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LOVECH, Bulgaria: Bent over the
machines for hours with headphones to
block out the whirring noise, textile
workers in Bulgaria, which holds elec-
tions Sunday, earn a pittance even after
10 years of EU membership. “We sew
more cheaply here than in China,” indus-
try association chief Radina Bankova
shrugged in her factory in the northern
town of Lovech as her employees cut,
stitched and sewed.

The women working here produce
high-end clothes for a German fashion
brand but with monthly salaries start-
ing at 230 euros ($250), they are unlike-
ly to be able to afford to buy what they
are making.

And ahead of the third parliamentary
election in four years in the European
Union’s poorest country, they are not

expecting any improvement to their lives
any time soon.

“I don’t care about politics. Whoever
comes, it’s all the same. I commute here
and I am happy to have a job, as low-paid
as it is,” said a Roma woman in her 50s
employed at the factory. “We work from
8 am to 5 pm with one half-an-hour
break five days a week for the minimum
wage. If there is a big order to finish, we
also work Saturdays without additional
pay,” said another worker in a textile
company from the town of Dupnitsa.

“Nobody dares to say a word for fear
of being sacked.” The textiles and cloth-
ing sector was a major employer under
communism and 25 years after the
advent of democracy it remains the sec-
ond largest employer, after the state,
with about 100,000 workers.

Salaries have improved in recent
years but not by much. Workers in simi-
lar sectors such as construction, hospital-
ity and farming also earn around 300-
400 euros per month.

Bulgaria’s average monthly salary is
500 euros, the lowest in the EU, around
half the bloc average, and a fraction of
what workers earn in western Europe.
This has put many people off working,
leading to a slump in labour force par-
ticipation rates, and prompted over
three and a half million Bulgarians to
emigrate since 1990.

In 2016 alone, 30,000 young and high-
ly educated workers upped sticks, taking
advantage of the ability to work any-
where in the 28-country EU. Out of an
economically active population of 4.7
million only 2.9 million people work, with
the majority of the rest being long-term
unemployed or not looking to find a job.

Silicon Sofia 
But there are also some bright spots,

as can be seen in the spacious and
peaceful offices of US software company
EPAM in downtown Sofia where rows of
people work in front of computers. The
sector, which employs 40,000-50,000
people, contributes some 3.5-4.0 per-
cent of Bulgaria’s economic output-
twice that of textiles despite half the
number of employees.

The average salary in the sector is
1,400 euros per month but industry
sources say that top professionals with
niche or very specialized qualifications
can earn 10 times that. “(They) can nego-
tiate the same conditions in Bulgaria as in
any other Western country in terms of
net salary, if you take into account the
lower cost of living here,” EPAM Bulgaria
director and Outsourcing Association
chairman Stanimir Nikolov said.

Together with other booming areas
like auto parts, Bulgaria’s IT and out-
sourcing sector has attracted billions of
euros in foreign direct investment in
recent years. — AFP

Bulgaria’s economy:
A tale of extremes

EU’s poorest country grapples with wage anomalies

Eurozone survey data 
point to robust Q1

FRANKFURT: Economic recovery in the eurozone is gaining
ground and some data point to robust momentum in the first
quarter despite uncertainty over Brexit, China’s rebalancing and
new US policies clouding the outlook, the European Central
Bank said yesterday. “Incoming data, notably survey results,
have increased the Governing Council’s confidence that the
ongoing economic expansion will continue to firm and broad-
en,” the ECB said in its regular economic bulletin. “Surveys point
to a robust growth momentum in the first quarter of 2017.”

Global trade, a key contributor to growth, also seems to be
picking up momentum and despite increasingly protectionist
rhetoric from Washington world trade is expected to expand
broadly in line with global activity, the ECB added. The United
States has recently backed away from a pledge for free and
open trade, calling for a review of some trade agreements and
proposing in import duty tax, arguing for “fair” trade.

Indeed, the ECB said that uncertainty remains elevated, par-
ticularly due to the lack of clarity regarding the new US admin-
istration’s “America First” policies and their impact on the rest
of the world. But even as growth picks up, the ECB warned that
the rise in inflation will be more subdued with oil futures imply-
ing a stable crude prices and suggesting only a “very limited”
impact from energy prices on inflation. Having fought ultralow
inflation for years, the ECB remains concerned that the recent
spike in price growth is only due to rising oil prices and thus
temporary, requiring continued stimulus. 

The bank noted that wage growth, a key condition for a rise
in inflation, remains low by historic standards, suggesting
ample slack in the economy and weak productivity growth. “In
contrast to energy inflation, the expected pick-up in (headline)
inflation excluding energy and food is likely to be much more
gradual,” the ECB said. “There are only weak signs of upward
pipeline price pressures.” — Reuters

Canada budget halts 
spending spree on 

hazy global outlook
OTTAWA: Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s Liberal
government put the brakes on its spending spree in the lat-
est budget released Wednesday, as US policies and EU elec-
tions cast a haze over the global economic outlook. The
proposed budget limits new spending to Can$5.7 billion
(US$4.3 billion) over six years-about 10 times less than the
Liberals’ inaugural budget last year. While the 2016 fiscal
blueprint took Canada back into deficit to try to force an
end to years of low growth, this latest budget keeps a tight
rein on spending until a clearer picture of US policies and
the future of Europe’s single market emerges. 

The government did not unveil any big new initiatives
in the document. Rather Finance Minister Bill Morneau
appeared content to tinker with the tax regime-consoli-
dating tax credits and subsidies, closing loopholes, and
earmarking small sums to study economic and social chal-
lenges. “We’re taking a responsible approach to managing
our economy,” Morneau told reporters. “We made sure
that every dollar we spend will have an important impact
on the economy.” 

There are funds allocated for entrepreneurs, for exam-
ple, to advance quantum technologies, to boost tourism,
and for Canada to participate in NASA’s next Mars orbiter
mission.  A consumer tax would be applied to ride sharing
services such as Uber, while it would be removed from
naloxone used to treat opioid drug overdoses, which have
claimed thousands of lives across the country. 

About Can$8.5 billion in military procurement that was
earmarked for the next 20 years would be pushed to future
years.  The government said it will make more federal land
available for housing to help stem a housing crisis with
prices in Toronto and Vancouver soaring beyond the reach
of average Canadians. And it will develop a strategy to
close the gender wage gap. 

The Tory opposition in parliament, critical of the
Trudeau administration for spending wildly and increasing
debt while failing to put a dent in stagnating growth, fili-
bustered to force a short delay in the budget announce-
ment. Under the government’s plan, the fiscal deficit would
increase to Can$28.5 billion in fiscal 2017-2018, or 1.4 per-
cent of the nation’s GDP. — AFP

LOVECH: Employees work in a sewing factory in the northern town of Lovech, on February 24, 2017. — AFP

VIENNA: Vienna Airport appealed
yesterday to Austria’s highest courts
to annul a ruling that blocked its
planned expansion for environmental
reasons, arguing the decision ignored
constitutionally guaranteed rights and
EU law. An Austrian administrative
court blocked the construction of a
third runway at Vienna’s airport last
month, saying it would run counter to
the country’s pledge to the Paris cli-
mate agreement.

The ruling, which law experts see
as trend-setting for other major infra-
structure projects in Europe, attracted
criticism from politicians and business
people but also praise from environ-
mentalists.

One basis for the appeal was the
violation of essential rights such as
freedom of ownership, freedom to
carry on a business and the principle
of equality, the airport said. “The court
also fails to understand that obliga-

tions arising from international cli-
mate protection agreements relate to
individual countries and the EU
Commission and cannot be directly
applied to individual projects,” Julian
Jaeger, a member of Vienna Airport’s
management board, told a news con-
ference in Vienna.  

Climate considerations make up
part of the approval process for many
major infrastructure projects, especial-
ly since nearly 200 countries agreed to
fight global warming in Paris in 2015.  

Aviation has been in the spotlight
as the sector accounts for about 3
percent of the EU’s total greenhouse
gas emissions.  The construction of a
third runway at London’s Heathrow
airport was only approved after the
operator provided an environmental
package,  and a German court
slapped a night f l ight ban on
Frankfurt airport after a fourth run-
way started being used. — Reuters

Vienna Airport appeals 
against ban on expansion


