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MTN to pay $1.7bn 
Nigeria telco fine

JOHANNESBURG: South African telecoms giant MTN said yesterday it
would pay a $1.7 billion fine to the Nigerian government in a “full and
final settlement” over its failure to disconnect unregistered mobile
phone users. The Johannesburg-based company said in a statement
that “MTN Nigeria has agreed to pay a total cash amount of Naira 330
billion over three years.” Africa’s biggest mobile-phone operator was
fined $3.9 billion last year and has since been in negotiations with the
Nigerian government to reduce the size of the penalty.

The company was hit with the huge demand amid fears that some
of the 5.1 million affected lines were being used by Boko Haram insur-
gents. A Nigerian government spokesman said that he could not con-
firm the agreement as parliament was still investigating the matter.
“The point should be made that MTN cannot singularly decide on
what to pay,” communications ministry spokesman Victor
Oluwadamilare told AFP. “As far as Nigeria is concerned, we have to
await the outcome of that intervention by the national assembly.”
After MTN’s announcement, its shares on the Johannesburg Stock
Exchange rose as much as 21 percent, on track for the biggest gain
since 2008, according to Bloomberg News. The Nigerian
Communications Commission (NCC), the country’s telecoms regula-
tor, handed down the fine last year citing an inability to trace users in a
country plagued by frequent kidnappings and Boko Haram militants.
The sum was originally set at $5.2 billion before being lowered to $3.9
billion on appeal.

‘Relief to Investors’ 
“MTN is pleased to inform shareholders that the matter has been

resolved with the Federal Government of Nigeria,” the company state-
ment said. MTN executive chairman Phuthuma Nhleko “expresses his
thanks and gratitude to (the Nigerian government) for the spirit in which
the matter was resolved,” it added. MTN paid one instalment in February
and has scheduled six other payments to cover the fine by May 2019.

“The news is a huge relief to investors, given the fact that Nigeria
ended up not imposing the initial amount of the fine,” Dobek Pater,
telecoms specialist at the Africa Analysis consultancy, told AFP. “MTN
could not afford to lose a major market such as Nigeria and by paying
the fine it shows that they still have faith in keeping their investment
there.” Boko Haram violence has left at least 17,000 dead and forced
more than 2.6 million people from their homes since 2009. President
Muhammadu Buhari announced in December the group was “techni-
cally” defeated but attacks continue. “The concern of the federal gov-
ernment was basically on the security, not the fine imposed on the
MTN,” Buhari said in March. —AFP

US military to show off 
F-35 jet in Farnborough

SAINT PETERSBURG: Russia yesterday
floated a new icebreaker for its navy,
the first one in about 45 years, and a
further sign of Moscow’s growing mili-
tary focus on the Arctic. Built at the
Admiralty Shipyards in Saint

Petersburg, Russia’s second-largest city
and home to its Baltic fleet, the Ilya
Muromets is the first of a series of ice-
breakers ordered by the defence min-
istry in recent years.

“In 2017 this icebreaker will join the

Northern Fleet to ensure our priorities
in the northern basin,” Admiral Igor
Zvarich, who heads the technical
department of the Russian navy, said
during the ceremony. The Ilya
Muromets is an 85-m long electric-

diesel powered icebreaker with the
deadweight of 6,000 tonnes and is
designed to help the deployment of
the navy in icy conditions as well as
escort or tow other ships.

It can cut through ice of up to one
metre thick and travel the entire 5,600
km length of the Northern Passage,
according to the defense ministry. Last
month the shipyard signed a new con-
tract with the defense ministry for two
Arctic corvettes, capable of acting as ice
breakers, which will be armed with
cruise missiles and delivered in 2020.
Construction for those two ships will
begin this fall, said Admiralty Shipyards
chief Alexander Buzakov.

Russia has made the Arctic a priority
in its new military doctrine, building a
string of bases and holding war games
there at a time when parts of the polar
region are contested by different
nations. Last year Russia filed a claim in
the United Nations over a vast swathe of
the region, including the North Pole. The
government estimates that the Arctic
shelf contains some 4.9 billion tonnes of
hydrocarbons. Interest in the Arctic has
flared up in recent years as rising tem-
peratures open up shipping routes and
make hitherto inaccessible mineral
resources easier to exploit. —AFP

Russia unveils new navy icebreaker

SAINT PETERSBURG: The Ilya Muromets diesel-and electric-powered icebreaker, the head ship (project 21180) for
Russia’s Navy, is seen during a launching ceremony at the Admiralteyskie Verfi shipyard yesterday. —AFP

LEEUWARDEN: Netherlands’ F-35C Lightning II joint striker fighter aircraft fly in formation with F16 Fighting
Falcon aircrafts during the Dutch Air Force Days at Leeuwarden Air Base yesterday. —AFP

WASHINGTON: After years of delays, technical
problems and massive cost overruns, the most
expensive warplane in history is finally about to
make its international public flying debut. The
F-35 stealth fighter is set to roar through the
skies over England next month, first at the Royal
International Air Tattoo, then at the
Farnborough International Airshow. The
Pentagon hopes the displays will convince pro-
gram partners and prospective buyers that the
plane’s many problems may at last be behind it.

First envisioned in the early 1990s, the F-35
will eventually form the backbone of America’s
fighter fleet. But the program has come with a
ballooning price tag - now at almost $400 billion
- for the nearly 2,500 planes that will be pro-
duced in the coming decades. It was supposed
to have flown at Farnborough - one of the
world’s top air shows - back in 2014, but the
entire F-35 fleet was grounded when a plane’s
engine caught fire while training in the United
States.

That incident was another in a string of blows

for the F-35, which has suffered so many set-
backs that at times it has seemed jinxed. A
Pentagon report in February said one version of
the plane, the F-35A, remained dogged by prob-
lems, including software bugs and technical
glitches. And issues with the eject system meant
it could potentially kill pilots below a certain
weight.

But industry watchers and Pentagon officials
now say Lockheed Martin’s Joint Strike Fighter, as
it is also known, is progressing. Lieutenant General
Chris Bogdan, who is overseeing the program for
the Pentagon, said most of the work developing
the F-35 will be done by 2018. The plane has actu-
ally already gone into service. A year ago, the US
Marine Corps declared a batch of pared-down F-
35Bs as operational, marking a major milestone. 

The F-35 comes in three designs, with the F-
35B capable of landing vertically and making short
takeoffs. The F-35C is for use on aircraft carriers. The
Air Force is expected to declare its first F-35As,
which conduct standard takeoffs and landings, as
operational by the end of the year.

360-Degree Helmet 
Production levels are ramping up, and

Bogdan said 53 aircraft should be delivered this
year, compared to 45 in 2015. About 155 F-35s
have been produced in all. The eight other coun-
tries participating in the F-35 program are start-
ing to get their planes, including the
Netherlands, which this year took delivery of two
F-35As in Leeuwarden. “Technically, it has defi-
nitely seen the worst,” said air industry expert
Richard Aboulafia, vice president of analysis at
the Teal Group.

Jerry Hendrix, the director of the strategies
and assessments program at the Center for a
New American Security, said the F-35 still has
issues with its software and a sophisticated hel-
met that links to cameras and will give pilots a
360-degree view around the plane. But “the F-35
has turned the corner from a technological
standpoint and is coming along very rapidly,”
said Hendrix, initially an F-35 skeptic. “The air-
craft, with its engine, its wings, has come along
and in fact is doing quite well right now.” —AFP


