
MONTREAL: Eco warrior turned Environment
Minister Steven Guilbeault, picked by Justin
Trudeau five months ago to guide Canada’s cli-
mate policy, will soon face his first major test in
deciding on a new offshore oil project. Norwegian
firm Equinor is seeking to develop oil discoveries
in the Flemish Pass Basin, some 500 kilometers
(310 miles) east of St Johns, Newfoundland.

Its proposed Bay du Nord project promises to
create thousands of jobs and generate Can$3.5
billion (US$2.8 billion) in royalties for the Atlantic
island province, rescuing its floundering economy.

But exploiting an estimated 300 million barrels
of oil over 30 years would set back efforts to curb
climate change. Oil market turmoil caused by
Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine and Western sanc-
tions against the Russian energy sector could fur-
ther complicate matters.

Guilbeault, a longtime activist who scaled
Toronto’s CN Tower in 2001 to draw attention to
climate change, is to announce a decision in the
coming weeks.

Environmentalists say this wil l  be a “real
test” of his and Prime Minister Trudeau’s cli-
mate bona fides.

The Trudeau administration faces “a very big
dilemma,” Pierre-Olivier Pineau, an energy policy
expert at HEC Montreal business school, told AFP.

“If I had to bet, I think there is a slightly higher
chance that he rejects the project,” he said, opin-
ing that the government needs to show itself to be
taking real climate actions, especially after being
thrashed in 2018 for salvaging construction of a
major pipeline from the Alberta oil sands to the
Pacific coast.

“If he rejects (Bay du Nord), this sends a mes-
sage reinforcing Canada’s image of being a cham-
pion in the fight against climate change,” Pineau

explained. Equiterre, an environmental advocacy
group co-created by Guilbeault in 1993 following
the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro that produced
the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change, said Ottawa must reject Bay du Nord.

“Canada is far from meeting its greenhouse gas
reduction targets,” Equiterre analyst Emile
Boisseau-Bouvier told AFP. The Trudeau govern-
ment last year enhanced its Paris Agreement tar-
get to reduce carbon emissions by 40-45 percent
from 2005 levels by 2030. But it is still short of
EU and US goals.

“It is not by betting on a moribund industry
that we are going to solve the (climate) prob-
lem,” said Boisseau-Bouvier, explaining that “the
next few weeks will be pivotal” for Canada, as it
also prepares to unveil a plan to reach its emis-
sions target.

Climate politics 
Trudeau’s Liberals in the last election won six

out  of  seven House of  Commons seats  in
Newfoundland, out of a total 338 seats. Those
six-including former resources minister Seamus
O’Regan, who is now labor minister-have lobbied
fiercely for approval of the oil project, but have
reportedly faced pushback within the Liberal
caucus.

With the highest unemployment rate in the
country, Newfoundland needs the economic boost
Bay du Nord would provide-especially after
reduced oil demand and prices related to pan-
demic restrictions on travel brought construction
of another offshore oil project to a halt in 2020.

Ottawa had provided Newfoundland’s oi l
industry Can$320 million in aid back then.

Newfoundland Premier Andrew Furey said he
has pressed Trudeau on “the importance of this

project to our province,” calling it “critical” to the
regional economy. After a four-year environmental
review, Ottawa has twice in recent months post-
poned announcing a decision on Bay du Nord.

“Folks are pretty down about the delay,” said
Paul Barnes, Atlantic director for Canada’s Oil and
Natural Gas Producers. Canada’s environmental
impact agency last August concluded Bay du
Nord was “not likely to cause significant adverse
environmental effects, taking into account the
implementation of mitigation measures.”

Pineau acknowledged that intuitively approving
the project would seem to go “against climate
objectives,” but argued that rejecting it would see
oil investments go elsewhere, “which is not neces-
sarily any better for the climate.”

University of Waterloo professor Angela
Carter, who researches ecological and political-
economic risks of fossil fuel dependence, sees the
issue simply. “We cannot have it both ways,” she
said. “Canada cannot meet its climate commit-
ments and expand oil and gas production.” —AFP

British consumer 
confidence sinks
amid inflation crisis
WASHINGTON: UK consumer confidence “con-
tinues to nosedive” as surging inflation causes a
cost-of-living crisis, a survey revealed, as the
government faces pressure to better ease the
financial pain. GfK’s Consumer Confidence Index
fell five points to minus 31 in March-a fourth
monthly drop in a row, as separate official data
showed a fall in UK retail sales.

The last time consumer confidence was this
low was in the final quarter of 2020 when Covid
numbers were rising, the data analyst group
added.

‘Wall of worry’ 
“A wall of worry is confronting consumers this

month and there is an unmistakable sense of cri-
sis in our numbers,” said Client Strategy Director
GfK, Joe Staton. “Consumers across the UK are
experiencing the impact of soaring living costs
with 30-year-high levels of inflation... against a
background of stagnant pay rises that cannot
compensate for the financial duress.”

Staton said that confidence in people’s per-
sonal financial situation and in the wider econo-
my were “severely depressed” also owing to the
Ukraine war and rising COVID numbers across
the UK. “The outlook for consumer confidence is
not good; it’s certain there’s more bad news to
come,” he predicted. 

Retail sales drop 
The GfK survey, conducted on 2,000 people

aged above 16, came as official data showed UK
retail sales dropped in February as soaring infla-
tion put the brakes on most purchases. Bucking
the trend, car fuel purchases were above pre-
pandemic levels for the first time despite rocket-
ing prices as the economy reopens from COVID
lockdowns.

And clothes purchases jumped by more than
13 percent as workers return to offices, the Office
for National Statistics noted. Overall, however,
UK retail sales volumes contracted by 0.3 per-
cent last month compared with January, the ONS
said. “The squeeze on household budgets is set
to worsen over the coming months, exerting fur-
ther downward pressure on retail sales,” said
Karl Thompson, economist at Centre for
Economics and Business Research.

PM vows to ‘fix it’ 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson on Thursday

acknowledged the government would have to do
more to help Britons struggling with rocketing
costs. He spoke as finance minister Rishi Sunak
faces pressure from within even the ruling
Conservative party for not going far enough in
his budget update this week, as the government
forecast that UK inflation would reach a 40-year
high by the end of 2022.

Johnson told LBC radio that “as we go for-
ward, we need to do more” and “the cost of liv-
ing is the single biggest thing we’re having to fix,
and we will fix it”.

Chancellor of the Exchequer Sunak on
Wednesday unveiled measures to help household
finances, including a cut on fuel duty and an easing
of the tax burden for the lowest earners. —AFP

Norwegian firm Equinor seeking to develop oil discoveries in Flemish Pass Basin

Canada torn between economy, 
climate in deciding oil project

This handout illustration provided by Equinor  shows an illustration of the planned Bay du Nord Floating
Production Storage and Offloading (FPSO) vessel. Replenish its coffers with billions of dollars or renounce
hydrocarbons by betting on its climate commitments: Canada, the world’s fourth largest oil producer, will
have to decide in the coming weeks on the fate of a controversial offshore project, a decision that should
waves whatever. —AFP

Venezuela’s risky 
currency stabilization 
to tackle inflation
CARACAS: Venezuela has been in recession for
eight years, suffered four years of hyperinflation
and endured a currency in free fall. But the belea-
guered bolivar has, against all odds, managed to
stabilize since October.

It is thanks to a $2.2 billion investment by the
state in a bid to slow down inflation in the South
American nation. Last year ended with inflation at
686 percent-the highest in the world.

But that was a significant improvement on the
130,000 percent in 2018, 9,585 percent in 2019 and
3,000 percent in 2020. According to consultancy
Aristimuno Herrera & Associates, Venezuela’s cen-
tral bank has injected $2.2 billion into the internal
market in 2021-2022.

Banned for 15 years by the government, the US
dollar was once scarce and highly prized, exchang-
ing hands on the black market for significantly
more than the official exchange rate. Suffering a
cashflow crisis, the government was forced to lift
the ban in 2019.

Can it be sustained?
“Offering more dollars than there is demand gen-

erates stability in the exchange rate,” Cesar
Aristimuno, director at Aristimuno Herrera &
Associates, told AFP. The bank has acknowledged
29 “interventions” since October 2021, although
without giving details of the amounts.

Last October, the bank slashed six zeros off the
bolivar-making one new bolivar worth a million old
ones-with the government saying this would
improve faith in the local currency.

At the same time, authorities imposed a three
percent tax on foreign currency transactions and
cryptocurrencies. “The legal tender is and will con-
tinue to be the bolivar,” Vice President Delcy
Rodriguez, who is also the economy and finance
minister, told parliament.

Since October, the exchange rate against the
dollar has moved from 4.18 to 4.32 bolivars, a
depreciation of just 3.24 percent. That compares
favorably to the depreciation of 76 percent in 2021
and more than 95 percent in each of the previous
three years.

After shrinking by more than 80 percent during
eight years of recession, Venezuelan GDP grew by
four percent in 2021, the government claims. “Our
economy is so small that such a policy can be
applied. The issue is how long will they sustain it,”
said Henkel Garcia, director at Econometrica.

Some experts fear that the government is “burn-
ing” international reserves but Aristimuno and
Garcia both say the dollars have come from an
increase in revenues from Venezuelan oil due to ris-
ing crude prices and a limited increase in produc-
tion. State oil company PDVSA produced more than
three million barrels a day in 2014 but that fell to
400,000 six years later. It has now risen to
680,000 according to OPEC, the Organization of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries.

The central bank says it has $10.8 billion in
reserves, half the amount of 2014 and a third of the
2007 figure. However, the bank is including $5 bil-
lion provided by the International Monetary Fund
to help mitigate effects of the coronavirus pandem-
ic, but which has been withheld due to questions
over the 2018 re-election of President Nicolas
Maduro in a poll widely dismissed as a fraud.

‘Collateral damage’ 
While the injection of dollars has beneficial

effects, there is “collateral damage,” said

Aristimuno. Since inflation is high and the exchange
rate is stable, the dollar’s buying power is falling.
Likewise, “exports are losing their attractiveness”
compared to imports. Carlos Fernandez Gallardo,
president of the FEDECAMARAS employers feder-
ation, said he is worried.

“There is an increase in dollar costs for produc-
ers, with a pernicious effect on the consumer,” he
told AFP. “What will happen if these dollars disap-
pear?” In 2018, the government attempted to tackle
inflation by obliging banks to keep 85 percent of
their reserves in the central bank in an attempt to
limit the printing of money. That served to reduce
credit, which was already in free fall with the depre-
ciating bolivar. Venezuela is a credit minnow with
less than $140 million in 2021, compared to $14 bil-
lion in neighboring Colombia.

Aware that credit, investments and growth are
intimately related, Caracas partially changed tack in
February, allowing loans indexed against the dollar
under certain conditions and reducing the obligato-
ry reserves to 73 percent. But the challenge
remains, how to promote growth while keeping
inflation under control. —AFP

Germany moves 
to wean itself off 
Russian energy
BERLIN: Germany said Friday it was
drastically slashing its energy purchas-
es from Russia amid Moscow’s invasion
of Ukraine, with oil imports to be
halved by June and coal deliveries to
end by the autumn. “In recent weeks,
together with all relevant players, we
have made intensive efforts to import
less fossil energy from Russia and
broaden out our supply base,” said
Economy Minister Robert Habeck.

“The first important milestones have
been reached to free us from the grip of
Russian imports,” he added. Before
Moscow began its war in Ukraine, a
third of Germany’s oil imports, 45 per-
cent of its coal purchases and 55 per-
cent of gas imports came from Russia.

The reliance of Europe’s biggest
economy on Russian energy has been
exposed as an Achilles’ heel as Western
allies scramble to penalize Vladimir
Putin for his attack on Ukraine.

With calls for an energy embargo
growing louder, companies with Russian
suppliers are letting their contracts run
out and turning to other suppliers “at a
crazy speed”, said Habeck. Germany has
been reluctant to back an embargo so
far, but the United States and European
Union announced Friday a task force

aimed at cutting the bloc’s reliance on
Russian fossil fuels.

‘Independent’ 
As a result of the contract switches,

oil deliveries from Russia can already be
seen dropping by 25 percent, halving by
the middle of the year and drying up
completely by the end of the year.
Likewise, German power companies
were ditching Russian coal. “By the
autumn, we can be independent from
Russian coal,” said the economy ministry.

On gas imports, however, Habeck
acknowledged that it was more compli-
cated, and Germany is expected to be
able to largely wean itself off Russian
deliveries only in mid-2024. Germany
already said in March that i t  was
ploughing 1.5 billion euros ($1.7 bil-
lion) into buying liquefied natural gas
(LNG) from suppliers like Qatar or the
United States.

However, the receiving terminals for
the gas are not in place. As a result, it is
dependent on neighboring countries’
terminals. Plans to build terrestrial LNG
terminals are being accelerated,
although they are unlikely to be up and
running before 2026. For now, three
floating LNG terminals-essentially huge
ships moored by a port to receive gas
stocks-are due to be reserved by ener-
gy giants Uniper and RWE, said the
ministry.

Security standby 
Germany’s coalition of Social

Democrats, Greens and the liberal FDP
had eyed an energy transition to renew-
ables that would make Europe’s biggest
economy climate-neutral by 2045. It had
therefore planned to wind down its coal
usage, with an end seen by 2030, while
natural gas use was due to rise in the
meantime until the switch to renewables
was complete.

But the war in Ukraine has reshuffled
the country’s calculations while also
exposing the economic powerhouse’s
devastating reliance on Russian energy.
Habeck, himself of the Green party, has
therefore found himself looking around

the world to purchase coal.
And Berlin on Thursday it is now

looking at keeping its coal plants open
longer “as a security standby”.

Under Friday’s US-EU task force
announcement, the United States
pledged to help the bloc cut its reliance
on Russian energy by supplying an extra
15 billion cubic metres of LNG this year.

But with Russia pressing on with its
war despite unprecedented sanctions
imposed by Western allies, pressure is
rising for the EU to sever Moscow’s
economic lifeline by banning energy
imports. —AFP

BRIESENSEE, Germany: In this file photo taken on August 14, 2021 the sun
sets behind wind turbines near the small village of Briesensee in
Brandenburg, eastern Germany, at the end of a warm summer day. —AFP
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Venezuela continues to register the highest inflation in
the world with 686 percent in 2021. —AFP


