
LONDON: Britain and the European Union have
made good progress in talks on a last-minute trade
deal that would stave off a tumultuous finale to the
five-year-old Brexit crisis, but fish is the biggest
sticking point. The United Kingdom left the EU in
January but the two sides are trying to clinch a deal
that would govern nearly a trillion dollars in annual
trade before informal membership - known as the
transition period - ends on Dec 31.

“We’re in intense negotiations with the EU -
we’ve made real progress,” Trade Secretary Liz
Truss said. “We’re making good progress on the
negotiations.” “But if the EU aren’t prepared to do a
deal that allows the UK to retain its sovereignty,
then we will go to Australia style terms, and I think
that’s perfectly reasonable.” After threats from
Britain that it would undercut the 2020 divorce
treaty, and Johnson briefly broke off trade talks on
Friday, the EU said it was ready to talk about draft
legal texts of a deal.

The chief negotiators of Britain and the
European Union, Michel Barnier and David Frost,

meet on Friday for intensive negotiations. After
some progress on competition guarantees including
state aid rules, the hardest issue remains fish:
Johnson has insisted on taking back control over its
waters while the EU wants access to the fishing
waters.

Ireland’s foreign minister said he believed Britain
and the EU could reach a trade deal now the talks
were back on track, but added the issues of fair
competition and fisheries hampering an accord
were “still very much there”. “I think a deal can be
done... What we have now, after all sorts of politics
being played, is a process that is back on track,”
Simon Coveney said, adding, however, that both
sides remained “miles apart” on fishing.

Symbol of sovereignty
Asked if there would be a deal, Britain’s junior

finance minister Stephen Barclay said he hoped
there would be but fishing was a key sticking point.
“(The) deal needs to reflect that fact that we’re
leaving the EU, we will regain control of our fish-
eries,” he told Sky.

At a briefing with diplomats in Brussels on
Wednesday, Barnier said he was only worried about
fish, one person who participated in the closed-
door meeting said. “Fish is now the thing to tackle.
The other elements seem doable, more or less,” the
diplomat said.

While fishing alone contributed just 0.03 percent
of British economic output in 2019, it is an emotive
subject as many Brexit supporters see it as a sym-
bol of the regained sovereignty that leaving the EU

should bring. Combined with fish and shellfish pro-
cessing, then the sector makes up 0.1 percent of UK
GDP. For French fishermen, British waters are cru-
cial and being locked out would cause trouble for
French President Emmanuel Macron.

The United Kingdom first sought membership of
the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1961,
but Charles de Gaulle vetoed Britain’s accession in

1961 and 1967, accusing the British of “deep-seated
hostility” to the European project.

It eventually joined in 1973, but voted to leave by
52 to 48 percent on June 23, 2016. Britain and Japan
formally signed a trade agreement on Friday, mark-
ing the UK’s first big post-Brexit deal on trade, as it
continues to struggle to agree on a deal with its
closest trading partners in the EU.  — Reuters

US housing market 
heats up ahead 
of election 
WASHINGTON: The housing market has been one of
the few bright spots since the coronavirus pandemic
slammed the US economy, a boom that at a glance
would appear to be aiding the financial wellbeing of
American homeowners and ought to offer a tailwind to
President Donald Trump heading into the homestretch
of the election. But as with so much else going on in the
recovery, the benefits are far from evenly distributed -
and sentiment heading into the election will vary based
on how individual voters are faring, offering no clear lift
to the incumbent Republican over his Democratic chal-
lenger, Joe Biden. “I don’t think there’s any question that
we’ve seen significant improvement,” said Jim Baird,
chief investment officer for Plante Moran Financial
Advisors. “The question is ‘is it enough?’”

The National Association of Realtors this week
reported US existing home sales surged in September to
levels not seen in more than 14 years. With so much of
Americans’ wealth tied up in the home they live in, that
offers a welcome financial buffer in a decidedly uncertain
economic moment. It has also been a boon for builders,
who are as confident as they’ve ever been, the National
Association of Home Builders reported this week, as they
rush to meet the demands of a severely under-supplied
housing market. Indeed, single-family housing starts are
proceeding at the fastest clip in 13 years.

But the gains in home sales were concentrated in
the higher end of the market, which is fine for people
with stable jobs who have been able to snag houses,
but first-time buyers or those looking for affordable
homes may be priced out of the market. “While this
has helped push home prices higher and improved
equity positions for existing homeowners, it has cre-
ated a challenging market for buyers, especially those
shopping in the more affordable end of the market,”
said Andy Walden, an economist and director of mar-
ket research at Black Knight.

The median price of an existing home is nearly 15
percent higher than last year. Sales in resort areas have
been particularly strong, the NAR said this week.

That outsized gains for pricier homes is another sign
the crisis is falling harder on lower-income households,
Baird said. Many current homeowners who lost jobs or
had their pay cut significantly during the crisis are also
struggling. Uncertainty over what will happen when
existing forbearance protections expire in March may
weigh on voters’ minds on Nov 3.

It is too soon to know if the 3 million homeowners
in forbearance will be able to resume mortgage pay-
ments or if foreclosure moratoriums will be extended,
Walden said.

More homeowners are keeping up with payments,
for now. The number of seriously delinquent mort-
gages, or those at least 90 days late, declined in
September for the first time since the pandemic start-
ed, according to Black Knight data released Thursday.
However, mortgage delinquencies could stay elevated
throughout 2021 and into 2022 at the current pace of
improvement, said Walden. “And that’s without any re-
emergence of broader economic impacts from the
pandemic,” he said. — Reuters
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UK and EU try to land deal on fish
Britain, EU make good progress in last-minute talks

LONDON: EU chief Brexit negotiator Michel Barnier (right), wearing an EU flag-themed facemask due to the novel coron-
avirus pandemic, leaves a hotel in London yesterday to attend the latest round of Brexit trade talks with the UK. — AFP

The housing market has been one of many few brilliant spots in the US economy during the pandemic.

Syria crisis eases 
as Iran delivers 
new oil supplies
AMMAN: Iran has delivered several gasoline and
crude oil shipments to Syria, easing a near two-month
gasoline shortage aggravated by tougher US sanc-
tions, shippers, port officials and traders said.

A vessel began unloading 38,000 tons of gasoline
at the Baniyas oil terminal on Monday, three weeks
after another ship carrying Iranian crude unloaded its
one million barrel cargo, three shippers and a
Damascus-based businessman familiar with the ship-
ment told Reuters. In addition an Iranian vessel carry-
ing another 1 million barrels off-loaded its cargo in the
Mediterranean to two smaller vessels for delivery to
Syria, a Beirut-based shipper and a Amman-based
regional shipper also said

Those cargoes were delivered two weeks ago, they
said. Oil Minister Bassam Touma had said in
September that The Caesar Act - the toughest US
sanctions which came into force last June prohibiting
foreign companies trading with Damascus - had dis-
rupted several imported shipments from undisclosed
suppliers. A halving of Iranian deliveries in the last four
months purchased by Damascus under credit lines and
barter deals with Tehran worsened the chronic short-
ages, another three shippers said.

They said Iran’s preference to step up cash sales to
Asian customers rather than supply its ally Damascus
on credit was a factor behind the reduced supplies.
Iran’s own economy has also been struggling from the
impact of US sanctions and the coronavirus pandemic.
Data from TankerTrackers, which tracks shipments and
oil storage, showed a spike in Iranian exports last
month in defiance of US sanctions. Syrian oil produc-
tion collapsed after Damascus lost most of its oil pro-
ducing fields in the eastern part of the country, east
the Euphrates River in Deir Al-Zor. 

During the nearly decade old conflict it has relied
on its ally Iran for an average of 70,000 barrels per
day - almost half of its needs - but supplies have
been falling in the past year with tightening sanc-
tions and Tehran seeking cash exports, according to
industry experts.— Reuters

Japan against huge
bailout for ANA
TOKYO: Japan’s government is in no mood for a huge
bailout plan for ailing airline ANA, sources say, prefer-
ring a piecemeal approach to direct capital injections -
a stark contrast to the bold moves other countries
have made to protect flagship carriers.

Forecast to suffer a net loss of about $4.8 billion in
the fiscal year to March, Japan’s largest airline is
expected to announce a revival plan next week that
will most likely include pay cuts and reduction in its
fleet of aircraft. The government hopes a waiver on air-
port landing fees, a tax-funded domestic tourism cam-
paign and a gradual re-opening of borders will be
enough to keep ANA alive, said government and ruling
party officials with direct knowledge of the matter.

These measures will come on top of $3.8 billion in
subordinated loans to ANA Holdings Inc from state-
backed and private lenders. The loans, cost cuts and
capital accumulated during Japan’s inbound tourism
boom in the past few years will allow ANA to weather
the hit from COVID-19 at least for now, they said.
Though nothing has been officially decided, the gov-
ernment is ready to offer more relief if a deepening
economic slump worsens the plight of big companies
with national impact such as ANA.

But ideas being floated among government and
political circles center on tax breaks for aircraft and
fuel, as well as extensions of existing programs such as
the tourism campaign and subsidies to companies that
retain jobs, the officials said.

More radical steps such as those taken by Germany,
which did direct capital injection, are off the table for
now, they said. “As long as private banks are healthy
enough (to support ANA), it’s probably unnecessary,”
a senior ruling party official said of a direct bailout.

“Capital injection is a last resort,” said another rul-
ing party official with close ties with the airline indus-
try. “I don’t think the airlines themselves want this,
because it would just show how dire their business
health is.” The Bank of Japan, too, is wary of stepping
in, concerned that rescuing non-financial entities like
ANA would fall into the realm of fiscal policy, said
three people familiar with its thinking.

“The BOJ and government each has different roles
to play,” one of the people said, ruling out measures
such as directly offering subordinated loans to ANA.
There is uncertainty, however, on how long this drip-
feed approach can last. Like other carriers, ANA has
been burning through cash to maintain jets that are
either grounded or flying with too few passengers
during the coronavirus pandemic. Most of ANA’s inter-
national routes are suspended and a resurgence of
infections in Western countries means a revival of
inbound tourism may be some time off. If there is a huge
wave of infections in Japan, that could also dash hopes of
a rebound in domestic tourism. Once pent-up demand
from the government’s campaign peters out, households
may hold off on travelling as job losses and wage cuts hit
income, analysts say.—Reuters

Indonesian unions 
vow mass protests
if govt inks jobs law
JAKARTA: Indonesia’s workers will stage further
mass protests across the country if President Joko
Widodo signs new jobs measures into law next week,
the head of the main labor group said yesterday.

“It  is  the exploitation of labour that we’re
against,” said the head of the Confederation of
Indonesian Trade Unions, Said Iqbal. “We are ready
for dialogue, even ready for a debate if necessary in
an open, public hearing.” The government says the
legislation will boost employment by cutting red
tape, easing restrictions of foreign investment and
improving labor market competitiveness. Unions and
rights groups say the measures favor business over
workers and the environment.

Hundreds of thousands of Indonesians have hit the
streets across the archipelago in recent weeks, culmi-
nating in sporadic violence and thousands of arrests,

as they protested the measures passed by parliament
on Oct. 5. If the president, widely known as Jokowi,
signs the measures into law, as expected, on
Wednesday, labor unions will stage “massive national”
protests on Nov 1, centered on the State Palace and
Constitutional Court in the capital Jakarta, Iqbal told a
virtual news conference.

Tens of thousands would be expected to gath-
er in Jakarta and hundreds of thousands more
across  the  count ry, he  sa id . Spokesmen  a t
Jokowi’s office, Jakarta police and Indonesia’s
economic ministry did not immediately respond
to requests for comment. — Reuters


