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BRUSSELS: Eurozone finance ministers was to pick the
replacement for Eurogroup chief Jeroen Dijsselbloem yes-
terday, with four countries led by Portugal battling for the
challenge of guiding the eurozone currency bloc through
much needed reforms.

Finance ministers from Latvia, Luxembourg, Slovakia
and Portugal have thrown their hats into the ring with a
decision expected later when the 19 Eurogroup ministers
cast their vote at a closed session in Brussels.

The job is one of the most strategic in the European
Union, tasked with guiding economic policy in the face of
clashing opinions and resistance, most notably by
Germany. “I fully expect that the process will take one or
two rounds,” a senior eurozone official said ahead of the
vote, on condition of anonymity. “The procedure is set up
so that a candidate emerges after only one or two rounds.”

The winning candidate must secure 10 votes to win.
Portuguese Finance Minister Mario Centeno is widely
expected to take the prize, having won the support of
Spain and positive signs from France and Italy, the euro-
zone’s second and third biggest economies. European
Commission chief Jean-Claude Juncker has also backed
him. “I have decided to put forward my candidacy for the

presidency of the Eurogroup... with the intention of work-
ing towards a necessary consensus to complete Europe’s
economic and monetary union,” Centeno said in a state-
ment. His candidacy marks a big turnaround for Portugal
since the worst of the debt
crisis in which Lisbon was
bailed out and forced to
push through painful
reforms to save its econo-
my. Also running is
Slovakia’s Peter Kazimir, a
strong backer of
Germany’s austerity-heavy
approach, but he is seen as
a long shot after contro-
versial comments about
Greece during bailout
talks in 2015. In a surprise,
Latvian Finance Minister
Dana Reizniece-Ozola, 36 and a chess grandmaster, is also
running, though she is relatively unknown to her col-
leagues. Their bids come soon after the EU’s eastern mem-
ber states were painfully overlooked in favor of France and

the Netherlands to be the new hosts for EU agencies
forced to leave London after Brexit.

Luxembourg’s Pierre Gramegna, a veteran diplomat,
has also confirmed his candidacy, which is seen as a safety

choice in case the others
cancel each other out.

‘Europe needs to be
stronger’ Elected for two
and a half years, the head
of the Eurogroup chairs
the monthly meetings of
finance ministers of the 19
countries that use the
euro, with the main
responsibility of coordi-
nating the often clashing
economic policies and
priorities of its members.

Former Dutch finance
minister Dijsselbloem must step down as Eurogroup head
after losing his ministerial job when his party suffered a
poor election result earlier this year. The job is one of
Europe’s top posts, with the holder considered one of the

EU’s “five presidents” along with European Commission
head Juncker and European Central Bank chief Mario
Draghi.

The role was especially crucial during the tumultuous
years of the eurozone debt crisis and Greek bailout nego-
tiations, when the bloc’s ministers faced the daunting task
of saving the euro currency from near collapse. With his
dry humor and clashes with Greece’s maverick former
finance minister Yanis Varoufakis, Dijsselbloem became the
face of a sensible, austerity-pushing eurozone during the
crisis. Ministers have myriad considerations in selecting a
candidate, including nationality and political leaning, with
Centeno’s socialist party widely considered to be due a
top post.

The first order of business for the incoming chief will be
shepherding through reforms of the eurozone, which the
ministers will discuss. The reform push is part of wider
efforts, spurred by French President Emmanuel Macron, to
pursue deeper integration after Britain’s vote last year to
leave the bloc. Greece’s third bailout will also quickly
come on to the agenda, with Athens expecting debt relief
from its eurozone partners next year, a move powerful
Germany believes is not necessary. —AFP
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Battle to lead Eurogroup reaches climax
BRUSSELS: Eurogroup outgoing President Jeroen Dijsselbloem (second left) speaks with Italian Finance Minister Pier Carlo Padoan (left) and German acting-Finance Minister Peter Altmaier (third left) as candidates for the Eurogroup presidency, Portugal’s Mario
Centeno (second right), Slovakia’s Peter Kazimir (fourth left), Luxembourg’s Pierre Gramegna (third right) and Latvia’s Dana Reizniece-Ozola look on during an Eurogroup meeting yesterday.—AFP
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MILAN: Supercar makers have long known that
parked next to that snarling Lamborghini, rac-
ing-red Ferrari, or stately Bentley at some of the
globe’s toniest addresses is a practical SUV.
With the sport utility vehicle market growing by
leaps and bounds, they increasingly want in on
those profits.

Lamborghini unveils the once-improbable
Urus SUV yesterday at its headquarters in
Sant’Agata, Italy, where the supercar maker
owned by the Volkswagen group is expanding
the factory to meet utility vehicle demand. The
Urus enters a luxury field crowded with the
Mercedes G-Class, the Bentley Bentayga and

the trailblazing Porsche Cayenne - and soon to
be joined by Aston Martin, Rolls Royce and, in
all probability, Ferrari.

Analysts say that the move into SUVs has
become a natural fit for most brands, even
supercar makers like Lamborghini, despite the
risk of alienating aficionados.

“I think if you look at those brands’ image, I
think you would look at an SUV - especially a
Lamborghini - as almost a sell-out move. I don’t
think that is the case anymore,” Jeff Schuster,
senior vice president at LMC Automotive in
Detroit. “There is some risk to the purist, who
can only see one view of the brand. But as long
as they don’t move too far out of who they are, a
lineup can include an SUV in these brands. I
wouldn’t have said that five years ago.”

From bring nonexistent in 2006, high-end
SUVs have more than quadrupled in sales since
2010, from 4,700 units to almost 21,000 units in
2016, driven by the Mercedes G-Class and
Bentley Bentayga, according to IHS Automotive.
The entry of the Urus along with the planned
Aston Martin DBX and Rolls Royce “High Side
Vehicle” is expected to push those numbers up

to 29,300 by 2020. Even Ferrari is considering
entering the category, with a decision expected
early next year, which could leave McLaren as
the only hold-out among supercars.

Luxury SUVS are merely following the mass-
market trend. SUVs are the fastest-growing
overall segment of the car market, tripling in
sales in a decade from just under 8 million units
in 2006 to nearly 26.5 million units last year.
SUV sales are forecast by IHS Automotive to
grow by another 28 percent to over 34 million
units by 2020.

Before having a true luxury option, IHS auto-
motive analyst Ian Fletcher said, many SUV
owners went to private modifiers and tuners to
increase performance and add luxury swag to
their off-the-line mass-market vehicle. “A lot of
manufacturers said, ‘Oh, we can have a piece of
that,’” Fletcher said.

Porsche proved the market with the Cayenne,
and was followed by the Mercedes G-Class,
“which went from being utilitarian to being
something synonymous with the Kardashians,”
he said. The decision to enter the SUV market
was a no-brainer for Lamborghini, which as part

of the VW group shares luxury SUV platforms
with the Bentley Bentayga and the Audi Q7,
bringing down development costs and increasing
profit margins.

“The Urus looks like it will be far more rakish
than the SUV range that the VW group has, and
far more dynamic,” Fletcher said. Trailers of the
Urus show the vehicle spinning around the
desert, an obvious fob to Middle Eastern brand
enthusiasts, but could also appeal to buyers in
Africa and Russia, where road conditions in
some areas may have discouraged buyers from
indulging in the lower-slung sportscars. “They
are aiming to have a vehicle which epitomizes
what the brand’s core characteristics are: sport,
high performance and accessible to customers
who had to give up a sports car because they
are having children, or just couldn’t get into a
sports car any more or it wasn’t practical,”
Fletcher said. “It broadens the brand to a wider
group.” IHS forecasts Urus sales of 2,900 a year
to a peak in 2019-2020, putting it on par with
the Lamborghini Huracan. And as with cars in
the super luxury segment, the profit margins can
be astronomical.—AP
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