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US budget seeks $6.9bn to 
aid Ukraine, bolster NATO

Biden proposes minimum tax on wealthiest households
WASHINGTON: The United States would spend $6.9
billion to help Ukraine fend off Russia’s invasion and
support NATO member countries under a budget pro-
posal released Monday by President Joe Biden’s admin-
istration. The funds would represent Washington’s latest
allocation of aid following the shock invasion last month,
and be used to “enhance the capabilities and readiness
of US forces, NATO allies, and regional partners in the
face of Russian aggression,” the White House said.

The proposal also outlines spending of nearly $1 bil-
lion for the departments of defense and state as well as
USAID “to counter Russian malign influence and to
meet emerging needs related to security, energy, cyber
security issues, disinformation, macroeconomic stabi-
lization, and civil society resilience.”

The money was included in Biden’s 2023 budget
proposal, which funds the administration’s priorities for
the year and is subject to modification and approval by
Congress, where the president’s Democratic Party nar-
rowly controls both chambers.

Washington has stepped up aid for Ukraine follow-
ing the invasion, including with $2 billion in security
assistance and new equipment, and $1 billion in humani-
tarian aid the White House announced last week. The
weaponry-including shipments that arrived before the
war started-has helped Kyiv mount an unexpectedly
tough resistance to Russia’s army, which had been pre-
dicted to rapidly overpower the Ukrainian government.

Instead, Russia has faced determined resistance from
Ukrainian fighters and lost several generals and senior
military figures, while NATO estimates deaths among its

troops could be as high as 15,000. Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky has pressed NATO countries to
flood more weapons into Ukraine, including advanced
fighter jets, missile defense systems, tanks, armored
vehicles and anti-ship missiles. NATO members have
supplied a steady stream of weapons including anti-
tank rockets, which have helped to stall Russia’s
advance. But these are seen as essentially defensive.

The United States has thus far ruled out sending air-
planes or other large weapons systems to Ukraine.

Biden says he does not want to cross a line into what he
says could become “World War III,” pitting nuclear-
armed Russia against NATO. 

Taxing the wealthiest
The wealthiest American taxpayers would pay a

minimum tax on their income each year under a budget
proposal unveiled by President Joe Biden’s administra-
tion on Monday. “This minimum tax would apply only to
the wealthiest 0.01 percent of households-those with

more than $100 million-and over half the revenue would
come from billionaires alone,” the White House said in a
statement. “It would ensure that, in any given year, they
pay at least 20 percent of their total income in federal
income taxes.” The provision in the annual budget pro-
posal satisfies a demand of progressive lawmakers in
Biden’s Democratic party, who have called for measures
to increase taxes on the wealthiest Americans as a way
of addressing inequality.

Similar proposals were discussed last year during
negotiations over Build Back Better, a massive spending
bill Biden proposed to revamp the country’s social serv-
ices and fight climate change, but which has stalled due
to divisions among Democrats in Congress.

The budget would also raise the corporate tax rate
to 28 percent, reversing legislation passed under Biden’s
Republican predecessor Donald Trump in 2017 that
lowered it to 21 percent. “While their profits have
soared, their investment in our economy did not: the tax
breaks did not trickle down to workers or consumers,”
the White House said, noting the new rate is “still the
lowest tax rate faced by corporations since World War
II except in the years after the 2017 tax cut.”

Washington has backed a deal negotiated under the
auspices of the Organization for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development that would put a 15 percent mini-
mum tax on corporations globally.

The White House said the budget proposal “contains
additional measures to ensure that multinationals oper-
ating in the United States cannot use tax havens to
undercut the global minimum tax.” — AFP

WASHINGTON,US: US President Joe Biden (right) announces his Budget for Fiscal Year 2023 as Acting Office of
Management and Budget director Shalanda Young listens in the State Dinning Room of the White House in
Washington, DC on March 28, 2022. — AFP
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KUWAIT: The Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA), signed between the United Arab
Emirates and India recently, will cover a wide spec-
trum of trade relations between the countries such as
goods, services and digital trade, among others, and
will allow 90 percent of India’s exports a preferential
access to the UAE, announced Indian Ambassador to
Kuwait Sibi George. 

Addressing a press conference at the Embassy of
India, convened on the occasion of Holi - India’s festi-
val of colors - the ambassador pointed out that the
agreement between the UAE and India is a compre-
hensive agreement, the first deep and full free trade
agreement to be signed by India with any country in
the past decade. The agreement will cover trade in
goods, rules of origin, trade in services, technical bar-
riers to trade (TBT), IPR, investment and digital trade,
among other segments.

“The CEPA covers almost all the tariff lines dealt in
by India (11,908 tariff lines) and the UAE (7,581 tariff
lines) respectively. India will benefit from preferential
market access provided by the UAE on over 97 per-
cent of its tariff lines which account for 99 percent of
Indian exports to the UAE in value terms, especially
for all labor-intensive sectors such as gems and jewel-
ry, textiles, leather, footwear, sports goods, plastics,
furniture, agricultural and wood products, engineering
products, medical devices, and automobiles,” he said.

India will also be offering preferential access to the
UAE on over 90 percent of its tariff lines, including
lines of export interest to the UAE. “As regards trade
in services, India has offered market access to the UAE
in around 100 sub-sectors, while Indian service

providers will have access to around 111 sub-sectors
from the 11 broad service sectors,” he pointed out.

Speaking about India’s startup ecosystem, the
ambassador said, “India has a success story when it
comes to startups. Today, India is the third largest
startup ecosystem, but our aspiration is to be the
world’s number one startup destination. Seven hun-
dred startups that have showcased their innovation
at ‘Expo 2020 Dubai’ have all gone back enriched
with newer opportunities and ideas for the future. He
informed that a ‘National Startup Awards 2022’ is
currently open. Last date to apply is April 15, 2022,
he said.

He also spoke about the success of three Ts (trade,
technology and tourism). “India has made a quantum
jump in international trade. A new record of $400 bil-
lion of good exports has made a mark in the global
arena, he added.

UAE-India FTA covers wide 
spectrum of trade relations

KUWAIT: Indian Ambassador Sibi George addresses the
meeting at the Indian embassy on Monday.

Bolsonaro ousts 
Petrobras chief
BRASILIA: Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro decided
on Monday to replace the president of state-owned oil
giant Petrobras, Joaquim Silva e Luna, amid strong
pressure due to recurrent increases in fuel prices.

The information, leaked by the Brazilian press, was
confirmed in the evening by the Ministry of Mines and
Energy, which proposed economist Adriano Pires, a
specialist in the oil and gas field, as the new candidate
for the job. The appointment must be approved by the
Petrobras board of directors next April 13, the ministry
said. Bolsonaro had appointed Silva e Luna, an Army
reserve general, in February last year, also dissatisfied
at that time with the constant price increases applied
by the company. The ultra-right-wing president has
long criticized the pricing policy of Petrobras, which
has set severe increases in line with the international
price of crude oil. But the increases have fueled infla-
tion, hitting Bolsonaro’s popularity hard ahead of his
reelection bid in October. In early March, Petrobras
upped the price of gas by 18.8 percent and diesel by
24.9 percent, citing the “worldwide increase in the
price of oil and its derivatives as a result of the war
between Russia and Ukraine.” Petrobras shares fell
2.63 percent at the close of trading on the Sao Paulo
Stock Exchange on Monday.

‘Something is wrong’ 
Economist Alex Agostini, from the Austin Rating

consulting firm, said the changes in company manage-
ment are “a sign that something is wrong.” “But for the
market it is not going to change much. If it is confirmed
that the new president will be Adriano Pires, a special-
ist in the oil and gas area, this will bring stability”
because he will hardly intervene in Petrobras’ pricing

policy, Agostini explained to AFP. Pires had previously
worked as an adviser to the general director of the
National Agency of Petroleum, Natural Gas and
Biofuels. He is also the founder and director of the
Brazilian Center for Infrastructure (CBIE), a consulting
firm specializing in energy.

He has also expressed support for Petrobras’s pric-
ing policy. In an interview with CNN Brazil after the
early March increase, Pires said that “there was no
way for Petrobras not to raise prices, because the
price gap between the internal and external markets
was too big.” “That gap was starting to cause a risk of
shortages in Brazil,” he said. “The country imports 30
percent of what is consumed of oil derivatives. If the
gap is too big, nobody imports and stocks were
already running out.” Petrobras closed 2021 with a
record profit of 106.67 billion reais ($19.88 billion).
According to the latest survey by the Datafolha con-
sulting firm, conducted in March, 75 percent of
Brazilians believe that the government has “a lot” or
“some” responsibility for the surging inflation.—AFP

‘Trash has value’: 
Kenyan inventor 
turns plastic into bricks
NAIROBI: “Plastic still has value,” said Nzambi
Matee of the mountains of discarded oil drums, laun-
dry buckets, yoghurt tubs and other trash being
shredded into colourful flakes at her Nairobi factory.

“I believe that plastic is one of the misunderstood
materials.” The 30-year-old Kenyan engineer and
inventor would know: her start-up recycles tons of
plastic destined for landfill into eco-friendly bricks
that are stronger, cheaper and lighter than concrete.

A creation of her own design, these sustainable
paving blocks already line roads, driveways and side-
walks in Nairobi, but could soon also serve as an

alternative building material for low-cost housing.
Every day her enterprise, Gjenge Makers, churns

out 1,500 bricks made from industrial and household
plastic that otherwise would be dumped in the city’s
overflowing garbage heaps.

The young entrepreneur quit a job in oil and gas-
the very industry that makes plastic from fossil fuels-
to explore recycling after being shocked at how little
trash was being reused.

“In Nairobi we generate about 500 metric tons of
plastic waste every single day, and only a fraction of
that is recycled,” said Matee, who bounds with ener-
gy around the factory floor in denim overalls and
trainers. “And that made me think-what happens to
this plastic?”

Stronger, lighter, cheaper 
Most winds up in landfill, rivers and oceans, and

less than 10 percent is recycled.
In Nairobi, one of Africa’s fastest-growing capi-

tals, Matee found an endless supply of raw material to

work with, scouring the city’s tips and industrial
zones for unwanted plastic. It took several years to
perfect a prototype-the machinery required was cus-
tom built and sourced from spare industrial parts-but
by 2019 production was steadily underway.

The shredded plastic is mixed with sand and sub-
jected to extreme heat, producing a sludge that is
molded into different sized blocks. The end result is a
paver that is anywhere between two and seven times
stronger than concrete, half the weight, and as much
as 15 percent cheaper, says Matee.

It is also more durable. Plastic is fibrous in nature,
and the unique production process prevents air
pockets from forming within the bricks. This results in
greater compression strength than conventional
paving stones that crack under heavy force or pro-
longed weather exposure.

“Because of that, it doesn’t break,” said Matee,
clapping two of the plastic bricks together sharply.

In 2021, they recycled 50 tons of plastic but Matee
hopes to double that amount this year as production
expands.

Big plans 
There are limitations. Of the seven major types of

plastic, only four can be recycled into bricks.
PET plastic-the kind used in plastic bottles and a

major scourge on the environment-is not yet compat-
ible, but they hope to change that.

“There is more that can be done, there is more that
needs to be done. We are just a single drop in the
ocean... small, small drops will make a big effect,”
Matee said.

They are trying to break into the affordable hous-
ing market by designing a block that can replace or
complement bricks, mortar and other standard build-
ing materials. A prototype is in the works, with plans
to build a model home by the end of the year. “We
want to be the leaders in alternative building prod-
ucts. Our first area of attack is plastic,” Matee said.
Her trailblazing work has attracted accolades, and
earned another boost earlier this year after she
designed a custom gavel for a major UN environment
summit where the plastic trash crisis topped the
agenda.

Gjenge Makers has also created over 100 direct
and indirect jobs through recycling plastic-helping
both livelihoods and the environment in a way Matee
says wasn’t possible working with fossil fuels. “Let’s
just say I sleep better,” she said with a grin. — AFP

ITAGUAI, Brazil: In this file photo taken on December
14, 2018, Brazil’s President-elect Jair Bolsonaro (left)
and Defense Minister General Joaquim Silva e Luna,
attend the launch ceremony of the Brazilian Riachuelo
Class Submarine at a navy base in Itaguai, Rio de
Janeiro state, Brazil. — AFP

The 30-year-old Kenyan engineer and inventor Nzambi Matee says plastic is one of the misunderstood materials.

US consumer
confidence up
WASHINGTON: Consumer confidence rose
slightly in the United States this month as
Americans’ views of the economy improved, even
as their outlook for the future grew increasingly
grim. The Conference Board reported its con-
sumer confidence index came in at 107.2 in March,
about a point and a half higher than in February
but slightly less than analysts had forecast.

Consumers’ views of the economy have suf-
fered in recent months as inflation has climbed,
but The Conference Board’s Senior Director of
Economic Indicators Lynn Franco said strong
employment growth helped boost the index
this month.

Consumers’ views of current economic condi-
tions jumped 10 points to 153, while the percent-
age saying jobs were plentiful climbed to a record
high of 57.2 percent. However consumers’ views
of future conditions fell four points to 76.6, while
23.8 percent of consumers expect business condi-
tions to worsen in the next six months, about four
percentage points higher than in February.

Expectations “weakened further with con-
sumers citing rising prices, especially at the gas
pump, and the war in Ukraine as factors,” Franco
said. The survey found 19.6 percent of consumers
described business conditions as “good,” two
percentage points higher than in February, while
the proportion describing conditions as bad
dropped three points to 22.1 percent.

However, consumer expectations for inflation a
year ahead rose markedly to 7.9 percent, while
the percentage of consumers planning to buy a
car in the next six months fell.

Mahir Rasheed of Oxford Economics said con-
sumer confidence is being supported by the
strong labor market and drop in COVID cases,
though it will face headwinds as the Federal
Reserve raises interest rates in the months ahead
to quell inflation.—AFP


