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KUWAIT:  On the occasion of the New Year, and as per
the approved guidelines set by the Kuwait Banking
Association (KBA), all Gulf Bank branches and its head
office will be closed Wednesday 1 January until
Saturday 4 January 2020, and will resume working on
Sunday 5 January 2020.

Gulf Bank’s customers will continue to be served
around the clock through the dedicated Customer
Contact Center, which can be reached at 1805805.
Moreover, Gulf Bank’s Interactive Teller Machines
(ITMs) will be available during the holiday from 8 am
until 11:45 pm in Jabriya, Shaab, Fahaheel (Alghanim
Electronics), and South Surra (Al Salam). Clients can
also direct their queries through the Gulf Bank
WhatsApp service on 65805805. To find out more
about the latest products and services, customers can
access the Bank’s onl ine portal  (www.e-
gulfbank.com) or download the Mobile Banking App
(App Store/Android) to monitor accounts and con-
duct self-service banking transactions. Customers
can also connect with Gulf Bank on its various social
media channels.

Gulf Bank’s management and staff take this opportu-
nity to wish everyone a Prosperous 2020. 

Gulf Bank extends 
best wishes 
for New Year

Gazprom paid Ukraine $2.9bn to 
settle long-running gas dispute 

MOSCOW: Russian energy giant Gazprom has paid $2.9
billion to Ukraine’s Naftogaz to settle a long-running
dispute over transit fees for gas transported to Europe,
the company said Friday.

“Gazprom carried out the payment of $2.9 billion in
accordance with the decision of the Stockholm arbitra-
tion court,” a Gazprom spokeswoman told AFP. Naftogaz
executive director Yuriy Vitrenko confirmed receipt of
the payment in a post on Facebook.

Last year’s ruling by the Stockholm court had been a
major stumbling block to agreeing a new gas transit deal
between Moscow and Kiev. The Russian gas giant had
previously rejected the claim but President Vladimir
Putin said this month Russia wanted to find a solution.

In a statement, Naftogaz said the two sides were con-
tinuing talks about “the terms of further cooperation”
after the current deal expires. Last week Moscow and
Kiev signed a preliminary deal on the transit of Russian
gas to Europe via Ukraine, after months of difficult talks
but ahead of the looming New Year deadline. Putin said
earlier this month that Moscow wants to keep some gas
flowing through Ukraine, despite having built several
pipelines to Europe since the current deal was agreed a
decade ago.

He added that Moscow had no desire to use its natu-
ral resources to strongarm Ukraine into a deal against its

will-something Russia has often been accused of. “We
are interested in Ukraine getting the resources, and our
clients in Europe being calm, knowing that our relations
with our neighbors are normal,” he said.

Ukraine earns around $3 billion per year from sending
Russian gas to Europe but ties between the two coun-
tries have been shredded since Moscow annexed Crimea
in 2014 and supported a separatist insurgency in the
east. Transit problems for Russian gas began after the fall
of the Soviet Union when an independent Ukraine won
control of the pipeline infrastructure.

Several supply crises followed, with Russia using gas
as a weapon against Ukraine and cutting supplies
repeatedly in the early 1990s. The current contract
between Russia and Ukraine was signed following the
last gas crisis which ended up disrupting European sup-
plies in 2010.

Meanwhile, Russian Energy Minister Alexander
Novak said Friday that a controversial gas pipeline
would be completed by the end of next year, adding
Moscow could use its own pipe-laying vessel to skirt US
sanctions. Nord Stream 2, which aims to double Russia’s
natural gas deliveries to Germany, was slated for com-
pletion in early 2020 with a view to being operational in
mid-2020. The United States has long opposed the 9.5-
billion-euro ($10.6-billion) project and the US Senate

voted last week to slap sanctions on companies working
on it.  The American announcement of asset freezes and
visa bans targeting companies involved in the project
immediately led to Swiss pipe-laying contractor Allseas
halting its work on the remaining stretches.

“Nord Stream 2 will be launched by the end of 2020,”
Novak told reporters Friday.

He said Russia could use its own vessel-The
Academician Chersky-to finish laying the pipeline,
adding it was currently stationed in the Far East. “Some
time is needed for additional preparations,” Novak
added. An energy ministry source said the vessel would
have to be outfitted with necessary equipment. Earlier
this week President Vladimir Putin’s spokesman Dmitry
Peskov confirmed that Russia has “certain capacity” to
finish the project “in the foreseeable future” but declined
to provide details. The pipe-laying vessel has been oper-
ated by Gazprom Fleet, a subsidiary of gas giant
Gazprom since 2016. Washington insists the pipeline
would give Russia too much influence over security and
economic issues in western Europe.

Germany has accused the United States of interfering
in its internal affairs and an EU spokesman said the bloc
was opposed “as a matter of principle to the imposition
of sanctions against European companies engaged in
legal activities.” — AFP 

Russia vows to complete Nord Stream 2 by end of 2020

Born to revolt: 
Why the French 
go on strike
PARIS: France, it sometimes seems, is either in the throes
of a major strike or facing the looming shadow of one.
Workers in the country go on strike more than most
nations in Europe. The current open-ended stoppages,
which began on December 5, have halted most public
transport in Paris and inter-city trains.

Why do the French strike so much? The reasons, ana-
lysts say, are multiple and complex, and touch on the
French republic’s revolutionary origins, its educational phi-
losophy, union traditions and even the electoral system.

“I cannot say if France is the most strike-prone country
in the world but it is certainly a country... that is above the
European average, and always near the top,” researcher
Kurt Vandaele of the European Trade Union Institute
(ETUI) told AFP. Into its fourth week, the transport strike
against planned pension reforms is the biggest work stop-
page in decades, outlasting the 22-day strike of 1995 that
ultimately saw the government capitulate. 

France has had a rail strike every year for 72 years since
1947, according to the state-owned SNCF railway compa-
ny. And figures from the labor ministry show that from
2005 to 2017, 118 work days were lost to strike action per
1,000 private sector workers on average per year. 

The analysis included strikes at state-owned transport
companies SNCF, RATP and Air France, but not the public
sector where workers are much likelier to down tools.
Among 23 countries for which the International Labor
Organization counted “days not worked per 1,000 workers
due to strikes and lockouts” in 2016, France came second
after Argentina. An ETUI chart of average strike days in
Europe from 2010 to 2017 lists France second after Cyprus,
though data for “strike-prone” Greece and Italy was not
included. A comparison of OECD countries by the Hans
Boeckler Foundation saw France top a list of working days
lost per 1,000 employees from 2008 to 2017 — beating
Denmark, Belgium, Canada, Spain, Norway, Finland, Britain,
Germany and the United States, among others.

‘Built on revolt’ 
“Yes, one can say there is a real strike culture in

France”-closely tied to a long history of revolt, according
to Jean Garrigues, a historian at the University of Orleans.
“Modern France was built on revolt,” Garrigues told AFP,

pointing to the 1789 revolution that toppled the monarchy
and gave rise to the first French Republic in 1792. “There is
a general conviction that revolt is necessary, that violent
means or at least forceful means are necessary” when you
do not agree with the government, he said.

Polls show a majority still sympathize with the current
strikers, despite millions of commuters having to get up
earlier, walk further, and jostle for space on infrequent and
overcrowded trains and buses.

“The French spirit, if there is one, is one of skepticism,”
Jean-Pierre Durand, a professor in labor sociology, told
AFP. “Rene Descartes’ ‘I think, therefore I am’ can easily
be translated for the French as ‘I question, therefore I am’,”
he argued. “This means that as soon as any reform is
announced, a large number of French people start ques-
tioning... where the traps are.” Garrigues also pointed to
France’s system of direct presidential elections. “It implies
a somewhat irrational attachment to one man-a near reli-
gious belief in the ability of one man to change every-
thing,” he explained.

“And necessarily, such focus on one person, on the
president of the republic, leads to disappointment.

Cumulative disappointments lead to a... loss of trust, and a
loss of trust leads to revolt.”

‘Unions unable to influence’ 
The right to down tools was one of the first social rights

acquired by the French, in 1864. And it has been used often,
perhaps most prominently in 1968, when the government
raised the minimum wage after a student revolt morphed into
mass protests and a wildcat strike that paralyzed the econo-
my. In France, unlike many other countries, withholding labor
is an individual civil right unrelated to whether one is a union
member or not. French distrust of politics and authority also
extends to unions, analysts say, which is why workers are
willing to strike, sacrificing their pay, to try to ensure their
voice is heard.  According to ILO statistics, only eight per-
cent of French workers-even less in the private sector-
belonged to a union in 2015, the latest year for which data
was available. The number is down from about 20 percent in
1970, and a third of the European Union’s 23-percent aver-
age, according to the ETUI. Mass strikes, said Vandaele of
the ETUI, demonstrate “that unions could not influence the
reforms towards their preferences by lobbying”. — AFP

This combination of pictures shows logos of Russian
Energy giant Gazprom (above) and Ukraine state-run com-
pany Naftogaz. — AFP

Sudan plans to lift 
fuel subsidies 
gradually in 2020 
KHARTOUM: Sudan’s transitional government plans
to remove fuel subsidies gradually in 2020 and double
public sector salaries to ease the impact of galloping
inflation, the finance minister said on Friday. The new
civilian government is trying, with the help of donors,
to launch a series of economic and political reforms
after veteran ruler Omar Al-Bashir was ousted in April.

Sudan has been in crisis since losing two-thirds of
oil production with the secession of South Sudan in
2011. Finance Minister Ibrahim Elbadawi did not say
how the budget for next year would be funded or
what the government forecast was for revenue and
expenditure.

He told reporters subsidies for petrol and gasoline
would be gradually lifted next year while subsides for
wheat and cooking gas would be kept in place to help
the poor. Subsidies are a major burden for on govern-
ment finances. To alleviate the impact of inflation and
poverty, the government wants to double civil service
pay and raise the minimum wage to 1,000 Sudanese
pounds ($22), up from 425 pounds, he said. In October,
the official rate of inflation was 58%, but anecdotal
accounts suggest prices are rising more quickly.

Shortages of bread, fuel and medicine coupled with
hefty price rises triggered the protests that led to
Bashir’s toppling. The economy has remained in tur-
moil since then as politicians negotiated a power-shar-
ing deal between the military and civilians.

The government was appointed in September and
has taken over for three years under the power-shar-
ing deal. It is negotiating with the United States to get
Sudan removed from a list of countries deemed spon-
sors of terrorism. The designation, which dates from
allegations in 1993 that Bashir’s Islamist government
supported terrorism, makes it technically ineligible for
debt relief and financing from the IMF and World Bank
- further jeopardizing economic development. The US
Congress needs to approve the removal.

Elbadawi did not say what Sudan expected in terms
of any donor support. In November he had told
Reuters the country needed up to $5 billion for 2020.
He said the 2020 budget would increase spending for
education and social spending, and there would be
also aid for needy families and that provinces hit by
fighting and insurgencies would be allocated an extra
9.3 billion pounds. Information Minister Faisal Saleh
said the budget would be finalized in two days’ time at
a meeting between the transitional government and the
sovereign council, the top transitional body made up
of military and civilians. — Reuters

PARIS: Jerome Rodrigues, one of the leading figures of the “yellow vests” (gilets jaunes) movement,
attends a demonstration of rail workers and employees of Paris’ RATP public transport operator near the
Gare de l’Est railway station in Paris. — AFP

German union 
calls New 
Year strike at 
Germanwings
FRANKFURT:  A German cabin crew union on Friday
called a three-day strike at Lufthansa subsidiary
Germanwings, plunging passengers into turmoil over the
busy end-of-year holiday as it ramps up a bitter row over
pay and conditions. The UFO union said Germanwings
employees would strike from 2300 GMT today until
2300 GMT on Wednesday as talks with bosses remain
deadlocked.

The strike period covers New Year’s Eve and the
January 1 public holiday.

“We are deliberately announcing the strike early so
Germanwings passengers have a chance to book flights
with other airlines or make alternative travel plans,” said
UFO vice-chairman Daniel Flohr in a video message. The
union stopped short of announcing a fresh stoppage at
flagship carrier Lufthansa itself, but warned that more
strike calls could follow from January 2.

Flohr said UFO took stoppages at this time of year-
when many people are travelling to meet friends and fami-
ly-”very seriously”. But Germanwings management had
“given its employees no clear options for the future,” he
argued. A Lufthansa spokesman had earlier condemned
the union’s latest strike threats, saying “this is no way to
resolve the conflict”. Board member Detlef Kayser said in
a statement that “UFO has refused for weeks to put con-
crete demands in writing.”

Increasingly bitter 
Lufthansa and UFO have for months been locked in an

increasingly bitter dispute that has triggered repeated
walkouts. A 48-hour stoppage at the main Lufthansa brand
led to 1,500 cancellations at German airports in
November, affecting 200,000 passengers. A one-day
warning strike in October prompted several dozen flight

cancellations at Lufthansa subsidiaries Eurowings,
Germanwings, SunExpress and Lufthansa CityLine.

As well as demanding higher wages, especially for
entry-level jobs, the UFO union is seeking better benefits
and easier routes into long-term contracts.  Lufthansa for
a long time refused to discuss the demands, claiming the
union no longer had the right to represent its 22,000 cabin
crew employees owing to an internal leadership struggle.
The company even challenged UFO’s legal status in court.
But the group changed its stance during November’s mas-
sive strike, agreeing to arbitration with UFO leaders and
two mediators.

The UFO union said those talks “had failed”. Both sides
have agreed to keep details of the talks confidential but
German media reported they could not even agree on
which topics should be covered by the arbitration. Aside
from pushing its demands for better pay, UFO is reported-
ly also seeking assurances that certain staff members will
not face disciplinary action over the strikes.

Lufthansa said it was putting its hopes in a fresh round
of talks proposed by the mediators for January, but UFO
denied a new date had been agreed. — AFP

Venezuela’s economic 
crisis a boon for 
traditional liquor
BOBARE, Venezuela: Venezuela’s traditional cocuy liquor
is making a comeback due to the country’s punishing eco-
nomic crisis, which has put rum, whiskey and even beer
financially out of reach for many. Agave-which grows in
the semi-arid mountains of Bobare and is the main ingredi-
ent in cocuy-has been used in Venezuela since before the
Spanish conquest, and it is being kept alive by liquor arti-
sans such as 84-year-old Dolores Gimenez.

He began producing cocuy at the age of seven in the
eastern state of Lara, but just a few “small jars that were
well hidden.”

“If the police found you with cocuy, they put you in jail
and smashed your distillation cylinders,” he said at his still.
Since those days, Gimenez-who has 25 children and 103
grandchildren-has refined the process and now provides
joy to those who have seen their favorite alcoholic bever-
ages disappear out of reach thanks to inflation that the
International Monetary Fund predicts will hit 200,000
percent in 2019.

“It’s three years since I touched a beer,” Nelson Vargas,
66, said bitterly. His pension is barely worth the equivalent
of $3 a month-the price of just two beers. “Few people
drink it. Not us poor,” said Vargas, sipping cocuy as a pro-
cession of the Virgin of Guadeloupe passes.

Liquor consumption fell 34 percent this year, according
to London-based alcoholic beverage analysts IWSR. It
also fell 37 percent in 2018. Beer consumption fell by 39
percent in 2018.

It’s little surprise given that Venezuela’s gross domestic
product has shrunk by half since 2013.

Consumers “are migrating from traditional drinks like
beer and rum to cheaper spirits like rum derivatives or
aguardiente,” said Carlos Salazar, president of the
Chamber of Liquors in the capital Caracas, where sales are
down 50 percent this year. In 1998, a minimum salary
could buy 46 cases of beer, but now, you would need five
such salaries to purchase just one. — AFP

This file photo shows an Airbus A-319 of the
Germanwings airline at the airport in Duesseldorf, western
Germany. — AFP


