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Russian parliament faces 
tougher economic times

Election win might prove a poisoned chalice
MOSCOW: A crushing victory for Russia’s ruling
party at parliamentary polls has been hailed as a
big win for President Vladimir Putin-but for the
deputies elected it might just prove a poisoned
chalice. With Russia locked in a damaging eco-
nomic crisis and its cash piles dwindling, the
authorities are facing a balancing act-juggling
the need to slash spending against keeping
Putin’s popularity high ahead of presidential
elections set for 2018. 

Eventually, analysts agree, the country will
need to carry out tough reforms-potentially
increasing the age of retirement, cutting back on
job security and raising taxes. But for now there
is little doubt which way the wind is blowing-
ensuring Putin gains a fourth term is the priority
and any radical changes are on ice until then.
“Changes are definitely coming. They will be
unpopular and controversial but they are now
inevitable as the country can no longer afford
not to make these changes,” said economist
Chris Weafer of Macro Advisory told AFP. “But I
don’t see any possibility of any of these meas-
ures being even publicly debated until after
Putin is re-elected in March 2018.”

‘Unpopular but necessary’ 
Analyst Alexei Makarkin wrote in Vedomosti

business daily Tuesday that the new Duma-
which is entirely subservient to the Kremlin-will
be forced to adopt “unpopular but necessary”
measures, but only following the 2018 elections.
Austerity measures already adopted in the past
few years have included major job cuts in the
public sector and caused the purchasing power
of state employees and pensioners to fall. 

Although the measures did not undermine
Putin’s popularity, they resulted in a string of
small-scale protests and strikes in different parts
of the vast country-a rarity as protest activity
stands at an all-time low. Russia’s economy con-
tracted 3.7 percent in 2015, mostly due to a
crash in global oil prices, and is expected to drop
by at least 0.5 percent this year before a small
bounce back in 2017. 

The crisis has seen Russians’ living conditions
slip, with the population’s real earnings last
month falling 8.3 percent year-on-year. Putin
has pledged to push forward with l iberal
reforms but has dismissed the possibility of
“shock therapy” changes like those in the 1990s
that swiftly transformed Russia into a market

economy but wiped out savings and jobs.

Power struggles 
While major reforms are not on the cards for

now, some in the Russian government appear to
be pushing for spending cuts to go further
faster. The Russian press has reported that the
country’s finance ministry could be lobbying for
the next budget-to be debated in the legislature
next month-to include spending cuts for the oil
industry, state media, space programs and the
military. 

Suggestions of slashing the military budget-
which already represents more than five per-
cent of GDP and has considerably increased in
the past decade — seem to be have unleashed
a power struggle between different factions of
the Russian government and business commu-
nity. Russia’s Kommersant daily reported that
Finance Minister Anton Siluanov and Defence
Minister Sergei Shoigu had heated exchanges
at a recent government meeting addressing

the rearmament of the Russian military, which
is conducting a bombing campaign in Syria in
support of the regime. 

These behind-the-scenes power struggles
come as the finance ministry has warned the
government against depleting its financial
reserves built up from oil export revenue in pre-
vious years when crude prices were high. “As
always it will be Putin who will act as arbitrator
in this battle,” Weafer said. Putin will be reluctant
to cut spending on defense and social pro-
grams-precisely what the finance ministry has
reportedly been calling for-but would also
dread weakening the country’s already fragile
financial situation which could spur higher infla-
tion that would quickly hit the pocketbooks of
Russians. “He will not want to risk Russia being
placed in a vulnerable financial position,” Weafer
said. “To be seen by the West to be in that posi-
tion would undermine his geopolitical bargain-
ing position as well as risk losing public support
at home.” —AFP

Mylan set to defend EpiPen 
prices amid public outcry

WASHINGTON: The head of pharmaceutical
company Mylan is defending the cost for life-
saving EpiPens, signaling the company has
no plans to lower prices despite a public out-
cry and questions from skeptical lawmakers.
“Price and access exist in a balance, and we
believe we have struck that balance,” Heather
Bresch says in prepared testimony released
by the House Oversight and Government
Reform Committee ahead of her Wednesday
appearance before the panel.

The price of EpiPens has grown to $608
for a two-pack, an increase of more than 500
percent since 2007. Republicans and
Democrats have said families struggling to
pay for the emergency allergy shots have
every right to be outraged by Mylan, a com-
pany whose sales are in excess of $11 billion.
Bresch says in the testimony that she wishes
the company had “better anticipated the
magnitude and acceleration” of the rising
prices for some families.

“We never intended this,” she says. But she
says investments are necessary to ensure
more access for those who need it and the
company has made strides to more widely
distribute the drug to schools and others.

“We don’t want to go back to a time - not
that long ago - when awareness of anaphy-
laxis was much lower and epinephrine auto
injectors were only available in schools with a
prescription for an individual child,” she says.
“Achieving this level of expansion of aware-
ness requires significant investment.”

‘Critical medications’ 
House Oversight chairman Rep Jason

Chaffetz, R-Utah, and the panel’s top
Democrat, Rep Elijah Cummings of
Maryland, have said they also want to

examine ways to encourage greater compe-
tition in the EpiPen market. “Our goal is to
work together to ensure that critical med-
ications, like the EpiPen, are accessible and
affordable for all of our constituents,”
Chaffetz and Cummings said in a joint state-
ment last week.

Bresch has some familiarity with Capitol
Hill - she is the daughter of Sen. Joe Manchin,
D-W.Va. But lawmakers so far haven’t given
any deference to her because she is related
to a colleague.  Several other committees
have called for investigations into the matter.
EpiPens are used in emergencies to stop
potentially fatal allergic reactions to insect
bites and stings, and foods like nuts and
eggs. People usually keep multiple EpiPens
handy at home, school or work, but the
syringes, prefilled with the hormone epi-
nephrine, expire after a year.

Bresch noted that Mylan has said it will
begin selling its generic version for $300 for a
pair.  That will still bring Mylan tens of mil-
lions of dollars while helping it retain market
share against current and future brand-name
and generic competition. The company has
also offered coupon cards and has doubled
the limit for eligibility for its patient assis-
tance program.

Critics have said the coupons, discount
cards and patient assistance programs aren’t
real solutions because many customers
won’t use them or won’t qualify for them. In
her testimony, Bresch says she understands
there is considerable concern and skepticism
about the pricing. She says some think the
company makes $600 off each EpiPen, but
that is not true. She says the company makes
about $50 per pen after rebates, fees, materi-
als and other costs are subtracted. —AP 

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin, right, takes part in a live video link at
the Novo-Ogaryov residence yesterday. Putin had the video call to officially open a
new oil and natural gas field in the Yamalo-Nenets region in Siberia. Russian state-
controlled natural gas giant Gazprom CEO Alexei Miller looks, second right. Igor
Sechin, Russian oil giant Rosneft CEO is on a screen. —AP

LONDON: The UK may be sailing
into an uncertain future outside the
European Union, but if campaign-
ers have their way, Britannia will
rule the waves again. A
Conservative lawmaker and the
Daily Telegraph newspaper are pro-
posing to re-commission the royal
yacht Britannia , former berth of
Queen Elizabeth II ,  and send it
around the world as a floating
trade mission.

The yacht was retired in 1997,
and is now a tourist attraction
moored in Edinburgh. Legislator
Jake Berry says it should either be
brought back into service or a new
yacht built to help “bring in billions
of pounds’ worth of trade deals for
post-Brexit Britain.” Anticipating
that some will label his idea “a vani-
ty project,” he says it should be
funded by donations, rather than
taxpayers.

Former Foreign Secretary
William Hague has backed Berry’s
proposal, saying that when he was
in government he found that no
one, however wealthy or powerful,
could resist an invitation onto the
royal yacht. “Leaving the EU means
we need to communicate the
advantages and attractions of our
country more than ever,” Hague
wrote in the Telegraph. “That will

take a lot more than a yacht, but we
need all the reach and profile that
we can get.”

Others, however, said bringing
back a symbol of empire and
monarchy would send the wrong
signals about Britain to the world.
“Britannia was always a wisp of
denial because, essentially, she
sailed through imperial decline,”
wrote columnist Tanya Gold in yes-

terday’s Guardian newspaper. “Her
power was cosmetic. She floated on
nostalgia.”

Floating monument 
Launched in 1953, Britannia was

the last in three centuries of royal
yachts, a floating monument to a
nation that built an empire on naval
power - an empire it was then in the
process of losing. The 412-foot

yacht, with its teak deck and brass
fittings, traveled more than 1 million
miles as transport for royal visits and
vacations, a reception venue for dig-
nitaries and the honeymoon vessel
for royal couples including Prince
Charles and Princess Diana. Her final
voyage was to collect the last British
governor from Hong Kong when the
former British colony returned to
China in 1997.

The government of then-Prime
Minister Tony Blair decided the cost
of replacing Britannia was too high.
The royal family, whose popularity
was then at a low ebb after a series
of scandals, acquiesced - though the
queen wiped away tears at the
decommissioning ceremony. Berry
has secured a House of Commons
debate on the yacht on Oct 11,
though his plan is unlikely to
become a reality without govern-
ment support. Prime Minister
Theresa May has not backed the
idea, though when asked about it
she said she recognized Britain’s
“proud heritage” as a trading nation.
“The important question is how do
we get out there and promote
Britain, promote Britain as being
open for business, promote the
interests of people investing in
Britain and for our businesses actual-
ly exporting overseas,” she said. —AP

Proposal to revive royal yacht 
draws fans and foes in Britain

BANGKOK: In this Friday, May 9, 1997 file photo, a long-tailed
boat passes by the British Royal Yacht HMY Britannia as it is
tugged to port. —AP

World stocks get a lift from BOJ
LONDON: World stocks rose yesterday, led by a surge
in bank shares, after the Bank of Japan overhauled its
monetary policy to target interest rates, though the
yen recovered initial losses against the dollar on skep-
ticism those moves would stoke inflation.

With the global economy showing few signs of
rebounding and investors fretting about the limits of
monetary easing by major central banks, the BOJ’s
move initially came as a welcome relief for markets,
particularly financial sector shares. Investors’ focus
now shifts to the US Federal Reserve policy decision
later yesterday. Expectations of a rate increase have all
but evaporated after some weak economic data, and
Wall Street looked set to follow Europe higher.

Europe’s STOXX 600 rose 1 percent as euro zone
banking shares rallied nearly 3 percent. The bank
shares were poised for their best day in more than
two months. Futures on Wall Street were up 0.4 per-
cent. The BOJ maintained its 0.1 percent negative
interest rate, but abandoned its base money target.
Instead, it set a “yield curve control” under which it
will buy long-term government bonds to keep 10-
year bond yields around their current zero percent.

“The fact that the flattening of the yield curve has
gotten to a point where it has elicited a policy
response could mark the beginning of the end of
quantitative easing,” said Michael Metcalfe, head of
global macro strategy at State Street Global Markets.
“Just as interest rates have reached their lower bound,
asset purchases, in government bonds at least, may
have reached their upper bound. Other central banks,
the ECB especially, will take close note.” A similar
move would solve many of the European Central
Bank’s own problems but would probably pose even

more, making the policy difficult to emulate.
Doubts about the sustainability of the market’s

moves crept in quickly, particularly for the yen, which
reversed direction against the dollar hours after the
BOJ decision. “Markets seem a bit confused by today,
and rightly so,” said Aberdeen Asset Management
investment manager James Athey. The fact that the

BOJ is trying to overshoot an inflation target it has
struggled to hit has raised eyebrows, Athey said. “The
Bank has effectively told markets that it has a royal
flush, and the markets are questioning Kuroda’s poker
face,” he said. The US dollar rose as high as 102.78 yen,
but had slipped back to 101.36 yen by midday in
Europe. —Reuters

NEW YORK: In this Oct 8, 2014, file photo, people walk to work on Wall Street beneath
a statue of George Washington. —AP


