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CARACAS: Venezuela’s largest food distribu-
tor on Thursday denounced the government
occupation of a Caracas warehouse amid
accusations that the company is hoarding
goods. Soldiers took over the warehouse
complex used by Empresas Polar late
Wednesday just as Venezuela’s federation of
brewers announced that Polar’s beer manu-
facturing subsidiary is shutting two of its six
plants because of a lack of imported barley.
The South American oil-exporting nation is
grappling with chronic shortages of all kinds
of staples from sugar to toilet paper, which
businesses blame on the socialist govern-
ment’s economic policies.

President Nicolas Maduro has accused
Polar of sabotaging the economy by hoard-
ing goods and intentionally creating short-
ages, a charge the company denies. As
December congressional elections
approach, Maduro has been levying fre-
quent attacks on sectors that he claims are
staging an economic war against
Venezuelans. Workers said the takeover was
intended to provide land for new houses,
another resource that has become scarce in

Caracas in recent years, pushing people to
live in shacks in the hills outside the city.

Polar executive Manuel Felipe Larrazabal
asked the administration to reconsider the
occupation, saying it had already paralyzed
the company’s supply chain in the capital.
“We’re not questioning the desire to build
homes, which are so necessary, but we won-
der why there is this need to disrupt active
industrial facilities,” he said Thursday.

Counter-demonstration 
The Ministry of Housing declined to com-

ment on the takeover of the complex, which
is also used by several other large compa-
nies, including PepsiCo Inc. and Nestle SA.
Some of the 650 employees that Polar said
work at the warehouse protested against the
seizure as armed police looked on.
Government supporters staged a counter-
demonstration outside the complex. By
nightfall, the crowds had mostly gone home.

It has been a rough couple of weeks for
Polar. In addition to the beer plant closures,
which the brewers’ federation said could
affect a quarter of domestic beer production,
Polar has also been embroiled in a dispute

with union workers demanding pay raises.
Members of some of the dozens of unions
representing Polar workers have limited dis-
tribution of the small bottles of light beer
that are favored in Venezuela. While there
are no signs of shortages on shelves so far,
the company says it is struggling to get
deliveries to the central part of the country.

Earlier this month, the head of
Venezuela’s liquor store federation warned
that the nation was about to run out of
beer because brewers had reached “zero
hour” amid widespread shortages in raw
materials. Days later, he was detained for
reasons that remain unclear. Polls suggest
most Venezuelans are not buying Maduro’s
economic war narrative. On Thursday, resi-
dents of the humble homes around the
warehouse complex came out to show sup-
port for Polar and its employees. Luis
Ignacio Moreno said the housing situation
is dire, but there is no need to pit one
group’s needs against another’s. “I want
them to build, but not to drive Polar out.
That’s where a lot of my neighbors work,”
he said. —AP 

CARACAS: A man walks by a sign on a wall that reads “Not to the expropriation, We are all Polar,” outside
the distribution center belonging to Venezuela’s largest food company, Empresas Polar, in the La
Yaguara.— AP 

BRUSSELS: Inflation in the 19-nation
eurozone was unchanged in July while
the jobless rate for June was also flat, sug-
gesting the economy maintained only
modest growth, official data showed yes-
terday. Consumer prices rose 0.2 percent
in July, the same rate as the previous
month, the Eurostat Statistics Agency said.

The data matched forecasts by ana-
lysts, who had been waiting to see the
impact from the European Central Bank’s

unprecedented economic stimulus pro-
gram designed to give the economy a
decisive boost after years of tepid growth.
The ECB has an inflation target of just
under 2.0 percent.

Underlying inflation, which strips out
volatile energy and food prices, rose to 1.0
percent in July from 0.8 percent in June,
Eurostat said. Unemployment meanwhile
was unchanged at 11.1 percent in June, it
said. A pick-up in consumer prices is usu-

ally evidence of increased demand which
in turn should produce more jobs and the
figures suggest the economy is bumping
along despite the negative impact on sen-
timent of the long-running Greek debt cri-
sis.

Prices were actually falling in the first
three months of the year-with January
down a worrying 0.6 percent, stoking
fears of deflation. Deflation can be a killer
for an economy because consumers may

put off purchases expecting to buy goods
cheaper at a later date but that under-
mines demand, and then jobs, setting off
a vicious cycle. Eurostat said there were
some 17.76 million unemployed in the
eurozone in June, up 31,000 from May
even as the headline rate remained
unchanged. The June 2014 unemploy-
ment rate was 11.6 percent, with some
811,000 jobs gained over the year since
then, it said.— AFP 
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US employment costs post 
smallest ever gain in Q2
Labor costs rise 2 percent

in 12 months 
WASHINGTON: US labor costs in the second quarter recorded
their smallest increase in 33 years amid tepid gains in the private
sector, but it likely was a temporary setback against the backdrop
of diminishing labor market slack. The unexpectedly smaller rise
reported by the Labor Department yesterday will probably not
dampen speculation that the Federal Reserve is set to raise inter-
est rates later this year. The US labor market is fast approaching
full employment.

The Employment Cost Index, the broadest measure of labor
costs, edged up 0.2 percent, the Labor Department said. That
was the smallest gain since the series started in the second quar-
ter of 1982 and followed a 0.7 percent rise in the first quarter.

“This data has periodically proved to be very lumpy and the
sharp deceleration is inconsistent with other measures of wage
inflation that are trending higher, not falling off a cliff,” said Eric
Green, chief economist at TD Securities in New York. Economists
polled by Reuters had forecast the employment cost index,
which is widely viewed by policymakers and economists as one
of the better measures of labor market slack, rising 0.6 percent in
the second quarter. US stock futures rose slightly after the data,
while prices for US Treasuries traded higher. The dollar fell
against a basket of currencies. The deceleration in labor costs
likely does not suggest a material slowing in wage growth, as
commissions inflated worker compensation at the start of the
year. Labor market slack has diminished significantly over the last
few years, which is expected to start putting upward pressure on
wages.

Atrocious numbers 
“This is precisely how the Fed will interpret this report, even if

the numbers here are atrocious. The broader trends are still
unquestionably favorable,” Green said. At 5.3 percent, the unem-
ployment rate is close to the 5.0 percent to 5.2 percent range
that most Fed officials consider consistent with full employment.
The ECI is also considered a better predictor of core inflation.

Wages and salaries, which account for 70 percent of
employment costs, rose 0.2 percent in the second quarter, also
the smallest increase on record. They had increased 0.7 percent
in the first quarter. Private sector wages and salaries were up
0.2 percent after gaining 0.7 percent in the prior quarter.
Overall private sector compensation failed to rise for the first
time on record.— Reuters 

MIAMI: In this Friday, June 5, 2015 photo, Natasha
Portuondo, center, sifts flour over baskets as she and
Adina Robles, right, make bread at Zak the Baker.— AP 


