
By Julien Girault

The US decision to reimpose sanctions
on Iran could scare off European
investors but oil-thirsty China may

step into the void and ramp up business
links with the country.

China, which is already Iran’s top trade
partner and one of its biggest buyers of crude,
has signalled that it intends to keep working
with the Islamic regime despite the US move.
Beijing is a signatory of the 2015 Iran nuclear
deal that had eased sanctions on Tehran, but
President Donald Trump quit the accord earli-
er this month and said Washington would rein-
state punitive measures.

“By driving away American, European
and Japanese companies, the sanctions
could increase opportunities for Chinese
businesses,” Hu Xingdou, an economist at
the Beijing Institute of Technology, told AFP.
The Iran deal has been highly profitable for
the Asian giant. Chinese businesses involved
in Iranian developments are worth at least
$33 billion as of June 2017 according to
Beijing’s Commerce Ministry-part of the
country’s ambitious Belt and Road global
infrastructure initiative.

In September, China provided a $10 bil-
lion credit line to five Iranian banks financ-
ing water, energy and transport projects,
and in March the two countries inked a
$700 million deal allowing China to build a

train line that links the port of Bushehr to
the rest of Iran’s railway network. Beijing
now has its sights on the expansion of a
major Iranian gas field, with state-owned oil
company CNPC set to replace Total if the
French energy behemoth withdraws from
the project over US sanctions. Trump’s move
to reimpose sanctions will affect all firms
that operate in US dollars or do business on
American soil, hitting European companies
especially hard.

But the lure of fresh hydrocarbons could
prove irresistible for China, the world’s
largest crude oil importer. Iran is currently
China’s fifth top oil supplier, with more than
a quarter of its output going to Beijing.
Bolstered by the f low of black gold,
Chinese-Iranian trade leaped by 20 percent
in 2017 to $37 billion. 

Trade skirmishes 
European companies could be hit hard

by US sanctions. Total started the huge
$4.8-billion gas field project known as
South Pars 11  in July 2017, two years
after the nuclear deal between Tehran
and Western powers prompted the return
o f  many  bus inesses  to  I ran . Bu t  the
French company said Wednesday that
unless it is exempt from US sanctions, it
would “not be in a position to continue”
the project, leaving the door open for
CNPC to take its place.

Iranian Oil  Minister Bijan Namdar
Zanganeh has said that if Total pulls out, its
share of the project-slightly over half-will
be handed to the Chinese firm. China “needs
the oil”, Victor Shum, vice president of ener-
gy group at IHS Markit, told CNBC.

“With trade skirmishes between the US
and China and all kinds of political issues, I
see the resistance from Chinese crude buy-
ers to comply” with US sanctions, he said.
The price of Iranian oil is likely to fall as its
pool of buyers shrinks, Shum said, making it
“more attractive” to the Chinese.

And with Washington targeting transac-
tions made in dollars, the yuan could be
used to skirt around the new rules. “In 2012-
2013, Iran opened accounts in local curren-
cies in buying countries that it then used to
finance imports,” said Barclays analyst
Michael Cohen in a note.

Oil money
“If China, India, Japan and South Korea

do not impose sanctions on the Central
Bank of Iran, these countries would be
unlikely to stop taking Iranian oil ,” he
added. Chinese foreign ministry spokesman
Geng Shuang made clear last week that
Beijing would keep doing business with
Tehran: “We will continue with our normal
and transparent practical cooperation with
Iran on the basis of not violating our inter-
national obligations.”

Yuan-denominated oil futures contracts
were launched in Shanghai in March, an
attempt to one day challenge the entrenched
position of New York- and London-based
dollar futures. The volume of trading of
Shanghai contracts doubled the day after
the US decision on Iran, and the average
daily exchanges tripled month-on-month
this week. Beijing, keen to “further interna-
tionalize the use of its currency”, could
make Tehran trade in yuan, according to
analysts at BMI Research.

But the impact of this would be modest,
they warned, as “trade between Iran and
China represents only a small fraction of the
crude oil market”. Iranian oil “is not irre-
placeable” to China, which could import
more from  Russia and Saudi Arabia, said
the economist Hu.

Chinese firms will also be careful not
compromise activity in the US or other
western countries, he said, noting that
CNPC has several American trade partners.
Chinese telecoms equipment maker ZTE, for
instance, had to cease major operations
after it was hit with a ban on acquiring cru-
cial American technology for allegedly vio-
lating US sanctions against North Korea and
Iran. In the end, political uncertainty in
Tehran could deter Chinese investment, Hu
said. “China needs to learn from the past: it
invested heavily in Libya and Venezuela, and
lost a lot.” —AFP
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In Congo outbreak, 
Ebola vaccine 
faces reality tests

An experimental Ebola vaccine to be deployed in an
outbreak in Democratic Republic of Congo has con-
quered some major scientific hurdles in giving high

protection, but it now faces extreme real-world tests includ-
ing heat, humidity, language barriers and lack of roads.
Because it is not yet licensed, the Merck & Co vaccine has
been offered to Congo under a “compassionate use” proto-
col agreed by national and international health and ethics
authorities. 

This means fully informed, signed consent is needed from
every person who wants the shot. And in the current Ebola
outbreak, that makes logistical, cultural and language barriers
the ultimate challenges, global health specialists say. The hur-
dles illustrate how hard it can be to move from laboratory to
real life, especially in remote communities with no function-
ing health systems. The Congo outbreak is a chance to reali-
ty-test a vaccine against a disease epidemic that can’t be
replicated in controlled environments.

“This is going to need a highly sophisticated operation in
one of the most difficult places on earth,” said Peter Salama,
the World Health Organization’s deputy director-general for
emergency preparedness and response. “It’s very hot and
very humid, and we’re talking about hundreds of kilometers
of densely forested areas.” The shot is designed for use in a
so-called “ring vaccination”. When a new Ebola case is diag-
nosed, all people who might have been in recent contact with
them are traced and vaccinated to try and prevent the dis-
ease’s spread.

The vaccine supplies so far will be enough to vaccinate
50 rings of 150 people, according to the WHO. It said that as
of May 15, 527 contacts of Ebola cases and suspected cases
had been identified and were being followed up. Health
workers will need to use translators for several local lan-
guages and explain the vaccine to leaders from different
communities, Salama said. Limited communications, health
facilities and electricity, as well as the need to keep the vac-
cine in a “cold chain” at -60 to -80 degrees Celsius will also
present challenges. 

If any of these elements fails, the vaccine’s potential to
protect 100 percent of those immunized will go unrealized.
“These are make or break issues,” said Salama, who visited
Congo last weekend. “There’s a lot of complex logistics and
social science here.” 

Contacts
Results of a trial using the ring vaccination technique

with the Merck shot, which is known as VSV-EBOV, in
Guinea in West Africa in 2015 showed 100 percent protec-
tion in those vaccinated immediately. Health experts work-
ing to contain the Congo outbreak, which was first reported
on May 8, say a cold chain will be in place to get the vac-
cines from Congo’s capital Kinshasa to the affected areas
within a few days. Then the shot could be given to local
frontline medical, burial and hospital workers who volunteer
for it as early as next week. 

There have been 44 suspected, probable or confirmed
Ebola cases in this outbreak in Congo’s Equateur province,
and 23 people have died. The WHO said on Thursday it
became more concerned when a case was confirmed in
Mbandaka, a city of about a million people which is connect-
ed to Kinshasa by the Congo River. Jeremy Farrar, a special-
ist in infectious diseases and director of the Wellcome Trust
global health charity, told Reuters the epidemic now had “all
the features of something that could turn really nasty”.

“You can’t overrespond in this scenario,” he said. “But the
vaccine must be seen in the context of an overarching public
health response. Critically that means early diagnosis, early
isolation, safe burials and understanding the social context.
The vaccine can only be a part of the solution.”

Acceptance 
Experts also caution that acting too hastily could jeop-

ardize the potential success of a vaccine deployment.
Micaela Serafini, a medical director for the international
charity Medecins Sans FrontiËres (MSF) who is helping
coordinate the response to the Congo outbreak, said its
teams are planning for at least 45 minutes of discussion and
information-sharing with each person, with a translator pres-
ent, before signed consent would be obtained. 

Then, she told Reuters, medical teams would probably
return the following day to administer the vaccine. “What we
need to avoid at all costs is an uncontrolled situation in the
communities affected,” she said. 

Even though the vaccine has still yet to get a license, the
emergency response teams say its safety and efficacy data is
strong. And despite lingering suspicions in some of the more
remote parts of Africa of western medicines, experts antici-
pate widespread public acceptance.

Congo’s health minister Oly Ilunga signalled on Thursday
that his government was fully behind the shot’s use. “The
vaccine will help us save lives in the Equateur province, in the
DRC and in neighboring countries. The vaccine allows us to
limit the virus, so we must use it,” he said.

Merck and the GAVI vaccine alliance have said a stock-
pile of more than 300,000 doses of the shot is available for
emergency use in an epidemic. Salama and Serafini said one
tricky task may be managing a scenario where larger groups
of people not identified as high-risk contacts of a Ebola case
might demand the vaccine for themselves or their family. 

“We want to make sure we are engaging whole commu-
nities so that the broader community understands what we
are doing and why,” said Salama. “That is particularly impor-
tant when you’re not targeting everyone, because naturally
people will ask: ‘How come you’re vaccinating that person
but not me?’”  —Reuters

China stands to gain in Iran after US pullout
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Trump’s bonfire 
of the treaties 
sweeps towards 
the trade body

President Donald Trump has the World Trade
Organization in a chokehold, and the United
States has made clear what he wants: no more

judicial rulings that interpret WTO rules to Washington’s
disadvantage. Trump has effectively engineered a crisis
in the WTO’s system of settling global disputes by veto-
ing all appointments of judges to its appeals chamber.

True to the president’s style, his ambassador to the
Geneva-fbased body, Dennis Shea, is unapologetic
about shrinking the supreme court of world trade to a
size where it will struggle to function.

“The United States is not content to be complacent
about this institution,” Shea told fellow WTO ambassa-
dors this month. “And the leadership that the United
States will bring to the WTO in the coming months and
years will consequently involve a good deal of straight
talk and a willingness to be disruptive, where necessary,
in the interest of contributing to a stronger, more effec-
tive, and more politically sustainable organization.”

Trump has proved willing to risk a global trade war in
combating any treaties and practices he regards as
unfairly disadvantaging US companies and workers,
imposing tariffs on steel and aluminium imports globally
because of overproduction blamed on China.

Since its creation in 1995, governments have gone to
the WTO for adjudication on international trade dis-
putes. Although rulings can be appealed, decisions made
judges sitting on its Appellate Body are final, and ulti-
mately sanctions can be used against transgressors.

The rules are far from perfect or complete, and the
failure to update them after decades of negotiating
stalemate has obliged WTO judges to interpret them for
a changing world.

This has incurred Trump’s wrath. “We lose the cases,
we don’t have the judges,” he said in February, describ-
ing the WTO as “a catastrophe”. Trade experts dispute
this, saying all countries that go to the WTO have a
broadly similar rate of winning and losing. While one US
judge sits on the Appellate Body, most of the WTO’s 164

members have no representative there, the experts note.
Trump’s veto is reducing what is supposed to be the

seven-strong Appellate Body as members’ terms expire.
By September four seats will be vacant, leaving three
judges, the number required to hear each appeal. If one
judge needs to recuse themselves for any legal reason,
the system will break down.

Since 1995, the WTO has handled more than 500 dis-
putes and its membership has expanded to cover around
95 percent of world trade, which has more than tripled
to around $18 trillion per year in goods alone.

No time-warp
The Trump administration sees a need to rein in unac-

countable judges who overstep their authority. Others,
however, see a systemic threat and a desire to return to
pre-WTO days when countries settled disputes by
negotiation - with the more powerful party usually win-
ning, regardless of the merits of the case - rather than
under internationally-agreed rules. This year Trump has
caused an international outcry with the metals tariffs and
a $150 billion tariff threat against China for allegedly
stealing US intellectual property.

Both moves risk legal entanglement at the WTO. But
disabling the Appellate Body would not simply mean a
“time-warp” to an era without judges, according to chief
judge Ujal Singh Bhatia. Instead, disputes would go into
limbo if the losing side appealed. And with little prospect
of enforcing the rules, there would be little point in
negotiating new ones.

“The paralysis of the Appellate Body would cast a
long and deep shadow on the continued operation of the
multilateral trading system as a whole,” Singh Bhatia
said. Eight appeals had been filed since the start of 2017
and more are expected, he said, including a dispute over
Australian tobacco control rules which is widely seen as
a test case for global health policy.

Shea acknowledged the WTO’s rule book had “sub-
stantial value” and had generally contributed to global
economic stability. “But something has gone terribly
wrong,” he said. “The Appellate Body not only has
rewritten our agreements to impose new substantive
rules we members never negotiated or agreed, but has
also been ignoring or rewriting the rules governing the
dispute settlement system, expanding its own capacity
to write and impose new rules.”

A rift opened up when the WTO faulted US method-
ology for assessing “dumping”, or unfairly priced goods.
The consequences for the US ability to tackle what
Trump has called China “robbing us blind” were huge.

Club for the powerful?
The United States itself also stands accused of

rewriting the rules in a dispute brought by Beijing
over Washington’s refusal to treat China as a “market
economy”.

“Is the WTO really a rules-based organization, or just
a club where powerful traditional members can bend the
rules?” China asked in a dispute hearing this week.
Although Trump has a pattern of withdrawing from deals
he dislikes - such as on curbing climate change and Iran
- many WTO diplomats say they remain optimistic that
Shea will make proposals to keep the dispute system
intact.

Sixty-six WTO members have backed a petition call-
ing for the United States to drop its appointments veto,
but there is no agreement on how to avoid the collapse
of dispute settlement.

Some countries are discussing using alternative arbi-
tration methods, or having a dispute system which
excludes the United States, lawyers and diplomats say.
But US ally Japan is unwilling to join the petition.
Ambassador Junichi Ihara said WTO members should
refrain from disputes which are “essentially political”.

Japan rejects a dispute system without the United
States. “In my view there should not be plan B,” Ihara
said. “We have only plan A and we need more collective
efforts to find a solution.” —Reuters

WASHINGTON DC:  In this file photo, US President Donald
Trump (right), welcomes Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau at the White House in Washington, DC. —AFP


