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SAN CRISTOBAL: People queue up outside a bank in San Cristobal in an
attempt to deposit money. Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro ordered the
border with Colombia sealed for 72 hours, accusing US-backed ‘mafias’ of con-
spiring to destabilize his country’s economy by hoarding bank notes. —AFP

CARACAS: Not long ago, Yajaira Perez was
queuing to withdraw cash from the bank,
fearing bills would run short. Now she is
queuing anxiously to put it  back in.
Venezuela’s food, medicine and currency
crisis is now a cash crisis, too, with the gov-
ernment about to put millions of bank
notes out of circulation.  As usual, it is ordi-
nary Venezuelans suffering-waiting in line
for hours to deposit the doomed bills,
when they could be working, studying or
caring for their families.

“It’s horrible, horrible. They can’t do this a
few days before Christmas,” said Perez, a
middle-aged housewife in a black and
white headscarf.  Queuing in the early
morning at a bank in eastern Caracas, she
embodies the often absurd impact of the
economic crisis on people’s everyday lives.
Spooked by a shortage of banknotes, she
had been withdrawing 100 bolivar bills to
make sure she had ready cash. Then on
Sunday, President Nicolas Maduro ordered
the most common bank note, the 100-boli-
var unit, to be scrapped by Thursday. “Little
by little you put money aside in case of an
emergency,” Perez said. “Now I have to come
back and I’m ending up with no cash at all.”

Bread line 
Some vendors have already stopped

accepting the 100 bolivar notes for fear of
not being able to deposit them by
Thursday. Teresa Giraldo, 48, has been get-
ting paid mainly in 100-bolivar bills for her
job as a cleaner. “I went to buy bread and
when I got to the front of the queue they
wouldn’t accept them,” she said, standing
in line. “Now I have to go through this to
put them in the bank. Then I will have to
come back in a few days and queue for
more hours to withdraw the money again.
This is crazy.”

Bags of cash
The 100-bolivar bill is currently the

highest-denomination bank note in

Venezuela, but on its own it is scarcely
enough to buy a piece of candy.  In a
country with one of the highest rates of
violent crime in the world, shoppers must
carry round unwieldy wads of bills to pay
for their purchases.  Retirees had com-
plained for months that their pensions
were paid in unmanageable 50 and 20-
bolivar denominations. Eventually the
government agreed to pay them in bills of
100.  Angel Retali, 71, queued Tuesday
along with some 60 other people, holding
his stacks of cash in a plastic bag. “You
have to carry so much money around in a
bag like this,” he said. “Everyone knows
what’s in it, and it’s not safe.”

Border closed
The government is scheduled to start

releasing new higher-denomination notes
starting on Thursday, the biggest being a
20,000 bolivar bill.But in the meantime,
Maduro scrapped the 100-bolivar bill to
combat what he called a US-backed plot
against Venezuela. He said billions of
bolivars, in bills of 100, were stashed
away by international gangs in Colombia,
Brazil and even in Europe and Asia.He
ordered the Colombia border  to be
closed for three days, saying this would
stop the gangs depositing their hoarded
banknotes.

The government said on Tuesday that
police had arrested 117 people and seized
the equivalent of $155 million in raids on
such gangs. In the western border region
of Tachira, the crackdown caused added
misery for people who rely on cross-bor-
der trade. Many locals in the city of San
Cristobal are used to crossing to the
Cucuta on the Colombian side to buy
food and medicine. “We were going to go
to Cucuta to buy some supplies that we
can’t get here and save a few bolivars,”
said Carmen Hidaldo, a retired teacher of
60.  “Now, who knows what we’ll be able
to get.” —AFP

Venezuelans back and forth 

to banks amid cash chaos

NEW YORK: US technology giant IBM
said Tuesday it would hire 25,000 peo-
ple in the country over the next four
years,  a day before President-elect
Donald Trump meets with tech industry
leaders.  About 6,000 of those hirings
will occur in 2017, IBM chief executive
Ginni Rometty said in an opinion article
published in the newspaper USA Today.
IBM, which has undertaken in recent
years a restructuring of its activities,
will invest $1 billion on employee train-

ing and development in the next four
years, said the IBM president, chairman
and CEO.  

“We are hiring because the nature of
work is evolving-and that is also why so
many of these jobs remain hard to fill,”
Rometty said, noting that many indus-
tries were being reshaped by data sci-
ence and cloud computing.  “Jobs are
being created that demand new skills-
which in turn requires new approaches
to education, training and recruiting,”

she said.  “This is not about white collar
vs. blue collar jobs, but about the ‘new
collar ’ jobs that employers in many
industries demand, but which remain
largely unfilled.”

Rometty is a member of Trump’s
Strategic and Policy Forum, a group of
US business leaders focused on boost-
ing economic growth and jobs.  The IBM
jobs investment news came before the
highly anticipated meeting Wednesday
of the Republican property tycoon-

turned-next US president and the lead-
ers of several major technology compa-
nies. Among those expected to attend
are Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, Apple’s Tim
Cook, Satya Nadella of Microsoft, Larry
Page of Alphabet (Google) and Elon
Musk of Tesla and SpaceX, according to
US media.

Trump is expected to push them to
create jobs after saying last week that he
would l ike Apple -whose coveted
iPhones are made in China-to open a

large factory in the United States. But he
will be stepping into hostile territory.
The tech sector overwhelmingly sup-
ported the Democratic candidate Hillary
Clinton during this year’s election cam-
paign and has expressed fear about the
effect Trump’s policies will have on the
industry. The sole notable exception is
the controversial PayPal co-founder and
early Facebook investor Peter Thiel, cur-
rently a member of Trump’s transition
team. —AFP

IBM unveils plan to hire 25,000 in US

DUHOK: The newest enterprise
bearing Donald Trump’s name is not
a five-star hotel or an exclusive golf
club. It is a restaurant in northern
Iraq serving fire-roasted carp for $10
a kilo which the US president-elect
probably doesn’t even know exists.
Trump Fish, whose logo features the
businessman-turned-politician’s dis-
tinctive yellow mane, opened about
10 days ago in the Kurdish city of
Duhok, an hour’s drive from the lat-
est battle against Islamic State mili-
tants in Mosul. 

Owner Nedyar Zawity says he
registered the Trump name months
ago with Kurdish authorities. The 31-
year-old entrepreneur insists the
branding is more about turning a
profit than endorsing politics, but he
likes Trump’s strong personality and
reputation as a successful business-
man. Above all, he appreciates the
president-elect’s promise to ramp
up support to the Kurds and their
peshmerga fighters, a sensitive
proposition in a country where com-
peting pro-government forces vie
for Western backing. “I personally
love Trump for this,” Zawity said.
“The name Trump is beloved in
Kurdistan.” The Kurds, oppressed
under successive Arab governments
in Iraq, are perhaps the biggest vic-
tors of the new order born out of
the US-led invasion that toppled
Saddam Hussein in 2003.

While Iraqi Arabs further south
have been gripped by sectarian con-
flict for more than a decade,
Kurdistan remained relatively safe,
enjoyed an economic boom and
steadily developed its autonomy.
More recently, Kurdish peshmerga

fighters - whose name literally
means “those who face death” - have
proven vital US allies in the war
against Islamic State, which seized a
third of the country in 2014 when
Iraqi forces collapsed. The Kurds
have pushed for years to receive
direct support instead of aid fun-

neled through Baghdad - some-
thing Washington has resisted in
pursuit of a strategy to prevent Iraq
fragmenting.

Trump gave the Kurds hope
that this might change when, dur-
ing the campaign, he praised their
fighters’ skill and loyalty and called
for them to be armed. “I’m a big
fan of the Kurdish forces,” he said
in July. Trump’s position on full
Kurdish independence is unclear
and his office did not respond to a
request for comment. But many

Kurds wil l  be hoping that his
endorsement of their  mil itar y
prowess will translate into political
support for the long-held ambi-
tion of statehood for their
autonomous region, which relies
heavily for income on foreign aid
and oil sales.

Courting controversy
Trump Fish, located between an

appliance shop and a laundromat,
has not yet turned a profit, accord-
ing to Zawity, who runs the eatery
with his three brothers. The dining
room was empty when Reuters visit-
ed at lunchtime, save a few cus-
tomers who had ordered takeaway.
The restaurant offers just one dish:
masgouf, a grilled fish farmed in
local rivers and seasoned with olive
oil, pepper, lemon and spices. It is
considered Iraq’s national dish. 

The Trump name has helped
attract customers, according to
Zawity, including Westerners who
say they don’t necessarily support
the Republican figure but dine here
for novelty’s sake. “He is an American,
maybe he is not my favorite, but he
is still American. So I’m happy to try a
restaurant with an American name
with Kurdish-Iraqi food,” said David
Hirsch, a librarian at the University of
California, Los Angeles.

Yet it has also garnered enmity
from some quarters, including
online critics who accuse Zawity of
being an American or Israeli agent
and have sent him threats. Some
customers upset with Trump’s cam-
paign pledge to impose a tempo-
rary ban on Muslims entering the
United States have boycotted the
restaurant, he said. Echoing an opin-
ion held by many Trump supporters
in the region, Zawity attributes the
proposed ban to the demands of
campaigning and does not believe it
will be implemented.

He even hopes to take his Trump
caricature logo to the United States
and open another restaurant there.
“Give me a visa and I will go tomor-
row,” he said with a chuckle. Zawity
could face resistance to such expan-
sion from Trump’s own operation,
which relies heavily for revenues on
branding and merchandising its
name. The incoming leader of the
world’s superpower is less likely to
challenge another show of Kurdish
support: Local media reported last
weekend that a peshmerga fighter
on the front lines against Islamic
State had named his newborn son
“Trump”. —Reuters
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BRASILIA: Brazil ’s  Senate
approved Tuesday a 20-year
freeze on government spending
billed as the centerpiece of aus-
terity reforms aimed at restoring
economic health to the troubled
Latin American giant.  The upper
house voted 53 to 16 to lock in
the spending ceiling.  Center-
right President Michel Temer
says tough measures are needed
to get Brazil ’s  f inances back
under control, but his austerity
policies have prompted violent
protests and were criticized last
week by a UN expert as “a his-
toric mistake.”

Police were out in force in the
capital Brasilia to protect govern-
ment buildings from demonstra-
tors during the upper house
vote,  which was wrapped up
unexpectedly quickly. Luis Jorge,
a union leader who had come for
the protests, expressed anger at
the Senate for voting “before we
could demonstrate. That makes
us very angry.” However, hun-
dreds of people, many with their
faces covered, clashed with
police later Tuesday. Security
forces fired tear gas to try to dis-
perse the crowd. 

A bus was burned during the
demonstration,  which drew
about 2,000 people, police said.
The police operation in the capi-
tal ended with 100 arrests, offi-
cials said.  In Sao Paulo, left-wing
protesters attacked the head-
quarters of FIESP, the country’s
main industrial  association,
before being driven back.  The
vote means that the spending
cap is  now mandated by the
constitution, serving as the cen-
tral  plank in Temer ’s bid to
“transform” the broken economy,
which is in deep recession.

However, Temer is rapidly los-
ing polit ical  clout as he and
many of his senior allies fight to
survive a slew of corruption alle-
gations. Brazilians battered by
nearly 12 percent unemploy-
ment and stubbornly high infla-
tion are increasingly angry over
the scandals and hostile to the
austerity measures. A poll pub-

lished Tuesday showed that 60
percent of Brazilians oppose the
spending ceiling. Only 24 per-
cent are in favor, according to
the Datafolha poll published in
the newspaper Folha. When the
Senate held a first vote on the
measure two weeks ago, protest-
ers fought riot police outside
Congress,  burning cars and
smashing windows.

‘We need courage’
Temer, in an attempt to claw

back public suppor t,  has
unveiled stimulus measures that
would attempt to give a short-
term boost to the ailing econo-
my, the largest in Latin America.
But as the Senate began debat-
ing he defended his far-reaching
austerity proposals, saying they
were needed to change Brazil for
the long term.  In addition to the
spending ceil ing,  a separate
measure is being submitted to
Congress proposing pension

reforms. At the center of the
measure would be a minimum
retirement age of 65, substantial-
ly higher than the current
requirement, which varies widely
between professions, but can be
as early as 55 years old. “We need
a lot of courage at this moment
in Brazil to do things that are
apparently unpopular but which
will bring popularity later,” he
said in a statement.  “We need to
transform the country,” he said.

Philip Alston, the UN poverty
and human rights rapporteur,
attacked the 20-year spending
cap as “putting an entire genera-
tion at risk of social protection
standards well below those cur-
rently in place.”“This is a radical
measure, lacking in all nuance
and compassion,” he said last
week. “It will hit the poorest and
most vulnerable Brazilians the
hardest.” However, there was a
boost from the incoming US
president, Donald Trump, who

“congratulated” Temer for the
reforms in a phone conversation
Tuesday, according to the
Brazilian presidency.

Temer’s entire government is
struggling in the face of allega-
tions tying senior figures and the
president himself to the giant
embezzlement and bribery probe
centered on state oil company
Petrobras. Temer came to power
last August after the impeach-
ment of leftist president Dilma
Rousseff. As her former vice presi-
dent, Temer was appointed to the
post automatically for the rest of
her term through 2018. Temer
said he would focus on ending
the political and economic chaos
that had doomed the Rousseff
government. However, the latest
poll from Datafolha shows 63 per-
cent of Brazilians want him to
resign to allow early elections.
Only 10 percent said they
thought his government is doing
a good job. —AFP
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BRASILIA: Police charge on demonstrators protesting in front of the National Congress in
Brasilia yesterday. Brazil’s Senate has approved a 20-year freeze on government spending billed
as the centerpiece of austerity reforms aimed at restoring economic health to the troubled Latin
American giant. —AFP

WELLINGTON: Parts of New Zealand’s key
export industries and its vital tourism sector are
battling to get back on track a month after a
deadly earthquake rocked the nation, crippling
roads and slowing shipping. At one of the
country’s main ports in Wellington, ‘no-entry’
signs dot parts of the site hit by liquefaction,
cracking or buckling, hampering shipments of
items like meat and farm produce to destina-
tions including China and Australia. While 150
km away in the resort town of Kaikoura, often
touted as the nation’s whale-watching capital,
restaurants and hotels lie nearly empty as the
roads that once carried in busloads of tourists
through steep mountains remain closed.

Wellington’s port and Kaikoura are at the
forefront of fallout from the Nov. 14 quake,
which New Zealand’s central bank has initially
estimated will cost the NZ$250 billion ($180 bil-
lion) economy up to NZ$8 billion. “We are
important to the regional economy, so it is
important to resume (full) operations soon,”
said Derek Nind, CEO of CentrePort Wellington,
the port in the country’s capital which lies
about 480 km from the epicentre of magni-
tude-7.8 temblor that killed two people. “We
need to think how we build resilience into our
ports. I am trying to get world experts to help
us on that.”

Nind added that the port, which handled
trade worth NZ$3.3 billion in 2015, was unlike-
ly to run at full throttle until April, although it
did manage to partially resume some opera-
tions in the days after the quake. Major prob-
lems at the site include container shipping and
cold storage that remain out of bounds, while

Nind’s own office is also in a no-go zone. Nind
said it was not yet possible to assess how
much business would be lost due to the
quake. One sign of progress comes as the port
says its key log shipping operations are “back
to normal” in December after they were hit the
month before.

That is good news for companies that rely
on the port as one of the main shipping
points for New Zealand’s rapidly growing
forestry industry, its third-largest export earn-
er behind dairy and meat. “November will
probably be our weakest month on calendar,
although things have started to flow back
now,” said Steve Wilton, CEO of Masterton-
based Forest Enterprises Ltd, the nation’s No.1
Forestry investment firm. He said that the
company had been diverting some of its logs
to nearby Port Napier, but that had caused
additional cost and delays.

Meanwhile, Philip Gregan, CEO of wine
industry body NZ Wine said that one in five
tanks in the producing region of
Marlborough had been damaged during the
earthquake. That has left winemakers scram-
bling to find temporary storage or ship wine
out to be stored elsewhere to ensure the
2017 vintage is not affected. New Zealand’s
wine exports are worth NZ$1.6 billion and
growing fast in markets like China and the
United States. “They’ve got a lot of work to do
and they’re working very hard to make it all
happen. They would have loved if this earth-
quake had never happened, life would have
been a hell of a lot easier - but that’s not what
happened,” Gregan said. —Reuters

Exports and tourism fight 

to recover after NZ quake


