
LONDON: Europe’s financial capital is feeling the
cold of Brexit but UK officials insist the City of
London is suffering a temporary blip and is well-
positioned to profit from new trading horizons.

For the first time last month, as Britain’s with-
drawal from the EU took full effect, London’s finan-
cial district lost its European share trading crown to
Amsterdam.

Researchers at IHS Markit attributed the decline
to a “relatively hard Brexit”, and the UK govern-
ment’s failure so far to persuade Brussels to grant
full trading rights to City-based firms under a
regime known as “equivalence”. London’s daily
trading volumes in other areas such as derivatives
and foreign exchange still vastly outweigh its
European neighbors, and Catherine McGuinness,
policy chair at the City of London Corporation,
played down the development.

“We’ve always known that some EU-facing busi-
ness would have to leave the City of London follow-
ing Brexit, whatever the shape of the deal,” she said. 

“However, significantly fewer jobs have shifted
from the City because of Brexit than was expected,
and we remain very confident about the fundamen-
tal strengths of the City for the future,” McGuinness
said.  London “continues to go from strength to
strength” in emerging financial technology (fintech)
and tech investment, as well as green finance, she
added. 

In January, according to the Financial Times, an
average of 9.2 billion euros ($11.2 billion/£8.1 bil-
lion) of shares were traded each day on Euronext
Amsterdam together with two other Dutch share
markets.

That was more than four times their December
figure, and overtook London’s daily average of 8.6
billion euros, the newspaper said. A spokesman for
the Dutch Financial Markets Authority told AFP it
was not a surprise. “We think it’s a logical conse-
quence because we already had a strong trading
standing with the Euronext Amsterdam,” he added.

Lost passport 
Financial services-a key driver of the British econ-

omy-were largely omitted from the last-minute
Brexit trade deal agreed between London and
Brussels in late December. So from January 1,
Britain’s financial sector lost access to the EU’s single
market and its European “passport”, a means for UK
financial products and services to be sold in the EU.

Both sides are instead working to carve out an
“equivalence” regime under which each would rec-
ognize the other’s financial regulation, and so far
Brussels has approved only two areas of trading out
of dozens that the City needs. Anish Puaar, an analyst
at Rosenblatt Securities, said London’s relative
decline was “symbolic in the post-Brexit era”. 

“But beyond that the impact is pretty minimal,” he
said on Twitter. Puaar said fund managers will “prob-
ably not” care in apportioning assets but the greater
danger is for a fragmentation of markets in Europe,
which would make trading more inefficient and drive
up costs.

Bank of England governor Andrew Bailey also
addressed fragmentation in a speech last week, urg-
ing the EU to hurry up on the equivalence negotia-
tions for the sake of pandemic recovery on both
sides of the Channel. Rebutting some of the demands
made by Brussels in return for the City to regain
access to EU states, Bailey said Britain had no inten-
tion of creating “a low-regulation, high-risk, any-
thing-goes financial center and system”.

But the EU wants cast-iron legal assurances that
Britain will not diverge in its financial regulation at
the expense of European firms, and stresses that the
hardline model for Brexit now in operation was a
choice made by London.

Divergence, not equivalence 
“It cannot be business as usual,” the EU’s chief

Brexit negotiator Michel Barnier said on Thursday, a
day after Bailey’s speech. “When you look at the
consequences in the financial services, you can clear-

ly see that there is no added value to Brexit and
many, many consequences, unfortunately,” he said.

However, the UK central banker played down
fears of an exodus of jobs from London. Last month,
Bailey said up to 7,000 jobs had so far been relocat-
ed to rival centers on the continent including
Amsterdam, Paris and Frankfurt-well down on
doomsday predictions of as many as 50,000 losses.
Mark Simpson, an expert on financial services at the
law firm Baker & McKenzie, agreed that by the met-
ric of job losses, London did not need to panic yet.

“But the ongoing equivalence debate illustrates a

point that many have been saying for some time-that
the EU is determined to reduce its reliance on
London, even if that means driving business further
afield” to New York for instance, he said. “It seems
increasingly apparent that the UK will need to accept
that its market position for many areas of European
business is going to be weaker in future,” Simpson
said. The City should focus instead on boosting its
appeal to non-European businesses, along with fin-
tech and green finance.  “So what is happening with
equivalence is probably going to give the UK more
incentive to diverge from EU rules in future.” — AFP
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COLOMBO: An import ban in cash-
strapped Sri Lanka is leaving a bad
taste in the mouths of its curry lovers,
depriving them of vital turmeric sup-
plies and encouraging budding smug-
glers to take their chances with the
spice. With no foreign cash coming in
as COVID-19 cripples the tourism
industry, the government in March
imposed a ban on many imports to
stop money leaving the country, so that
it can pay $4.5 billion this year to serv-
ice its international debt.

Cars, floor tiles and machinery parts
are among the items prohibited but it is
a ban on turmeric that has the Indian
Ocean island simmering with anger.

The aromatic root is a vital ingredi-
ent in curries and other local cuisine
and also increasingly sought after as a
health supplement. But only a fifth of
the 7,500 tons Sri Lanka consumes
every year is produced locally. Since
the pandemic, demand has increased
so much that prices have shot up 20-
fold to an eye-watering 9,000 rupees
($48) a kilogram-a week’s wages for
many Sri Lankan workers.

“Our home-cooked curries are not
the same since the pandemic,” said

health worker Prarthana Weerasinghe,
who claimed that many market vari-
eties were now “adulterated”. “We
never thought turmeric would be such
a big issue. We had taken it for granted.
Now, we can’t afford to use it in our
daily cooking.”

Customs agents recently found 25
tons of the spice smuggled into the
country from India in containers
marked “onions”, while navy patrols
have seized several tons from Indian
fishermen.

Those seeking turmeric have
watched on helplessly as officials burn
seized turmeric at crematoriums, claim-
ing they do not want to flood the market
and depress prices.  The government
says it wants to promote local produc-
tion over cheap imports as hundreds of
thousands have lost their jobs and the
economy recorded its worst-ever con-
traction of 3.9 percent last year.

On the skids 
Prime Minister Mahinda

Rajapaksa’s ban on “non-essential”
items has also seen a surge in prices
for other goods, including car tires,
floor tiles and even toilets. “There are

no foreign brand tires available for
small cars,” a dealer in Colombo said.
“Those who have stocks have jacked
up prices.”

Kasun Chaminda said he had lost
regular customers for his taxi operation
because he could not buy new tires.
“When they realized that I was unable
to replace the worn tyres, they can-
celled the (regular) hire. It is dangerous
to run with worn tires, but I have no

choice.” With no foreign competition,
the share prices of local tile and sani-
taryware makers have soared five-fold
in less than six months-making the tiny
Colombo stock exchange a star per-
former during an economic crisis. And
with banks prevented from releasing
dollars to finance car imports since
March, the second-hand car market has
also shot up, with the price of used
vehicles almost doubling. — AFP

In this picture, customs officials examine turmeric imported illegally into Sri Lanka at a
warehouse in Colombo. — AFP

US minority 
entrepreneurs 
fear for survival
WASHINGTON: For the past 11 months,
Reign Free has done everything she can think
of to keep her catering company open after
the pandemic hit-a fight shared by many
Black-owned businesses across the United
States. As her business dried up, Free has tak-
en out loans from the US government and
other lenders and searched for new opportu-
nities, but she wonders how much longer Red
Door Catering in Oakland, California can sur-
vive the slump.

“We’re getting crumbs and it’s not enough.
We’re still having hope, and still trying to stay
afloat, but really we’re getting deeper and
deeper into the hole,” she said.

Racial minorities have borne the brunt of
the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States,
with higher rates of death, unemployment and
business failure, and less success obtaining
federal government assistance intended to
provide relief.

President Joe Biden has argued his pro-
posed $1.9 trillion spending package will both
pay for an aggressive vaccine campaign to end
the virus that has strangled business, while also
addressing the longstanding racial inequities
that have worsened during the pandemic.

“It is a great effort,” Cathy Adams, presi-
dent and CEO of the Oakland African
American Chamber of Commerce, said of
Biden’s plan.  The chamber’s members have
managed to avoid closure, but only with con-
siderable struggle, and Adams fears for their
future. “This right here has hit us so hard,”
she said.

Pre-existing conditions 
The world’s largest Covid-19 outbreak has

exacted an awful toll on the United States,
killing more than 480,000 people and leading
to mass layoffs, with 20.4 million people unem-
ployed as of January, according to Labor
Department data. But it has been a starkly
unequal experience. The unemployment rate
was at 5.7 percent for white Americans last
month but 9.2 percent for African Americans
and 8.6 percent for Hispanics, the Labor
Department said. 

Government data also shows both groups
have higher death rates from the disease than
whites, and their businesses are similarly
imperiled. An August study from the New York
Federal Reserve said Black-owned small busi-
nesses failed at a rate two times above the
national average. —AFP

City of London pays early price of Brexit
UK officials insist the city is suffering a temporary blip

LONDON: In this file photo, a man walks along the southern bank of the River Thames with the office towers of the City of
London in the background in London.   — AFP

Sri Lanka import ban takes
the spice out of life

In Venezuelan 
Amazon, gold gives 
life, and takes it
YAPACANA NATIONAL PARK, Venezuela:
Delicately, Jose Valenzuela places a small quantity
of gold powder on a digital scale. He sets it aside
to pay for fuel in the Venezuelan Amazon, where
the precious metal is the currency of choice.
Valenzuela works as an assistant on the merchant
boat of Olver Ramirez, with whom he navigates the
Orinoco river through the Yapacana National Park
in Amazonas state, some 750 kilometers (466
miles) south of the capital Caracas.

The region is so remote that the people who
live here refer to Venezuela as a distant country.
They are closer to Colombia and Brazil. The two
men dock their narrow wooden boat at Cariche,
one of many indigenous settlements along the
riverbank.

They sell some goods to clients on the river-
bank, and settle in for a short rest. On the motor-
ized boat, a piece of cardboard announces the
products for sale, with prices in “lines” of gold
dust in a region where illegal mining feeds many
mouths. One “line” is a tenth of a gram of gold-its

value fluctuates with the exchange rate of the
Colombian peso.

On the day Valenzuela and Ramirez arrive in
Cariche, the price for a line is set at some 20,000
Colombian pesos. This is the equivalent of about
$6, but the greenback is little used in this region
unlike in the rest of Venezuela where it is the de
facto currency.

The cardboard sign advertises a can of tuna
for one line of gold dust, a liter of oil for two, a
kilo of milk powder for three or four lines.

A liter of gasoline costs one line-about 10
times the price charged at the pump in Colombia,
where it comes from. Caracas is the only city in
Venezuela where it’s possible to fill a tank with-
out queuing for days. 

‘Worthless’ bolivars for wrapping 
Added to the price of fuel, explain the boatmen,

are the bribes that must be paid along the route to
security agents and indigenous leaders who
charge for transit through their territories.

Completely absent is the Venezuelan currency,
bolivars. “They are worthless,” says Valenzuela. 

A barefooted Ramirez says the notes are
sometimes used to wrap the gold, but never as
legal tender.

“You weigh and then you throw the bills away,”
he explains, swaying in a hammock on the boat as
he swats at mosquitoes. On this trade day, the

Orinoco is tranquil, and the men have a stunning
view of the Yapacana mountain that gave the park
its name. 

But beyond the beauty lies a sad tale of natural
destruction and violence.

Activists say the area is being ravaged by illegal
gold mining, aided by military personnel who turn
a blind eye in exchange for bribes. Despite its
location in a protected park that hosts a treasure
trove of biodiversity, gold mining is growing by
242 hectares-almost 300 football fields-per year,
according to the NGO SOS Orinoco. In its last
report in 2019, the group said mining activity in
the park already covered 2,227 hectares.

The ‘captain’ decides 
From local towns, boats set out for the park on

a regular basis with heavy mining equipment that
arrives by plane on small runways before making
its way downstream on the Orinoco.

NGOs say the damage being done to the fresh-
water ecosystem is irreversible. But matters are
complicated by locals insisting the National Guard
has no authority over the river system. The law
that prevails is indigenous, and in the mine it is
“the captain” who calls the shots-often someone
from a criminal organization, or a paramilitary or
guerrilla group who rules with an iron fist. “He (the
captain) is the one who maintains order,” says
Misael Herrera, a 19-year-old miner. — AFP


