
LAGOS: Nigeria’s decision to order South
African telecoms giant MTN to repay bil-
lions of dollars that it had allegedly illegally
repatriated over a period of eight years
could sour investor sentiment towards the
country as it still struggles to recover from a
deep recession two years ago, analysts say.

In a shock announcement last
Wednesday, the Central Bank of Nigeria
(CBN) ordered MTN to repay $8.13 billion
because it had not obtained the necessary
permission to repatriate the funds between
2007 and 2015.

The four banks involved in transferring
the funds from MTN’s bank accounts in
Nigeria to those in South Africa were fined
a combined 5.87 billion nairas ($16.2 mil-
lion, 14 million euros). With the economy
still fragile after a deep recession in 2016
and elections looming early next year, many
private sector players in Nigeria believe the
move could dent investor sentiment at an
already difficult time for foreign investment
in the country, analysts said.

“Anything of that magnitude, particularly
given the timing ahead of an election... is cer-
tainly going to raise suspicions from interna-
tional investors,” said Alastair Jones, analyst
at London-based New Street Research.

For Peter Takaendesa, Cape Town-based

portfolio manager at Mergence Investment
Managers, the situation was untenable.
“Investors want certainty in terms of laws.
There’s no way MTN will find $8 billion to
put in Nigeria. There has to be a resolution,”
Takaendesa said. 

For the time being, MTN does not appear
to have any intention of reviewing its pres-

ence in Nigeria, which is by far its biggest
individual market and makes up a huge
chunk — 27 percent-of its revenues.

It boasts double-digit growth rates there
and has more than 52 million subscribers in
2017 — 42 percent of the Nigerian market.

‘Can’t leave Nigeria’ 
MTN Nigeria has already earmarked

investment of 180 billion nairas ($497 mil-
lion) this year for the expansion of its net-
work. “Of course, Nigeria is their biggest
market, they can’t leave today,” said Nonso
Obikili, a Nigerian economist based in South
Africa. Nevertheless, the CBN order to
repay the cash could give MTN pause for
thought and could even at some point per-

suade them to reconsider, the economist
suggested.

“The message they’re (the CBN) send-
ing to possible investors is a bigger loss
and at some point MTN will say ‘this is the
end’,” he said. South Africa-based inde-
pendent telecoms expert Spiwe Chireka
pointed out that another South African
telecoms giant, Telkom, had also experi-
enced difficulties in trying to move into the
Nigerian market.

Telkom “went in and spent who knows
how many billions and ended up having to

sell it for $10 million and having to get out of
there,” he said. Telkom acquired a majority
stake in the private Nigerian operator Multi-
Links in 2007 and then bought full control in
2009. But the Nigerian firm has never made
a profit, compelling Telkom to make massive
writedowns on its investment. Chireka said
that while Nigeria “has a lot of business
potential, it is one of the most difficult mar-

kets to operate in.” Riddled with corruption,
offering little legal protection, and burdened
by protectionist economic policies inherited
from various military dictatorships, Nigeria
ranks 145 out of a total 190 on the World
Bank’s Ease of Doing Business index.

The CBN decision is not the first time that

MTN has been sanctioned by the Nigerian
authorities. In 2015, MTN was fined $5.2 bil-
lion by Nigeria’s telecoms regulator NCC for
failing to disconnect unregistered SIM cards
on its network.  The fine was later reduced to
$1.7 billion after a series of negotiations with
the Nigerian government. — AFP 

Amid US trade war,
China’s Xi reiterates 
reform pledge
BEIJING: China is still determined to reform and
wants to work with all parties to build an open world
economy, Chinese President Xi Jinping said yester-
day, reiterating Beijing’s message amid a bitter trade
war with Washington. The two countries have been
rolling out a series of tariffs on each other’s exports
as US President Donald Trump’s administration seeks
to tackle a range of issues from the large trade imbal-
ance with China to forced technology transfers.

China has criticized the United States for resorting
to protectionist and unilateral measures and says it
will keep opening up its economy, providing a fair and
transparent environment for foreign businesses.

Meeting UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
in Beijing ahead of a major China-Africa summit, Xi
made no direct mention of the trade tensions with the
United States, referring instead to “unilateralism and
protectionism rearing its head”.

“China’s determination to fully deepen reforms will
not change,” China’s Foreign Ministry paraphrased Xi
as telling Guterres. “We are willing to use practical
actions to drive all parties to jointly adhere to trade
liberalization and facilitation and build an open world
economy,” Xi added.

The ministry’s statement did not elaborate. US and
Chinese officials ended two days of talks last month
without a major breakthrough as their trade war
escalated with the activation of a further round of tar-
iffs on $16 billion worth of each other’s goods.

The two countries have now targeted $50 billion
of each other’s goods and threatened duties on most

of the rest of their bilateral trade, raising concerns
that the conflict could dent global economic growth.
Trump administration officials have been divided over
how hard to press Beijing, but the White House
appears to believe it is winning the trade war as
China’s economy slows and its stock markets falter.
Economists estimate that every $100 billion of
imports hit by tariffs would reduce global trade by
around 0.5 percent. 

Singapore pact
Singapore’s trade minister said on Saturday that

broad agreement on the world’s biggest trade deal
should be reached at a summit of leaders from partic-

ipating nations in the city-state in November, six
years since talks began. Called the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), the
trade accord includes the 10 members of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
Australia, India, Japan, South Korea, New Zealand
and the world’s No.2 economy, China.

The deal does not include the United States, which
is locked in a trade spat with China and pulled out of
another broad, international trade agreement in 2017
called the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). The White
House said on Friday that US President Donald Trump
would skip the November gathering of leaders in
Singapore. — Reuters
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MTN not in a
mood to quit
Nigeria now

MTN affair casts shadow over 
Nigeria’s troubled economy

DUBAI: Saudi Arabia’s sovereign fund has named
Andrew Liveris, the former chairman and chief execu-
tive of Dow Chemical, as a special adviser, in its high-
est-profile appointment of any global manufacturing
executive. Liveris will work closely with the Public
Investment Fund (PIF) on matters of strategic impor-
tance, assist the fund in efforts to boost the value of its
portfolio, and ensure the contribution of PIF compa-
nies to Saudi Arabia’s economic vision program 2030,
the fund said in a statement yesterday.

His appointment comes as the PIF, chaired by
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, is negotiating
the sale of its majority stake in Saudi Basic Industries
(SABIC) to oil company Aramco.

Liveris joined the Aramco board on July 1. The PIF
said Liveris had extensive experience working in Saudi
Arabia over the last two decades and under his leader-
ship, Dow DuPont worked with Aramco to develop the
Sadara Chemical petrochemical complex.

The PIF, which manages more than $250 billion in
assets, aims to increase its asset portfolio to $400 bil-
lion by 2020. More than half of its assets are tied up in
large Saudi companies, but the PIF has also made sub-
stantial overseas commitments. This included a $45 bil-
lion agreement to invest in a giant tech fund led by
Japan’s Softbank and another $20 billion committed to
an infrastructure investment fund planned with
Blackstone. — Reuters 

Govt decision could sour investment sentiment

LAGOS: The decision by Nigeria’s central bank to order telecoms group MTN to repay
$8 billion could hit investor sentiment in the country, analysts say.— AFP 

NAIROBI: In this file photograph, Chinese workers stand on a track of Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) at the
SGR Nairobi-Naivasha Phase 2A project in Nairobi. China, Africa’s largest trading partner, convenes a China-
Africa summit in Beijing today which will be largely dominated by economic cooperation.— AFP
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