
Obama, Australia’s Turnbull 

discuss global steel glut

WASHINGTON/SYDNEY: US President Barack Obama and
Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull yesterday discussed
by telephone the global glut in steel supply, which many blame
on chronic overcapacity at Chinese producers of the construc-
tion material.

China’s steel production hit a record high earlier this year as
rising prices, and profits, encouraged mills that had been shut
or suspended to resume output. “The two leaders ... discussed
the need to work together to address the global glut in steel,”
the White House said in a statement, adding that the conversa-
tion covered a wide range of economic and defense issues.

China, the world’s top steel producer and exporter, is also
the fifth-largest importer of steel, buying an equivalent of 13.57
million tons of crude steel last year. Last month, China and oth-
er major steel producers failed to agree on measures to tackle
the overcapacity crisis, prompting the United States, European
Union and others to call for urgent action.

China plans to shed 100-150 million tons of domestic crude
steel capacity in the next five years in a bid to help tackle huge
capacity overhangs that have saddled domestic firms with loss-
es and debts.

Turnbull said that he had raised the issue with top Chinese
officials and that while he welcomed their commitment, more
than “strong intentions” were needed. “Now, the President and
I have agreed that Australia and the US will intensify our collab-
oration to ensure that the overproduction of steel is
addressed,” Turnbull told reporters in Melbourne.

“We need to address this issue because it is important that
the viability of steel makers in our country, and in the US and
other nations, is preserved and not undermined by the export-
ing or the dumping of very cheap steel made in places where it
is being produced at way below the real cost.” — Reuters 
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PARIS: One by one, countries across
Europe have stripped away worker pro-
tections to confront today’s borderless
economy and the online age. France has
been the main holdout - until now.

Socialist President Francois Hollande
faces one of the biggest tests of his term
yesterday for trying to change the way
France views work. His government is try-
ing to force a labor law through parlia-
ment including longer workdays, easier
layoffs, weaker unions, but it must survive
a no-confidence vote first.

It’s the boldest reform any French
government left or right has tried in
years, and has unleashed daily, often-vio-
lent protests from wine country to the
troubled suburbs. Those protests, and
legislative gridlock, prompted the gov-
ernment to use a special measure to
push the bill through without a vote at
lower house of parliament.

The conservative opposition objected,
prompting a no-confidence vote yester-
day, set to take place just after thousands
are expected to march through nearby
Left Bank streets. The legislation is not
technically adopted unless the govern-
ment wins that vote. Prime Minister
Manuel Valls and his government are
likely to survive, but the labor standoff
has torn apart the Socialists and further
damaged their weak chances of keeping
the presidency and legislative control in
next year’s elections.

The bill will then need to be debat-
ed at the Senate. Ironically, the French
bill is relatively modest, especially after
the government softened it to meet
union demands.

It will not abolish the 35-hour work-
week, but will allow companies to negoti-
ate deals for up to 48 hours a week or 12-
hour shifts. It will change rules for layoffs
in companies, to create more flexibility
during downturns - under conditions
depending on the size of the businesses.

It even adds some new protections - a

“right to disconnect” from emails and
smartphones negotiated with employers -
and a new 461-euro ($527) allowance for
young job-seekers.

Germany rebuilt its labor system in
the early 2000s; Spain and Italy re-hauled
their labor markets recent debt crises.
Yet in France, even small changes
prompt outsized anger. “France is trying
to do the bare minimum, and what other
countries” have already done, said
Charles Grant, director of the Center for
European Reform. But “politically it
seems almost impossible to do this with-
out street protests.”

Critics see the bill as a symbol of some-
thing much bigger, a surrender to a heart-
less, globalized world, and a fundamental
betrayal of hard-fought worker protec-
tions and a way of life that France has
long prided itself on.

Labor Minister Myriam El Khomri
acknowledged that the government
made “mistakes” in how it handled the
reform and explained it to voters. But she

insisted in an interview published yester-
day in Directmatin that it will help France
better compete in “the world of today.”

The government hopes lures compa-
nies to invest in France and hire - especial-
ly young people, bearing the brunt of
chronic 10 percent unemployment. Yet
among its fiercest critics are the young.

“They’re incredibly conservative ... they
don’t understand the world has changed.
If you want companies to hire, you need
to make it easier to fire. That is a lesson
that the Spanish and Italians learned, and
the Germans learned,” Grant said. Unions
are not letting go, threatening wide-
spread strikes if the bill is finalized.

The protests are “a reaction against an
obscene system of abuse of power by the
oligarchy,” far left leader Jean-Luc
Melenchon, a former presidential candi-
date who says the bill is a gift to CEOs and
will worsen inequality, wrote on his blog.
“This pillaging of the country by a caste
that fattened itself on the back of workers
has lasted long enough.” — AP

French govt faces survival 

vote over labor reform
Thousands march through Left Bank streets

Nigeria in talks for foreign 

loans to fund deficit 

ABUJA: Nigeria is still in talks to obtain foreign loans to help fund
a record $31 billion budget for this year, aimed at helping Africa’s
biggest economy cope with a slump in oil prices, its budget min-
ister said yesterday. President Muhammadu Buhari signed the
6.06 trillion naira ($30.6 billion) budget last week, but the govern-
ment has not yet made clear how it plans to fund a deficit of 2.2
trillion naira.

“We hope to access loans on concessionary rates, we are
working hard to secure external funding,” Budget Minister
Udoma Udo Udoma said in a speech, without elaborating.

He reiterated previous estimates for external and domestic
borrowing needs totalling 1.8 trillion naira. Nigeria has applied
for a $1 billion loan from both the World Bank and African
Development Bank while also considering selling Chinese Panda
or Euro bonds, though no details have been made public.

Growth last year fell to its slowest rate since 1999 at 2.8 per-
cent and inflation rose to a near four-year high of 12.8 percent in
March while capital imports were down 74 percent year-on-year
in the first quarter. Buhari hopes to diversify the economy to end
reliance on oil and gas revenues, which make up 70 percent of
national income. Late on Wednesday, with Buhari attending a
conference in London, the government announced it was scrap-
ping a costly fuel subsidy scheme and raising the price of gaso-
line, which many Nigerians rely on for electricity generation as
well as transport, by 67 percent.

Despite the subsidy paid to fuel importers, which foreign
donors say is subject to widespread corruption, Nigeria has been
suffering acute fuel shortages for months.

UNION OPPOSITION
However, a bid by Buhari’s predecessor Goodluck Jonathan to

scrap the subsidy in 2012 was defeated by nationwide strikes,
and the umbrella Labour Union Congress promised to resist the
latest attempt. Vice President Yemi Osinbajo also urged the cen-
tral bank on Wednesday to rethink its foreign currency policy to
stimulate investment. “We believe there must be some substan-
tial revaluation for the foreign exchange policy,” he said.

The central bank has imposed capital controls on foreign cur-
rency and capped the official dollar rate just below 200 naira,
resulting in shortages of currency and hitting investment as for-
eign firms expect Nigeria to devalue sooner or later - a move
that Buhari has said he opposes. On Wednesday, the govern-
ment eased the controls by saying fuel importers would now be
allowed to buy dollars on the unofficial market to help them
purchase fuel. — Reuters 

PARIS: French President Francois Hollande is welcomed by Prodways CEO Raphael Gorge (right) prior to his
visit at Prodways company headquarters in Les Mureaux, outside Paris, yesterday. — AP

PARIS: A protester sends projectile as others move a pulled down recy-
cling garbage during a demo against the government’s labor reform
yesterday. — AFP


