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SANTIAGO: Chileans took to the streets Friday to
protest a government plan to sell a lithium extrac-
tion contract, reviving debate about nationalization
of the resource as a new leftist president prepares
to take over. Protests were called by the opposition
under the banner: “To reclaim our resource.”

Opposition lawmakers launched a court action-
rejected Friday because the clock on the process
had run out-earlier this week to stop the bidding
process for a 20-year contract to extract 400,000
tons of lithium in the world’s second-largest pro-
ducer of the metal, which notably is used in electric
car batteries. The tender process, which opened last
October, will close this month, just two months
before center-right president Sebastian Pinera is
replaced by leftist Gabriel Boric.

In Santiago Friday evening, marchers chanted,
“Pinera, understand that lithium is not for sale.”
Boric, Chile’s youngest-ever leader, was elected last
month on a promise of installing a “social welfare”
state and has said Chile cannot repeat the “histori-
cal error of privatizing resources” such as lithium.

Boric has proposed creating a “national lithium
company” similar to the national Copper
Corporation (Codelco) — the world’s biggest cop-
per company formed in the 1970s out of national-
ized mining firms.

Copper mining was nationalized by the govern-
ment of Marxist ex-president Salvador Allende,
ousted by dictator Augusto Pinochet who intro-
duced a neoliberal, free market-friendly constitution
that is now being rewritten in response to a mass
uprising in 2019 against deep social inequality. “We
have two options: either we leave lithium in the
ground or we use lithium for the benefit of all

Chileans,” President Pinera told reporters Friday.
“After seeing that lithium production had stagnated
in Chile... and that countries such as Argentina and
Bolivia were threatening to overtake Chile, we
decided to launch a strategic plan to use lithium,”
he added.

But lawmaker Raul Soto of the center-left Party
for Democracy, who submitted court papers
Tuesday to stop the tender process, said Pinera’s
government was “putting the general interest of the
nation at risk.” The government argues the sale is
needed to return Chile to the position of the world’s
largest lithium producer, which it was until 2016.

It is currently number two, after Australia. Five
companies, including Chilean mining giant SQM and
American Albemarle, have submitted tenders worth
tens of millions of dollars for the license.

The government says the contract will cover no
more than four percent of Chile’s known lithium
reserves-it holds 57 percent of the world total-and
insists the winning bidder will have to comply with
strict environmental regulations.

Meanwhile, Chile registered inflation of 7.2 per-
cent in 2021, the highest level in 14 years, the INE
statistics agency said on Friday. For the month of
December, the figure was a higher-than-expected
0.8 percent, driven by higher prices for transport
and food.

Annual inflation was far higher than the Central
Bank’s target of 3.0 percent, the level of the year
before. Price rises were fueled partly by increased
public spending boosted by government grants
amounting to some $3 billion to stimulate a pandem-
ic-ravaged economy, and individual withdrawals
from private pension funds totaling $50 billion.

The withdrawals, three in total, were approved by
Congress in response to strong public pressure-a
short-term poverty alleviation measure that will
leave millions of Chileans with less money to retire
on. Chile’s central bank has already raised interest
rates twice since October, by 1.25 percentage

points each time. The government expects GDP to
have expanded about 11.5 percent in 2021 com-
pared to a fall of 5.8 percent in 2020. Elsewhere in
Latin America, inflation is at more than 10 percent
in economic giant Brazil, while in Argentina it is
around 50 percent. — AFP 

SANTIAGO, Chile: Demonstrators march holding a banner reading “Copper and Lithium for Chile” to protest a govern-
ment plan to sell a lithium extraction contract on Friday in Santiago, reviving debate about nationalization as a leftist
new president prepares to take over. —AFP
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US job boom in 
Dec lynchpin to 
Fed rate hikes
WASHINGTON: The American economy likely
saw strong job gains in the final month of 2021,
which could shorten the timeline for the US cen-
tral bank to raise interest rates. The Federal
Reserve has been setting the stage to increase
borrowing costs more aggressively to rein in
growing inflation, and that prospect sent markets
into a tailspin this week, even though policymak-
ers have telegraphed the possibility of rate hikes
in advance.

The COVID-19 pandemic and waves of new
variants have buffeted the world’s largest econo-
my, with massive layoffs followed by a strong
recovery and business reopenings followed by
renewed closures.

Rather than rushing back to work, many
Americans, flush with high savings helped by
government aid, opted to stay on the sidelines
and out of the labor force, further straining busi-
nesses. In these uncharted waters, supply chain
snarls have contributed to a wave of record price
increases, all conspiring to complicate the Fed’s
policy deliberations. The central bank has nerv-
ously eyed inflation as consumer prices hit their
highest level in four decades, and began to pull
back on its stimulus programs more aggressively
in November. But when it comes to raising the
benchmark lending rate off zero, the Fed is wait-
ing to see the economy return to maximum
employment-a difficult-to-define target.

The Labor Department is set to release its
December employment report on Friday, and the
consensus forecast is for a gain of 440,000 jobs-
more than double the disappointing November
tally. But some economists think the economy
could finally see the boom that they forecast in
prior months but which never materialized. Ian
Shepherdson of Pantheon Macroeconomics
projects a jump of 850,000 positions, and not-
ed that private surveys indicate hiring could
exceed one million. “The case for expecting the
best payroll report since March is compelling,”
he said. 

Maximum employment target 
After its December policy meeting, Fed Chair

Jerome Powell explained that the central bank is
waiting for the economy to reach maximum
employment before lifting rates off zero.

But while the economy is making “rapid
progress” towards the goal, “it is admittedly a
judgment call,” he said. Unemployment is expect-
ed to dip to 4.1 percent, a tenth below the
November rate, but the share of workers in the
labor force has struggled to recover.

The conundrum includes a wave of retire-
ments and record numbers of workers quitting
their jobs-either to leave the labor force or
simply because they are confident they can get
another position easily. And with the economy
still short nearly four million jobs compared to
the start of the pandemic, vacancies are at an
all-time high.

The greater focus is on rising inflation, which
Powell said was not what officials were expect-
ing and driven by supply side barriers rather
than rising employment, unlike previous recov-
eries. The minutes of the Fed’s December policy
meeting released Wednesday reiterated an
aggressive inflation-fighting posture, which has
made more economists project the first rate
hike as soon as March, when the central bank
finishes its bond-buying program, and three or
more in 2022.  —AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka imposed
electricity rationing Friday with the
main power utility unable to buy fuel
oil for its power stations as a result of
the island’s worsening dollar crisis. Oil
normally accounts for around nine
percent of electricity generation on
the island, but a Ceylon Electricity
Board (CEB) official said the company
had run out of dollars to buy it from
the state-run Ceylon Petroleum
Corporation.

The CEB was having to rely on its
coal- and hydro-powered generating
facilities and was applying rotating
one-hour power cuts around the
island, he said. He did not say how
long the rationing would last but
added that the 160-megawatt
Sapugaskanda power station and a
barge-mounted 60-megawatt genera-
tor at a Colombo port had been
closed for an indefinite period.

“The power cuts are being imposed

because the Ceylon Petroleum
Corporation has not supplied us with
fuel,” the official said. Sri Lanka’s
acute foreign exchange shortage has
already led to rationing of milk pow-
der, sugar, cooking gas and cement.

The island’s tourism-dependent
economy has been hammered by the
pandemic and the government
imposed a broad import ban in early
2020 to try to save foreign exchange
reserves. The power cuts came as the
country’s energy minister warned of
an impending petrol and diesel short-
age within two weeks. Udaya
Gammanpila said stocks of the trans-
port fuels could run out by “the third
week of January” unless orders were
placed for fresh supplies.

“I have taken up this issue with the
cabinet and told them eight times now
to ensure that a part of dollar inflows
are reserved for oil and medicines
imports,” Gammanpila said.

He also urged motorists to reduce
consumption. A 10 percent increase in
prices two weeks ago was insufficient
to discourage drivers, Gammanpila
said. The latest energy setbacks came
as the country’s economic crisis
showed signs of worsening, with the
statistics office reporting record food
inflation of 22.1 percent last month.
International rating agencies have

downgraded Sri Lanka and expressed
fears that the island may default on its
$26 billion foreign debt after the
country’s foreign reserves fell to dan-
gerous levels. Reserves were at $7.5
billion when the current government
of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s
administration took over in November
2019 and had fallen to $1.5 billion two
years later. — AFP

Sri Lanka rations electricity
as dollar crisis worsens

This file shows a view of a deserted street during a nationwide ten-day lockdown in
Colombo. — AFP

Stocks mostly fall 
after US hiring 
disappoints
NEW YORK: Stocks mostly fell Friday on both
sides of the Atlantic after data showed that the US
economy added far fewer jobs than expected last
month and eurozone inflation hit a record high.
London’s FTSE 100 index bucked the trend, ending
the day 0.5 percent higher, but Paris and Frankfurt
slid. On Wall Street, the Dow treaded water, but
both the S&P 500 and Nasdaq declined to con-
clude a down week for US stocks.

Asia faced a mixed trading session after another
round of losses on Wall Street on Thursday as
investors continued to mull signals by the US
Federal Reserve that it was ready to tighten mone-
tary policy more quickly to combat spiking inflation.

The dollar dipped, while oil pulled back modestly
after days of strong gains. Government data showed
that the US economy added only 199,000 jobs in
December. While that was less than half of what
analysts expected, the unemployment rate fell to 3.9

percent, wages rose strongly and participation in
the labor force held steady, indicating the job mar-
ket remains tight.

“The key takeaway from the report is that it
shows the Fed is close to meeting its objective of
maximum employment and that wage growth in a
tight labor market risks feeding into more persistent
inflation pressures that will need to be addressed
with a tighter policy position,” said market analyst
Patrick O’Hare at Briefing.com. Surging inflation has
pushed the Fed to begin to wind down its bond-
buying stimulus program ahead of raising interest
rates, and central banks in a number of other coun-
tries have already raised rates.

Minutes released earlier this week from the
Fed’s December policy meeting signaled a more
aggressive rate-tightening path, arguing “it may
become warranted to increase the federal funds
rate sooner or at a faster pace than participants
had earlier anticipated.” There were also indica-
tions officials were considering reducing its mas-
sive bond holdings, putting further upward pres-
sure on lending costs..

“Investors remain apprehensive following the
Federal Reserve’s move to a more hawkish stance,
with the jobs report later providing further color
to the economic backdrop,” said Richard Hunter,

head of markets at Interactive Investor. Data
showing that eurozone inflation hit a record high
of 5.0 percent in December was likely to heap
additional pressure on the European Central Bank,
which has so far indicated it has no plans to raise
interest rates this year.

The surge in prices in recent months is mainly
due to the exceptional rise in gas and electricity
prices. In December, the annual increase in energy
prices reached 26 percent, far ahead of the other
products surveyed in Eurostat’s basket. —AFP 

Pakistan’s national 
carrier closer to full 
international flights
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan has addressed significant
safety concerns regarding its national carrier, the
country’s aviation minister said Thursday, but the
airline still needs authorities in Europe and the
United States to lift a ban before it can resume
flights to major Western destinations.

Pakistan International Airlines (PIA) was barred
from flying in Europe and the USA in 2020 months
after one of its Airbus A-320s crashed while landing
at Karachi’s Jinnah International Airport, killing all
but two of the 99 passengers and crew.

Flight 8303 damaged its engines when the pilots
attempted to land without the undercarriage low-
ered, and crashed into a crowded neighborhood
while circling for a second attempt. The accident
was attributed to pilot error as a result of the crew
being out of action for months, having been

grounded by the coronavirus epidemic. The govern-
ment investigation that followed discovered dozens
of Pakistani pilots had faked their certifications or
flying hours, prompting the airline’s suspension
from Europe and America. On Thursday Aviation
Minister Ghulam Sarwar Khan told a press confer-
ence a team from the International Civil Aviation
Organization’s Universal Safety Oversight Auditing
Programme said Pakistan had now resolved out-
standing issues.

“We addressed significant safety concerns,”
Khan said, adding: “We hope to resume our flight
operations to Europe and the US by February or
March this year.” He said a follow-up inquiry into
pilot certifications was part of the clean-up process.
Some 262 licenses were found to be “dubious”, he
said, most of which have now been cleared after
further training and testing.

However, 50 pilots had been dismissed because
of irregularities. “There has been a lot of criticism
on us during the last two years, but we improved
our safety standards,” Khan said. He added that
Pakistan had signed an agreement with British civil
aviation authorities for its pilots to be tested and
certified in the UK. Until the 1970s PIA was consid-

ered a top regional carrier, but its reputation plum-
meted amid chronic mismanagement, frequent can-
cellations and financial woes. It still operates some
domestic and regional routes, but Khan said the air-
line now hoped to resume intercontinental flights
and add new destinations. — AFP

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s Aviation Minister Ghulam
Sarwar Khan speaks during a press conference in
Islamabad on Thursday, announcing that the country’s
national carrier is recognized to meet global safety
standards. —AFP


