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ROME: Italian lawmakers passed Saturday the populist gov-
ernment’s revised 2019 budget before a year-end deadline,
despite complaints from the opposition that it was dictated
by Brussels and had been rammed through without debate.
The coalition of the anti-establishment Five Star Movement
(M5S) and the far-right League party expressed their
approval with a vote of confidence that saw 327 deputies for
and 228 against, with one abstention.

Key measures in the big-spending budget were watered
down as the government tried to avoid being punished by
the European Commission and financial markets. Senators
passed the draft last week with a vote of confidence that
avoided discussing around 700 amendments put forward by
the government but provoked acrimonious scenes over the
lack of substantive debate.

Similar scenes were repeated on Friday in the lower
house, where the session was suspended after copies of the
budget were thrown around, and in the chamber on
Saturday. If next year’s budget had not passed before
December 31, the government would have been forced to
continue to function on a monthly basis using the 2018
budget. “There was no deliberate wish by the government to
avoid discussion,” Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte told an
end-of-year press conference on Friday as the opposition
Democratic Party filed a complaint with the Constitutional
Court over the sidelining of parliament.

Conte, a lawyer, is not a member of either of the ruling
parties and has worked to achieve compromises between
the parties and with Brussels since the government was
formed in June. In a historic f irst , in  October the
European Commission rejected Italy’s big-spending
budget, which promised a universal basic income and
scrapped pension reform. But Italy last week agreed to
reduce the cost of both of its landmark measures, and is

now committed to not adding to its colossal two-trillion
euro debt load next year.

‘End poverty’ 
In the latest hiccup to the tightly balanced revised budg-

et, charities were on Thursday up in arms over a sudden
decision to double their tax rate from 12 to 24 percent.  M5S
leader and Deputy Prime Minister Luigi Di Maio bore the
brunt of criticism as he had said the budget would “end
poverty”. He said there was no time to remove the measure
before the end of the year and so the law would have to be
changed again in January. 

Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini’s League has also
had to climb down on costly pension reform. The government
has struggled to come up with a budget that pleases their
voters, Brussels and the market, with many Italians complain-
ing about measures being watered down to placate the
European Commission. The EU and Italy negotiated intensely
with both sides worried that a protracted feud would alarm
the markets and ignite a debt crisis in the eurozone’s third
biggest economy. Without the compromise, Italy would have
ultimately faced a fine of up to 0.2 percent of the nation’s
GDP after a long and rancorous process with its eurozone
partners. The talks centered on the so-called structural deficit,
which includes all public spending minus debt payments.
Italy’s first budget was set to blow through commitments
made by the previous government, and require Rome raising
even more debt. Last week’s deal anticipates that this will now
be balanced, with the overall deficit target lowered to 2.04
percent of GDP. “It’s not at all true that the budget was writ-
ten in Brussels, it was written in Italy,” Conte insisted on
Friday. Italy’s public debt is a big problem and now sits at a
huge 2.3 trillion euros ($2.6 trillion), or 131 percent of Italy’s
GDP — way above the 60 percent EU ceiling. — AFP 
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ROME: Deputies from the centre-right party “Forza Italia”, wearing blue vests reading “Enough taxes” disrupt
a session for a Parliament vote of confidence on Italy’s revised 2019 budget. — AFP

Spanish ‘ghost
towns’ slowly 
come to life
GUADALAJARA: Concrete skeletons still haunt
Spain, 10 years after the 2008 global economic
crisis caused a housing boom to crumble, bank-
rupting developers and dotting the landscape with
unfinished projects. But buoyed by an economic
recovery, some “ciudades fantasma”, or “ghost
towns”, are gradually reviving, such as Valdeluz
near Guadalajara, around 60 kilometers (40 miles)
northeast of Madrid.

Valdeluz was designed as a dormitory town for
30,000 residents near a new station where high-
speed trains linking the Spanish capital to the
northeastern region of Catalonia stop, but the lead
developer went bankrupt shortly after the crisis
hit. When Almudena Castillo moved in to a flat
there 11 years ago, she said she had “a maximum of
eight neighbors”. “There were days when I did not
come across anyone,” she recalled. Valdeluz is now
home to 4,000 people as banks have gradually
sold apartments they reclaimed from bankrupt
developers. Spain’s economic rebound, which
began in 2014, and the fact that Valdeluz is located
near an economic axis between Madrid and
Guadalajara has helped breathe new life into the
town, Jose Luis Ruiz Bartolome, the author of a
book on the rise and fall of Spain’s property mar-
ket, told AFP.

‘Not as isolated’ 
Jose Miguel Cocera, the mayor of Yebes, which

is administratively responsible for Valdeluz, said
that investment in services such as a new sports
complex which opened last year had been the key
to success. A primary school which closed in 2013
reopened four years later and now has 300 stu-
dents. “It’s not as isolated as before,” said Luis
Miguel Cobo, who in 2015 founded a football club
in Valdeluz, a project he says would have been
impossible before due to a lack of players and

infrastructure. “Before we had to leave Valdeluz by
car to buy anything. Today there is a supermarket,
two grocery stores, a pharmacy, a veterinary and
three bars,” he added. Valdeluz’s mayor wants to
establish an technological industrial zone next year
to attract a major company that would bring in
even more residents.

Safety concerns 
The situation is not as encouraging in nearby

Yebes however, where about 50 empty flats in a
neighborhood dubbed “sector 10” is a cause of con-
cern for local residents. Anca Bejan bought her first
home there a year ago, a 170-square-metre (1,830-
square-foot) flat for which she paid just 60,000
euros ($68,000). But every morning she wakes up to
a view of empty buildings with closed shutters. 

Two blocks away, 20 buildings are decaying,
their floors littered with blueprints.”When I
arrived, these houses were in better shape. But
with time people came and began to steal every-
thing. As long as we cannot find their owner, as
long as we don’t decide whether or not to demol-
ish them, we have to live with them,” Bejan said.
Meanwhile, she worries for her 10-year-old son.
“You can find all kinds of people living inside emp-
ty homes,” Bejan remarked. Mayor Cocera said

absent homeowners refused to look after their
properties. All the municipal government can do is
“try to keep the area clean”, he added.

‘Exaggerated production’ 
Several parts of the country are blighted by

abandoned housing developments such as the
“Ciudad Jardin Soto Real” in Buniel near the
northern city of Burgos, where sacks of cement
still lie beside unfinished red brick buildings.
“There was an exaggerated, enormous produc-
tion” of homes before the crisis, said Bartolome,
the property sector specialist. Housing prices rose
sharply as growing numbers of Spaniards invested
in real estate because mortgages were easy to get,
he added.

Corruption fuelled the construction frenzy as
elected officials approved projects on land where
building was banned in exchange for kickbacks. In
2006 alone, 900,000 new homes were built in
Spain, ten times as many as in 2017, according to
Idealista.com, Spain’s biggest online property
advertising site. “We must accept that we will con-
tinue to have ghost towns,” because homes were
built “in areas where no one wants to live,” con-
cluded Fernando Encinar, head of research at
Idealista.com. — AFP 

French start-up
offers  ‘dark
web’ compass,
but not for
everyone
LYON: For years criminal websites
shrouded in secrecy have thrived
beyond the reach of traditional search
engines, but a group of French engi-
neers has found a way to navigate this
dark web — a tool they don’t want to
fall into the wrong hands. “We insist
on this ability to say ‘no’,” Nicolas
Hernandez, co-founder and CEO of
Aleph Networks, says at the compa-
ny’s offices near Lyon, in the heart of
France’s Beaujolais wine country.

He said Aleph refused 30 to 40 per-
cent of licensing requests for its
“Google of the dark web,” based on
reviews by its ethics committee and
input from its government clients. Most
web users never venture beyond the
bounds of sites easily found and
accessed with casual web surfing. But
people and sites seeking anonymity can
hide behind layers of secrecy using
easily available software like Tor or I2P.

These sites can’t be found by
searching: instead, users have to type
in the exact URL string of often ran-
dom characters. In an authoritarian
regime, a protest movement could use
the secrecy to organise itself or con-

nect with the outside world without
fear of discovery. But the dark web is
also ideal for drug and weapon sales,
people-smuggling and encrypted chat-
room communications by terrorists.

When Aleph’s co-founder Celine
Haeri uses her software to search for
“Glock”, the Austrian pistol maker, sev-
eral sites offering covert gun sales
instantly pop up. A search for Caesium
137, a radioactive element that could be
used to create a “dirty” nuclear bomb,
reveals 87 dark web sites, while another
page explains how to make explosives
or a homemade bazooka. “Some even
advertise the stars they’ve gotten for
customer satisfaction,” Hernandez said.

Uncharted territory 
Over the past five years Aleph has

indexed 1.4 billion links and 450 mil-
lion documents across some 140,000
dark web sites. As of December its
software had also found 3.9 million
stolen credit card numbers. “Without a
search engine, you can’t have a com-
prehensive view” of all the hidden
sites, Hernandez said. He and a child-
hood friend began their adventure by
putting their hacking skills to work for
free-speech advocates or anti-child
abuse campaigners, while holding
down day jobs as IT engineers.

Haeri, at the time a teacher, asked
for their help in merging blogs by her
colleagues opposed to a government
reform of the education system. The
result became the basis of their mass
data collection and indexing software,
and the three created Aleph in 2012.
They initially raised 200,000 euros
($228,000) but had several close calls

with bankruptcy before finding a keen
client in the French military’s weapon
and technology procurement agency.

“They asked us for a demonstration
two days after the Charlie Hebdo
attack,” Hernandez said, referring to
the 2015 massacre of 12 people at the
satirical magazine’s Paris offices, later
claimed by a branch of Al-Qaeda.
“They were particularly receptive to
our pitch which basically said, if you
don’t know the territory — which is
the case with the dark web — you
can’t gain mastery of it,” Haeri added.

Ethical risks 
The ability to covertly navigate the

dark web is a holy grail for security
services trying to crack down on illicit
trafficking and prevent terror attacks.
The US government’s Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency
(DARPA) has been working on a simi-
lar project, called Memex, for years.

Aleph plans to soon add artificial intel-
ligence capabilities to its software,
which would recognize images such as
Kalashnikov rifles or child abuse vic-
tims, or alert businesses to potential
copyright infringement.

Its revenues are expected to reach
around 660,000 euros this year, a fig-
ure it hopes to double in 2019. That
has attracted the attention of investors
as Aleph steps up efforts to add more
private-sector buyers to its roster of
government clients. But as more peo-
ple and businesses start using Aleph’s
search engine, the risk increases that
criminal organizations or hostile gov-
ernments will eventually gain access.
The challenge will be to grow while
setting out clear guidelines for han-
dling the thorny ethical questions. But
Hernandez insisted he would remain
vigilant, comparing his role to that of
the “Protectors of the City” in ancient
Greek democracies. — AFP 

ROME: Italian lawmakers on
Saturday approved a revised 2019
budget after the populist govern-
ment’s initial plan faced stiff opposi-
tion from EU officials and a cool
reception in financial markets. The
draft budget includes 32 billion
euros ($28 billion) in extra spending,
but estimates it will limit the public
deficit to 2.04 percent of national
output, a level watched closely by
European Union authorities. Italy’s
huge public debt of 2.3 trillion euros,
or 131 percent of gross domestic
product (GDP), has forced the anti-
establishment Five Star Movement
(M5S) and the anti-immigration
League coalition to curb several
campaign pledges that brought it to
power. Following are key items from
the proposed budget:

Pension reform 
Retirement conditions have been

relaxed, a leading League promise
that would cost 3.9 billion euros next
year and 8.6 billion in 2020, accord-
ing to government estimates. The
current retirement age is 67 but that
would be cut to 62 if the worker has
paid into the system for 38 years.
The government believes 340,000
people would take advantage of the
new conditions next year, freeing up
jobs for younger workers. Higher-
income pensions are to be reduced
and the new text progressively curbs
inflation-indexed increases on pen-
sions of more than 1,500 euros net
per month.

Citizen’s revenue 
A major M5S campaign promise,

this would pay a monthly stipend of
780 euros to 1.7 million of Italy’s
poorest families, and hopefully
support their social integration.
Nine billion euros was initially ear-
marked for this measure next year,
but the number has been cut to 7.1
billion. M5S vows that the first
cheques will be sent in April, but
conditions are strict and the
process is fairly complicated.

Fiscal amnesty 
Another League measure, the

amnesty would concern those who
did not pay taxes that they either
correctly declared or underesti-
mated between 2000 and 2017. In
addition, the government has pro-
posed a flat tax rate of seven per-
cent for pensioners who settle in
small southern towns as long as
they are Italians returning to the
country, or foreigners. 

Fiscal reform 
Taxes are to be cut to 15 per-

cent for more than a million self-
employed workers and artisans
with annual revenues of less than
65,000 euros. A 3 percent “web
tax” is to be introduced on compa-
nies who sell goods, services or
advertising on the internet, a meas-
ure estimated to bring in 150 mil-
lion euros next year and 600 mil-
lion once the system is fully opera-
tional. Corporate taxes in general
are to rise, with banks and insur-
ance companies hit hardest. Non-
profit organizations would also see
their tax rate double, though the
government has pledged to revisit
this measure in January.

Limited investment increase 
The government pledged in May

to invest 38 billion euros over 15
years in infrastructure, including
nine billion in the next three years,
a figure that has been cut to 3.6
billion euros.

No automatic VAT hike 
An previously planned automat-

ic increase in VAT has been
scrapped, depriving the govern-
ment of 12.5 billion euros in rev-
enue next year. The increase has
been maintained for the following
years however unless the govern-
ment comes up with an additional
23 billion euros in revenue in 2020
and 28 billion in 2021. — AFP 

ROME: Members and supporters of the Italian opposition Democratic Party
(PD) gather for a protest outside Palazzo Montecitorio, the seat of the Italian
Chamber of Deputies. — AFP 

VILLEFRANCHE-SUR-SA‘NE: Celine Haeri, co-founder of Aleph Networks,
a cyber security company poses, on December 4, 2018 at the company’s
headquarters near Villefranche-sur-Saone. — AFP 


