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LONDON:  Millions of Britons are skipping meals in 
current the cost-of-living crisis, a consumer group 
warned Thursday, having already forecast that many 
risk fuel poverty after the UK curbed its energy price 
freeze. The news came after data showed UK inflation 
jumped back above 10 percent in September on ram-
pant food prices, as economic troubles pile up for 
beleaguered Conservative Prime Minister Liz Truss, 
who was forced to resign on Thursday. 

 Half of UK households are cutting back on the 
number of meals, consumer group Which? said citing 
a survey of 3,000 people. A similar proportion are 
finding it harder to eat healthily compared with 
before the crisis, while almost 80 percent are finding 
it difficult financially. 

“The devastating impact of the cost-of-living crisis 
is, worryingly, leading to millions of people skipping 
meals or struggling to put healthy meals on the table,” 
said Sue Davies, head of food policy at Which?. 

Separately, the consumer group stated Wednesday 
that the UK government’s decision this week to curb 
its energy price freeze would leave millions unable to 
adequately heat their homes. In a series of humiliating 
budget U-turns, new finance minister Jeremy Hunt 
announced Monday that he would pull the plug on 
the flagship energy price freeze in April instead of 
late 2024. 

“The government’s decision to end universal ener-

gy support in April risks throwing millions of house-
holds across the country-not just the most financially 
vulnerable-into fuel poverty,” warned Rocio Concha, 
head of policy and advocacy at Which?. “The govern-
ment must clarify how they will support those strug-
gling to make ends meet beyond the spring and 
ensure that as energy prices remain incredibly high, 
consumers are not left out in the cold.” 

The price freeze was aimed at protecting con-
sumers from sky-high domestic fuel costs, which have 
rocketed on key energy producer Russia’s war on 
Ukraine. Britain has meanwhile been blighted by 
strikes this year, as workers protest over wages that 
has failed to keep pace with runaway inflation. 

The retail prices index-an inflation measure which 
includes mortgage interest payments and is used by 
trade unions and employers when negotiating wage 
increases - leapt to 12.6 percent in September from 
12.3 percent in August, data showed Wednesday. 
Frances O’Grady, general secretary of umbrella 
grouping the Trades Union Congress (TUC), demand-
ed this week that Truss step down. 

“I have a message for Liz Truss: Working people 
are proud of the jobs we do. We work hard. We work 
the longest hours in Europe,” she told the TUC’s annu-
al gathering in the English seaside resort of Brighton. 
“Yet thanks to your party’s 12 years in government, 
millions are struggling to make ends meet.” —AFP
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Spain minister says  
EU energy crisis  
measures too ‘timid’ 

 
MADRID: The EU’s proposals to rein in soaring 
energy prices are too “timid” and could lead to a 
“breakdown in confidence” in European institu-
tions, Spain’s Energy Minister Teresa Ribera said 
Wednesday during an interview with AFP on the 
eve of an EU leaders summit. Energy prices and 
inflation have surged across the 27-nation 
European Union as Moscow slashed gas sup-
plies apparently in response to EU sanctions 
over Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February. 

As winter approaches, the European 
Commission, the EU’s executive arm, has been 
under intense pressure to tackle soaring heating 
bills for household and businesses. On Tuesday it 
unveiled its latest proposals which put the 
emphasis on joint purchasing among EU coun-
tries in order to better command lower prices to 
refill gas reserves. “The proposals are, in my 
view, still too timid: we are still missing concrete 
measures regarding the vast majority of sub-
jects,” Ribera said. 

While there has been a “real effort” to tackle 
the energy crisis over the past year, it is “frus-
trating to see” that “Europe’s reaction in the face 
of this challenge is slow and laboured,” she 
added. Spain, the fourth largest eurozone econo-
my, has been one of the loudest voices within the 
bloc calling for a vigorous reform of the EU’s 
energy market. The commission’s latest plan-
which will be taken up at a two-day summit of EU 
leaders which begins Thursday in Brussels-does 
not include an immediate gas price cap. 

A large group of EU countries, led by Italy, 
have pushed hard for some form of price cap, 
which is opposed by Germany which fears scar-
ing off alternative suppliers that have stepped in 
to replace Russia as the bloc’s main source of 
gas. “I think it is important to go a bit faster on 
this issue,” Ribera said. “We shouldn’t have to 
ask the Commission four times the same thing to 
have a proposal. But I trust that the Commission 
will speed up and make the proposals. It would 
be risky not to take the decisions in time.” 

 
‘Tough situation’  

The skyrocketing energy prices have fuelled 
large protests in several European nations against 
rising inflation and to demand higher wages. “The 
energy crisis causes a tough situation for families 
and for the productive fabric. If we do not 
respond quickly enough, there may be a break-
down of confidence in the European institutions,” 
Ribera said. “The current situation is a very 
important stress test for Europe,” she added. 

Ribera said she was “moderately”“optimistic 
that Spain will be able to convince France to lift 
its opposition to the construction of a new gas 
pipeline across the Pyrenees mountains. With 
Russia withholding gas deliveries to most of 
Europe in reaction to sanctions over its invasion 
of Ukraine, there has been a resurgence of inter-
est-especially from Germany-in a link to bring in 
much-needed supplies from Spain to the rest of 
the continent. Plans for such a pipeline, known as 
MidCat, emerged a decade ago but were 
dropped in 2019 over regulatory and funding 
issues. —AFP 

LONDON: The UK’s Office for National Statistics said its estimates suggest that inflation would have last been higher 
‘sometime around 1982.’ — AFP

French oil  
refinery strikes  
begin to ease 

 
PARIS: After three weeks of blockades, strikes at 
sites owned by French oil giant TotalEnergies were 
starting to ease on Wednesday, although uncertainty 
remains over fuel supply as the country heads into 
the autumn holiday break. In recent weeks several of 
France’s seven refineries and one fuel depot were 
out of action as striking members of the hard-left 
CGT union rejected a pay offer from the hydrocar-
bon industry leader that other unions accepted. 

But on Wednesday the CGT said the strike at the 
Donges refinery in the west of the country was sus-
pended, as well as at two other oil sites in France, 
one in the north and one in the south. Prime Minister 
Elisabeth Borne said the situation “continues to 
improve markedly”. The blockades will continue at 
the Normandy and the Rhone sites. Strike action at 
two Esso-ExxonMobil refineries ended last week, 
after a pay deal between management and moderate 
unions which represent a majority of workers. “We 
hope that management will heed the demands of the 
strikers in order to bring this conflict to an end,” 
Benjamin Tange of the CGT union told AFP. 

The CGT had announced on Wednesday morning 
that it had proposed a “protocol for ending the con-
f l ict” to the management of  TotalEnergies. 
According to the union, the proposal was rejected 
by management, a statement not confirmed by the 
company when questioned by AFP. 

The union proposal called for “negotiations on 
employment and investment” as well as guarantees 

that those who went out on strike would not be pun-
ished. The CGT-which launched the industrial action 
three weeks ago-has been pushing for a 10-percent 
pay rise for staff at TotalEnergies, retroactive to the 
start of this year. It says the French group can more 
than afford it, citing TotalEnergies’ net profit of $5.7 
billion in the April-June period as energy prices 
soared with the war in Ukraine, and its payout of 
billions of euros in dividends to shareholders. 

But the strike action has forced many filling sta-
tions to close and had a knock-on effect across all 
sectors of the economy. Faced with the fuel short-
ages, many people have started to cancel holidays 

ahead of the upcoming school break, which has been 
impacting on an anticipated boost for the country’s 
tourism sector. 

Energy Transit ion Minister Agnes Pannier-
Runacher said the government is “doing everything 
so that people can go on a peaceful vacation”. 

Some 20 percent of service stations were still 
short of petrol or diesel on Wednesday, according 
to the health ministry. To try and ease the shortage, 
the government has used requisitioning powers to 
force some strikers back to open fuel depots-a 
move that has infuriated unions but been upheld in 
the courts.  —AFP

BMW to invest  
$1.7bn in EV  
production in US 

 
BERLIN: German carmaker BMW said Wednesday 
it will invest $1.7 billion in the production of electric 
vehicles in the United States. The plan includes $1 bil-
lion towards expanding the company’s Spartanburg 
US manufacturing plant and $700 million for a new 
battery assembly facility, BMW said in a statement. 
“The BMW group continues the roll-out of its elec-
tromobility plan with a new investment in the US,” the 
company said. The Spartanburg plant in South 
Carolina is already BMW’s biggest factory, producing 
1,500 BMW X vehicles a day. The new high-voltage 
battery assembly facility will be located in Woodruff, 
South Carolina, BMW said. 

The German group has also signed an agreement 
with Chinese battery manufacturer Envision AESC, 
which will “build a new battery cell factory in South 
Carolina” with an annual capacity of up to 30 GWh. 

The group plans to produce at least six fully elec-
tric BMW X models at the Spartanburg plant by 
2030. The aim is for the factory to become “a major 
driver for our electrification strategy”, said Oliver 
Zipse, chair of BMW’s management board. The move 
is part of a shift towards electrification at BMW and 
in the German car industry as a whole. BMW already 
sells the i3 model but it has nonetheless lost market 
share to Tesla. The German luxury brand is aiming to 
have two million electric vehicles on the road by 
2025, promising 13 new electric models and a revamp 
of its Mini series. 

However, the new investment comes amid tensions 
over President Joe Biden’s landmark “Inflation 
Reduction Act”, which includes tax breaks for US-
made electric cars and batteries. European Union offi-
cials have said the policy could put e-cars made else-
where at an unfair disadvantage. German Economy 
Minister Robert Habeck on Wednesday warned that the 
US plans “must not destroy the level playing field 
between our two economies” and called for “a strong 

answer from the European side”. Speaking after talks 
with his French counterpart Bruno Le Maire, Habeck 
said companies were being “drawn away from Europe 
to the United States because of the strong subsidies 
paid”. The US is also an attractive potential production 
base for German manufacturers struggling with soaring 
energy costs in the fallout from Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine. Gas prices remain low in the United States 
thanks to abundant domestic production. —AFP

PARIS: After three weeks of blockades, strikes at sites owned by French oil giant TotalEnergies were starting to ease on 
Thursday. —AFP

BERLIN: German carmaker BMW said it will invest $1.7 billion in the production of electric vehicles in the United States.

US economic outlook  
‘pessimistic:’ Fed 

 
WASHINGTON: Economic prospects are 
becoming “more pessimistic” in the United 
States on growing worries of weaker demand, 
the Federal Reserve said in a report Wednesday, 
citing heightened inflation and rising interest 
rates. The Fed’s latest “beige book” survey of 
economic conditions comes on the back of its 
aggressive interest rate hikes to cool surging 
consumer prices, all while trying to avoid tipping 

the world’s biggest economy into a recession. 
Economic activity has been sluggish in many 

areas in the United States, with “slowing or weak 
demand” due to higher interest rates, inflation 
and supply disruptions, the report said. 

The central bank has hiked the benchmark 
lending rate five times this year for a total of 
three percentage points, saying that more 
increases are on the way. 

“Recession fears” have also spread in several 
districts, said the report, which surveys firms and 
other contacts throughout the Fed’s 12 districts. 
Households have been grappling with soaring 
costs worsened by supply chain snarls, snap 

lockdowns in China and rocketing energy prices 
sparked by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. And 
consumer prices remain elevated, fueling expec-
tations of a further rate hike by the Fed at its 
policy meeting next month. 

For now, retail spending has been relatively 
flat with consumers spending more on essentials, 
said the report on Wednesday. Auto dealers also 
saw slower sales due to limited inventories, high-
er vehicle costs, as well as rising interest rates. 

While manufacturing generally held steady as 
supply chain disruptions eased, some districts 
reported a “cooling in labor demand” with firms 
hesitant to add to payrolls as worries of a down-

turn intensified. 
The IMF said this month that major 

economies including the US will continue to stall, 
pegging US growth this year at 1.6 percent. 
Although price growth remained elevated, the 
Fed’s report said Wednesday, “some easing” has 
been seen, with declines in commodity, fuel and 
freight costs. 

“Looking ahead, expectations were for 
price increases to generally moderate,” the 
report said. 

Commercial real estate slowed in construction 
and sales too, with scattered reports of declining 
property prices.  —AFP


