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In a sign of how good a summer it has been in Italy,
coastguards are threatening holidaymakers with
fines for bagging beach spots by parking deckchairs

and towels overnight. From Sicily to Venice, the “no-
vacancies” signs are up and sunlounger spaces are thin
on the sand as the country’s holiday resorts operate at
full capacity in the busiest week of the year. Prime
Minister Matteo Renzi must wish the same could be said
for the rest of his country’s flagging economy.

Weighed down by sluggish domestic demand and a
bad debt-laden banking sector’s inability to finance
investment, the eurozone’s third biggest economy
ground to a standstill in the second quarter of 2016. That
was bad news for Renzi, who has staked his political
future on a constitutional reform referendum scheduled
for November and has to produce a 2017 budget by
mid-October.

The 41-year-old former mayor of Florence admitted
last week it was a mistake to make the referendum
personal, by vowing to quit if voters reject his pro-
posed reforms of parliament and the electoral system.
The vote is shaping up as a referendum on Renzi’s two
and a half years in office and polls suggest it will be a
close-run thing.

The ‘Maximum Possible’ 
Analysts say Renzi needs a budget that will get voters

back on side and his ministers began outlining his plans
this weekend. Economic Development Minister Carlo
Calenda indicated Rome plans to ignore EU guidance on
the country’s budget deficit by unveiling an expansion-
ary package. Data published on Friday showed the
Italian economy failed to grow between the first and
second quarters of this year. That means the govern-
ment will now have to reduce forecasts of growth of 1.2
percent for this  year and 1.4 percent in 2017, with
knock-on effects on its deficit reduction plans.

“I can’t hide the fact that the room for manoeuvre is
tight,” Calenda said, revealing talks with Brussels on how
to stimulate investment were already under way.
Calenda implied the 2017 budget deficit will be allowed
to run higher than previously planned, possibly up to
the three percent of GDP ceiling enshrined in the euro-
zone’s rules. The Commission has set Italy a deficit target
of 1.8 percent for 2017 - an adjustment it says is neces-
sary to reverse the upward trend in the country’s huge
debt, which hit a record of just under €2.25 trillion
($2.51 trillion) in June. “We have already obtained a lot of
flexibility. We intend to ask for more, the maximum pos-
sible, but always within the rules,” Calenda said.

‘Better Devil You Know’ 
Renzi has already floated elements of a possible refla-

tionary package. These include pension increases for the
poorest pensioners and an anti-poverty program fund-
ed from the 500 million euros of annual savings project-
ed to arise from one of the cornerstones of constitution-
al reform: The abolition of the lavishly financed Senate.
Infrastructure minister Graziano Delrio said Sunday the
government is planning to hit the ground running in
September by initiating, restarting or refinancing a
string of major public works.

The plans include an acceleration of the construction
of a new Brenner rail tunnel between Italy and Austria,
linking Genoa’s port to the high-speed rail network and
a cross country high-speed train link between Naples
and Bari, as well as several motorway projects. Economic
daily Il Sole 24 Ore said the envisaged measures would
have a short-term cost of four billion euros.

Renzi has also mooted bringing forward income-tax
cuts planned for 2018 to next year in a bid to appease
voters frustrated by years of falling real incomes. A sen-
ior EU official familiar with Italy’s negotiations told AFP
that Renzi would be able to twist arms in Brussels
because of concern about the implications of him possi-
bly losing the referendum and acting on his pledge to
step down. “Better the devil you know! If Renzi goes,
who knows who will replace him,” the official said on
condition of anonymity.

A Renzi departure would be expected to lead to early
elections which, current polls suggest, could be topped
by the populist and increasingly popular Five Star
Movement. The movement founded by comedian
Beppe Grillo officially supports a referendum on an
‘Italexit’ from the eurozone. Although it has played down
that commitment of late, the prospect of it coming to
power would send fresh shockwaves across Europe after
the Brexit vote. —AFP
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Ammar Alkhouli “dreamed of owning a
Porsche” when he lived in Syria, but he nev-
er imagined that he would one day get

training from the German automobile giant to
help build its luxury cars. Aged just 19, Ammar was
one of 13 asylum seekers to be offered a place on
a refugee integration scheme launched by the
Stuttgart-based company in March this year, in
response to the massive influx of refugees to
Germany in 2015.

Porsche wanted to “show the welcoming
German culture and allow people to establish
themselves as well and as quickly as possible,”
technical training director Norbert Goeggerle
explains. In this first year there were around 100
candidates for the five-month course, which
offered German language, history and culture
classes and coaching through the bureaucracy
as well as instruction on business and technical
training.

Participants, hailing from Eritrea, Iraq, Iran,
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Syria and aged
between 16 and 38, were each paid a monthly
stipend of Ä250 ($280). Now Ammar has secured a
three-year apprenticeship as a mechatronics tech-
nician, a job where “you can dismantle and
reassemble the engine,” he explains, his eyes
gleaming with excitement.

When he arrived in Germany two years earlier,
it was far from a given that Ammar would make
such progress. He didn’t speak a single word of
Goethe’s language - a far cry from the confident
sentences he now produces with a slight accent. “I
fled for Germany because the situation in Syria is
very bad, you can’t live well there,” he said. “My
German friends tell me I was lucky to be at Porsche
and that I had to make the most of it,” he added.

Porsche, a subsidiary of car behemoth

Volkswagen and a synonym for German engineer-
ing excellence, is a sought-after employer even
among Germans. The firm is well-known for pay-
ing workers generous annual bonuses - which this
year amounted to more than Ä8,000 per person.

‘Punctual and Reliable’
Most of the refugees spoke very little German

at the beginning of their five-month course. But
training director Goeggerle was impressed by
their “extremely strong motivation”. “We explained
to them that the idea wasn’t to offer them a job at
Porsche, but they said to themselves, ‘If I give it my
all, it might work out,’ and we noticed that. They

were always punctual and very reliable,” he said.
Another participant, Zaryab Imran, 18, had

never heard of the carmaker when she arrived in
Germany in April 2015. “I wasn’t safe in Pakistan,”
she explains in more hesitant German. But she
has secured a further training place at Porsche,
heading for an apprenticeship, after she showed
an interest in the cars’ leather-upholstered interi-
ors. In fact, most of the 13 participants will stay
at Porsche for multidisciplinary training, appren-
ticeships or even a full job offer on the produc-
tion line.

While Porsche isn’t short of applicants, German
business is well aware that over the long term the

refugees could be a boon to the country’s econo-
my. Many business leaders welcomed 2015’s influx
as a potential source of new labor, at a time when
Europe’s biggest economy is struggling with an
ageing population that is resulting in shortages of
skilled labor in critical sectors like automobiles.

But refugees won’t be a quick fix, as it will in
most cases take years of education and training to
prepare them for work in a German factory. Many
large- and medium-sized business have launched
initiatives to try and smooth refugees’ paths onto
the labor market. They’ve often found themselves
blocked by complex bureaucracy, language barriers
or the candidates’ lack of qualifications. —AFP

By Rebecca Bryan

Michael Phelps’ past and present converged at the Rio
Olympics in a last explosion of gold for a swimming icon
who showed he is more than a “medal machine”. After

amassing 22 medals, 18 of them gold, in four prior campaigns, Phelps
delivered an epic ending to his Olympic saga in Rio de Janeiro, power-
ing to five gold medals and one silver in seven days. He leaves Rio
with 28 medals to his name, 23 of them gold. No other athlete in any
sport comes close. In a departure from Games past, Phelps’ fifth
Olympics offered a glimpse not only of a sporting great relentless in
pursuit of success but also of a man buoyed by warm relationships
heading purposefully into a post-swimming life.

That was not a picture presented before by Phelps, not as a young
striver in his first Olympics at 15 in Sydney in 2000, not in Athens in
2004 where he arrived working his way up into the heavyweights
alongside Ian Thorpe and Pieter van den Hoogenband.

Haunted Star 
It certainly wasn’t the Phelps of 2008 in Beijing, when the

unprecedented achievement of eight gold medals at a single Games
required an isolating determination and focus. London 2012 was sup-
posed to provide the fond farewell. And it wasn’t until after the fact
that Phelps lifted the curtain to reveal the anger and unhappiness of
those Games, when he wanted nothing more than to be done with
swimming. Despite four gold medals and two silvers, Phelps was
“haunted” by knowing he failed to prepare as he could have and par-
ticularly stung by the loss of the 200m butterfly title he surrendered
to Chad le Clos.

Phelps said he had felt himself “starting to crack” with emotion as
he went to the Rio pool Saturday where he played a decisive role in
his final relay victory. “This is how I wanted to finish my career. I’ve
lived a dream come true. Being able to cap it off with these Games is
just the perfect way to finish,” said the 31-year-old. Rio, according
Phelps’ coach of 20 years Bob Bowman, was the swimmer’s chance to
fashion the ending he deserved. “He mentions it all the time that he
wants to go out on his own terms - on good terms, not ‘Let’s get out
of here,’” Bowman said.

But a comeback launched in 2014 ground to a halt within months
when Phelps’ personal demons caught up with him in a Maryland
tunnel. He was clocked driving 84 mph (135 km/h) in a 45 mph zone
while under the influence of alcohol. The incident launched Phelps on

a “brutal” personal journey that included a stay at a facility specializing
in personal trauma and addiction treatment.

Reconnection 
There Phelps, who after his parents’ divorce was

brought up by his mother, Debbie, reconnected
with his estranged father. That renewed relation-
ship has taken on even greater resonance since
Phelps became a father. Fiancee Nicole Johnson
gave birth to their son, Boomer, in May. Johnson
and Boomer were front and center in Rio,
Phelps sealing the celebration of his longed for
200m fly victory with a tender kiss for the baby
boy as the Olympic crowd roared.

It was the kind of expansive public demon-
stration the old Phelps rarely allowed himself,
just as the old Phelps wouldn’t have let himself
get too emotional on the 200m medley medal
stand, knowing he had a 100m butterfly semi
coming up. “That was nice to see, actually,” said
Bowman, adding that in the past he would have
counseled Phelps not to bask in the moment but
to “build the fire up in you while you’re hearing
the national anthem”. “He’s usually like a machine
on those,” Bowman said, invoking a word often used
in connection with Phelps.

Bowman has called Phelps a “motivation machine”
spurred to action by the slightest snub, and the sheer
number of his triumphs have earned him the reputa-
tion of a “medal machine”. Bowman, however, said each
one of those golds was the product of sweat and stress.
“Every one of those was hard,” Bowman said. “Maybe the
very first one was the easiest one. After that they’ve all
been super-hard.”

Bowman, who first detected the determination he cites
as Phelps’ greatest asset when he began coaching the 11-
year-old swimmer, has lived through some stormy times with
Phelps. He watched as Phelps fought through youthful
scandals including his first drink-driving charge at 19
and a tabloid ruckus over a picture of Phelps with a
marijuana pipe in 2009. Their relationship hit rock bot-
tom as London approached, but Bowman said Phelps

in Rio is really changed. Phelps soaked up aspects of the Olympic
experience he previously ignored - serving as a captain on the

US team for the first time, carrying the US flag at
the opening ceremony he had never

before attended.

Loving it 
Then he dived in and did

what Michael Phelps does,
helping the US to gold in the

4x100m and 4x200m
freestyle relays,
avenging his
2012 200m fly

loss to le Clos and
notching his fourth

straight 200m indi-
vidual medley title.

Even his lone silver - to
Singapore sensation

Joseph Schooling in the
100m fly - carried a whiff of

the extraordinary: It was a rare
three-way tie with le Clos and

Phelps’ longtime Hungarian rival
Laszlo Cseh. “I think he wants to

wrap it up knowing that he gave
everything and prepared well did it the

right way,” Bowman said. “And he loves it.”
His success in the pool - far from

assured when the Games began,
begs the question, “how do you not
come back?” “I just don’t see it hap-
pening,” Bowman said. “I think he’s

in such a good place personally
he doesn’t need it. “I think he’s

got a lot to do, I think he has
a plan for what he’s

going to do with
his life, and he’s

just in a good
place.”  —AFP

The gold, agony and contentment of Phelps

Ammar Alkhouli, a 19-year-old refugee from Syria, works on a Porsche 911 Carrera S (left), while Zaryab Imran, an
18-year-old refugee from Pakistan, glues a piece of leather in the saddlery (right) at the training center of Porsche
AG in Stuttgart, southwestern Germany, on July 27, 2016. —AFP

Porsche training prize for lucky few refugees


