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TOKYO: US President Donald Trump (center) speaks during a meeting with business leaders in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

TOKYO: President Donald Trump yesterday vowed to
make the US trade relationship with Japan a “little bit
more fair”, as he kicked off a four-day visit to Tokyo
aimed at cementing ties between the two close allies.

Trump’s four-day trip is expected to feature plenty
of warm words and images as he plays golf and
watches sumo with his “friend” Shinzo Abe, Japan’s
prime minister.

But the world’s top and third-biggest economies
are also thrashing out a trade deal and Trump wasted
no time in lashing out at what he sees as an imbalance
between the pair. “Japan has had a substantial edge
for many, many years. But that’s OK, maybe that’s why
you like us so much,” Trump told leaders from some of
Japan’s leading companies, including Toyota, Honda
and Nissan.

After a bilateral trade deal has been signed, it will
be “a little bit more fair,” vowed the president. “With
this deal we hope to address the trade imbalance,
remove the barriers to United States exports and
ensure fairness and reciprocity in our relationship.
We’re getting close,” said Trump.

He added: “We hope to have several further
announcements soon and some very big ones over the

next few months.” Some observers suspect Abe is
rolling out the red carpet to present Japan as the most
favorable of the countries currently engaged in trade
disputes with Washington but little concrete progress is
expected with elections looming for the Japanese PM.

Japanese and US officials hail as “unprecedented”
the relationship between Trump and his “golf buddy”
Abe, and the pair are scheduled to again find time for
a round to burnish their diplomatic bromance. Just
over an hour before Trump arrived, a 5.1-magnitude
earthquake rattled buildings in Tokyo, with the epi-
center very close to where the leaders are due to tee
off. The official centerpiece of the trip is Trump’s
meeting tomorrow with Japan’s new Emperor
Naruhito, who only ascended the Chrysanthemum
Throne at the beginning of the month following his
father’s historic abdication for health reasons. “With
all the countries of the world, I’m the guest of honor at
the biggest event that they’ve had in over 200 years,”
said Trump before his departure.

But the visual highlight is more likely to be Trump’s
visit today to the final day of the summer “basho” or
sumo tournament where he is expected to present the
trophy to the winner.

Japanese wrestler Asanoyama will receive the
“president’s cup”-weighing 60-70 pounds (27-32
kilos) and measuring 54 inches (1.4 meters) — after
his win as Trump was arriving yesterday gave him a
12-2 record and put him out of reach on the final day.
Trump’s appearance at the hallowed sumo hall has
presented a logistical, security and protocol night-
mare, ranging from where he sits to how he should be
protected if the crowd start throwing chair pillows-as
tradition dictates when a Grand Champion (yokozuna)
falls. The leaders will play golf before going to the
sumo and then repair with their wives to a restaurant
in Tokyo’s Roppongi entertainment district, where the
menu features skewers of prime sirloin beef at 5,184
yen ($47) for two.

‘Never been closer’ 
Abe has just recently returned from Washington

and Trump himself will be coming back to Japan in just
over a month for the Group of 20 leaders’ summit in
the western city of Osaka.

The relationship between the former war-time foes
“has never been stronger, has never been more pow-
erful, has never been closer,” Trump said.

“This is an exciting time for commerce between
the two countries that we both love.” The formal
diplomatic part of the trip is limited to a short bilater-
al meeting and a working lunch tomorrow, after which
the two leaders will brief the media. They are also
poised to meet families of people abducted by North
Korea during the Cold War era to train Pyongyang’s
spies, an emotive issue in Japan that Abe has pressed
Trump to raise in talks with the North’s leader Kim
Jong Un. Trump will also address troops at a US base
in Japan, highlighting the military alliance between
the two allies at a time when tensions are running
higher with North Korea after the failure of the Hanoi
summit in February. Hours before Trump landed,
hawkish National Security Advisory John Bolton told
local media there was “no doubt” Pyongyang’s recent
missile tests had violated UN Security Council reso-
lutions but insisted Washington is still ready to
resume talks.

US Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer held
talks with his Japanese counterpart on the sidelines of
the visit but with Abe facing upper house elections in
the coming months and Trump battling China, both are
likely to avoid concessions. —AFP
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Lebanese draft 
budget trims 
deficit to 
7.5% of GDP
BEIRUT: The heavily indebted Lebanese government
approved a draft budget to cut its large deficit on Friday,
aiming to ward off a financial crisis which top leaders have
warned is bearing down on the country unless it carries
out reforms. The draft 2019 budget, which will cut the
deficit to 7.5 percent of GDP from 11.5 percent in 2018, is
seen as a critical test of the government’s will to launch
reforms that have been put off for years by a state riddled
with corruption and waste. Lebanon’s bloated public sec-
tor is its biggest expense, followed by the cost of servicing
a public debt equal to some 150 percent of GDP, one of
the world’s heaviest debt burdens.

The budget could help unlock some $11 billion in
financing pledged at a Paris donors’ conference last year
for infrastructure investment, if it wins the approval of
donor countries and institutions.

“Now, praise God, we are done. The budget is com-
plete,” Information Minister Jamal Jarrah said after a cabi-
net session. One more meeting to seal the process will be
held at the presidential palace tomorrow before the draft
is referred to parliament for approval.

Fears the budget would lead to cuts to state salaries,

pensions or benefits triggered weeks of strikes and
protests by public sector workers and military veterans.

Measures to rein in the public sector wage bill include
a three-year freeze in all types of state hiring and a cap on
extra-salary bonuses. State pension will also be taxed.
However a temporary public sector salary cut mooted by
some early in the process was not included. A big chunk of
the deficit cut stems from tax increases including a 2 per-
cent import tax and a hike in tax on interest payments. The
government also plans to cut some $660 million from the
debt servicing bill by issuing treasury bonds at 1 percent
interest rate to the Lebanese banking sector.

“The jury’s still out”
The final cabinet approval had been obstructed by a

dispute over whether more needed to be done to bring
the deficit lower. But Finance Minister Ali Hassan Khalil,
speaking to local media, said “all the clauses and articles”
had been agreed. Nobody had raised any objections when
Prime Minister Saad Al-Hariri said “we are done” at the
end of the session, he added. Foreign Minister Gebran
Bassil, who had been demanding further debate, signalled
no objection to the cabinet decision.

“We have started along the path of controlling the
deficit and reducing it and we will continue through sub-
sequent budgets,” Al-Jadeed television quoted him saying.

Deputy Prime Minister Ghassan Hasbani, speaking to
Reuters on Thursday, said the draft budget would stabilise
the financial situation and avoid “catastrophe” but it fell
short of the major structural reforms Lebanon needs.
Economists in Lebanon say it will give a “positive shock”
to market confidence against a backdrop of years of low
economic growth, concern over a slowdown in the growth

of bank deposits and falling central bank net foreign
assets. Aberdeen Standard Investments emerging markets
fund manager Kevin Daly said: “We are still skeptical
because they still have very little room in the budget.”
Wages and subsidies made up a large proportion of the
deficit, he noted. “I think the market will come back after
the weekend and take a closer look ... the jury is still out on
these guys”.

Nassib Ghobril, chief economist at Lebanon’s Byblos

Bank, said the draft budget had stopped increases in gov-
ernment spending but had not reduced them.

“They might reduce the deficit to an acceptable level.
But it is not a reform budget or an austerity budget, it is a
budget based heavily on taxes,” he said. “This is the easy
way out for the government to reduce the deficit. If we
believe the figure, it is a significant reduction in the deficit,
but it is not the way to do it in a stagnating economy, in an
economy in need of liquidity.” —Reuters

BEIRUT: People walk along Beirut’s corniche. —AFP


