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UK PM vows ‘Rooseveltian’ response to virus crisis
London 

British Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson said yesterday the 

coronavirus crisis needed the 
type of massive economic re-
sponse US president Franklin D. 
Roosevelt mobilised to deal with 
the Great Depression.

Johnson told The Times 
newspaper’s new radio station 
that Britain was heading for 
“bumpy times” as it struggles 
through its biggest economic 
contraction on record.

He intends to unveil a spend-
ing programme in a speech 
Tuesday his office has simply 
dubbed “build, build, build”.

“I think this is the moment 
for a Rooseveltian approach to 

the UK,” said Johnson. “I really 
think the investment will pay 
off.”

Roosevelt launched the New 
Deal programme in the 1930s 
that created a comprehensive 
social care system whose legacy 
lives on to this day.

The first part of Johnson’s 
initiative earmarks £1 billion 
($1.2 billion, 1.1 billion euros) 
for school repairs.

“The country  has  gone 
through a profound shock,” he 
said.

“We really want to build back 
better, to do things different-
ly, to invest in infrastructure, 
transport, broadband -- you 
name it.”

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson says the country needs a ‘New Deal’ like 
that US President Franklin D Roosevelt organised to tame the 1930s’ Great 
Depression

EU, Britain intensify talks on post-Brexit future
AFP | Brussels 

The EU and Britain launched 
yesterday an intense five 

weeks of negotiations on a deal 
to define their post-Brexit rela-
tions, with London keen to wrap 
things up quickly.

The new round of talks in 
Brussels was the first held face-
to-face since the coronavirus 
shutdown combined with the 
two sides’ entrenched positions 
to stall progress.

Hopes are that the intensifica-
tion of the discussions will make 
it possible to deliver results after 
previous sessions, of mainly vid-
eolink talks, achieved little.

But tempers have flared in re-
cent days and Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson insisted on Satur-
day that Britain was quite ready 
to accept the consequences of no 
deal if common ground cannot 
be found.

The meetings will alternate 
weekly between Brussels and 
London throughout July and 
at the end of August, with Lon-
don hoping for a deal as soon as 

possible.
The EU “remains calm and 

united in its principles and val-
ues,” the EU’s chief negotiator 
Michel Barnier said in a tweet.

“We will make the most of our 
intensified talks over the coming 
weeks and months,” he said.

The teams learned on Sunday 
that Barnier’s UK counterpart 

David Frost will be promoted 
to become Johnson’s national 
security adviser.

Some commentators immedi-
ately suggested this could break 
the British side’s focus, but a 
UK spokesman insisted Frost’s 
new title does not mean he will 
be distracted from the ongoing 
discussions.

“David will remain chief ne-
gotiator for the EU talks until 
agreement is reached or until 
the talks end,” the official said.

“This will remain his first pri-
ority. As we have made clear we 
do not anyway wish these talks 
to run on into the autumn.”

UK ready to accept no deal
German Chancellor Angela 

Merkel -- whose government 
takes over the presidency of the 
EU next week -- has also sharp-
ened her public stance, ques-
tioning whether London actu-
ally wants a deal.

“Of course it would be in the 
interest of Great Britain and all 
member states of the Europe-
an Union to achieve an orderly 
withdrawal,” Merkel told the 
Sueddeutsche Zeitung daily.

“But that presupposes that 
both sides want this,” she added.

Britain left the EU on January 
30 and a post-Brexit transition 
period in which it still benefits 
from de facto EU membership 
will come to an end on Decem-
ber 31.

Without a new agreement, the 
two sides would see ties reduced 
to minimum standards set by the 
World Trade Organization with 
high tariffs and serious disrup-
tions to business.

 ‘Unrealistic’

The talks on Monday are more 
streamlined than the first rounds 
which involved hundreds of ne-
gotiators.

Barnier and Frost now lead 
smaller teams armed with the 
political authority to break log-
jams.

In a tweet on Friday, Frost said 
he was coming to Brussels in 
“good faith”.

But he warned: “This needs to 
be a real negotiation and some 
of the EU’s unrealistic positions 
will have to change if we are to 
move forward.”

The discussions began with a 
meeting between the two men 
and will continue throughout 
the week with short sessions on 

the most problematic topics.
These include the guarantees 

of fair competition demand-
ed by the EU in fiscal, social or 
environmental matters in or-
der to avoid the emergence of 
a low-regulation economy on 
Europe’s doorstep.

Other sore points are the role 
for the EU Court of Justice, ac-
cess to British waters for Euro-
pean fishermen, as well as the 
form of the agreement.

This could be either a very 
broad deal covering all areas of 
the relationship, as the Euro-
peans want, or a simple trade 
agreement with small sec-
toral side deals as sought by  
London.

At the minimum, London wants 
to agree on the bare bones of a 
trade deal this summer -- at least 
politically, if not legally -- in order to 
offer businesses clarity well before 
the end of the year.

The EU is less pressed for 
time and believes that the 
necessary ratification by the 
European Parliament and 
others would require a deal 
by late October.

ngela Merkel has questioned whether Boris Johnson’s government even wants a 
deal

Britain’s chief negotiator David Frost and his EU counterpart Michel Barnier held 
face-to-face talks in Brussels in March

Vietnam economy 
unexpectedly 
expands, bucking 
global plunge

AFP | Hanoi 

Vietnam’s economy unex-
pectedly expanded in the 

second quarter, shrugging off a 
coronavirus pandemic-caused 
global downturn, but it was 
still the country’s slowest 
growth in nearly three dec-
ades.

Gross domestic product rose 
by 0.36 per cent April to June 
compared to the same period 
last year, the General Statis-
tics Office in Hanoi announced 
Monday.

“It’s the lowest ever GDP 
growth since Vietnam start-
ed publishing GDP figures in 
1991,” official Duong Manh 
Hung was quoted as saying in 
local media.

Border closures from coro-
navirus restrictions took a 
punitive toll on Vietnam’s ex-
ports, which fell nine percent 
year-on-year and were down 
8.3 percent against the first 
three months of the year.

The country’s economy is 
heavily reliant on exports, par-
ticularly after reaping the ben-
efits of a trade spat between 
Washington and Beijing over 

the last two years.
Both sides imposed punitive 

tit-for-tat tariffs on hundreds 
of billions of dollars of goods, 
prompting many China-based 
businesses to migrate to the 
perceived safer and cheaper 
manufacturing hub of Viet-
nam.

The country now aims to 
re-boot its economy after its 
apparent success in minimis-
ing fallout from coronavirus.

The International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) in April predict-
ed the Southeast Asian nation 
would take the lead in Asia 
with a GDP growth rate of 2.7 
percent in 2020.

Vietnamese prime minister 
Nguyen Xuan Phuc has said his 
government would try to keep 
growth above five percent.

“It will be very difficult, even 
impossible, for us to reach our 
targets in the context of the 
pandemic and with the broken 
global supply chain,” said Du-
ong Manh Hung.

The country has reported 
just 355 coronavirus cases 
and no deaths, a record it puts 
down to strict quarantine poli-
cies and tracing measures.

Vietnam’s economy unexpectedly expanded in the second quarter, shrugging 
off a coronavirus pandemic-caused global downturn, but it was still the 
country’s slowest growth in nearly three decadesTop financial official resigns 

as Lebanon crisis deepens
• Alain Bifani is the 
second member of 
the government’s 
negotiating team 
with the IMF to 
quit this month

AFP | Beirut 

A senior member of Leba-
non’s finance ministry who 

is part of a government team 
negotiating with the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund resigned 
Monday over the mishandling 
of the country’s economic crisis.

The move comes as talks stall 
between Lebanon and the In-
ternational Monetary Fund to 
lift the nation out of its worst 
economic crisis since the 1975-
1990 civil war.

Alain Bifani is the second 
member of the government’s 

negotiating team with the IMF 
to quit this month over the han-
dling of the crisis by Lebanese 
officials.

Speaking at a new conference, 
Bifani, who held the post of di-
rector general at the finance 

ministry for two decades, said 
he quit because he refuses “to 
be a partner or spectator to the 
country’s collapse”.

He accused “political and fi-
nancial” powers in the country 
of hampering a major reform 
plan adopted by the government 
this year, one he helped formu-
late and which serves as a basis 
for IMF talks.

He said those responsible for 
dragging the country into its 
current slump refuse to con-
tribute to financial recovery, 
choosing instead to protect their 
personal interests.

“They want the people to 
pay with the collapse of the 
Lebanese pound, open-ended 
controls on bank deposits and 
horrifying inflation” he told re-
porters.

Lebanon is in the grips of its 
worst economic crisis since the 
1975-1990 civil war with more 
than half of the population liv-

ing in poverty.
The Lebanese pound official-

ly remains pegged at around 
1,507 pounds to the dollar, but 
the black market rate reached 
a new record of 8,000 Monday 
morning, according to several 
specialised websites.

Banks have gradually restrict-
ed dollar transfers abroad and 
withdrawals since last year, ef-
fectively trapping dollar savings 
in accounts unless their own-
ers want to convert them into 
pounds.

The IMF since May has been 
in talks with Lebanon which is 
looking to secure $20 billion 
in external funding to exit its 
crisis.

“We claim that we want an 
IMF program, but we are doing 
everything possible to thwart 
reforms,” Bifani said.

“If we continue in this way, 
unfolding events will bury the 
reform plan.”

The Lebanese pound has been tumbling 
on the black market as the country 
faces its worst economic crisis since 
the 1975-1990 civil war


