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ABIDJAN, Ivory Coast: Hopes raised by West 
African leaders of finally launching this year their 
“Eco” common currency, in the pipeline for three 
decades, have faded as the coronavirus crisis and 
squabbling over severing the remaining monetary 
ties to former colonial ruler France snarl progress. 

Chiefs of the 15-nation Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) regional bloc said 
last year the Eco would be set up in 2020 but the 
short time frame was not enough for the sheer 
logistics involved. Ahead of the euro’s launch, its 
founding nations took 15 years to grind through 
preliminaries like setting up a central bank, decid-
ing on an exchange rate regime, minting coins and 
printing banknotes and updating IT systems and 
bureaucracy. 

The impact of the coronavirus pandemic has now 
definitively skewered the African bloc’s ambitious 
timetable. This was exacerbated by an imminent 
reform supposed to switch eight ECOWAS members 
who use the CFA Franc, which ties their economies 
to former colonial ruler France, to the Eco. 

The push by CFA franc countries to move ahead 
alone has riled English-speaking neighbors like 
regional powerhouse Nigeria, even as the reform 
doing away with the franc has blown through a July 
deadline. Niger’s President Mahamadou Issoufou, 

whose country also uses the CFA franc, urged fel-
low leaders at a September summit to “come up 
with a new roadmap, sticking to a gradual 
approach for launching the common currency”. For 
Yao Prao, economics professor at the University of 
Bouake in Ivory Coast, Issoufou’s appeal heralds 
“not a burial, but a delay” for the Eco. 

Prao said Ivorian President Alassane Ouattara 
had spoken of a possible five-year delay. “It’s a 
question of political will. Five years would be 
enough to get there,” he judged-frictions between 
ECOWAS member countries notwithstanding. 

 
Adieu to France?  

For now Nigeria, which by itself accounts for 60 
percent of the bloc’s GDP and 180 of its 300 mil-
lion inhabitants, wants CFA franc countries organ-
ized in the existing West African Monetary Union 
(WAMU) to completely break currency ties with 
France, exceeding the reform plan already 
announced. Under a bill approved by the French 
cabinet in May, once the Eco arrives the Bank of 
France would no longer hold CFA countries’ 
reserves, and Paris would withdraw from institu-
tions like the Central Bank of the West African 
States (CBWAS) and WAMU’s banking commis-
sion. But the new Eco envisaged would remain 

pegged to the euro, while France would stand 
ready with a euro-denominated credit line in case 
the CBWAS ran into a currency crunch. WAMU 
countries signed up to those conditions-having had 
a front-row view of the currency woes of their 
neighbors who do not use the CFA-want to avoid 
such risks to the Eco. 

 
‘Can’t take 1,000 years’  

More fundamentally, if a new attempt at the Eco 
is to succeed, “we have to have a debate on the 
convergence criteria like inflation, debt and public 
deficits,” economist Prao said. Divergence across 
countries on such economic factors has dogged the 
euro since its introduction, and attempts to bring 
them into line in part caused the drawn-out crisis 
following the 2008 financial crash. 

While Prao said it would be positive for West 
African nations to have a common currency, he also 
struck a note of caution. “Let’s not try and imitate 
Europe: we can’t have its introduction leading to 
austerity policies that harm growth and employ-
ment,” he said. 

For now, any hope of ECOWAS members falling 
into line with convergence goals has been stymied 
by the coronavirus crisis. Ivorian economist and 
former minister Daniel Anikpo predicted that the 

Eco “won’t see the light of day... the political will 
isn’t there”. “When I was a minister in 2000, we 
were already talking about getting it done in five 
years,” said Anikpo, who long fought for an inde-
pendent common currency. “We can’t wait around 
for a thousand years for all the incompatibilities 
between the countries to be fixed.” — AFP 
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US restricts tech 
sales to Chinese  
giant SMIC 
 
 
WASHINGTON: Washington has ordered US 
companies to seek permission before selling their 
technologies to Chinese semiconductor giant SMIC, 
its latest salvo in the battle for technological domi-
nance over Beijing, the Wall Street Journal reported 
Saturday. 

The Department of Commerce “has told US 
computer-chip companies that they must obtain 
licenses before exporting certain technology to 
China’s largest manufacturer of semiconductors,” 

according to the business daily. The new rules 
were announced in a letter to the industry Friday, 
which says that “exports to Semiconductor 
Manufacturing International Corp. or its sub-
sidiaries risk being used for Chinese military activ-
ities,” the report continued.  

The newspaper said the administration of US 
President Donald Trump has “grown more concerned 
about Beijing’s practice of leaning on private compa-
nies to advance its military aims.” The Commerce 
Department would not comment on the matter 
specifically, but a spokesperson with its Bureau of 
Industry and Security said they are “constantly mon-
itoring and assessing any potential threats to US 
national security and foreign policy interests” and 
“will take appropriate action as warranted.” 

The report comes as the White House says it will 
not back down from a plan to ban new US down-

loads of TikTok, the popular Chinese-owned video-
sharing app, over what it says are national security 
concerns, setting up a court showdown ahead of a 
Sunday deadline. 

For years China and the United States have been 
scrapping for tech dominance. SMIC is key to 
Beijing’s ambition to someday achieve semiconduc-
tor self-reliance. Analysts say China’s dependence 
on foreign-including US-made-chips hinders that 
national goal. The issue was brought into stark 
relief earlier this year by the US campaign to hob-
ble Chinese telecom giant Huawei, which 
Washington fears could allow China’s security state 
to tap into global telecoms networks. The US 
Commerce Department in May announced plans to 
cut off Huawei’s access to global semiconductor 
supplies, which the company said would threaten 
its “survival.” — AFP 

Ex-Audi boss to  
stand trial for  
‘dieselgate’ 
 
 
FRANKFURT: Former Audi boss Rupert 
Stadler on Wednesday becomes the first to 
stand trial in Germany over the “dieselgate” 
emissions scandal, five years after parent com-
pany VW admitted responsibility. Stadler, 57, 
faces charges of “fraud, falsifying certifications 
and false advertising” according to an indict-
ment to be read out before the Munich district 
court. 

He is in the dock alongside former Audi and 
Porsche manager Wolfgang Hatz and two Audi 
engineers. 

Not a single senior executive has been con-
victed in Germany so far in connection with the 
scandal that erupted in September 2015 when 
the Volkswagen group acknowledged it had 
installed cheating software in 11 million diesel 
engines. The so-called defeat devices made the 
cars appear to pollute less in lab tests than they 
did on the road. Media interest in the opening 
hearing is expected to be high, prompting 
court officials to move proceedings to a justice 
building in a Munich suburb. Because of coron-
avirus restrictions however, seating inside the 
hearing room will be limited, a court 
spokesman told AFP.  

 
‘No wrongdoing’  

Stadler had been Audi’s chief executive for 11 
years when he was arrested in June 2018. He 
spent four months in pretrial detention owing to 
concerns he could try to influence witnesses. A 
career Audi man, he joined the luxury car maker 
in 1990 and was named CEO in 2007. 
Prosecutors say Stadler knew about the emis-
sions scam by the end of September 2015 “at the 
latest” but nevertheless allowed thousands more 
vehicles fitted with defeat devices to be sold. 

His three fellow defendants stand accused of 
having developed diesel engines equipped with 
the manipulating software, which were installed 
in cars sold as far back as 2009. 

The charges against the men cover a total of 
434,420 Volkswagen, Audi and Porsche vehicles 
sold in Europe and the United States. Stadler 
has consistently denied the accusations. 

Co-accused Hatz, whose past roles at the 
VW group include research and development 
chief at its Porsche unit, also rejects any 
wrongdoing. His lawyer said Hatz would 
respond to the charges “in detail”. The large, 
complex trial is expected to run until the end of 
December 2022. The indictment alone, to be 
read out loud on Wednesday, is more than 90 
pages long. The defendants face up to 10 years 
in prison if convicted. 

Stadler is not the only top executive bracing 
for his day in court. A regional tribunal in 
Brunswick, near VW’s Wolfsburg headquarters, 
ruled earlier this month that Martin Winterkorn, 
former chief executive of the VW group, must 
stand trial on charges of fraud and stock mar-
ket manipulation. 

The group’s current CEO Herbert Diess and 
supervisory board chair Hans Dieter Poetsch 
had faced similar accusations of failing to 
inform shareholders in a timely manner of the 
pollution scam. 

But those proceedings were dropped after 
VW agreed to a settlement that cost it nine 

KLAIPEDA, Lithuania: A vital mar-
itime trade hub for landlocked Belarus, 
the Lithuanian port of Klaipeda now 
faces economic fallout from the Baltic 
state’s hard line against President 
Alexander Lukashenko. 

The embattled Belarusian leader 
has threatened to re-route import and 
export cargo through Russian ports 
after Lithuania and its neighbors 
Estonia and Latvia last month 
imposed sanctions against him. 

Their move came as the strongman 
staged brutal crackdowns against 
protesters who demanded that he 
step down following a disputed 
August 9 presidential election.  
Klaipeda is the largest port in the 
Baltic states and handles more than 45 
million tons of goods a year-more 
than quarter of it from and to Belarus 
via Lithuanian rail. “Belarusian cargo 
is very important for the port of 
Klaipeda,” Algis Latakas, director 
general of the port, told AFP, standing 
near carriages and a ship loaded with 
Belarusian fertilizer. 

Andrius Romanovskis, president of 
Lithuania’s business confederation, 
said companies operating in Klaipeda 
were “very sensitive and are closely 
following” the latest news from 
Belarus. “For some companies, it 
would mean quite a strong negative 
economic effect,” he said.  

 
‘It may be possible’  

Lukashenko, facing the biggest 
challenge to his 26-year rule, threat-
ened to cut off the route through 
neighboring Lithuania after Vilnius 
imposed sanctions for election fraud. 

His tough talk has been backed up 
by Russia, his main ally that wants to 

divert oil shipments from Lithuanian 
to Russian ports. Apart from oil prod-
ucts, Belarus also uses Klaipeda to 
export fertilizer from Belaruskali, the 
world’s largest producer of potash. 

Latakas said a boycott would be 
purely political and would make no 
sense economically. “We think that in 
the near term, politically it may be 
possible but it would prove rather 
complicated practically because it 
needs technologies and a concerted 
logistics chain. “Klaipeda is the clos-
est location to Belarusian fertilizer 
factories, and since 2006 Belarusian 
cargo has mostly sailed to the rest of 
the world through Klaipeda,” Latakas 
said. He said the port and Lithuania’s 
railways have not seen any changes so 
far except that Lithuanian truckers 
have reported more thorough checks 
at the land border in recent days. 

Before the presidential election, 
Belarus had been using oil imports 
through Klaipeda-including spot pur-
chases from the United States and 
Saudi Arabia-to reduce its reliance on 
Russia. Since the vote and mass 
protests that ensued, the Belarusian 
government has changed tack as 
Lukashenko became heavily reliant on 
his single most important backer. 
Russian Energy Minister Alexander 
Novak visited Minsk to raise the issue 
earlier this month, sparking speculation 
about an imminent deal. “We need to 
create the economic conditions that 
will be beneficial to both sides,” he 
said, voicing hope that a deal could be 
reached with Belarus by the end of the 
month. Russian officials have said any 
Belarusian cargo could transit instead 
through the Russian Baltic Sea ports of 
Ust-Luga and Kaliningrad. — AFP 

Former Audi boss Rupert Stadler. — Reuters 

Storage facilities of Klaipedos Nafta (KN), a company of energy resources logistics 
specializing in oil and gas industry, at the Port of Klaipeda, Lithuania. Klaipeda is a 
vital commercial maritime hub for Belarus, a landlocked country without an own 
access to the sea. — AFP 

Lithuanian port caught in 
crossfire of Belarus crisis 

BANGKOK: Tens of thousands of 
Thais on Saturday flocked to a gov-
ernment-organised job expo with 
more than a million jobs up for grabs 
as it works to stem mounting unem-
ployment in an economy battered by 
the coronavirus pandemic. Southeast 
Asia’s second-largest economy could 
shrink by a record 8.5 percent this 
year, with its key tourism sector tak-
ing a beating, the government pre-
dicts, leaving young and old alike 
searching for work. 

More than 570 booths, from pub-
lic organizations, private firms and 
for roles overseas, were set up for 
job seekers at a “JOB EXPO THAI-
LAND 2020” in Bangkok, which runs 
until today. “I got laid off,” said 23-
year-old Chanissara Prommas. “I 
used to work for Hong Kong Airlines, 
but the company couldn’t deal with 
the cost, so they had to let go some 
of the staff”. 

Teera Magaumpai, 50, who lost his 
job after 30 years in the tourist sector, 
said the big crowd reflected huge 
unemployment and “elders have to 
fight with first jobbers”. 

Some of Thailand’s biggest firms 
were among those offering jobs, 
including agribusiness Charoen 
Pokphand Foods, Telecoms firm True 
Corp and energy group PTT, which is 

majority owned by the government. 
Although Thailand, which has suffered 
just 3,522 coronavirus infections, has 
lifted most restrictions and daily life 
and work is mostly back to normal, a 
ban on foreign tourists remains in 
place, cutting a swathe through a 
whole sector of career opportunities. 

About 1.24 million jobs will be 
offered - with most in the private 
sector, and a little over 100,000 in 
roles overseas. Of that total, the gov-
ernment will help companies pay half 
in hiring 260,000 new graduates for 
a year. “People are the most impor-
tant part of the country and for mov-
ing it forward,” Prime Minister 
Prayuth Chan-ocha said as he opened 
the event. 

The job offer is part of relief meas-
ures as the government has intro-
duced a 1.9 trillion baht ($60 billion) 
package to mitigate the impact of the 
outbreak. Supant Mongkolsuthree, 
chairman of the Federation of Thai 
Industries, estimated job losses at a 
record 2.5-3.0 million this year, with 
more than a million in the tourist sec-
tor. Thailand has a workforce of about 
38 million. The government predicts 
just 6.7 million foreign visitors this 
year after last year’s record 39.8 mil-
lion visitors, whose spending made up 
about 11.4 percent of GDP. — Reuters 

Thailand tackles unemployment 
with million jobs expo

BNGKOK: More than 570 booths, from public organizations, private firms and for roles 
overseas, were set up for job seekers at a “JOB EXPO THAILAND 2020” in Bangkok, 
which runs until today. — Reuters 


