
Cost-of-living 
crisis biggest 
global risk
LONDON: The cost-of-living crisis is the
biggest global risk over the next two years, the
World Economic Forum warned Wednesday in
a survey preceding its annual Davos meetings
of global elites. The WEF report described the
cost-of-living crisis as the “biggest short-term
risk” between now and 2025, followed by nat-
ural disasters, extreme weather events and
“geo-economic confrontation”.

Global inflation remains at sky-high levels
after energy and food costs rocketed last year,
largely owing to the invasion of agricultural
powerhouse Ukraine by major oil and gas pro-
ducer Russia. Supply constraints caused by
the Covid pandemic have also contributed to
decades-high prices for consumers.

“Conflict and geo-economic tensions have
triggered a series of deeply interconnected
global risks,” said the annual study ahead of
next week’s gathering in the Swiss Alpine vil-
lage of Davos. “These include energy and food
supply crunches, which are likely to persist for
the next two years, and strong increases in the
cost-of-living and debt servicing,” it added.

The report said such “crises risk under-
mining efforts to tackle longer-term risks,
notably those related to climate change, bio-
diversity and investment in human capital”.
The survey, produced with the consulting
firm Marsh McLennan and Zurich Insurance
Group, took into account the views of more
than 1,200 global risk experts, policymakers
and industry leaders.

“The short-term risk landscape is dominat-
ed by energy, food, debt and disasters,” said
Saadia Zahidi, a managing director at WEF.
“Those that are already the most vulnerable
are suffering — and in the face of multiple
crises, those who qualify as vulnerable are
rapidly expanding, in rich and poor countries,”
she wrote in the report.

At a London press conference on
Wednesday, Zahidi highlighted the fact that
respondents to the survey were placing tradi-
tional warfare as less of a risk than geo-eco-
nomic conflict — such as sanctions, punitive
tariffs and other forms of trade war — or
cyber warfare.

“The nature of how conflict happens is
changing,” she said. “That doesn’t mean that
we shouldn’t be concerned, because for the
first time in a fairly long time, military spending
has seen a small but pronounced uptake in
many large economies.” —AFP

French govt plays 
down strike threat 
over pension reform
PARIS: The French government on Wednesday
played down the prospect of mass strikes and
protests over pension reform which are expected to
start next week. All of France’s main unions have
called the first stoppages and rallies next Thursday
to protest against the government’s plan to raise the
retirement age to 64 from its current level of 62, a
change that is widely unpopular among the public.

Many observers expect a bitter battle over the
next month that could lead to disruption to trans-
port and public services.”We’re not focusing on the
possibility of massive protests or the impact of
these protests,” spokesman Olivier Veran told
reporters at a briefing. “We’ve finished the phase of
consultations and we are entering into the phase of
explaining and informing.” Asked whether he was
“scared” about the looming battle earlier in the day,
he replied: “It doesn’t scare me.”

“In the modern history of our country, every time
that people have needed to work a bit longer, every
time we’ve needed to reform the pension system...

there have been protests,” he told the Franceinfo
radio station.

President Emmanuel Macron, whose credibility is
on the line with a reform he has championed since
coming to power in 2017, called on his ministers on
Wednesday to help sell the “essential and vital”
change to a highly sceptical electorate.

He urged ministers to stress the “social progress”
in the changes, such as a higher minimum pension of
1,200 euros ($1,287) a month and allowances for
people in ill health or physically demanding jobs.
Veran said that “those that started work early will
be able to retire at 58” and four out of 10 workers
would not need to reach the new limit of 64 for a
pension.

‘Sadistic’
Polls suggested that around two thirds of French

people are currently against the changes and a
majority support the call for protests. Draft legisla-
tion is expected to be presented in the hung nation-
al parliament in early February, with Macron’s
minority MPs banking on support from the
rightwing Republicans opposition group to pass it.

The far-right National Rally party of Marine Le
Pen has announced its intention to be “the leader of
opposition to the reform”-a role also coveted by the
hard-left France Unbowed party. Le Pen called the
reform “unfair and very brutal” on Wednesday, say-

ing she thought Macron was being pressured by the
European Union or was “sadistic” given the cost-
of-living crisis caused by high inflation.

“I told the prime minister this, there’s a sadistic
side, like the child that pulls the wings off a fly,” Le
Pen told parliamentary journalists. “At a time when
French people are facing serious difficulties... with
their household budgets collapsing, you’re carrying
out a reform of the pension system with extreme
haste,” she added. — AFP
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MEXICO CITY: The leaders of the United States,
Mexico and Canada pledged Tuesday to deepen
regional economic integration and boost coopera-
tion in clean energy, setting aside simmering trade
tensions. Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador welcomed his US counterpart Joe Biden
and Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau at the
National Palace in Mexico City for what is known
as the “Three Amigos” summit.

The three countries were working “to strength-
en our cooperation on supply chains and critical
minerals ... to build the technologies of tomorrow
right here in North America,” Biden said afterward.
North America could become a “clean energy
powerhouse” and a “global leader in addressing
the climate crisis” through cooperation in areas
such as electric vehicles, he added.

Trudeau said that the region had an “enormous
opportunity” to boost its economic resilience by
building a “clean economy.” Biden revived the
“Three Amigos” talks in 2021, seeking to restore
normalcy to the three-way partnership after his
predecessor Donald Trump shelved the regional
summit.

But relations between Lopez Obrador and
Biden have not been entirely smooth. Mexico faces
a formal trade complaint from the United States
and Canada under a North American trade deal.
Washington and Ottawa say Lopez Obrador’s push
to boost the state’s role in the energy industry
hurts foreign investors and hinders the develop-
ment of clean energy.

At their talks on Tuesday, however, the leaders
put on a united front, emphasizing the potential for
cooperation. Lopez Obrador said the countries
had agreed to work on becoming “increasingly
self-sufficient” by boosting regional trade to
reduce their reliance on imports from other parts
of the world.

Electric cars, semiconductors 
The White House announced ahead of the sum-

mit that the three countries would organize “the
first-ever trilateral semiconductor forum” to shape
government policies and increase investment in
supply chains. They will also expand resource map-
ping to gather details on minerals vital for clean
energy technologies.

Biden said that strengthening regional supply
chains would mean “that no one can arbitrarily hold
us up or a pandemic in Asia cause us to not have
access to critical elements that we need to do
everything from build automobiles to so many other
things.”

Other steps include drawing up a plan for oper-
ating standards and the installation of electric vehi-
cle chargers along international borders and devel-
oping a North American clean hydrogen market.

On Monday signs of discord emerged between
the United States and Mexico in their approaches
to dealing with surging migrant arrivals at their
shared border. At the start of bilateral talks, Lopez
Obrador called for increased US investment, which
should help stem migration.

“It is time to end this oblivion, this abandonment,
this disdain for Latin America and the Caribbean,”
Lopez Obrador said. Biden defended Washington’s
record, saying it had spent “tens of billions of dol-
lars” in the past 15 years alone that had benefited
the region. “Unfortunately, our responsibility just
doesn’t end in the Western Hemisphere,” he added.

Protest scuffles 
Near the summit venue, police scuffled with pro-

testers holding placards with slogans including
“Migration is a human right” and “No more mass
deportations.” Amnesty International urged the
North American leaders to make the rights of
refugees and migrants a “top priority” at their talks

and to “stop implementing inhuman shared migra-
tion policies.”

“As the number of people fleeing violence and
persecution continues to grow, protecting the
human rights of migrants and refugees is of critical
importance,” said Erika Guevara-Rosas, Amnesty’s
Americas director.

Last week Biden announced an expansion of
powers to expel people showing up at the border
without clearance. At the same time, a legal, strictly
enforced pathway will be created for up to 30,000
migrants a month from Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua and
Venezuela.

Another priority for Biden is tackling what he
called “the plague of fentanyl,” referring to the
often-deadly opioid smuggled across the border by
Mexican drug cartels. Biden and Trudeau also dis-
cussed the situation in Haiti, whose government has
appealed for an international intervention force as
armed gangs take over large swaths of the poverty-
stricken Caribbean nation.

“The two leaders committed to continue coordi-
nation with partners on the UN Security Council on
next steps to support stability to Haiti, including
support to the Haitian National Police,” a White
House statement said. — AFP

MEXICO CITY: Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (R) and Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador (C)
shake hands as US President Joe Biden looks on after speaking to the press at the end of the 10th North American
Leaders’ Summit at the National Palace in Mexico City. —AFP

North American leaders see 
bright future in clean energy

Three countries working to strengthen cooperation on supply chains, minerals 

PARIS: French MP and French Communist Party (PCF)
First Secretary Fabien Roussel delivers a speech as a
unity rally of left-wing personalities on the theme of
France’s pension reform, in Paris. —AFP

UK, Japan to
sign major
defence deal 
LONDON: The British and Japanese
prime ministers will sign a “hugely sig-
nificant” new defence deal allowing
UK troops to deploy in Japan when the
pair meet in London on Wednesday,
Downing Street said. The agreement is
the latest sign of London’s growing
interest in the Asia-Pacific region, and
Tokyo’s efforts to strengthen its
alliances to face the challenges posed
by China. 

The deal creates a legal basis for
the deployment of British and Japanese
troops on each others’ territory for
training and other operations. Prime
Minister Rishi Sunak’s office called it
“the most significant defence agree-
ment between the two countries in
more than a century”. 

“In the past 12 months, we have
written the next chapter of the rela-
tionship between the UK and Japan —
accelerating, building and deepening
our ties,” said Sunak. “This Reciprocal
Access Agreement is hugely significant
for both our nations — it cements our
commitment to the Indo-Pacific and
underlines our joint efforts to bolster

economic security.”
Negotiations on the deal, to be

signed at the historic Tower of London,
began in 2021. Japan last January
signed a similar accord with Australia,
and Tokyo has recently overhauled its
defence and security policy to address
growing pressure from China.

Euan Graham, a senior fellow at the
International Institute for Strategic
Studies, described the deal as “quite a
significant step up for both countries in
terms of their bilateral defence relation-
ship”. British ships and aircraft can visit
Japan and vice-versa, but it’s “diplo-
matically complicated” and requires
foreign ministry clearance each time.

The new agreement will create a
“standing framework” instead. That will
make it easier to “bring a destroyer to
visit Yokosuka, or to bring in an army
group, or to bring in some Royal
Marines who want to train with the
Japanese amphibious forces,” Graham
told AFP.

China ‘challenge’ 
Japan has a pacifist post-war con-

stitution, which limits its military
capacity to ostensibly defensive meas-
ures. But last month, the government
approved plans to hike defence spend-
ing to two percent of GDP by 2027, up
from the traditional one-percent level,
and warned that China poses the
“greatest strategic challenge ever” to

its security. 
Britain has also become increasingly

forceful in its approach to China, with
Sunak warning in November that
Beijing poses a “systemic challenge” to
UK values and interests. The UK, Italy
and Japan said last month that they will
jointly develop a future fighter jet. The
new “Global Combat Air Programme”
is slated to produce its first jets by
2035, merging the three nations’ costly
existing research into new aerial war
technology, from stealth capacity to
high-tech sensors.

A British patrol ship also last year
took part for the first time in “Exercise
Keen Sword”, the regular Pacific train-
ing operation carried out by the
Japanese and US navies. Kishida is on
a tour of G7 allies for security-focused
talks, culminating in a meeting with US
President Joe Biden on Friday.

In Paris, he and Emmanuel Macron
pledged deeper ties, with the French
president promising to maintain “joint
actions in the Pacific” and France’s
“unfailing support” against North
Korean aggression. — AFP

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Rishi Sunak (L) and Japan’s Prime Minister
Fumio Kishida (2L) view a display of Samurai armour in the White Tower after sign-
ing a defence agreement. — AFP


