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BERLIN: Insolvent Air Berlin confirmed yesterday
it was negotiating with German airline giant
Lufthansa and Britain’s EasyJet to sell off parts of
its business, offering hope for the future of its
8,000 employees and 140 aircraft.

“Negotiations with Lufthansa AG and the
British airline EasyJet will now continue until
12 October,” the firm said in a statement fol-
lowing a board meeting. Technical details
around winding up the carrier to be thrashed
out in the coming weeks and any final deal will
need to be approved by European regulators.
EasyJet is interested only in parts of the pas-
senger airline, while Lufthansa’s bid includes
subsidiary LGW and Austrian airline Niki as
well as parts of Air Berlin.

At stake are the carrier’s 140 leased aircraft-
including those wholly owned by Niki-coveted
landing and takeoff slots at German airports,
some prime Berlin real estate and the liveli-

hoods of thousands of employees. “We are on
the way to achieving good job prospects for
around 80 percent of our colleagues with our
bidders,” Air Berlin chief executive Thomas
Winkelmann said. The company has some 8,600
employees,  including par t-time workers,
according to DPA news agency.

Air Berlin suffered recently as huge numbers
of pilots called in sick in a protest action sparked
by the uncertainty over looming job losses.

At the time, Winkelmann said the wildcat
strike posed an “existential threat” to Air Berlin.

“Stable flight operations in the coming days
and weeks are essential for success” in the sell-off
negotiations, administrator Frank Kebekus said
yesterday. Air Berlin triggered bankruptcy pro-
ceedings in mid-August after losing a cash life-
line from its biggest shareholder Etihad Airways,
giving potential buyers a month to make their
offers. In the race to strip down Air Berlin,

Lufthansa reportedly beat out IAG-owner of
Iberia and British Airways-and three bids of
between 500 million and 600 million euros ($600
million and $715 million) apiece from private
investors. Despite media reports to the contrary,
there was no sign yesterday that German com-
petitor Condor was still in the bidding process.
Irish low-cost airline Ryanair stayed out of the
bidding as its outspoken chief Michael O’Leary
denounced a German “stitch-up” designed to
favour Lufthansa’s expansion of its low-cost sub-
sidiary Eurowings.

‘Absurd’ 
“Rumors that politics had influenced the

selection of investors are... completely absurd,”
insolvency administrator Lucas Floether said in
the statement. The German government, which
extended a 150-million-euro bridging loan to Air
Berlin to keep its aircraft aloft, ruled out any one

competitor taking over the carrier whole for
competition reasons. Neither details of the bids
from Lufthansa and EasyJet nor the amounts of
their offers have been made public.

But the airline said “there is a good chance”
that the government’s loan can be repaid to
public investment bank KfW. German newspaper
Bild and Berlin tabloid B.Z. reported at the week-
end that creditors expected the sale of Air Berlin
assets to bring in 250-350 million euros.

Lufthansa chief Carsten Spohr told journalists
last week that the carrier was interested in buy-
ing up to 78 Air Berlin planes.

Long-hauls to be scrapped 
Lufthansa has signaled it could hire up to

3,000 people to go with its new planes, possibly
including some from Air Berlin’s ranks. As
European low-cost airlines engage in dogfights
for control of the skies, trade union Verdi fears

that some buyers plan to use their own staff to
profit from Air Berlin’s aircraft and landing slots,
rather than offering existing employees opportu-
nities. Verdi’s Christine Behle said last week the
union expected the successful bidders to “take
on responsibility for Air Berlin’s employees and
offer them good opportunities for the future”.

But the clock is ticking. Despite the govern-
ment’s cash infusion, Air Berlin is running on
fumes. It has already been forced to slash most
long-haul flights and plans to end the service
all together by October 15. Some domestic
flights are also being cancelled from the end of
the month. Air Berlin, which transported 36
million passengers in 2016, has assured anx-
ious travellers it will operate its other flights as
scheduled until bankruptcy proceedings are
completed. Passengers who bought plane tick-
ets after August 15 can be reimbursed for their
reservations. — AFP 
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BERLIN: (L-R) Lucas Floehter, insolvency administrator in charge of the case of the German airline, German airline’s “Air Berlin” CEO Thomas Winkelmann and German lawyer Frank Kebekus leave after a press conference on the future
of the airline company in Berlin yesterday. — AFP

BEIRUT: Lebanon still aims to increase taxes to
finance a public sector pay rise, a senior official
said yesterday, after the plan was thrown into
doubt last week when the constitutional council
annulled the new tax law.

Many public sector workers went out on
strike yesterday after the constitutional council,
an arm of the judiciary, decided on Friday to
reject the tax law passed by parliament to
finance a $917 million public sector pay rise. The
official, speaking on condition of anonymity as
deliberations were still underway, said the gov-
ernment would adjust its proposed tax hikes as
they were the only way for the heavily indebted
state to pay for the wage increase. The proposals
included increases in value-added tax, corporate
tax, taxes on alcohol and tobacco, lottery prizes
and interest on bank deposits, as well as increas-
es in fees and fines. The official said the govern-
ment would address the points raised by the
council. “The direction is to reapprove the same
taxes ... after clarifying the points tabled by the
constitutional council,” the official told Reuters.

Some economists had expressed concern
about the tax hikes and the constitutional coun-
cil said they were unlawful for a number of rea-
sons, including the government’s failure to
approve them as part of a state budget. Prime
Minister Saad Al-Hariri’s government in March
agreed the first state budget in 12 years, but it
has yet to be approved by parliament.

“Time is running out and we have no alterna-
tive to taxes,” the official said. “We cannot
finance (the public sector pay rise) without
these taxes because this will create a financial
imbalance and increase the strain on the econo-
my and increase the public debt, representing a

danger to Lebanon’s credit rating.” Beshara Al-
Asmar, head of the general confederation of
Lebanese workers, said workers at all public sec-
tor institutions went out on strike yesterday, but
did not say how many joined the industrial
action. “I call on the state to come up with a
quick solution, today, before tomorrow,” he told
Reuters, urging the cabinet to take the “brave
decision” and increase public sector salaries
from this month. The strike could continue
indefinitely.

“It is an open strike that will be determined
on a day by day basis. We will follow develop-
ments and take the necessary steps,” Al-Asmar
said. Central bank Governor Riad Salameh said
on Sunday the public sector pay increase must
be financed through taxation. The Hariri-led gov-
ernment assumed office last year as part of a
political deal that made Christian politician
Michel Aoun head of state. The cabinet includes
all of Lebanon’s main groups apart from the
Christian Kataeb party, the faction which lodged
the complaint against the tax law with the con-
stitutional council. Lebanon has a debt-to-GDP
ratio of 148 percent, one of the highest in the
world, and recorded a fiscal deficit of $4.9 billion
last year. Moody’s ratings agency downgraded
Lebanese sovereign debt in August citing its
debt burden, but both S&P and Fitch affirmed
their existing ratings.

The finance minister has previously said the
public sector wage rise would cost an estimat-
ed 1.38 trillion Lebanese pounds ($917 million),
while the tax hikes would bring in revenue of
1.65 trillion pounds ($1.1 billion). The govern-
ment is due to convene today as part its efforts
to resolve the crisis. — Reuters

ATHENS: The EU turned a page on the euro-
zone debt crisis  yesterday as it  formally
removed Greece from its excessive deficit pro-
cedure, the bloc’s penalty box for overspending
by member states. Three countries now remain
in the procedure-Britain, Spain and France-
which is down from 24 at the height of the
eurozone debt crisis in 2011.

The decision, formally approved by the EU
national governments yesterday, “is recognition

of the tremendous efforts and sacrifices the
Greek people have made to restore stability to
their country’s public finances,” said the EU’s
Commissioner for Economic Affairs, Pierre
Moscovici. “This turnaround has no parallels in
Europe,”  he added. Greece’s deficit soared to
above 15 percent of GDP in 2009, an amount
that shocked the world and triggered the crisis
that nearly saw the end of the euro single cur-
rency. After three painful EU-IMF bailouts, Greece

last year posted a surplus equivalent to 0.7 per-
cent of GDP and is forecast to strike a deficit
ratio-of a still low 1.2 percent-in 2017. The latest
rescue program, runs to August 2018 and Athens
then hopes to fully return to borrowing on the
financial markets. Under European Union rules,
eurozone countries are not allowed to run up
deficits in excess of 3.0 percent of gross domestic
product (GDP) and must aim to balance their
public finances in the medium term. 

However, Greece will remain under supervi-
sion after it exits its current bailout and Athens
must achieve “economic and political stability,”
the head of a group of Eurozone finance minis-
ters said Saturday.  Greece has received two mul-
ti-billion euro bailouts since 2010. The third res-
cue program, currently financially supported by
EU states alone, runs to August 2018 and Athens
then hopes to fully return to market financing.

“The viability of Greek public debt (179 per-
cent of GDP) will be reviewed at the end of the
program if Greece respects its commitments,”
Dutch Finance Minister Jeroen Dijsselbloem told
the Ta Nea newspaper in an interview.

“In all cases where we have had support pro-
grams, the countries have had to submit to a
program of supervision after it ended as hap-
pened in Ireland, Spain or Cyprus,” he said.

“In Greece we will also have a supervision
program especially since there are outstanding
debts with long repayments.” But he said the
Greek economy “is performing better”. Earlier this
month, Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras said
the country’s Grexit status had changed and it
was now attracting investors in droves.  “In 2016,
direct foreign investments were the highest in
the last 10 years and in 2017 further improve-
ment is expected,” Tsipras said. — AFP

Lebanon plans tax hikes to 
fund public sector pay rise 

Greece leaves EU’s deficit sin bin

ATHENS: Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras (left) welcomes Chair of the eurogroup
finance ministers, Jeroen Dijsselbloem in Athens yesterday. The EU turned a page on the
eurozone debt crisis yesterday as it formally removed Greece from its excessive deficit pro-
cedure, the bloc’s penalty box for overspending by member states. — AFP


