
AMSTERDAM: Greece’s creditors said yes-
terday they are within touching distance
of an agreement over the next batch of
reforms the cash-strapped country has to
make to unlock further bailout funds and
trigger debt-relief discussions.

Following weeks of criticism and delay,
Jeroen Dijsselbloem, the top official of the
grouping of the 19 euro countries, said a
decisive breakthrough could  come as
soon as next Thursday, when a special
meeting of the eurogroup will likely be
held in Brussels. At that stage, the minis-
ters and financial leaders could even start
discussing how to ease Greece’s long-
term debt problems.

Dijsselbloem said both sides “are
close to an agreement on number of key
areas, such as the pension reform, the
income tax reform” and privatizations
that Athens has to enact. He added that if
Greece comes through on its commit-
ments by that time “we stand ready to
consider more measures to assure debt
sustainability.”

The 2015 bailout
All those reforms were part of last sum-

mer’s bailout between the eurozone and
the left-led Greek government. Greece
narrowly avoided leaving the eurozone
after Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras agreed
to further austerity measures in return for
the country’s third bailout that was poten-
tially worth 86 billion Euros.

A successful review of the reforms
demanded in the country’s latest bailout
program is needed to release more res-
cue loans for Athens to pay its debts and
to kick-start  discussions on how to
reduce Greece’s debt burden. The next
big repayment is due to the European
Central Bank in July.

Tsipras’ government delivered many of
the immediate demands from the bailout
but it has struggled over many months to
convince creditors that its pension reform
proposals go far enough or that its overall
budget plans follow the path outlined last
summer in the bailout agreement.

At Friday’s informal eurozone meeting,

the sullen mood of the past months sud-
denly turned more optimistic. “We are
very close,” said Dijsselbloem. EU
Commissioner Pierre Moscovici said that
during negotiations in Athens this week
“there really, really was good progress.”

On top of that, the EU statistics agency
on Thursday produced some better than
expected figures on Greece’s public
finances, specifically on the level of the
country’s budget surplus after debt repay-
ments are stripped out.

Despite that underlying improvement
which has come in the wake of years of
austerity, the country’s overall debt is still
considered too high, especially by the IMF.
At the end of 2015, it stood at 176.9 per-
cent of Greece’s annual gross domestic
product, far more than any other euro-
zone country.

Since being locked out of international
bond markets because investors were
reluctant to lend Greece, the country has
relied on bailout loans from eurozone
partners and the IMF to avoid bankruptcy.

Even though eurozone finance minis-
ters will be looking at Greece’s debt sus-
tainability, Dijsselbloem made it clear
that “there is  no support in the
eurogroup on nominal haircuts,” refer-
ring to outright reduction in Greece’s
debt. Instead they could look at extend-
ing the period of repayment and other
reprofiling measures.

Worries over Greece have re-emerged
in recent weeks partly because the left-led
Greek government has a small parliamen-
tary majority, which makes it more diffi-
cult to deliver the reforms required by
creditors. The government is also facing
growing public opposition to its pension
reform plans.

The country also faces a daunting chal-
lenge to cope with migrants on its soil,
many of whom have escaped war-torn
Syria in an attempt to get to central
Europe. Because the borders have been
closed down by Greece’s neighbors, many
remain stranded in Greece - at last count,
around 54,000. — AP
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Greek agreement with 

creditors ‘getting closer’
In hopes of reforming the cash-strapped country

AMSTERDAM: Eurogroup head
Jeroen Dijsselbloem said a crucial
eurozone ministers meeting to unlock
bailout cash and trigger potential
debt relief for Greece could take place
as early as Thursday.

“If we have the (reform) package
we can have a further Eurogroup
next Thursday to come to a conclu-
sion on the first review” of Greece’s
massive 86-billion-euro bailout plan,
said Dijsselbloem after the finance
ministers of the 19 countries that use
the euro currency met in Amsterdam
on Friday.

“On Greece, substantial progress
has been made and we are very close
to agreement,” Dijsselbloem said
adding, however, that “further work is
needed” Eurozone leaders also agreed
to accept debate on ways of easing
Greece’s debt burden once the key

reform pledges were met.
The possibility of debt relief is the

only concession granted to Greek
Prime Minister Alexis  Tsipras in
Greece’s third bailout in five years,
worth 86 billion euros ($95 billion)
and agreed last July.

The 19 ministers met at the same
time as crunch talks were underway in
Athens between officials from Greece
and the EU, the European Central
Bank and the IMF to close the long
delayed first bailout review. Key for a
breakthrough in those talks are
Greece delivering an extra set of
reforms that would be triggered if
Athens misses budget targets in 2018,
a key demand by the IMF.

These so-called contingency meas-
ures “need to be based on objective
measures that need to be measured and
legislated,” Dijsselbloem said. — AFP

Brussels bomber

identified as

guard of foreign

IS hostages   

PARIS: Najim Laachraoui,
one of the Brussels airport
bombers, has been identi-
fied by several Frenchmen
held hostage by Islamic
State in Syria as one of
their prison guards,
sources close to the inves-
tigation said yesterday.

According to one of
the sources, four French
journalists kidnapped and
held in Syria from 2013 to
2014 had identif ied a
guard known as “Abou
Idriss”. One of the journal-
ists, Nicolas Henin, “has
formally identified” Abou
Idriss as being Najim
Laachraoui,  his  lawyer
Marie-Laure Ingouf said,
confirming reports in
French newspapers.

Belgian prosecutors have said Laachraoui travelled to
Syria in February 2013 to join up with IS forces. There
was no further trace of the Belgian national until he was
registered under a false name at the border between
Austria and Hungary in September 2015. Laachraoui, 24,
was one of the two suicide bombers who struck Brussels
airport on March 22, while a third attacker blew himself
up at on a metro train, with the two attacks killing 31
people. Prosecutors have also linked him to November’s
attacks in Paris in which 130 people died, saying his DNA
was found on a suicide vest and a piece of cloth at the
Bataclan concert hall where 90 people were killed.

Police also found his DNA on explosives used at the
Stade de France, leading investigators to believe he was
the bomb maker in both the French and Belgian attacks.
The former French hostages have already identified two
Frenchmen as being among their jailers when they were
held in Syria.

One, Mehdi Nemmouche, is in custody accused of
killing four people in an attack on the Jewish museum in
Brussels in 2014. The other is Salim Benghalem, who has
been sentenced in absentia in France for recruiting for IS
and is listed as a “foreign terrorist combatant” by the
United States. — AFP

Najim Laachraoui, one of
the suicide bombers
involved in the terrorist
attacks of Zaventem air-
port of March 22, in
Brussels. — AFP

ATHENS: A demonstrator holds a banner as he participates at a protest
against Greece’s creditors outside the central Athens hotel where the
negotiations between the government and the country’s creditors
resumed on April 4, 2016. — AP

AMERSTERDAM: Finnish finance minister Cai-Goran Alexander
Stubb, Belgian finance minister John Robert Overtveldt, Eurogroup
Chairman Jeroen Dijsselbloem and Spanish finance minister Luis de
Guindos Jurado talk during the meeting of the Eurozone finance
ministers at the Scheepvaart museum yesterday. — AFP

Eurozone hopes for Greek reform deal next Thursday


