasn’t about making asks, it wasn’t
about making assessments. It was about having an
ongoing dialogue,” Press Secretary Jen Psaki said.
But she said that “is something we’ll be watching
and the world will be watching.” Beijing was
ambiguous about Xi’s position after the call.

Chinese state television CCTV reported that Xi
said the war was “in no one’s interest” and that
“state-to-state relations cannot go to the stage of
military hostilities.”

However, there was no mention of direct criti-
cism of Russian President Vladimir Putin and a
readout from the Chinese foreign ministry laid
some responsibility for Russia’s invasion of its
neighbor to the West. “The US and NATO should
also have dialogue with Russia to address the

crux of the Ukraine crisis and ease security con-
cerns of both Russia and Ukraine,” the foreign
ministry noted.

With the Chinese leader refusing to condemn
Putin, Washington fears Beijing could go further,
delivering financial and military support to Russia
and transforming an already explosive transatlantic
standoff into a global dispute. If that were to hap-
pen, not only could China help Russia to weather
sanctions and continue the war, but Western gov-
ernments would face the painful decision of how to
strike back at the world’s second-biggest economy,
likely prompting turmoil on international markets.

Washington is racing to ward off that crisis,
both by warning of  fa l lout for China and
appealing to Xi’s ambitions to be a world player.
China should “understand that their future is
with the United States, with Europe, with other
developed and developing countries around the
world. Their future is not to stand with Vladimir
Putin,”  Deputy Secretary of  State Wendy
Sherman told CNN. Secretary of State Antony
Blinken earlier urged China to use its “leverage”
on Moscow.

The Biden-Xi call-the first since November-
came after US National Security Advisor Jake
Sullivan and Yang Jiechi, the Chinese Communist
Party’s chief diplomat, held what the White House
called a “substantial” seven-hour meeting in Rome
this week. Against a backdrop of already intense
US-Chinese tensions over Taiwan and trade dis-
putes, the ability or failure of Biden and Xi to come
to an understanding on the unfolding mayhem in
Europe will reverberate widely.

Xi and Putin symbolically sealed their close
partnership when they met last month at the
Winter Olympics in Beijing-just before Putin
launched his onslaught on Ukraine. Since then,
Beijing has stood out by refusing to join the inter-
national outcry over the invasion, while taking the

Russian line in blaming the United States and
NATO. Chinese authorities even refuse to refer to
the invasion as a “war,” again in keeping with
Kremlin talking points. But China has also tried to
remain somewhat ambiguous, declaring support
for Ukraine’s sovereignty.

Brookings Institution fellow Ryan Hass, a former
advisor on China to president Barack Obama, said
Beijing has to sort through its clashing priorities.
Despite the coziness with Moscow, China-the
world’s biggest exporter-is tightly bound to the
United States and other Western economies. It also
wants to play a leadership role in the world.

“China’s and Russia’s interests are not in align-
ment. Putin is an arsonist of the international sys-
tem and President Xi sees himself as an architect
for remaking and improving the international sys-
tem,” Hass said. “President Xi is trying to balance
competing priorities. He really places a lot of value
in China’s partnership with Russia but at the same
time he does not want to undermine China’s rela-
tions in the West.” —AFP

WASHINGTON: In this file photo taken on November 15,
2021, US President Joe Biden meets with China’s President
Xi Jinping during a virtual summit from the Roosevelt
Room of the White House in Washington, DC. —AFP
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Yemen on the brink as 
aid pledges fall short
DUBAI: The United Nations and aid groups have
warned of grave consequences for Yemen after an
international pledging conference failed to raise
enough money to prevent a humanitarian catastrophe
in the war-torn country. Overshadowed by the conflict
in Ukraine, aid-starved Yemen-already suffering the
world’s worst humanitarian crisis, according to the

UN-is on the verge of total collapse.
With the country almost completely dependent on

imports, aid groups say the situation will only worsen
following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which produces
nearly a third of Yemeni wheat supplies.

Some 80 percent of its around 30 million people
depend on aid for survival, after seven years of a con-
flict that has killed hundreds of thousands of people,
directly or indirectly. The UN voiced disappointment
after Wednesday’s conference raised less than a third
of the target to help 17.3 million of Yemen’s needy. It
has repeatedly warned that aid agencies are running

out of funds, forcing them to slash “life-saving” pro-
grams. “A shortfall in funding means the needs of peo-
ple will not be met,” Auke Lootsma, the UN
Development Program’s resident representative to
Yemen, told AFP. “The outlook for next year looks
very bleak for Yemen. This is the bleakest situation
we’ve had so far in the country.”

Famine conditions 
The violent struggle between Yemen’s internation-

ally recognized government, supported by a Saudi-led
military coalition, and the Iran-backed Houthi rebels

has pushed the country to the brink of famine.
The UN’s World Food Programme has said the lev-

els of hunger risk becoming catastrophic as the
Ukraine crisis pushes up food prices. Even before
Russia invaded its neighbor, the WFP said Yemeni
food rations were being reduced for eight million peo-
ple this year, while another five million “at immediate
risk of slipping into famine conditions” would remain
on full rations. “Clearly, pressing concerns over events
in the Ukraine cast a shadow on (the pledging) event,”
Abeer Etefa, a WFP spokesperson for the Middle East
and North Africa region, told AFP. —AFP

BRIZE NORTON, UK: A handout picture released by the
Free Nazanin campaign group shows Nazanin Zaghari-
Ratcliffe (center) hugging her husband Richard
Ratcliffe (right) and their daughter Gabriella upon her
arrival at RAF Brize Norton. —AFP

No schedule set 
for continuing 

discussions


