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MILAN: Italy’s economy will grow slower
than any other in the EU this year and
business figures say an ongoing credit
squeeze, the lack of a clear industrial strat-
egy and political uncertainty mean they
can see no sign of improvement. National
data body ISTAT said yesterday it was
anticipating output to increase one per-
cent in 2017, slightly less than the centre-
left government’s prediction of 1.1 per-
cent but better than the 0.9 percent and
0.8 percent forecasts of, respectively, the
European Commission and the IMF.

Italy is lagging behind its partners in
the eurozone and political instability has
been a key factor in that, says Fabio De
Felice, founder and director of engineer-
ing consultancy Protom.

“The rules of the game are not clear,”
he told AFP. “And there is no clear industri-
al policy or any strategy about where we
want to go, which markets we are target-
ing and how,” said the entrepreneur from
Naples. It is a view shared by Angelo
Bruscino, who chairs the youth branch of
the Confapi association of small and
medium-sized companies. “Nobody can
tell you what Italy’s strategy is for energy,
for dealing with bureaucracy ... these kind
of questions get pushed to one side by
the day-to-day political debates.”

Bruscino said former prime minister
Matteo Renzi’s reform-focused administra-
tion had been responsible for “positive ini-
tiatives and signals”. “But everything
stopped,” once Renzi was forced to resign

after losing a December referendum on
constitutional reform, one of the key
planks of his plan for shaking up how Italy
is governed and does business. “There are
still around 100 decrees that need to be
approved for some of the laws Renzi
passed to come into force.”

‘No certainty’ 
With Renzi due to attempt a comeback

at elections expected early next year, Italy
is now being run by caretaker Prime
Minister Paolo Gentiloni and the uncer-
tainty over what comes next is seen as
dampening an economy saddled with
unemployment over 11.5 percent of the
workforce. “Italy needs a shock, a big
acceleration of reforms, a broad industrial

policy, especially in favor of small and
medium-sized companies that are the
motor of our economy,” says Bruscino,
whose company, Ambiente Spa, special-
izes in advanced recycling. Fabio De Felice
says the fragmented nature of Italy ’s
entrepreneurial class is also driving under-
performance.

While the made-in-Italy brand is as
strong as ever in fashion-related luxury
and food and drink, in other sectors the
country is suffering from declining com-
petitiveness while international rivals
forge ahead on that front. A snail-paced
legal system and mountains of red tape
are also long-established complaints of
the Italian business community.

“There is no certainty about how long

it will take to complete court proceedings,
no certainty about what rules are,” says De
Felice. Bruscino says he was involved in a
Franco-German-Italian project to create
an innovative plant in the Naples region:
“The struggle to get all the necessary
authorizations from the local authorities
delayed everything by 18 months,” he
says. Now, in an ever more competitive
world, such barriers to innovation can
threaten the survival of companies, partic-
ularly young ones, the 37-year-old says.

And all of these problems are com-
pounded by the ongoing credit squeeze
created by the crisis in an Italian banking
system laboring under the burden of
nearly 350 billion euros worth of non-per-
forming loans. — AFP

Italy’s growth lags behind neighbors

HANOI: Trade ministers of 16 countries from the Asia-Pacific region stand for a group photo during the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP) ministerial meeting in Hanoi yesterday. — AP

HANOI: Asian trade ministers met yesterday to
hammer out the terms of a massive China-led
pact that has taken center-stage as Washington
pulls away from regional free trade deals in favor
of bilateral agreements.

The 16-nation Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) is poised to
become the largest free trade agreement in the
world, covering about half of its population.  It
notably excludes the United States, which had
been leading another regional trade pact-the
Trans-Pacific Partnership ( TPP) — until US
President Donald Trump abruptly abandoned it
in January after calling it a “job killer”.

At a meeting in Hanoi yesterday, the 19th
time RCEP negotiators have met, the rhetoric in
favor of free trade stood in stark contrast to
Trump’s “America First” campaign speeches. “In
the context that protectionism is emerging in a
number of major economies in the world, we
believe that the conclusion of the RCEP
Agreement negotiations will convey a clear and
consistent message of the opening-up and eco-
nomic integration-enhancing policy of the coun-
tries in the region,” said Vietnam’s Trade Minister
Tran Tuan Anh, who was chairing the meeting.
Apart from Beijing, the planned RCEP pact would
group the 10 members of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations plus India, Japan, South

Korea, Australia and New Zealand.
The deal has gained attention since the US

pullout from the TPP, which was billed as the
world’s biggest trade pact when it was signed in
February 2016 following years of  negotiations.

Under then-US president Barack Obama it was
sold to American allies as a unique opportunity
to seize the initiative on worldwide trade-and
ensure China does not get to dictate global
terms of commerce.

On Sunday in Hanoi the 11 remaining TPP
nations vowed to resuscitate the deal without
the US. They are eager to lock in future free trade
and strengthen labor and environmental rights
despite the loss of the world’s number one econ-
omy. But Beijing is now keen to use Washington’s
rejection of TPP to build enthusiasm for its own
deal and increase influence in the region.

RCEP is a more modest deal that prescribes
lower and more limited regulatory standards.
China is also pushing a major global infrastruc-
ture and investment drive called the One Belt,
One Road initiative, which aims to revive ancient
land and sea trade routes.

Cooperation
Meanwhile, China’s commerce minister

Zhong Shan told new United States Trade
Representative Robert Lighthizer the two

sides should strengthen cooperation and
manage disputes in trade, according to a
statement on the website of China’s Ministry
of Commerce yesterday.  

The two met on Sunday on the sidelines of
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
forum. Lighthizer said in the meeting with Zhong
Shan that trade wars are not in the interest of
either country, according to the statement from
China’s commerce ministry. Disagreements over
global trade negotiations came to the fore at the
APEC forum, which failed to agree on its usual
joint statement after US opposition to wording
on fighting protectionism.

With the US balking at multilateral trade
agreements, Asian trade ministers met to discuss
the China-led Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP), which would create a free
trade area of more than 3.5 billion people, bring-
ing together China, India, Japan, South Korea,
Australia and New Zealand as well as Southeast
Asian nations. RCEP talks include the largest geo-
graphic area, the most dynamic economies, and
the largest population of any regional trade pact,
Zhong said, according to a statement on the web-
site of the ministry of commerce.

He said RCEP parties should accelerate RCEP
talks and that all sides should show more flexibil-
ity to overcome differences. — Agencies

Asia ministers in push for 
China-led free trade pact 

US trade rep urged to forge stronger cooperation

BRUSSELS: Under pressure from the IMF, euro-
zone finance ministers will consider major debt
relief and fresh aid for Greece yesterday despite
the deep reservations of bailout-weary Germany.

Ministers from the 19-member single currency
bloc must confront the sensitive topic at talks in
Brussels after Greek lawmakers fulfilled the euro-
zone’s latest demands for painful reforms last
Thursday. The vote in parliament, which was met
by angry protests, satisfied the conditions of
Greece’s bailout and opened the way for debt
relief as well as fresh loans so that Athens can
repay loans of 7.0 billion euros ($7.8 billion) in
July.  “Our country... has fulfilled its obligations
totally and on time,” Greek Finance Minister Euclid
Tsakalotos said on Sunday ahead of the crunch
talks, which begin in Brussels at 1300 GMT.

“There is no excuse for further delay on the
issue of the debt relief,” he said. Newly elected
French President Emmanuel Macron said he
backed debt relief for Greece in a phone call
with Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras. Macron
told Tsipras he was in favor of “finding a deal
soon to alleviate the weight of Greece’s debt
over time,” a statement from the presidency said.

But Macron’s position puts him at odds with
Germany where Greek debt relief following three
different bailouts since 2010 — is seen as a vote
loser ahead of general elections in September.
Greece’s debt stands at a towering 180 percent of
annual output, the legacy of a crisis that brought
panic to the markets and nearly forced the coun-
try out of the eurozone. Germany has led several
eurozone governments that have dragged their
heels on tackling the debt mountain over the
long term, insisting on more reforms before
doing Athens further favours.

‘Strong willingness’ 
In opposition to Berlin is the International

Monetary Fund, which has made  more debt
relief a condition of taking part in Greece’s third
and latest 86-billion-euro ($94-billion) bailout.

“We have to find a scenario on debt that holds
for years to come and that everyone can accept,
including the IMF,” an EU diplomat said on condi-
tion of anonymity.

The discussion will be “rather difficult and
long,” the diplomat said. Led by tough negotia-
tor and former French finance minister Christine
Lagarde, the IMF says Greece’s debt is unsustain-
able and will be “explosive” in the long run,
requiring a more ambitious plan from Europe.
This would include dramatically extending grace
periods and maturities on the loans far beyond
what the eurozone has committed to so far.

The question has served as a point of con-
tention for months between the IMF and the
eurozone’s most influential official, German
Finance Minister Wolfgang Schaeuble.

Schaeuble opposes debt relief, but at the
same time refuses to unlock more loans to
Greece without the partnership of the IMF, which
he sees as a guarantor of financial rigor. “I feel a
strong willingness by all parties without excep-
tion to reach an overall deal,” the EU’s Economic
Affairs Commissioner Pierre Moscovici told a
news briefing. The meeting will be the first for
French Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire, named
to his post last week by Macron, a pro-EU cen-
trist. Le Maire attends the Brussels talks after a
morning stop in Berlin where he met Schaeuble
to discuss the future of the eurozone. Germany
and France are Greece’s biggest lenders.

Tsipras earlier this month grudgingly accept-
ed the need to legislate more spending cuts to
unlock the cash and win debt relief. — AFP

Eurozone mulls Greece 
debt relief, fresh aid

ATHENS: Employees from the municipal kindergardens protest outside the Greek parliament
in Athens yesterday during their 48-hour strike. The Greek parliament adopted a new round of
austerity cuts which the government hopes will secure a pledge of debt relief and loan dis-
bursements by EU-IMF creditors. — AFP

LONDON: Iraq has achieved its share of the
production cuts agreed by OPEC and non-
OPEC producers at the end of last year but
remains ready to meet future oil demand
growth, Iraqi oil minister Jabar Al-Luaibi
said in a speech yesterday.

“Iraq as the second-largest producer in
OPEC confirms its achievement to the
commitment to implement the produc-
tion cut and has recently announced its
readiness to a further extension to the cut
agreement,” Falah Alamri, head of oil mar-
keter SOMO, said delivering the speech at
an industry event in London on the minis-
ter’s behalf.

However, the minister’s speech also said
that Iraq is ready to meet any growth in
global oil demand by maintaining spare
production capacity, improving export
infrastructure and the adoption of modern

technology in exploration and production.
Members of the Organization of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and
other producers led by Russia agreed last
year to cut output by about 1.8 million bar-
rels per day (bpd) to tackle bloated crude
inventories and support higher prices.

Under the deal, Iraq agreed to cut its
production by 210,000 bpd. Last week Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi said Iraq
was in favor of extending the current deal
but did not specify for how long. Al-Luaibi
had previously said that Iraq would support
a six-month extension.

Alamri reiterated yesterday that Iraq
supports the extension of OPEC cuts for a
further six months. Al-Luaibi is due to meet
Saudi energy minister Khalid Al-Falih in
Baghdad yesterday and OPEC ministers
meet in Vienna on Thursday. — Reuters

Iraq says achieved 
OPEC oil cut share

BRUSSELS: Eurozone countries improved
their fiscal stance, a sign of growing finan-
cial stability, the EU Commission said yes-
terday, but it called on France to take new
action to comply with EU deficit limits and
warned Italy faced “urgent” challenges.  

Every spring the EU executive publishes
an assessment of the fiscal positions of
each of the 28 EU member states, along
with its recommendations for economic
reforms and for disciplinary measures
against those with unbalanced budgets.
The 19-country eurozone has lowered its
total budget deficit to 1.5 percent of the
bloc’s gross domestic product in 2016. The
Commission forecasts the gap is to fall fur-
ther this year and next, well below the 3
percent of GDP limit. 

The EU as a whole had an aggregate
deficit of 1.7 percent last year, which is also
set to decrease. In its report the commis-
sion recommended an end to disciplinary
procedures against Portugal and Croatia
due to improvements in their public
finances. The commission’s recommenda-
tions must be approved by EU finance min-
isters to come into force.  But around the
bloc economic recovery and budget
improvements were “uneven,” Economics
Commissioner Pierre Moscovici said in a
statement.

France, along with Spain, Greece, Britain,
will continue to face disciplinary proce-
dures for its excessive budget deficit.
Disciplinary steps against France, the euro
zone’s second largest economy, have been
in place since 2009. It has until the end of
this year to bring the budget shortfall
below the EU ceiling of 3 percent of GDP. 

The Commission forecasts France’s
deficit will this year shrink to 3.0 percent
this year but rebound again to 3.2 percent
next year, unless the government appoint-
ed by French President Emmanuel Macron
takes action. 

“France needs to stand ready to take fur-
ther measures to ensure compliance in
2017 and ... further measures will be need-

ed as of 2018 to comply with the provisions
of the Stability and Growth Pact,” the
Commission said.

Structural deficit
France must cut its structural deficit-the

measure that excludes business cycle
swings and one off spending and revenue-
by a minimum of 0.4 percent of GDP next
year, but under existing policies that deficit
is predicted to rise 0.5 percent of GDP. But
the Commission also signalled it would
apply discretion in the application of its
budget rules to allow France to take any
measures to strengthen its economy that
would help it comply.  

“In that context, the Commission
intends to make use of the applicable mar-
gin of appreciation in the light of the cycli-
cal situation of France,” the Commission
said. Italy, which after Greece has the bloc’s
largest public debt, faces “urgent chal-
lenges”, the Commission said, though it
sees additional budget measures adopted
by Rome in April as sufficient to keep Italy’s
accounts in line with EU rules for this year.
Nonetheless the Italian government needs
to make “substantial fiscal efforts” and carry
out important reforms next year, targeting
taxation, excessively long civil trials and the
reduction of bad loans in troubled banks.

Italy has asked for more time to sell
non-performing loans in an attempt to
obtain better prices and reduce capital
shortfalls in ailing banks.  Any austerity
measures imposed by the EU on Italy could
strengthen the country’s eurosceptic par-
ties, which are on the rise as the country
gears up for elections due by May 2018.
The bloc’s pact for fiscal accountability is
already unpopular in Italy. 

The Commission pledged to use all pos-
sible leeway to review the agreed target of
a structural correction of at least 0.6 per-
cent of the Italian GDP next year.

Italy is forecast to have the slowest
growth in the EU this year and next at
around 1 percent of GDP. — Reuters

Eurozone fiscal stance
stronger, France

struggling to comply

KAMENZ: (L-R) Member of the Divisional Board of Mercedes-Benz Cars, Markus
Schaefer, CEO of German carmaker Daimler and Mercedes-Benz, Dieter Zetsche,
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, Saxony State Premier Stanislaw Tillich, unidenti-
fied and director of Deutsche Accumotive GmbH & Co KG, Frank Blom make the
opening of the new plant of the Accumotive company producing accumulators for
cars in Kamenz, eastern Germany yesterday. Accumotive is a subsidiary of German
carmaker Daimler AG. — AFP


