
FRANKFURT: The European Central Bank raised
interest rates again Thursday and signalled it would
“stay the course” with an identical hike next month,
even as the outlook in the eurozone brightens. The
ECB lifted its key rates half a percentage point, as
widely expected, seeking to curb soaring prices of
energy and food fuelled by Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine.

Earlier the same day, the Bank of England hiked
rates for a 10th time in a row, while America’s
Federal Reserve raised borrowing costs again
Wednesday-albeit at a slower pace. The ECB has
now raised borrowing costs three percentage
points since launching its unprecedented campaign
of monetary tightening in July. Signs are growing
the eurozone may have passed the worst of an eco-
nomic shock, with inflation slowing from a peak in
October and the single currency area eking out
growth at the end of 2022.

But making its latest rate hike, the bank said it
would “stay the course in raising interest rates sig-
nificantly at a steady pace”, repeating the same
hawkish language used after its last meeting in
December. The ECB “intends to raise interest rates
by another 50 basis points at its next monetary pol-
icy meeting in March, and it will then evaluate the
subsequent path of its monetary policy”, the state-
ment said.

‘Ground to cover’ 
With markets looking for clues about what might

happen after March, ECB president Christine
Lagarde told a press conference that the Frankfurt-
based institution still has “ground to cover” in rais-
ing rates. “We know that we are not done,” she
said, adding that the ECB’s determination to return
inflation to its two-percent target “should not be
doubted”.

While consumer price growth in the eurozone
has eased, slowing to 8.5 percent in January
according to preliminary data, it is still way above
target. Although the ECB has repeatedly stressed
its determination to fight inflation, policymakers are
walking a fine line-seeking to tighten enough but
not so much that it dramatically deepens economic
pain across Europe.

Lagarde offered relatively upbeat comments
about the 20-nation currency club’s prospects,
saying it had faced the fallout from Moscow’s inva-
sion of Ukraine and surging energy costs better
than expected.

“Overall, the economy has proved more resilient
than expected and should recover over the coming
quarters,” she said, citing improved confidence,
easing supply chain bottlenecks and stable gas
supplies.

ING economist Carsten Brzeski said that by
announcing a further hike next month, the ECB was
“opening the door to either a pause or a slower rate
hike pace beyond March”. But Andrew Kenningham,
chief Europe economist from Capital Economics,
said the bank’s statement “does not amount to a

clear change in the policy stance”, and they expect-
ed significant rate hikes in the coming months.

Thursday’s rate increase was the ECB’s fifth in a
row, taking its key rates to a range between 2.50
and 3.25 percent. It followed a half-point hike in
December, but was lower than two jumbo 75-basis-
point increases before that.

Where next? 
The recent less gloomy data have given cause for

hope that Russia’s efforts to strangle crucial gas
supplies to Europe may not trigger the deep down-
turn once feared. As Moscow slashed deliveries fol-
lowing its invasion of Ukraine, European govern-
ments rolled out relief measures to cushion con-
sumers and businesses from surging prices, and
rushed to fill up storage facilities.

Wholesale gas prices have been easing while rel-
atively mild winter weather has meant reserves have
not been used up as quickly as expected. Analysts
hope that other factors, such as easing supply chain
problems and the reopening of China’s COVID-hit
economy, are now offsetting the fallout from
Ukraine. Signs of weakness are still causing con-
cerns, however.

Europe’s top economy, Germany, unexpectedly
contracted at the end of 2022, signalling it may be
about to tip into recession. But it is expected to be
a shallow contraction, and the government has fore-
cast the economy will expand slightly over 2023 as
a whole. — AFP

Airbus, Qatar
Airways resolve
A350 dispute
DOHA: Qatar Airways and Airbus announced
Wednesday the end of a $2.5 billion dollar bat-
tle over peeling paint on passenger jets before
it became an embarrassing court case. After
months of negotiations and talks between
French and Qatari leaders, the two sides said
they were “pleased to have reached an amica-
ble and mutually agreeable settlement” over
the surface degradation that forced the
grounding of 29 A350 jets.

Experts said neither side wanted a pro-
longed court case. Qatar Airways needs jets for
its expansion plans while Airbus could not
afford to alienate one of its most important
customers. Qatar Airways had sought about
$2.5 billion in damages and penalties before a
British court where the case was due to be
heard from June.

“A repair project is now underway and both
parties look forward to getting these aircraft
safely back in the air,” they said in a statement.
The European jet builder and the fast-growing
Gulf airline said that the details of their accord
would remain “confidential” and that “the set-
tlement agreement is not an admission of liabil-
ity for either party.”

“This agreement will enable Qatar Airways
and Airbus to move forward and work together
as partners,” they added. Qatar grounded the
jets in 2021 after paint started peeling on the
exterior of some of its long-haul wide-body
A350 planes. Its regulator said there could be
a threat to the jet’s lightning protection.

While Airbus acknowledged the paint prob-
lem, the company and the European Aviation
Safety Agency (EASA) said there was no threat
to airworthiness. Qatar Airways launched a
legal battle and refused to take deliveries of
more of the models. In retaliation, Airbus can-
celled the sale of 19 A350 jets and 50 A321
medium-haul planes.

An Airbus spokesman told AFP the latest
agreement meant that the orders, worth more
than $14 billion at list prices, had been re-
established. “This is obviously a beneficial out-
come for both parties,” said Michel Merluzeau,
a director of aerospace and defence analysis at
the AIR consultancy.

He said it would be difficult for Qatar
Airways “to decide that they don’t want to
trade with Airbus”, particularly with high pro-
file problems at its US rival Boeing. The state-
owned airline has launched a multibillion-dollar
expansion of its operations and its Hamad
International Airport base.

“It would mean postponing new routes, and
the A321-neo is integral to Qatar Airways’
planning for new routes from Doha,”
Merluzeau said. “Airbus could not afford to
alienate an important client like Qatar
Airways.” While the pain was a “significant
concern” for Qatar Airways, he added, the avi-
ation industry in general felt that “it was not a
particular safety-of-flight issue”. Qatar
Airways and Airbus started serious reconcilia-
tion talks last year, and in October the plane
maker held a breakthrough technical meeting
with the Qatari regulator. —AFP
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FRANKFURT: European Central Bank (ECB) President
Christine Lagarde addresses a press conference on the
eurozone’s monetary policy in Frankfurt am Main,
western Germany on February 2, 2023. — AFP

Bank of England hikes rates for a 10th time in a row

ECB hikes rates, vows more in March

Iraq, Saudi seek 
to boost economic 
cooperation
BAGHDAD: Iraq’s foreign minister on Thursday
called for more economic cooperation with Saudi
Arabia, namely in investment and electricity, during
a visit to Baghdad by his Saudi counterpart. Fuad
Hussein made no mention of resuming talks
between Saudi Arabia and arch-rival Iran-previous-
ly mediated by Iraq-during a joint press conference.

“This important visit comes at a time marked by
great challenges, so it is essential to talk and discuss
these challenges which affect the region as a
whole,” Hussein said, alongside Saudi Foreign
Minister Prince Faisal bin Farhan.

Hussein hailed “total cooperation” with Saudi
Arabia on oil, particularly within the OPEC cartel.
Iraq’s foreign minister said Riyadh was ready to
back Saudi companies investing in Iraq, and wel-
comed it. “We hope Iraq will be supplied with elec-
tricity, either via the Saudi network or that in the
Gulf,” he said.

Citing “positive economic development” in Iraq,
Prince Faisal said this created opportunities for
cooperation between the two countries’ private
sectors. Despite being oil-rich, Iraq suffers from
crumbling infrastructure and public services, after
decades of conflict and endemic corruption.

Baghdad is currently heavily dependent on
neighbouring Iran for its electricity and gas, and has
sought to diversify its energy sources. Arch-rivals
Iran and Saudi Arabia back opposing sides in vari-
ous conflicts in the region, including in Yemen.

Baghdad has taken a role as a mediator between
the regional rivals, after diplomatic relations
between Riyadh and Tehran froze in 2016. Since
April 2021, Iraq has hosted a series of meetings

between the two sides, but no talks have been pub-
licly announced since April 2022.

Meanwhile, Iraq admitted Thursday it had differ-
ences with France’s TotalEnergies over a $10-billion
contract, including over the distribution of invest-
ments, but expressed hope they can be resolved
through talks.

“We have given ourselves time to continue the
dialogue and reach a satisfactory solution for the
parties involved regarding certain points of con-
tention, including the percentage of participation in
the project,” oil ministry spokesman Assem Jihad
told reporters.

A senior Iraqi government official, who spoke to
AFP on condition of anonymity because of the sen-
sitivity of the subject, said TotalEnergies was
“unhappy and had decided to withdraw from Iraq”,
without providing further details. Contacted by AFP,
TotalEnergies declined to comment.

The French energy giant had signed the $10-bil-
lion contract with Iraq in September 2021, but the
partnership has struggled to materialise amid

reported signs of discord between the two sides.
The oil ministry spokesman Jihad told AFP that the
Iraqi authorities had hoped for a 40 percent share
in the investment, against 60 percent for
TotalEnergies.

A source at the ministry said the French compa-
ny wanted Iraq to have a smaller stake. “There is a
temporary delay that could extend for several
months,” Jihad said in reference to the negotiations.
“The government and the ministry are in favour of
continuing the agreement.

“As for the information that some employees are
withdrawing, you can ask Total,” he added. The
$10-billion contract covers the construction of oil
and gas processing facilities with the capacity for
electricity production, along with a one-gigawatt
photovoltaic power plant.

The tensions arose days after Iraqi Prime
Minister Mohamed Shia al-Sudani made his first
visit to Paris last week, during which he signed a
“strategic partnership treaty” with French President
Emmanuel Macron. — AFP

Big Tech earnings 
expected as Meta 
shares skyrocket
SAN FRANCISCO: Tech giants Google, Apple
and Amazon will report their latest results on
Thursday as shares in Meta skyrocketed after the
Facebook owner posted a smaller-than-expected
slump in sales for 2022.

The results of the world’s biggest tech compa-
nies follow several weeks of unprecedented layoff
rounds in the usually unassailable sector amid pes-
simism about the economic outlook. The souring
mood followed a long spell of outsized growth dur-
ing the peak COVID-19 period when consumers
went online for work, shopping and entertainment.

Meta as expected on Wednesday said sales fell
last year, the first time that occurred on an annual
basis since the company went public in 2012. The
social media giant said sales dropped one percent
to $116.6 billion, while it also announced that the
number of daily users on Facebook hit two billion
for the first time.

But CEO and founder Mark Zuckerberg said he
was upbeat about the future, pointing to the suc-
cess of short videos and better delivery of ads after
Apple made targeting users harder on the iPhone.
He also assured investors that Meta would take
bolder decisions and run a much nimbler operation,
hinting at more layoffs. Shares in Meta jumped as
much as 25 percent on Thursday, setting the bar

high for the earnings announcements by the other
tech giants after markets closed later in the day.

Following in Meta’s wake, Google’s parent
company is expected to also announce a slump in
ad sales, which would be only the second quarter-
ly fall in since the search engine giant went public
in 2004.

Google, which has long seen itself as an innova-
tion leader, was caught off guard by the sudden rise
of user-friendly AI apps such as ChatGPT, which is
seen as a potential rival to Google’s all-powerful
search engine.

CEO Sundar Pichai last month announced a plan
to lay off 12,000 people in order to reverse pan-
demic over-hiring and focus on new areas, especial-
ly artificial intelligence.

Apple is the only tech giant that has yet to
announce major layoffs in recent weeks and
investors will be taking a hard look at how its sales
have been affected by China’s zero-Covid policy
that was only recently lifted.

China remains the key manufacturing hub for
iPhones and the drastic restrictions adversely
affected Apple’s ability to export the iPhone 14 dur-
ing the key holiday season. Apple, the world’s
biggest company in terms of market value, will also
be burdened by a drop in smartphone sales world-
wide, its key driver for profits.

According to the International Data Corporation,
worldwide smartphone shipments declined 18.3 per-
cent year-on-year to 300.3 million units in the
fourth quarter of 2022. Amazon is also expected to
report a hit to sales after the company announced a
round of layoffs to correct for a hiring binge during
the pandemic when business growth ramped up.

Last month, the company said it would let go more
than 18,000 employees after the workforce swelled
by 800,000 employees during the peak years of the
pandemic period. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Iraq’s Prime Minister Mohammed Shia al-Sudani (L) meeting with Saudi Foreign Minister Faisal bin
Farhan in Baghdad on February 2, 2023. —AFP

TOULOUSE: File photo taken on January 12, 2023 a
smartphone and a computer screen display the logos
of the Instagram, Facebook, WhatsApp and their par-
ent company Meta. —AFP


