
Nord Stream 2  
pipelaying to  
begin in Jan 
 
 
COPENHAGEN: The Danish Maritime Authority 
has said that construction will begin in January on 
the stretch in Danish waters of the disputed Nord 
Stream 2 pipeline, which is to bring Russian gas to 
Germany. Work on the 10-billion-euro ($11 billion) 
pipeline resumed in German waters earlier in 
December after being suspended for nearly a year 
because of US sanctions. Signed off by US 
President Donald Trump in late 2019, the measures 
threatened asset freezes and visa restrictions for 
companies involved in the construction. 

In a notice to mariners published on Tuesday, the 
Danish Maritime Authority said that work on laying 
two gas pipelines would begin in Danish waters on 
January 15. Temporary prohibited areas would be 
established around the pipelaying and construction 
vessels, in which “unauthorized navigation, diving, 
anchoring, fishing and working on the seabed” 
would be banned. A spokesman for the Nord Stream 
2 consortium managing the project was unable to 
confirm the details and said he was “not in a position 
to deliver construction details.”—AFP 

LONDON: China, a big raw materials consumer, hopes 
to position itself as a global commodities marketplace 
with its launch of a new futures contract on the popular 
copper market. 

The Shanghai International Energy Exchange (INE), 
a division of the Shanghai Commodity Exchange, 
opened the contract for the so-called eternal metal to 
foreign investors on November 19, following several trial 
runs-including one in oil-in 2018. Copper contracts 
already existed in China but exclusively for domestic 
trading. “The launch of bonded copper futures is neces-
sary for the continued growth of China’s copper indus-
try,” INE has said.  

Philippe Sebille-Lopez, of the Geopolia Institute, 
called it was a shrewd move by China, given its reliance 
on certain commodities to power its economy.  “The 
greater the Chinese market share for a given raw mate-
rial, the more Shanghai will be able to attract foreign 
investors,” he said. The world’s factory accounts for 
around half of global copper production but it faces an 
uphill struggle to win business. 

 
London’s edge   

Although large brokerage companies want a pres-
ence in Shanghai, its trading volume remains very low 
compared with London, by far the bigger sister in the 
relationship. London has historically dominated 

exchanges. The London Metal Exchange (LME), which 
was founded in 1877, proclaims itself the “world center” 
for industrial metals trading, especially non-ferrous 
metals such as copper, alminum, lead and zinc. 

The LME, a subsidiary since 2012 of the HKEX-
owner of the Hong Kong Stock Exchange-has signifi-
cant technical advantages to retain its pre-eminence.  

They include a network of warehouses around the 
world as well as a degree of liquidity and flexibility that 
its superior size provides. It also has “the ‘date struc-
ture’-you can trade for any single day,” Marc Bailey, 
head of Sucden trading house, said.  

“That uniqueness makes it extremely attractive to 
trade,” he added. Sebille-Lopez nonetheless sees an 
opening for Shanghai. “Each new contract is interesting 
because it presents margin opportunities,” compared 
with other markets, he added. 

Sucden has not yet opened its exchanges on INE to 
its customers, and just trades itself on the new market 
primarily because of currency conversion benefits. 

 
‘Political ambition’   

Another disadvantage for investors is that the INE 
and its contracts are denominated in the Chinese yuan, 
which Beijing keeps a firm control of.  But the copper 
launch is also the latest step in China’s slow evolution 
towards freer convertibility of its currency. “It’s actually 

the mechanics, in that the INE have created a copper 
futures contract that allows us to trade onshore in ren-
minbi, then covert the profits through a Bank of China 
account back to dollars,” explained Bailey. “The con-
verted dollars can be in a Hong Kong bank account in 
an hour or two, this is a fundamental difference from 
where we were before,” he said, adding that is how 

“Beijing is allowing more access to the Chinese market”. 
The price of copper is tracked particularly because 

it is often considered a good indicator of the health of 
the world economy. Copper is widely used across var-
ious industries, in particular in electrical circuits used 
everywhere, from real estate to vehicles and household 
appliances. — AFP  
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China launches bid to become  
commodities market player 

Beijing opens new futures contract on popular copper market

SHANGHAI: A worker inspects newly smelted copper anode sheets for delivery at the Dachang Copper companies refin-
ery, in Shanghai. China, a major consumer of raw materials, is seeking to position itself as an international marketplace 
for the brokerage of these assets and has just launched a futures contract on the hot copper market. — AFP 

Migrant workers in  
limbo as Austrian  
ski resorts reopen 
 
 
ISCHGL, Austria: Austria’s ski lifts may be operating 
but as the country struggles to control coronavirus 
infections, the sector expects a subdued season-and 
migrant workers who depend on its face an uncertain 
winter. In a normal year they would be part of one of 
Europe’s largest seasonal labor migrations. In western 
Austria’s Tyrol province alone, more than 31,000 for-
eign workers are needed when its 80 ski resorts are in 
full swing, according to one estimate. 

But events in Ischgl, the village that became one of 
Europe’s first major coronavirus clusters, explain why 
many of those workers are now unemployed.  

Around 6,000 tourists claim to have carried the 
virus home from there. AFP interviewed workers from 
Germany, Italy, Croatia and Slovakia, some of whom 
spoke on condition of anonymity because they feared 
risking future employment. 

 
‘Mindless debauchery’  

In March, as COVID-19 was ravaging northern 
Italy, Ischgl’s celebrated party scene carried on. An 
independent report has said shutdown measures 
should have been taken there after a barkeeper tested 
positive for the virus on March 7, but restaurants and 
bars remained open regardless. Waiters cut through 
crowds by blowing whistles amidst what one ex-
employee described as scenes of “mindless debauch-
ery”. “We were still joking because we didn’t realise 
how fast things could happen,” recalls Manuel, a 
German chef.  “It was pretty clear that this was a 
financial decision-you can’t believe how much money 
they make there every single day,” a Croatian worker 

says of the decision to stay open. Tyrolian ski lifts 
alone rake in around 800 million euros ($980 million) 
annually, while the province’s ski industry accounts for 
almost three percent of Austrian annual output. 

 
‘Abandoned like dogs’  

A few days later, Ischgl was shut down. While 
infected tourists fled, the resort’s migrant workers 
turned off stovetops, wiped the bars clean, and cleared 
rubbish from abandoned five-star hotel rooms. 

Workers were stranded, many only getting home 
with the help of their embassies. Andreas Steibl, head 
of Ischgl’s tourism association, says the hundreds of 
workers forced to quarantine were “taken care of” and 
that some “were able to use the infrastructure of the 
hotels as guests do”.  Steibl insists workers were in a 
“thoroughly pleasant situation”-something many of 
them would dispute.  Some tested positive, while oth-
ers say they couldn’t access medical care despite hav-
ing symptoms that made even climbing the stairs a 
challenge. “Once the tourists were gone, we were 
worthless-a burden, actually,” a German waiter recalls.  

“They abandoned us like dogs,” says Predrag-not 
his real name-from Croatia, who was stuck in Ischgl 
for more than three weeks.   Figures provided by the 
Austrian Institute of Economic Research show the 
ensuing shutdown led to around three quarters of all 
migrant workers in Tyrol’s winter tourism industry los-
ing their jobs. That represents around 24,000 people, 
only some of whom were eligible for unemployment 
benefits in Austria or their home countries.  “It’s a very 
precarious sector,” says Thomas Radner, head of 
employment law at Tyrol’s Workers’ Chamber.  

Though he says migrant workers claiming they’re 
“treated like slaves” is nothing new, Radner also notes 
a dramatic spike in such complaints since the outbreak. 
Workers who had already signed contracts for the cur-
rent season have seen them cancelled at short notice. 
Despite the disappointment, most potential employees 
AFP spoke to said they would return to Ischgl given 
the opportunity.—AFP 

ISCHGL: An individual walks along an empty street of the village of Ischgl, Austria. Austria’s ski lifts may be reopening 
today, but as the country struggles to control coronavirus infections, the thousands of migrant workers who depend on 
it are facing an uncertain winter. — AFP 

Trucks leave after disembarking from a ferry from Newcastle in IJmuiden, The Netherlands yesterday, as Europe began 
lifting travel bans on Britain put in place to contain a new fast-spreading COVID strain. — AFP 

Forget Christmas:  
Truckers struggle  
to cross Channel 
 
 
CALAIS: Stranded lorry drivers saw the prospect of 
spending Christmas with their families fade yesterday 
even after France eased Covid travel restrictions from 
Britain. The French government said Tuesday it would 
relax a temporary UK travel ban introduced after a 
new variant of coronavirus emerged, allowing EU 
nationals and residents of EU countries to enter pro-
vided they can show a negative Covid-19 test no more 
than 72 hours old. But frustrated truckers said there 
was little chance of making it across the English 
Channel from Dover to France anytime soon. 

“Home for Christmas? Forget it,” said Laurent 
Beghin, a French trucker who delivered a cargo of 
paint to the UK on Sunday and was still stuck in 
England yesterday. Beghin, who lives near Dunkirk in 
northern France, told AFP by phone that he hadn’t 
been able to take the COVID test that would allow him 
to cross the Channel. 

Christian Cosma, a Romanian national, is one of the 
lucky few to have made it back to the continent within 
hours of the travel ban being relaxed.  

 
It was awful 

Cosma, who drives a light van, told AFP at a service 
station near Calais that he was exhausted from a long 
wait in testing conditions on the British side. “It was 

awful, we waited for 50 hours or more, there were no 
toilets, nothing to eat,” he said. “I looked for a local 
hotel, but everywhere was full.” 

Cosma’s boss managed to get his driver a COVID 
test appointment, but he still had to travel for hours 
from the parking lot where had been waiting to the 
virus test site. “I drove 300 kilometers (almost 200 
miles) to do the test, and 300 kilometers back to 
Dover,” he said. Yesterday, he was still 2,500 kilome-
ters from home, with no chance of making it back to 
Romania for Christmas Eve on Thursday, but hopeful 
for the following day. Cosma said he had his COVID 
test checked “four or five times in the terminal”, and 
that there were 10 people “at most” on the ferry that 
took him across. Truck drivers without a negative 
COVID test have been loading their trailers onto fer-
ries as unaccompanied cargo, to be picked up by col-
leagues on the French side. 

 
Back to UK? ‘Don’t bother asking’  

While waiting, lorry drivers are having to put up 
with plenty of frustration they are not likely to forget 
soon. Beghin said he found a small parking spot for the 
wait but was fined 70 pounds ($94) for illegal parking 
and had to move. “Then we were boxed in like cattle at 
the airport, with 12 rows and more than 100 lorries per 
row,” he said. 

“It’s disgusting, there’s not even a shower, they just 
put up toilet booths. Yesterday we got two half-litre 
water bottles but nothing to eat,” he said. By yesterday 
morning, there was no information available on where 
the truckers might take COVID tests, Beghin said. “I 
told my boss, don’t bother asking me to go to England 
again,” he said. —AFP 

Canada, UK sign  
interim deal to  
avoid tariff rise 
 
OTTAWA: Canada and Britain have signed a tem-
porary agreement to avoid an increase in tariffs 
between the two countries after the British exit from 
the European Union in early 2021, Ottawa said 
Tuesday. At the end of November, the two countries 
announced they had concluded a provisional post-
Brexit trade agreement that would reflect, as of 
January 1, the terms of the deal that Britain benefit-
ed from as a member state of the EU.  

But the agreement could not be ratified before 
the Canadian parliament went into its winter recess, 
which would have resulted in an automatic increase 
in tariffs between the two countries on January 1.  
The temporary deal allows tariffs between the two 
countries to remain at current levels until the new 
trade deal is passed in parliament, a foreign ministry 
statement said.  

With the interim agreement, the Canadian gov-
ernment “is making sure businesses can easily con-
tinue trading without adding paperwork for busi-
nesses and importers,” it said in a statement.  
“These measures will ensure stability and certainty 
on both sides of the Atlantic,” it added. Bilateral 
trade with Britain was worth Can$29 billion (18.5 
billion euros) in 2019, according to official govern-
ment figures. Britain is the main market for 
Canadian exports to Europe. — AFP 

Stocks climb, dollar  
drops after Trump  
stimulus attack 
 
 
LONDON: Stock markets mostly rose and the dollar 
fell yesterday after President Donald Trump called a 
key US stimulus package “a disgrace” and told law-
makers to amend it. Elsewhere the pound won back 
ground on post-Brexit trade deal hopes.  Oil prices 
edged higher after big losses this week as coronavirus 
cases surged across the planet and a new strain was 
reported in the UK. That forced governments to 
impose tight restrictions and lockdowns to contain the 
disease over the festive period. 

“Even though the Trump news is a bump in the 
road, there is some hope that a deal will eventually be 
put into place,” said CMC Markets analyst David 
Madden.   “Stock markets in Europe are broadly build-
ing on yesterday’s gains, even though the health crisis 
is still rumbling on and there has yet to be a deal 
agreed between the UK and the EU.” Asian stock mar-
kets closed mainly higher yesterday, while Wall Street 

was mixed Tuesday. The worrying spike in infections 
has overshadowed the rollout of vaccines and news at 
the start of the week that Congress had finally ham-
mered out an economic rescue package worth around 
$900 billion. However Trump slammed the package as 
not doing enough for American families and told 
Congress to rethink it, raising the possibility of it being 
held up until after Christmas. “It really is a disgrace,” 
he said in a video message posted on Twitter. 

He demanded that individuals receive relief cheques 
totalling $2,000, up from $600 — with couples get-
ting $4,000. “I’m also asking Congress to immediately 
get rid of the wasteful and unnecessary items from this 
legislation, and just send me a suitable bill,” Trump 
added. Looking ahead, Axi analyst Stephen Innes 
warned the first quarter of 2021 could be a struggle for 
markets. “Even with the vaccine rollout getting under-
way, people have become polarized into one of two 
groups-those ready to travel now and those who are 
not prepared for six months or more.  

“With the new variant of the virus unleashing its 
wrath on the UK, it is not a stretch to assume that the 
percentage of those ready to travel anytime soon will 
drop.” Worries about the impact of new lockdowns on 
travel have hit oil prices badly, with both main con-
tracts down sharply since hitting 10-month highs last 
week.—AFP 


