
WASHINGTON: The United States and a group of
Asian allies on Friday agreed on a set of negotiating
targets, notably on trade and supply chains, as
Washington looks to offer an alternative to the eco-
nomic might of China in the region. At the first min-
isterial for the Indo-Pacific Economic Prosperity
Framework (IPEF), officials sketched the basis for
common standards on key pillars, which also include
green energy and the fight against corruption, in 14
countries accounting for 40 percent of the global
economy.

“I feel very confident saying that IPEF will create
jobs in the United States and will create jobs in oth-
er IPEF countries,” US Commerce Secretary Gina
Raimondo said at the conclusion of the meeting.

“We were able to finalize all four of the ministeri-
al statements, which lay out the full scope of the
framework and provide a roadmap for future dis-
cussions.” The initial meeting offered little flesh on
the bones of the plans, which come several years
after former president Donald Trump yanked the
United States out of a much more comprehensive
and hard-won regional trade block.

The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), which has
since gone ahead without Washington, was hailed
as a “high quality” pact that offered a genuine bul-
wark to Chinese economic power. But with US pub-
lic opinion more wary of free trade agreements,
which are seen as a threat to American jobs,
President Joe Biden’s administration opted not to
rejoin that pact.

The IPEF brings together the United States,
Australia, Brunei, Fiji, India, Indonesia, Japan,
South Korea, Malaysia, New Zealand, the
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.
Raimondo praised the “consensus and commitment
among all” members, though she acknowledged
that India had not signed onto agreements on
trade and the digital economy.

Business leaders at the gathering said the frame-

works agreed over two days of negotiations were
worthwhile in the absence of a robust pact like the
TPP. “We were very supportive of the TPP but
we’ve just moved on and we’re being realistic right
now,” one business leader told AFP on condition of
anonymity, adding that the focus is on “getting the
best arrangement we can.”

“If the US remains absent from the region, that’s
a risk,” the person said, noting how Beijing has fre-

quently dangled sweeteners to regional players, in
the form of infrastructure aid.

“Their help also comes with strings attached and
in the long run, that can really hurt US companies
in the region.” The alliance is in theory an “open
platform” that could eventually include other coun-
tries, but does not include Taiwan, a self-ruled
island that Beijing claims as its own but that
remains a US ally. — AFP
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LOS ANGELES: Ministers attending the Indo-Pacific Economic Ministerial pose for a family photo in Los Angeles, California, on September 8, 2022. — AFP

EU ministers 
fast-track 
energy plan
BRUSSELS: The EU executive pledged Friday to
come up with unprecedented measures in the com-
ing days to solve an energy price shock triggered
by Russia’s war on Ukraine, including a controver-
sial gas price cap that could further anger the
Kremlin. Moscow’s invasion has seen the price of
natural gas hit record levels, throwing the EU econ-
omy into deep uncertainty, with all eyes on whether
Russian President Vladimir Putin will cut off the
flow entirely.

European energy ministers tasked the European
Commission in Brussels to work through the week-
end to draw up legal texts that will include emer-
gency funding for consumers sinking under the
weight of soaring bills. The EU will table “unprece-
dented measures next week for an unprecedented
situation”, energy commissioner Kadri Simson said,
after meeting the ministers.

Simson said compensation for struggling house-
holds and businesses would be covered by a levy on
non-gas electricity companies, such as nuclear,
solar or renewable firms, that are seeing a revenue
bonanza on the back of high prices for electric
power. The market price of electricity in Europe is
closely linked to the gas price, meaning non-gas
utilities are enjoying huge revenues despite far low-
er costs. Simson said fossil fuel companies would
also be levied on their mega profits from the inflated
energy prices.

Gas price cap 
Despite heated debate among European coun-

tries, the EU will also attempt to lower the price on
natural gas, possibly through a price cap on Russian
imports or through negotiations with other suppli-
ers. Czech Industry and Trade Minister Jozef Sikela,
whose country holds the EU presidency, said there
was a “prevailing view” among EU countries that
some form of price ceiling was necessary.

But he called for patience “to fine tune where
properly ... the cap should be implemented”, adding

that nothing was decided at this stage. Fears are rife
that targeting Russia alone would only further rile
Moscow, which has threatened to cut off the supply
to Europe entirely if a cap is imposed.

Last week Russia caused a major scare when it
halted gas deliveries to Germany via a key pipeline
for an indefinite period, a move the Kremlin blamed
on Western sanctions.

One leading approach would be for EU countries
to jointly negotiate with major suppliers such as
Norway, Algeria or the United States in order to
squeeze out better terms. “Countries are calling for
new thinking about capping the gas price ... and the
question arises in different technical terms,” said
French energy transition minister Agnes Pannier-
Runacher. Despite the differences, she added, “what
is interesting is that there is a common desire to
move forward on this subject.”

One proposal that has broad backing is an idea
to rescue electricity companies that are struggling
to hedge their spending on energy markets that
have been extremely volatile. This would be done by
relaxing EU rules on state rescues of companies
that are suddenly facing more onerous terms for
cash as fears of a crisis spread. The commission will
also design a mechanism to cut back on energy
demand, with mandatory cuts imposed if voluntary
limits at peak hours fail. — AFP

BRUSSELS: EU commissioner for Energy Estonia’s Kadri
Simson (left) speaks during a joint press conference with
Minister of industry and trade of the Czech Republic
Jozef Sikela as part of a meeting of EU energy ministers
to find solutions to rising energy prices at the EU head-
quarters in Brussels on Septembre 9, 2022. — AFP

Tesla looking at 
building lithium 
refinery in Texas
HOUSTON: US electric car maker Tesla is studying
the possibility of building a lithium refinery in Texas
and is seeking tax breaks from the state to complete
the project, according to documents made public
Friday. While the project is only in the feasibility
stage, Tesla said the factory on the Gulf coast would
be the first of its kind in North America, producing
an element critical to the batteries used in the
growing EV market.

In an application sent to the Texas Comptroller
at the end of August and made public on Friday,
Tesla said the plant “will process raw ore material
into a usable state for battery production.”

The finished product, battery-grade lithium
hydroxide, would be shipped by road and rail to
various Tesla battery plants throughout the country.
Construction could begin by the end of the year
with production staring by the end of 2024.

The company led by billionaire Elon Musk
stressed that “Tesla is still evaluating the feasibility
of this project” which is in a “very preliminary”
phase, so no contracts have been signed and no
permits have been issued for construction. The
decision to go ahead “will be based on a number of
commercial and financial considerations, including
the ability to obtain relief regarding local property
taxes,” the document said.

The cost of the project has not been quanti-
fied. Tesla also is studying the possibility of
building a similar site in the state of Louisiana as
an alternative.

Tesla’s proposed project comes amid soaring
lithium prices due to strong demand for the compo-
nent, essential for making electric batteries. Musk
complained about the rising costs in a tweet in
April, and hinted at the possibility of moving into
production.

“Price of lithium has gone to insane levels! Tesla
might actually have to get into the mining & refining
directly at scale, unless costs improve,” he said on
Twitter. China, Australia, Chile and Argentina, where
the world’s largest lithium resources are located,
dominate the market for the production and
exploitation of this highly coveted mineral. — AFP 

Reconstruction of 
Ukraine to cost 
$349bn: Report
WASHINGTON: Rebuilding Ukraine following the
devastation caused by the Russian invasion will
cost an estimated $349 billion, according to a
report issued Friday. But the figure, which totals 1.5
times the size of the Ukrainian economy, is consid-
ered a minimum and is expected to grow in the
coming months as the war continues, according to
the joint assessment by the government of Ukraine,
the European Commission, and the World Bank.

Physical damage alone inflicted since the inva-
sion in late February through June 1 already
totaled $97 billion, the report said. “The Russian
invasion of Ukraine continues to exact a terrible
toll, from significant civilian casualties and the
displacement of millions of people to the wide-
spread destruction of homes, businesses, social

institutions, and economic activity,” said Anna
Bjerde, the World Bank’s regional vice president
for Europe and Central Asia.

Over the next 36 months the report estimates
that $105 billion will be needed to address urgent
needs such as restoring education and health sys-
tems and infrastructure, preparing for the upcom-
ing winter through restoration of heating and ener-
gy to homes, support to agriculture, and repair of
vital transport routes. Ukraine Prime Minister
Denys Shmyhal said reconstruction already was
underway in the de-occupied territories but will
require help from international partners.

“Only for the first stage, rapid recovery, $17 bil-
lion is needed, of which Ukraine needs $3.4 billion
already this year,” he said in a statement.

Allies have rushed to pump aid into the war-
ravaged country, with the G7 and the European
Union contributing $39 bil l ion. European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen said
the EU has mobilized 10 billion euros “in financing,
humanitarian, emergency, and military assistance
for Ukraine and another 5 billion euros in financing
are in the pipeline.” —AFP

Musk’s latest 
reason to drop 
Twitter deal
SAN FRANCISCO: Elon Musk on Friday added a
severance payment made by Twitter to a whistle-
blower to the list of reasons he feels entitled to walk
away from his $44 billion deal to buy the social
media platform. A termination letter sent to Twitter
accused the firm of not informing him about a multi-
million dollar severance payment it made in June to
departing security chief Peiter Zatko, who went on
to file a whistleblower complaint criticizing Twitter’s
security practices, according to a copy of the letter
filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission.

Musk’s lawyers argued that failing to seek his
consent before paying Zatko provides another legal
basis to break the merger deal with Twitter he inked
in April. Twitter disagreed. “My friend seems to be
arguing that Twitter should have gratuitously told
Musk that there existed a disgruntled former
employee who made various allegations that had
been inquired upon and found to be without merit,”
Twitter attorney William Savitt said earlier this week.

“That doesn’t make any sense.”
Twitter did not respond to a request for com-

ment on Friday. Musk, the world’s richest man, said
in his original termination letter that he was cancel-
ing the deal because he was misled by Twitter con-
cerning the number of bot accounts on its platform,
allegations rejected by the company.

In a mixed ruling earlier this week, Kathaleen

McCormick, the chancellor of the Delaware court
that is overseeing the case, said Musk could add
whistleblowing revelations from Zatko that surfaced
in August. But she denied his request to push back
the litigation, saying prolonging the suit “would risk
further harm to Twitter too great to justify.”

Musk has been locked in a bitter legal battle with
Twitter since announcing in July that he was pulling
the plug on the purchase of the company following
a complex, volatile, months-long courtship. The
five-day trial is due to go ahead beginning October
17 in the Delaware court. —AFP

WASHINGTON: This file illustration photo shows a cell-
phone displaying a photo of Elon Musk placed on a
computer monitor filled with Twitter logos in
Washington, DC. —AFP


