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VADU, Romania: Gas now flows to Romania from
a new Black Sea platform operating in waters
where mines and warships have been spotted. The
dangerous reminders of the war raging nearby in
Ukraine underscore Romania’s determination to
cut its reliance on Russian natural gas imports.
With fears growing across the European Union
that Moscow will cut gas shipments in retaliation
for EU support to Ukraine, countries are scram-
bling to find alternative supplies.

“Romania is taking a decisive step to ensure its
energy security... at a time when international gas
supplies are threatened by the war in Ukraine,”
Prime Minister Nicolae Ciuca said on Tuesday as
he inaugurated a processing plant belonging to
Black Sea Oil & Gas (BSOG) in the southeastern
village of Vadu. While Romania has significant
reserves on land and at sea, it still has to turn to
Russia in winter to cover around 20 percent of its
consumption.

Backed by American private equity firm Carlyle
Group LP and the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development, BSOG began
two weeks ago to tap into underwater deposits,
becoming the first new offshore Black Sea devel-
opment in the past 30 years. The $400-million
platform extracts three million cubic meters of gas
per day. It is due to recover one billion cubic
meters per year for 10 years, or around 10 percent
of Romania’s needs.

“Today we are facing an emergency in terms of
energy supply. We must put our old devils in the
closet... and start producing locally,” said Thierry
Bros, an expert on energy and the climate at
Sciences Po university. “We must relaunch the proj-
ects in the Black Sea, relaunch the growth of pro-

duction in Norway, in the United Kingdom we must
think of launching the production of shale gas and
in France the production of mine gas” he told AFP.

Mines and warships
In Vadu, BSOG CEO Mark Beacom said he

hopes that the “state-of-the-art” infrastructure put
in place by his company will be used for future gas
or renewable energy projects in the Black Sea. But
the invasion of neighboring Ukraine by Russia has
complicated the situation. “We are not in a war
zone, but we are close enough and it clearly has an
impact,” he said. “We’ve had mines detected close
to the platform, we’ve had warships that go close
to our platform and we’ve had airplanes circling
our platform,” he added.

BSOG holds two concessions about 120 km
from the Romanian coast, part of which, ironically,
was recovered in 2009 by Bucharest from Ukraine,
following a decision by the International Court of
Justice in The Hague. While Romania is counting
on offshore gas reserves estimated at 200 billion
cubic metres of gas, investors nevertheless remain
cautious. The Austrian group OMV and its
Romanian partner Romgaz have yet to decide
whether they will go ahead with the Neptun Deep
project to tap between 42 billion and 84 billion
cubic meters of gas.

End of guaranteed energy?
Bucharest hopes the two groups will launch

extraction as soon as 2026, which would allow
Romania to “become completely independent in
terms of gas” and export the excess to its neigh-
bors, said Energy Minister Virgil  Popescu.
According to a 2018 study by auditing firm

Deloitte, offshore gas could bring in $26 billion in
tax revenue to Romania’s government over a
planned 23-year period of operation.

After much delay, parliament finally amended in
May a law unfavorable to offshore investments,
which had notably prompted ExxonMobil to with-

draw from the Neptun Deep project at the end of
2021, after having invested around $2 billion there
jointly with OMV. “If we want to win against the
Russians, we need energy,” said Bros, warning that
the time when “energy was guaranteed” within the
EU may be over.  —AFP

US funds software
for Russians to slip
past censors
SAN FRANCISCO: A US-backed campaign is giving
Russians access to anti-censor software to dodge
Moscow’s crackdown on dissent against its invasion of
Ukraine, involved groups told AFP. Russia has intensified
its restrictions on independent media since attacking its
neighbor in February, with journalists under threat of
prosecution for criticizing the invasion or for even refer-
ring to it as a war.

The US government-backed Open Technology Fund is
paying out money to a handful of American firms providing
virtual private networks (VPNs) free of charge to millions
of Russians, who can then use them to visit websites
blocked by censors. Traditional VPN software creates what
is effectively a private tunnel on the internet for data, typi-
cally encrypted, to flow safeguarded from snooping - and
their use has boomed in Russia since the invasion.

“Our tool is primarily used by people trying to access
independent media, so that funding by the OTF has been
absolutely critical,” said a spokesman for Lantern, one of
the involved companies. Tech firms Psiphon and nthLink
have also been providing sophisticated anti-censorship
applications to people in Russia, with OTF estimating that
some four million users in Russia have received VPNs
from the firms.

Psiphon saw a massive surge in Russian users, with the
number soaring from about 48,000 a day prior to the
February 24 invasion to more than a million a day by mid-
March, said a company senior advisor Dirk Rodenburg.
The firm’s tools in Russian now average nearly 1.5 million
users daily, he added. While some, like Ukraine’s leadership,
have called for Russia to be cut off from the Internet, others
have noted access is key for opposition groups.

“It’s so very important for Russians to be connected to
the whole world wide web, to keep resistance going,” said
Natalia Krapiva, tech legal counsel at rights group Access
Now, which is not involved in the OTF effort. “All kinds of
initiatives are happening and to keep them alive you need
the internet because you can’t gather in person, or because
activists are scattered around the world,” she added.

Keeping VPNs running and accessible was relatively
straightforward in the early days of the war, said Lucas,
the spokesman for Lantern, who spoke on condition that
only his first name be used. “They weren’t ready to block
anything,” Lucas said. “Over time, Russia learned how to
block the easy stuff but Lantern and Psiphon are still up
and running.”

Lesson from China, Myanmar
Censors try to cut VPN software off from servers they

rely on to function or stop people from getting to websites
where the tools can be downloaded. As a result, crack-
downs on Internet freedom typically result in people shar-
ing VPNs through guerrilla tactics such as word-of-mouth.
However, groups like Lantern have adopted methods like
hiding VPN installers in online platforms too vital for the
government to block, and building a network so users can
share the technology with others, Lucas said.

“Lantern and Psiphon are different in that we do all
sorts of much more sophisticated stuff to hide our traffic
and get around our servers being detected,” he said.
People in Russia are benefitting from the VPN makers hon-
ing their tools while battling censorship in countries such as
China and Myanmar. “There was a moment about two
years ago when China really upped the level of their game,
when it came to the lengths they were going to block stuff,”
Lucas said. “We raised the level of our game a whole lot,”
he added.

US government funding provided through OTF has
been important to the operations since costs jumped and
revenue vanished for VPN makers in Russia, as sanctions
kicked in and companies pulled out of the country. OTF
said it typically spends $3-4 million annually funding
VPNs, but that figure was ramped up due to censorship
in Russia. —AFP

European Union scrambling to find alternative supplies

In mine-infested sea, Romania
aims to cut Russia gas reliance

VADU, Romania: A worker does routine checks during a press tour at the opening of a gas processing plant
using the rich gas resources from the Black Sea on June 28, 2022.  —AFP

Global troubles
lead to local
repercussions

United States
Economy Moderates, Demand Cools

The US economy maintained its strength but has
shown signs of losing steam. Business investment
remains firm even in the face of rising interest rates
and mounting concerns about the economy. Orders
placed with US factories for durable goods rose more
than expected in May. Bookings for durable goods,
items meant to last at least three years, increased 0.7
percent in May after a 0.4 percent advance a month
earlier and core capital goods orders, a proxy for
investment in equipment (excludes aircraft and military
hardware), also rose 0.7 percent after a 0.3 percent
gain a month earlier. However, a measure of consumer
confidence dropped more than expected in June, and a
measure of expectations, which reflects Americans’
six-month outlook, fell to its lowest in nearly a decade.

Europe
Inflation Unrest

Euro-area inflation data gave mixed signals earlier,
with German numbers coming in lower than expected
while Spain’s headline print unexpectedly rose to dou-
ble figures. German inflation unexpectedly eased as
temporary government relief measures reduced pres-
sure on households and businesses that have been
squeezed by a record surge in prices. Lower fuel taxes
and discounted public-transport costs helped slow
consumer-price growth to 8.2 percent in June from 8.7
percent in May. Inflation pressure remains intense
elsewhere in the 19-member euro zone: Spain earlier
reported a surprise jump to an all-time high of 10.2
percent in June from 8.7 percent in May, defying
politicians’ efforts to curb it.

United Kingdom
Forecast: Gloomy Skies, Pessimistic Rain 

The Bank of England (BoE) repeated warnings of a
grimmer road ahead. Governor Andrew Bailey believes
soaring inflation will hit Britain harder than any other
major economy during the current energy crisis and
that the economy would likely weaken earlier and be
more intense than others as a result of the energy
price shock that all European economies face. The

governor said that in the latest inflation data he had
seen a shift in the causes of high inflation from high
prices of goods that were in short supply after Covid-
19, towards goods and services affected by Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine. However, he noted that the BoE
was ready to raise rates more aggressively, suggesting
that a 50bps hike may be on the table in August. The
BoE has so far raised rates five times since December
2021.

Asia Pacific
Australia: Coping Well Down Under

Australian retailers enjoyed a fifth straight month of
sales gains in May, suggesting cashed-up households
coped well after the first of two interest rate hikes by
the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA). Sales advanced
0.9 percent in May, more than double what economists
had predicted, to a fresh record A$34.2 billion ($23.6
billion). The jump adds weight to expectations that
policymakers will continue on a path of rapid monetary
tightening this year. The RBA raised borrowing costs
by half a percentage point this month and has signaled
further hikes to come.

China: Economic Development Tide is Slowly Rising
Economic activity picked up in June after financial

hub Shanghai lifted its lockdown, allowing businesses
to restart and most residents to leave their homes. A
rebound in small business confidence came from a sur-
vey of more than 500 smaller firms which showed that
“demand and production recovered strongly among
manufacturing,” but “the manufacturing recovery was
more significant than services,” after contracting for
two months. The Caixin Manufacturing PMI improved
to 51.7 from 48.1 last month.

Japan: Paralyzed Economic Growth 
puts Monetary Policy in No Mood to Budge

Stimulating sustainable economic growth continues
to be challenge in Japan. CPI in May was spot on
expectations, unchanged from April. That keeps the
headline rate at 2.5 percent and the core rate, which
excludes fresh food, at 2.1 percent, slightly above the 2
percent target. However, the bulk of that 2.1 percent
rise is attributable to energy prices. Without fresh food
and energy, Japan’s inflation remains at a lowly 0.8
percent. Japanese industrial output dived its deepest in
two years by 7.2 percent in May, when expectations
were for a dip of only 0.3 percent. Consumer confi-
dence, an indicator of consumer spending, also ticked
down to 32.1 from 34.1 the previous month, against the
expected 34.6 score. Unemployment worsened, with
the rate rising to 2.6 percent from 2.5 percent.

Commodities
Oil Prices Caught in the Wildfire

Oil prices fluctuated, as the market remains structurally
tight in the midst of fears of a global economic slowdown
under the wave of monetary tightening, a strengthening dol-
lar, and tugging demand and supply forces. On the demand
side, forecasts have been trimmed from the Chinese econo-
my being negatively affected by COVID lockdowns, reces-
sion risks, and the direct economic fallout from Russia-
Ukraine conflict. On the supply side, OPEC+ continues to
struggle in resupplying market at the rate it set in its pro-
duction schedule and disruptions caused by civil strife. WTI
and Brent closed the week at $108.43 and $111.63.

Kuwait
Kuwaiti Dinar

USD/KWD closed last week at 0.30675.
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Chad unleashes
major oil industry
graft probe
N’DJAMENA: Investigators in Chad
have swooped on senior officials in the
oil and financial sectors in the past 10
days in a major anti-corruption opera-
tion, the government told AFP on
Sunday. The arrested suspects are
alleged to have stolen around 13 billion
CFA francs ($21 million) from the state-
run oil company SHT and the country’s
spy agencies, according to
Communications Minister Abderaman
Koulamallah.

Chad is one of the least developed
countries in the world according to the
United Nations, and joined the ranks of
African oil producers and exporters in
the early 2000s. It remains a modest
producer, producing 47 million barrels
in 2021, according to the Chadian
Observatory of Public Finance. It has
been led for nearly 15 months by mili-
tary officer Mahamat Idriss Deby Itno,

who proclaimed himself transitional
president at the head of a junta of 15
generals a day after the death of his
father, Marshal Idriss Deby Itno, who
was killed in April 2021 fighting rebels.
He had ruled the country with an iron
fist for 30 years.

“Many people have been arrested
and some have been freed in the con-
text of the investigation into financial
embezzlement of 13 billion CFA francs
at SHT,” Koulamallah told AFP. “The
case is currently being handled by the
judiciary,” and some of the accused will
eventually be brought before a judge at
the end of the preliminary investigation,
he added.

Among those arrested are the pow-
erful former private secretary of
General Mahamat Deby, Idriss Youssouf
Boy, a cousin and childhood friend of
the head of state who is considered one
of his closest aides. Michel Boayam and
Tahir Issa Ali Souleymane were also
arrested as part of the investigation and
immediately dismissed from their posts
as director general and deputy director
of the SHT. SHT is a nationalized com-
pany set up in 2006.  —AFP

DR Congo drug
manufacturing plan
sparks concerns
KINSHASA: Sitting at his desk overlooking
a pharmaceutical factory floor on the out-
skirts of the Congolese capital Kinshasa,
Joss Ilunga Dijimba, 52, cracked a jovial
smile. “It’s not easy doing business in
Congo,” he said. His family was forced to
relocate the factory in the 1990s to survive
bouts of mass looting. And nowadays, there
are onerous taxes, customs duties, and
problems retaining talented staff.

His company, which employs about 40
people and produces generics such as
paracetamol, is one of a tiny number of
drug manufacturers in the Democratic
Republic of Congo, an impoverished nation
roughly the size of Western Europe. But a
government plan to require hospitals and
NGOs to buy more locally produced drugs
could soon boost the fledgling pharmaceu-
tical industry - despite fears in some quar-
ters that safety standards are far below
international norms.

Several NGOs, some of which provide

medical care in the DRC’s conflict-torn
east, have requested opt-outs. At the small
Pharmagros plant, behind barbed-wire
walls near the Congo river, men in hairnets
and white coats formulate medicines with
imported precursor using lab equipment in
airconditioned rooms. “Promoting local
industry’s a good thing,” said Dijimba, a
University of Texas graduate, insisting that
several Congolese firms, including his,
maintained high standards. “It could grow
the middle class.” About 73 percent of the
DRC’s population of 90 million lives on
under $1.9 a day, according to the World
Bank. Most products in the African country
are imported.

‘At your own peril’
The Congolese government has desig-

nated 35 drug molecules, including parac-
etamol, that medical facilities will be
required to purchase in locally made form.
The government wants to stimulate busi-
ness without banning imports, said
Donatien Kabamb Kabey, the pharmaceu-
ticals director at the DRC’s health ministry.
He explained that all the molecules can be
replaced with imported equivalents, sug-
gesting that ibuprofen could replace
paracetamol, for example. —AFP


