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Spain’s rail competition heats 
up with new high-speed entrant

Arrival of third operator a ‘historical step’ and ‘novel’ in Europe

UK’s Compass  
sees annual 
profits triple 
 
LONDON: Britain’s Compass, the world’s largest 
caterer, on Monday said annual profits had tripled 
as companies switched to outsourcing meals in the 
face of soaring inflation and energy costs. 

Profit after tax jumped to £1.1 billion ($1.3 billion) 
last year also on easing pandemic curbs, Compass 
said in an earnings statement. That compared with a 
net profit of £357 million in 2021. Revenues surged 
almost 43 percent to £25.5 billion, as more compa-
nies decided to outsource their catering needs for 
the first time. 

“The group’s performance surpassed our expec-

tations,” said chief executive Dominic Blakemore, 
citing “strong” growth in new business. “Our clients 
are continuing to face operational complexities and 
inflationary pressures, which are driving increased 
outsourcing.” 

Compass has emerged “as a stronger and more 
resilient business” in the wake of the COVID pan-
demic, he added. With global inflation at the highest 
levels in decades on soaring energy and food bills, 
companies are attempting to save cash by out-
sourcing to contractors. 

But Blakemore also cautioned over the “uncer-
tain” economic outlook with the UK economy cur-
rently mired in a recession, according to the gov-
ernment. Yet Compass forecast that underlying 
operating profit would grow by more than 20 per-
cent next year. Its share price sank by about three 
percent in morning deals on London’s falling stock 
market as many investors opted to take profits from 
recent gains. — AFP 

Thai economy sees  
growth boosted by  
tourism revival 
 
BANGKOK: Thailand’s economy enjoyed healthy 
expansion in the third quarter, officials said Monday, 
with the return of international tourists helping to off-
set persistently high inflation. Southeast Asia’s second-
largest economy was battered by the pandemic, but 
the kingdom’s reopening earlier this year saw the serv-
ice sector record an 87 percent year-on-year increase, 
official data showed. 

Thailand’s National Economic and Social 
Development Council (NESDC) recorded a 4.5 per-
cent year-on-year rise in gross domestic product in 
July-September, projecting this year’s overall growth 
at 3.2 percent while forecasting 3.0/4.0 percent for 
2023. “The service sector continues to grow due to 
tourism re-opening earlier in the year,” said Danucha 

Pichayanan, NESDC secretary-general, adding private 
consumption increased nine percent. 

Thailand expects to generate around 570 billion 
baht ($15.8 billion) in tourism revenue this year, offi-
cials said, after welcoming some 10.2 million visitors 
since reopening-still down from the roughly 40 million 
pre-pandemic. But Danucha said the signs of recovery 
were there, with the kingdom pinning hopes on China’s 
potential relaxation of its strict COVID travel rules. 

“We believe that China is likely to relax travelling 
restrictions in the second half of next year,” he said. 
Chinese visitors had made up a huge part of the 
kingdom’s tourism economy and accounted for some 
28 percent of all arrivals, according to Bloomberg. 
Officials said they anticipated roughly 23 million 
tourists in 2023, predicting 1.2 trillion baht in gener-
ated revenue. However, the country-like many oth-
ers-is still facing stubbornly high inflation, sitting just 
below six percent but off 14-year highs touched 
recently. “Inflation, the hike in interest rates and con-
flicts which have affected the energy prices remain 
factors that are impacting several  countries,” 
Danucha noted. — AFP 

Disney boots CEO,  
brings back Bob Iger  
to lead company 
 
NEW YORK: Disney ousted chief executive Bob 
Chapek on Sunday and announced that it had brought 
back former CEO Bob Iger to once again take the 
reins. The change, a dramatic turn of events for one of 
the largest media conglomerates in the world, was 
effective immediately, Disney said in a statement. 

“We thank Bob Chapek for his service to Disney 
over his long career,” Susan Arnold, chair of Disney’s 
board, said. The board of directors decided that as the 
company “embarks on an increasingly complex period 
of industry transformation, Bob Iger is uniquely situat-
ed to lead.” 

Chapek spent two years as CEO, a period that saw 
Wall Street concerned about rising expenses at the 
company. Disney’s stock has fallen 41 percent this year. 
Iger, who previously served as Disney’s CEO for 15 
years, increasing the company’s market capitalization 
five-fold during that period, has pledged to return as 
CEO for at least two years, the statement said. 

Iger, now 71, had promoted Chapek as his replace-
ment in 2020 but the relationship soured and by early 
this year the two rarely spoke. “I am deeply honored to 
be asked to again lead this remarkable team... through 
unrivaled, bold storytelling,” Iger said. 

Under Iger’s leadership, Disney acquired Pixar, 
Marvel, Lucasfilm and 21st Century Fox. It also opened 
its first theme park in China-the Shanghai Disney 
Resort-and launched the Disney+ and ESPN+ 
streaming services. Chapek upset many of Disney’s 
200,000 employees earlier this year with how he han-
dled the “Don’t Say Gay” law in Florida, where a 
Disney theme park is located. The law bars public 
schools from teaching learners in kindergarten through 
third grade about sexual orientation or gender identity. 
Chapek remained silent on the issue until pressure 
grew among Disney’s employees. 

The scandal prompted Florida to end Disney’s self-
governing status in its Orlando theme park, which 
comes into effect in June 2023. As recently as June, 
Disney’s board had signaled that it still supported 
Chapek, offering him a contract extension of three 
more years. 

Chapek oversaw a marked increase in Disney’s total 
revenue to $28.7 billion for the fiscal year, which ended 
October 1, 2022. But costs were also rising sharply and 
Chapek last week announced company-wide cost-
cutting measures and said layoffs were likely. 

After dealing with major challenges caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic at the company, Chapek hit 
speedbumps in ramping up Disney’s streaming serv-
ices. Earlier this month, he reported an increase of 
12.1 million subscribers to Disney+ — bringing its 
global total to 164.2 million. Disney’s Hulu and 
ESPN+ also added one million and 1.5 million sub-
scribers, respectively.—AFP 

BANGKOK: In this file photo taken on September 2, 2022 a market vendor speaks to a customer in Bangkok. Thailand’s 
economy grew 4.5 percent in the third quarter, officials said November 21, with the return of international tourists help-
ing to offset persistently high inflation. — AFP 
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S African power  
supplier runs out  
of cash for diesel 
 
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s government was 
scrambling on Monday to find money to buy diesel and 
avoid severe nationwide power cuts, after the country’s 
power utility said it had run out funds for the fuel. 
Minister for public enterprises Pravin Gordhan, held an 
urgent meeting with the board of state-owned energy 
firm Eskom on Sunday evening amid “serious concerns” 
over the situation, the ministry said in a statement. 

“The (ministry) is urgently working with National 
Treasury and Eskom for it to find the money to buy 
supplies of diesel,” the statement read. Eskom on 
Monday said it has run out of funds to replenish diesel 
reserves for the financial year ending on March 31, 
2023, raising the spectre of months of severe outages. 
“The little stock we have is being preserved carefully 
for dire emergencies,” spokesman Sikonathi 
Mantshantsha told AFP. 

Scheduled blackouts, have burdened Africa’s most 
industrialized economy for years with Eskom failing to 
keep pace with demand and maintain its ageing coal-
power infrastructure. The outages reached new 
extremes this year, forcing the cash-strapped firm to 
burn more diesel than it could afford to make up for 
supply shortages, according to Eskom’s Chief Operating 
Officer Jan Oberholzer. 

“We do not have money to burn diesel anymore,” 
Oberholzer said last week. The company has spent more 
than 12 billion rand ($690 million) on fuel so far this 
year. Some municipalities were not paying for the elec-
tricity they consumed, adding to the firm’s financial 
woes, he said. Eskom is struggling under a 400-billion-
rand debt - half of which the government has pledged to 
take on. Blackouts are costing the country hundreds of 
millions of dollars in lost output, disrupting commerce 
and industry. 

They have also angered the population, with lights 
going off every day, several times a day, sometimes for a 
few hours. In affluent neighborhoods, outages are met 
by the hum of power generators but in poorer areas 
residents have little alternative but to wait in the dark. 
On Monday the opposition Democratic Alliance  party 
called on the government to declare a “ring-fenced 
state of disaster” on the power utility “to allow for an 
emergency reprioritisation of resources”, adding the 
grid faced a “real risk of collapse”.— AFP  

MADRID: Spain’s high-speed rail market is heating 
up with a new operator starting passenger services 
on Friday, making the country the first in Europe 
with three players in the sector. The newcomers 
have pushed down prices and increased traffic on 
the high-speed network, which at around 4,000 km 
is the world’s second longest after China’s. Spain, a 
nation of around 47 million people, is the world’s 
second most popular tourist destination after France. 

Private operator Iryo, which is 45 percent owned 
by Italy’s Trenitalia, made an inaugural trip on 
Monday from Madrid to Valencia on Spain’s 
Mediterranean coast. It will begin passenger servic-
es on Friday with 16 daily return trips between 
Madrid and Barcelona, Spain’s two largest cities, 
500 km apart. Iryo will compete with French railway 
company SNCF’s firm in the country, Ouigo, which 
has been operating since May 2021 and Spanish 
state-owned rail operator Renfe, which opened its 
first high-speed service in 1992. 

The arrival of a third operator is a “historical 
step” and “novel” in Europe, said Carlos Lerida, a 
rail transport expert at the Autonomous University 
of Madrid. “Until now no high-speed rail network 
has operated with three competitors. Spain could 
serve as a model,” he told AFP. Iryo, which is kicking 
off its operations in Spain with 20 trains, will in mid-
December expand its services to include a Madrid-
Valencia route. 

In March 2023 it will start running trains from 
Madrid to Seville and Malaga in the southwestern 
region of Andalusia. Ouigo already operates trains 
along the Madrid-Barcelona and Madrid-Valencia 
routes and plans to start services to the 
Mediterranean port of Alicante as well as Andalusia 
next year. Spain’s state rail infrastructure operator 
Adif in 2019 granted contracts allowing the firms to 
operate on these routes for 10 years. 

Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez’s govern-
ment is keen to lower ticket prices for bullet trains to 
make greater use of the high-speed rail network. 
Transport Minister Raquel Sanchez said Monday 
that she wants to extend competition to other high-
speed routes such as from Madrid to the northwest-

ern region of Galicia as well as to the northern 
region of Asturias. 

Last month she said greater competition will 
“democratize high-speed” rail travel and called 
Spain’s model for the sector “revolutionary”. Renfe 
responded to the arrival of Ouigo in May 2021 with 
the launch of a low-cost bullet train service called 

Avlo. The company has also renewed its fleet of 
trains and improved the service it offers passengers 
on their journeys. Renfe has a seat sale offering the 
trip between Madrid and Barcelona for as little as 
seven euros. 

“We see the arrival of competition as an opportunity 
not as a problem,” a Renfe spokesman said. Average 

prices for tickets on high-speed trains between Madrid 
and Barcelona have dropped by 25 percent since Ouigo 
started operating last year, according to Spain’s compe-
tition watchdog CNMC. 

Passenger traffic on the route has jumped by 47 per-
cent and is up by 14 percent along Spain’s entire rail 
network since May 2021, according to Adif. — AFP 

MADRID: Low-cost train Iryo is pictured on the day of its inaugural trip at Chamartin train station on Nov 21, 2022. — AFP  


