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ZHARREZ: The people of Zharrez in central Albania 
live amid a stinking apocalyptic landscape of leaking 
oil wells and rusting storage tanks, the soil blackened 
from spills of crude that seep into their water. “We all 
have health problems,” said Milita Vrapi, one of 
2,000 villagers who live cheek by jowl with the 
Balkan nation’s largely unregulated oil industry. 

“The air is very heavy. I often feel dizzy and nau-
seous with headaches and persistent fatigue,” she 
said the 49-year-old mother as a ramshackle rig 
wheezed into life only four metres from her home. 
The water is undrinkable and the vegetables in her 
garden no longer grow, she said. 

Abandoned wells and storage tanks and rusted 
and leaking pipelines litter the oil-rich Patos-Marinza 
area, where swamps and little lakes of black crude 
scar the landscape. Much of the equipment in the oil 
fields has not been maintained for nearly three 
decades. 

 
Stinking air  

“Black gold has brought millions of dollars out of 
the ground, but local residents have hardly benefited 
from it,” said villager Marsilin Senka, while clutching 
his two-month-old baby, who has acute bronchitis. 
The air stinks from old wells that have been left open 
and crude left to rot in crumbling tanks and open-air 
pits. In summer some locals say it is unbreathable. 

Zharrez alone has around a dozen wells run by 
state-owned Albpetrol-most half a century old-just a 
stone’s throw from homes. Others in the area are 
operated by the Chinese Bankers Petroleum group. 

“Pollution is not a priority for the oil companies,” 
Senka added. “More than 18,000 square metres are 
heavily polluted by crude oil because infrastructure 
has been left abandoned for more than 25 years, with 
harmful effects on the environment and the health of 
the inhabitants,” said Qani Rredhi, the head of the vil-
lage’s environmental group. 

Even human rights groups have condemned the 

situation, with the Albanian Helsinki Committee say-
ing in its latest report that “the proximity of residen-
tial areas and greenhouses to oil fields and old wells... 
and the lack of safety and rehabilitation measures are 
of great concern.” 

 
Illness  

Locals say the oil fields may be responsible for 
myriad health problems affecting residents. “The 
number of inhabitants who complain of respiratory 
problems, high concentrations of carbon dioxide in 
the blood or who suffer from illnesses linked to 
industrial activities is very high,” said Adriatik 
Golemi, another local environmentalist. Under the 
communist dictatorship of Enver Hoxha people were 
mostly prevented from living in the area. 

But following the fall of his regime, authorities 
tolerated the return of small numbers of impover-
ished residents and others settling in the area. 
Environmental groups have also linked the pollu-
tion to cancers which have claimed the lives of sev-
eral locals. 

However, Fatjon Shehu-the head of the village 
health centre-said it was difficult to establish a link in 
the absence of proper studies, especially with the 
rise in respiratory illness caused by COVID-19. 
Beyond the health problems, locals also complain 
about the risk of injury or death from accidents con-
nected to the industry. 

 
Drownings  

“Three years ago, a woman drowned in an oil pit 
while going after her chickens,” Golemi told AFP, 
saying the village has at least five similar areas where 
oil is stored in pits. There have also been “cases of 
livestock and birds drowning in the oil”, added Redhi, 
who also complained of the “strong gas fumes” 
spewing from abandoned wells. 

Despite the damage the oil industry causes, 
Albania only produces 4.6 million barrels of crude a 

year, which is used to make bitumen for roads. It 
does however have large reserves estimated at nearly 
three billion barrels, although it has has to import all 
its petrol since its only refinery was closed in 2019. 

Shell has since announced a “significant discovery 
of light crude” at Shpirag in southern Albania. The 
country’s Ministry of Energy said the authorities 
were determined to solve the environmental prob-
lems posed by the oil industry. “The companies 
working in the Patos-Marinza oil fields are putting in 
place action plans for the rehabilitation of all the 

dilapidated infrastructure,” told AFP. But locals want 
action now. Artemisa Vrapi, Milita’s 16-year-old 
daughter, said the situation was unacceptable. 

“We should not only think about the economy and 
the extraction of oil, but about saving lives, saving 
our environment and our planet,” Vrapi told AFP. 
Meanwhile, the rickety rig next to their home has 
been broken down for a week and oil worker Kadri 
Shahu, 58, is trying to repair it. Without performance 
bonuses, his 540-euro-a-month salary is not enough 
to feed his family of six. —AFP

The black hell of Albania’s ageing  
oil fields and rusting storage tanks

Black gold has brought millions of dollars, but local residents have hardly benefited

ZHARREZ: Workers work on an old oil well in the village of Zharrez, near the city of Fier, about 120 km south of Tirana. 
More than 18 thousand square meters of land are contaminated with crude oil in this locality, as a result of the abandon-
ment and degradation of the old oil infrastructure.  —AFP

Stocks slide  
on returning  
recession fears 

 
LONDON: Stock markets mostly slid and other 
major assets including the dollar and oil weak-
ened Thursday after disappointing US data 
renewed worries about possible global reces-
sion this year. 

The optimism that flowed through trading 
floors since the start of the year has taken a 
knock this week, hit in large part by weak US 
economic data and earnings. 

The downbeat mood offset hopes that China’s 
economy would enjoy a strong recovery this 
year as it moves away from its zero-COVID pol-
icy. “An overnight sell-off in the US has soured 
sentiment,” noted AJ Bell investment director 
Russ Mould. 

“Weak US retail sales suggested consumers’ 
resilience may have been pushed beyond break-

ing point.” Mould added that Microsoft’s plan to 
slash 10,000 jobs “and a series of weak earn-
ings reports also didn’t help the market’s mood”. 

European Central Bank chief Christine 
Lagarde on Thursday insisted that the eurozone 
economy would fare “a lot better” this year than 
initially feared. The economic “news has become 
much more positive in the last few weeks”, 
Lagarde told an audience at the World 
Economic Forum in Davos. 

Elsewhere, the New Zealand dollar and coun-
try’s stock market suffered minor losses after 
Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s shock 
announcement that she would step down next 
month, saying she no longer has “enough in the 
tank”. Expectations that US interest rates would 
not rise as much as previously feared weighed 
on the US dollar. The yen bounced back strong-
ly after Wednesday’s slump that had been trig-
gered by a Bank of Japan decision not to tweak 
monetary policy. 

Several Federal Reserve officials have warned 
that the US central bank would continue to 
tighten its own policy until inflation is brought 
down from multi-decade highs. 

After five straight rises, Norway left its 
benchmark interest rate on hold at 2.75 percent 
Thursday, but hinted at a fresh rise in March. 

Worries about recession weighed also on oil 
prices, despite hopes for a spike in demand as 
China reopens to the world.  —AFP

KUFPEC awarded  
new exploration  
license in Norway 

 
KUWAIT: Kuwait Foreign Petroleum Exploration 
Company k.s.c.c. (KUFPEC), through its Norwegian 

subsidiary KUFPEC Norway AS, has been awarded 
the new exploration l icense PL 1174S by the 
Norwegian Ministry of Petroleum and Energy (MPE) 
as part of the exploration bid rounds known as 
Awards in Predefined Areas (APA 2022). KUFPEC 
was awarded a 20% working interest in the license 
along with Equinor, the operator, with 60% and 
Petoro 20%.  

KUFPEC CEO Mohammad Salem Al-Haimer stat-
ed that this nearfield exploration acreage has the 

potential to add production and utilize full capacity 
on Sleipner field.  

The work program, over 7 years of exploration 
phases, covers seismic reprocessing of existing Multi 
Client 3D seismic data in the first 2 years of the 
study phase and making a decision to drill or drop 
prior to entering the next 2-year phase with drilling 
and exploration well. Further, the concession agree-
ment will soon be signed between the JV partners 
and the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy (MPE).

US stocks retreat  
as BoJ decision  
weighs on yen 

 
NEW YORK: Wall Street stocks tumbled 
Wednesday as traders weighed the latest US data 
showing slowing economic activity, while the yen 
retreated after the Bank of Japan decided against 
further tweaking monetary policy. 

Major indices in New York had opened higher 
following US data showing a surprisingly big drop 
in December retail sales and a decline in wholesale 
prices. The reports added to expectations of an 
upcoming pivot by the Federal Reserve away from 
aggressive interest rate hikes, boosting sentiment. 

But stocks went negative soon after the open, 
adding to losses in the afternoon. The S&P 500 fin-
ished down 1.6 percent. “It seems like we got a little 
overbought,” said Maris Ogg of Tower Bridge 
Advisors. Sam Stovall, chief investment strategist at 
CFRA Research, said the US data had also “high-
lighted recession risks.” 

But hopes for China’s recovery continued to 
provide much-needed support, with Vice Premier 
Liu He telling the World Economic Forum that 
growth would likely rebound this year as the coun-
try reopens after zero-COVID. His comments came 
after data showed the Chinese economy expanded 
last year at its slowest pace since 1976 — exclud-
ing pandemic-hit 2020 — but still beat forecasts. 
The news added to hopes for a global recovery 
after last year’s pain caused by rising prices, inter-
est rate hikes, China’s economic woes, war in 
Ukraine and a spike in energy costs that the con-
flict sparked. 

Dollar falls against euro  
In foreign exchange, the yen pulled back 

against the dollar. Traders had been keenly 
anticipating the Bank of Japan decision after 
it last month shocked markets by announcing 
a tweak that  a l lowed i ts  t ight ly control led 
bond yields to move in a wider bracket. 

The move in December sent the yen soar-
ing, and while the bank held firm Wednesday, 
there is a growing expectation that officials 

will eventually move away from the policy of 
buying up bonds to keep yields in check. 

“Speculation will remain that it will eventu-
ally review its policy,” Takahide Kiuchi, exec-
utive economist at Nomura Research Institute 
and a former BoJ policy board member, told 
AFP. Shares in tech giant Microsoft slumped 
1 .9 percent after i t  confirmed it  would cut 
10,000 jobs due to the poor economic out-
look. —AFP

    News in brief

Norway interest rate on hold 
 
OSLO: After five straight rises, Norway went against 
the global grain Thursday in leaving its benchmark 
interest rate on hold at 2.75 percent, while hinting 
March may see a fresh rise. “The future policy rate 
path will depend on economic developments. The poli-
cy rate will most likely be raised in March,” said central 
bank governor Ida Wolden Bache. Though, in common 
with many of its neighbours, inflation is running well 
above target, Norway’s economy has shown signs of 
slowing, raising the need for a more gradual tweaking 
of rates. “We maintain our view that we will see anoth-
er 25bp rate hike in March, taking the policy rate to 
3.00 percent,” said Marius Gonsholt Hov, economist 
with Handelsbanken. “But that is also the peak, in our 
view, although risks are probably skewed to the 
upside,” Hov added. Most Norwegian economists had 
expected Thursday’s decision, although international 
counterparts had been betting on a small rise. As infla-
tion began to bare its teeth, the Norwegian central 
bank, Norges Bank, was one of the first to begin rais-
ing rates in September 2021. Its key indicator rate now 
stands at its highest level since 2009. 
 
 

Investors ready to ‘flood’ Ukraine 
 
DAVOS: The head of US private equity firm 
BlackRock said Thursday that Western investors will 
be “flooding” Ukraine post-war and the country could 
become “a beacon to the rest of the world of the pow-
er of capitalism”. Larry Fink, one of the world’s most 
influential investors, told a Ukraine-themed event in 
Davos that he estimated the country would need $750 
billion in reconstruction funds and aid “if the war 
stopped relatively soon”. “I do believe, emotionally, 
those who truly believe in a capitalistic system will be 
flooding Ukraine with capital,” Fink added. “And I’m 
not talking about philanthropy. There’s going to be a 
lot of philanthropy. I’m truly talking about if we can 
rebuild Ukraine, it can be a beacon to the rest of the 
world of the power of capitalism,” he said. He said he 
had spoken to Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelensky to express his firm’s interest in taking part in 
reconstruction efforts. Fink said he had told Zelensky 
that “if you hire us, that we’re not going to be creating 
new oligarchs, but we’re creating a new Ukraine.” 
 
 

UK shoemaker down at heel  
 
LONDON: Shares in Dr Martens tumbled 
Thursday after the iconic British bootmaker issued a 
fresh profit warning alongside weaker-than-expect-
ed festive sales. The group lowered its full-year 
guidance for both revenue and earnings in a trading 
update, blaming “significant operational issues” and 
“unseasonably warm weather” in the United States. 
Revenues rose three percent at constant currency 
to £335.9 million ($414.2 million) in the three 
months to the end of December from a year earlier. 
The gloomy news sent Dr Martens shares plunging 
more than 25 percent to 155.70 pence. This has fol-
lowed big falls already since a stock market floata-
tion in 2021 at 370 pence per share. Chief executive 
Kenny Wilson insisted that demand remained 
“resilient” despite “challenging conditions”. Dr 
Martens had already warned in November that its 
performance was marred by the cost-of-living cri-
sis, as consumers tightened their belts in the face of 
decades-high inflation. “Dr Martens has been 
caught seriously on the back foot with operational 
problems at its new distribution centre in Los 
Angeles, piling yet more problems on the belea-
guered bootmaker,” said Hargreaves Lansdown 
analyst Susannah Streeter. 

NEW YORK: A hot dog cart stands near the New York Stock 
Exchange (NYSE) on Wall Street in New York City on January 
18, 2023. Wall Street stocks climbed early, on easing worries 
about further Federal Reserve moves to aggressively counter 
inflation following the latest US economic data.  —AFP

TOKYO: Pedestrians look at electronic sign boards showing the Japanese yen’s rate against the US Dollar (L) and the 
closing numbers of the Tokyo Stocks Exchange (R), along a street in downtown Tokyo.  —AFP


