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ATHENS: Greece’s parliament yesterday
was to approve a new round of austerity
cuts, hoping to secure a pledge of debt
relief and loan payment approval by the
country’s EU-IMF creditors this month.
Leftist Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras has a
slim majority in parliament sufficient to
pass the bill in the vote expected around
midnight.

Overall, the bill to be approved entails
4.9 billion euros ($5.4 billion) in cuts in
2018-2021. Tsipras grudgingly accepted
to legislate another round of pension
cuts and lower tax breaks-applicable in
2019 and 2020 respectively-to unlock the
cash payment ahead of looming debt
repayments in July.

In return, Greece will introduce pover-
ty support measures-such as subsidies on
rent and medicine-over the same period
of time. On Wednesday, at least 18,000
people demonstrated in Athens and
Thessaloniki in union-sponsored protests
against the bill.

Another protest in Athens is sched-
uled yesterday ahead of the parliament
vote. Athens hopes that the loan pay-
ment will be approved by a meeting of
eurozone finance ministers on May 22.
“We are in the final stretch... the biggest
likelihood is that we’ll have a deal on May
22 or a few days later,” Greek govern-
ment spokesman Dimitris Tzanakopoulos
told Skai TV.

Greece is seeking a clear eurozone
pledge later this month on measures to
ease repayment on its huge public debt,
which represented 179 percent of annual
output at the end of last year.

IMF-Germany dispute 
The question has served as a point of

contention between the IMF and Berlin for
months. In his calls for substantial debt
relief, Tsipras faces resistance from
Germany, where additional concessions
are unpopular with an electorate called to
a general election in September.
According to sources familiar with the mat-
ter, the IMF and eurozone countries are
close to reaching a compromise, which
would clear the way for a global agree-

ment allowing Greece to return to bond
markets in 2018. “Right now, Germany and
the IMF are in the final stretch of very
tough negotiations going on between
them,” Tzanakopoulos said. Athens also
hopes to be finally allowed access to the
European Central Bank’s asset purchase
program, known as quantitative easing, or
QE, to help its return to bond markets. “The
key thing is to have a (debt) adjustment
that will permit the ECB to induct the coun-
try to QE,” Tzanakopoulos said. — AFP

Wal-Mart’s online sales 

surge, tops expectations

BENTONVILLE, Ark: Wal-Mart delivered first-quarter earn-
ings that show how it’s winning over shoppers at stores
and online, even in an increasingly competitive retail land-
scape. The world’s largest retailer beat Wall Street estimates
and delivered another solid gain in comparable-store sales.
Customer traffic at Wal-Mart also rose while other major
retailers like Macy’s and Target suffered declines. And
online sales surged 63 percent, more than doubling the
previous quarter’s digital sales. 

The majority of the online sales growth was organic
through Walmart.com. Wal-Mart, like other traditional
retailers, has played catch-up to Amazon.com and other
online companies. It has retooled how it operates online
and accelerated that shift by buying already successful
online operators. Wal-Mart spent more than $3 billion for
Jet.com in its bid to lure younger and more affluent cus-
tomers. Then it bought ShoeBuy.com for $70 million and
the outdoor and gear seller Moosejaw for $51 million. In
March, it bought the trendy clothing seller ModCloth. The
clothing sites are operating as stand-alone operators and
appeal to millennial shoppers.

Wal-Mart also raised its stake in JD.com, China’s No. 2 e-
commerce site. Under Marc Lore, the founder of Jet.com
who is now CEO of Walmart.com, the company is still look-
ing for new startups to buy. Since he joined the company,
the number of items available on its third-party online mar-
ketplace has soared to more than 50 million. That’s up 10
million from a year ago. Wal-Mart is working to accelerate
the integration between Wal-Mart.com and Jet.com, and
trying to take advantage of its scale in areas like shipping.

It’s also aggressively hunting Amazon shoppers, scrap-
ping a fee-based shipping program earlier this year in favor
of free, two-day shipping for online orders of its most pop-
ular items with a minimum purchase order of $35. Amazon
Prime costs $99 a year, but comes with services like stream-
ing music and video. — AP

TOKYO: Japan has posted its longest
economic expansion in over a decade,
government data showed yesterday,
marking a win for Tokyo’s growth bid
even though its battle to conquer defla-
tion is still far from won. The world’s
number three economy grew 0.5 per-
cent in the first quarter-or an annualized
2.2 percent. That was the fifth straight
rise and up from a 0.3 percent expansion
in the last quarter of 2016.

Japan’s prospects have been improv-
ing on the back of strong exports, with
investments linked to the Tokyo 2020
Olympics also giving the economy a shot
in the arm. The labor market is tight and
business confidence is strong with firms
investing more.

But consumer spending remains
tepid and efforts to lift inflation have fall-
en flat despite years of aggressive mone-
tary easing by Japan’s central bank.
Private consumption picked up a modest
0.4 percent in the first quarter from zero
growth in the previous three months.
Individual spending accounts for more
than a half of Japan’s GDP. “I can’t give
the ‘all clear’ yet,” said Takeshi Minami,
chief economist at Norinchukin Research
Institute in Tokyo. “Public works spend-

ing is helping prop up growth this year
but it’s tough to imagine that private
spending is going to be a driving force
for the economy.”

Longest in a decade 
The latest reading nonetheless means

Japan’s economy has had its longest
string of gains since 2006, during the
tenure of popular former prime minister
Junichiro Koizumi. The figures are good
news for the current prime minister
Shinzo Abe-whose brief and under-
whelming first term as Japan’s premier
came directly after Koizumi.

A string of short-term leaders fol-
lowed before Abe swept back to power
in late 2012 on a pledge to reignite
Japan’s once-booming economy with a
plan dubbed Abenomics. The scheme-a
mix of huge monetary easing, govern-
ment spending and reforms to the econ-
omy-stoked a stock market rally and fat-
tened corporate profits.  But there has
been growing criticism about the plan’s
muted impact on the wider economy.

Still ,  the Bank of Japan and
International Monetary Fund both
recently lifted their projections for the
country’s growth rate. A weak yen has

helped prop up the economy as it makes
Japanese exports more competitive and
inflates profits when firms repatriate
their foreign-earned income.

An improving global outlook with
strong demand for Japanese smart-
phone parts, memory chips and con-
struction machinery has also been a tail-
wind, analysts said. “With growing exter-
nal demand set to continue, we believe
there will be the need for many compa-
nies to replace machinery and equip-
ment,” Katsunori Kitakura, lead strategist
at asset manager Sumitomo Mitsui Trust
Group, said before Thursday’s GDP fig-
ures were released.

Cash-rich firms have been stingy
with pay hikes though, which hurts
spending and acts like an anchor on the
economy. In March, some of Japan’s top
companies,  including Toyota and
Hitachi, announced their lowest wage
rises in years. 

“Wages are still stagnating, despite
sharp falls in unemployment,” research
house Capital Economics said in a com-
mentary. “This seems to be because
aggressive monetary easing has failed to
lift expectations of future price rises
among households and firms. — AFP

Japan’s economy reports 

2.2% annualizes growth
Longest economic expansion in a decade

India’s IT industry body 

slams mass layoff reports

MUMBAI: Indian software trade body Nasscom yesterday dis-
missed widespread media reports of mass layoffs in the coun-
try’s hugely important information technology industry but
warned that the sector must reinvent itself. IT outsourcing has
long been one of India’s flagship industries but recent news
reports have claimed that major companies, including Tech
Mahindra and Wipro, are making thousands redundant due to
increased automation.

“The numbers being reported across different sources are
incorrect and are not in line with the actual employment pro-
gression,” the National Association of Software and Services
Companies said in a press release yesterday. “The industry con-
tinues to be a net hirer with talent acquisition continuing across
sectors and remains one of the largest employers of the nation,”
it added in the statement following a conference in New Delhi.

Several Indian newspapers, including respected business
dailies like “The Economic Times” and “Mint”, have  reported
major IT firms are in the process of gradually laying off thou-
sands of staff, although the companies themselves are yet to
comment on numbers. Nasscom claimed that 170,000 new
jobs had been created in the recently ended financial year and
predicted that up to three million new positions would be
added by 2025, but conceded that there was a slowdown in
the rate of hiring.

It also called for employees to learn new skills to help compa-
nies’ keep up with demands for newer and more innovative
technologies. “Going forward the focus for companies will be on
skills and proficiency levels rather than scale, hence it is becom-
ing imperative for employees (both current and potential) to
skill themselves in domain specific requirements,” it said.

Nasscom says that the IT outsourcing industry employs near-
ly four million Indians and saw revenues of around $154 billion.
India has been popularly termed as the “back office” to the
world as companies, largely in developed nations, subcontract-
ed work to Indian firms, taking advantage of the country’s skilled
English-speaking workforce. But there are concerns it is losing its
sheen as companies move towards automation and seek newer
technologies while there are also fears over US President Donald
Trump’s curbs on H-1B visas, which allow aspiring Indian engi-
neers to work in America. — AFP

ATHENS: Greek pensioners march under heavy rain towards the Greek parlia-
ment in Athens yesterday to protest new pension cuts included in the new
round of austerity measures, set to be approved in the parliament. — AFP

Greece to approve new cuts 

to secure cash, debt relief


