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IRBIL, Iraq: Less than two years ago, Iraq’s
northern Kurdish region was booming, as oil
revenues poured in and foreign investors
flocked to a rare island of stability in a turbu-
lent region, but that all began to change
when the black flags of the Islamic State
group darkened the horizon.

Kurdish forces backed by US-led airstrikes
repelled an IS assault in the summer of 2014
and have been among the most effective
forces battling the extremists. But low oil
prices and a longstanding dispute with the
central government over revenues, along
with an influx of refugees, have crippled the
local economy. The regional capital, Irbil, is
littered with half-finished or abandoned
building projects-hotels, offices and apart-
ments that many had hoped would one day
transform the largely autonomous region
into a Kurdish Dubai. Foreigners attracted to
the region by business opportunities and lib-
eral social mores are leaving, civil servants
haven’t been paid for months and day labor-
ers gather on street corners, hoping for work.

“The economy today has very bad indica-
tors. Savings are running out, people are start-
ing to borrow and cut their expenses, which is
directly affecting the market’s direction,” said
Nabil Al-Ethari, an economic analyst and
chairman of Development Iraq, a consultancy
firm based in Irbil. “The housing sector is
declining in a way that has never been seen
before, the trade sector, including car sales, is
also seeing declines, and all this is connected
to the important fact that the region’s market
is disconnected from its customers and mar-
kets in central and southern Iraq.”

The relatively secure region was largely
spared the unrest that convulsed Iraq follow-
ing the 2003 US-led invasion, but local
authorities have been locked in a longstand-
ing dispute with Baghdad over the sharing of
oil revenues. Kurdish officials say the regional

government is entitled to 17 percent of Iraq’s
budget, or about $12 billion a year. But the
central government has withheld much of
those funds to punish the region for export-
ing oil independently, and in the first half of
2015, the government received just $2 billion.

Oil price impact
Low oil prices have exacerbated the eco-

nomic crisis, as have fears about the IS group,
which is manning front lines some 24 miles
(38 kilometers) from Irbil. The region has also
taken in more than a million refugees from
Syria and other parts of Iraq, costing local
authorities some $1 billion last year.

“It’s all interrelated. The Daesh issue is
connected to the economic situation,” said
Amjad Rafat, 35, a household appliances
salesman in Irbil, using the Arabic acronym
for the IS group. “You have the government
employees, who have not been paid, along
with the war, and these have all had a nega-

tive impact on us.” Economic growth in the
Kurdish region was just 3 percent last year,
down from 8 percent in 2013, and the pover-
ty rate has climbed from 3.5 percent in 2012
to more than 8 percent last year, according to
the World Bank.

“Before Daesh, our sales were very high.
And that was only two years ago,” said Rafat.
“Now our sales have dropped dramatically.
It’s 5 percent compared to 80 percent
before.” The region has no reliable statistics
on unemployment, but experts estimate that
the rate has doubled in the last two years.

“It has been two years that I haven’t been
able to find a job. There is nothing at all.
Because of the war there is not much room
for work and jobs,” said 30-year-old Ayoub
Tayib, an unemployed gardener. “In 2013,
2012, and back to 2008, things were not bad
at all. But now everything has disappeared,
which makes me very worried,” he said. “You
almost prefer death to this life.” —AP
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IRBIL: In this Thursday, Dec. 3, 2015, photo, women shop at Langa popular market, in Irbil, Iraq. Less than
two years ago, Iraq’s northern Kurdish region was booming, as oil revenues poured in and foreign investors
flocked to a rare island of stability in a turbulent region, but that all began to change when the black flags of
the Islamic State group darkened the horizon. —AP

Turkish economy 

grows 4% in Q3,

beats forecasts
ISTANBUL: Turkey’s economy grew a higher-than-expected
4.0 percent year-on-year in the third quarter, official data
showed yesterday, in a boost to the government after expec-
tations of a second-half growth slowdown. Deputy Prime
Minister Mehmet Simsek, who is in charge of the economy,
said the growth was driven by private sector demand and
forecast that next year would be “much better” as reforms are
enacted and growth potential increases.

The growth exceeded a Reuters poll forecast of 2.8 percent
and outstripped expansion of 3.8 percent in the second quar-
ter. The ruling AK Party founded by President Tayyip Erdogan
won a convincing victory in a Nov. 1 parliamentary election,
winning back the single-party rule it had lost in June and
reducing political uncertainty.

The lira, which has lost around 20 percent of its value
against the dollar this year, firmed to 2.9127 from 2.1975
before the data. The main share index rose 0.53 percent.

Output grew 1.3 percent from the previous quarter on a
seasonal and calendar-adjusted basis, the Turkish Statistics
Institute data showed. There was also a mildly positive sur-
prise on the current account deficit, generally a weak spot of
the economy, which came out at $133 million in October,
below an expected $200 million. —Reuters

Incoming Argentina 

official will begin 

debt talks ‘promptly’ 

NEW YORK: A court-appointed mediator in the Argentina
debt dispute said on Wednesday that the country’s
incoming secretary of finance intends to begin settle-
ment talks in the long-running litigation “promptly.”
Daniel Pollack, a New York lawyer appointed to oversee
the settlement discussions, confirmed he had a meeting
earlier this week at his offices with the incoming finance
official, Luis Caputo. Pollack said Caputo expressed the
intention of the new administration to commence settle-
ment negotiations “promptly” after Argentine President-
elect Mauricio Macri is being sworn into office.

Pollack said he also met a week earlier with represen-
tatives of bondholders holding $10 billion in judgments
against Argentina. No substantive negotiations to resolve
the litigation occurred at either meeting, he said in a
statement. The statement came a day after a spokesman
for incoming Economy Minister Alfonso Prat-Gay dis-
closed the meeting between Caputo and Pollack, who
was named to oversee talks to resolve cases flowing from
Argentina’s $100 billion default in 2002. Aurelius Capital
Management, a leading creditor in the litigation, in state-
ment later on Wednesday said it looked “forward to
meeting with Argentina’s new officials and working
toward a prompt, constructive and long-overdue settle-
ment to our dispute.”

Macri, who was elected last month, has made settling
the multi-year dispute between Argentina and creditors
who rejected the terms of the country’s 2005 and 2010
bond restructurings a high priority.  The holdout creditors
spurned Argentina past debt restructurings, which result-
ed in 92 percent of its defaulted debt being swapped and
investors being paid less than 30 cents on the dollar.

Argentina defaulted again in July 2014 after refusing
to honor court orders to pay $1.33 billion plus interest to
holdouts including Elliott Management’s NML Capital Ltd
and Aurelius when it paid restructured bond holders.

US District Judge Thomas Griesa in Manhattan, who
has overseen the litigation, in October extended similar
relief to holders of several billions of dollars more in
defaulted bonds. The judge has repeatedly urged
Argentina to reach a settlement, and appointed Pollack to
facilitate talks. But outgoing President Cristina Fernandez
resisted settling and called the hedge funds suing the
country “vultures” and “terrorists.”

Macri, the business friendly mayor of Buenos Aires
who won the Nov. 22 presidential runoff election, last
week expressed confidence that a deal could be reached
with the holdout creditors. —Reuters

New Zealand cuts 

rate to record low

WELLINGTON: New Zealand’s central bank returned interest rates to a record
low yesterday, in a bid to spur the stalling economy and drive up weak infla-
tion.  The move takes the bank’s benchmark rate to 2.5 percent, matching the
low set between 2011-14 to help the economy recover after a major earth-
quake in Christchurch.

The 0.25 percent cut, the fourth reduction since June, was predicted by 15
out of 18 economists surveyed by Bloomberg News.  New Zealand, the world’s
top dairy exporter, has been struggling as a slump in global milk prices to the
lowest point in more than a decade has dragged growth down to 2.5 percent.

But Reserve Bank governor Graeme Wheeler predicted rising export prices
and improving confidence would drive a pickup in the economy next year. He
also forecast that inflation would rise from 0.4 percent currently into the bank’s
target range of 1.0 percent to 3.0 percent by early 2016.


