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SOFIA: Faced with a deep economic crisis at
home, at least 11,000 Greek companies have
found a safe haven in neighboring low-wage
Bulgaria - the poorest member of the
European Union. “We have stability here:
Reliable taxation, sound legislation and a posi-
tive environment,” said Ioannis Politis, manag-
er of Greek hygiene products company
Septona, which established a plant in the
northern Bulgarian city of Ruse 10 years ago.
Some 120 large Greek businesses set up in
Bulgaria in the 2000s in sectors such as retail,
metallurgy, fuel distribution, construction and
real estate. 

And if the Greek crisis put an end to the
big-business migration in 2009, a rising num-
ber of small and medium Greek companies -
especially ones that trade with Europe, the
Balkans and Russia - have continued moving
to Bulgaria to take advantage of its lower tax-
es. Kostas Mikhail left Athens in 2014 to open a
bakery in Sofia. He has already plans to expand
his business. “I don’t think the situation in
Greece will impact this,” he said with a smile.

His fellow countryman Panagiotis Douvos
made the move in 2011. “Bulgaria gave me
an opportunity to survive, which is difficult in
Greece these days,” Douvos told AFP among
rows of olive oil bottles and stacks of hallou-
mi cheese in his deli in downtown Sofia. “It is
almost impossible to run a business in
Greece, companies disappear within one,
two, three months because the taxes and
(bank) rates are very high.” The 46-year-old
wants to open shops in the Black Sea cities of
Varna and Burgas. But the chaos in Athens is
still threatening his livelihood. “All my suppli-
ers are Greek and I am afraid that they might
not be able to produce and keep up deliver-
ies for the shop,” he said. “Because of the cap-
ital controls in place, they can’t withdraw
money for transportation and fuel. Now it is

definitely safer to keep your money here.”

‘Nothing to Fear’ 
Many export-oriented companies had

already discovered Bulgaria as a business
haven two decades ago. Working primarily
with Western companies, Kyriakos Fotinos
moved his clothing company to Bulgaria in
1996. He said he was “more touched by the
economic crisis in Europe in the past five
years” and Chinese dumping than by recent
developments in his home country. The com-
pany, which also has a factory near Athens, has
an annual turnover of Ä50 million and claims
30 percent growth over the past five years
thanks to the fact that it exports to Western
Europe and not back to Greece. 

The crisis in Athens has also spurred the
flight of Greek capital into Bulgaria. “Greek
enterprises invested 4.5 to 5 billion euros in six
years in Bulgaria’s economy,” Krasen Stanchev

of the Sofia-based Institute for Market
Economics told AFP. Meanwhile, between
50,000 and 60,000 Greeks opened accounts in
Bulgarian banks over the same period, he
added. But despite images of queues outside
banks in Greece, there was no massive transfer
of capital to Bulgaria in 2015 because “the
game was already over”, Stanchev said. 

The Bulgarian central bank BNB assured
investors last month that the four banks with
Greek shareholders operating in Bulgaria -
which control some 21 percent of Bulgarian
banking assets - had “above-average levels of
liquidity and capital adequacy”. Bulgarian-
owned banks were also safe, the BNB added, as
they had “no receivables from Greek credit insti-
tutions and no investments in securities of the
Greek government”. Bulgaria itself defaulted on
its debt in 1990 after the fall of Communism,
and was again on the brink of bankruptcy in
1996-97 after the collapse of 14 banks.—AFP 

SOFIA: A picture taken on July 6, 2015 shows Panagiotis Douvos standing in
his Greek deli Bakalia in downtown Sofia.  — AFP 

ATHENS: Hundreds of cats are loose on the
streets, and food is running low for some res-
idents of Athens’ zoo. It isn’t just humans
who are suffering as Greece tries to claw its
way out of economic crisis. “I’ll have to call
the bank again,” sighed Jean-Jacques
Lesueur, the founder of Athens’ only zoo.
The Frenchman had been trying for days to
place a €6,000 ($6,600) order of frozen fish
for the zoo’s six dolphins. Without fresh sup-
plies from abroad, he feared he would have
to put them on a diet.

Normally the order would be simple
enough, but Greece imposed strict capital
controls on June 29 as panicked account
holders began emptying the nation’s banks.
The measures have stopped the flight of
cash from the debt-crippled country but in
doing so have made life extremely difficult
for Greek firms that do business abroad. All
bill payments to foreign countries must be
approved by a government commission, a
process that is proving so slow that distrust-
ful suppliers are now asking Greek firms to
pay in advance. Lesueur, who is in his seven-
ties, finally managed to get the dolphin food
payment approved late Thursday. But he’s
still unable to pay for a shipment of meal-
worms, beloved of the zoo’s two giant

anteaters, and nutritional supplements for
the rhinos. “They eat a kind of local clover,
but we also feed them special imported bis-
cuits,” Lesueur told AFP as he watched the
three rhinos lazing under a tree.
“Provisionally we might be able to give them

horse biscuits, but it isn’t ideal.”
The zoo feeds most of its animals with

local meat and vegetables, but it also spends
some €80,000 ($87,000) a year on imported
food for its more fussy residents. Lesuer said
the amount may sound like “peanuts”, but

for some species, “it’s a question of life or
death”. The dolphins eat fatty fish impossible
to find in Greece. Then there’s the anteaters,
who love digging their snouts into a special
imported powder that replaces the termites
they would eat in the wild.

A gaggle of delighted toddlers watched
as the two large creatures snacked on some
worms. The zoo, under the slogan “we stay
together during tough times”, is offering free
entry to children this summer on weekdays.
But Lesueur has had to increase ticket prices
for adults after tax rises took effect this week
as part of tough reforms demanded by
Greece’s creditors as Athens seeks a bailout
worth up to €86 billion ($94 billion) over
three years.

Persian Cats Abandoned 
In a park in central Athens, Cordelia

Madden-Kanellopoulou looked down and
exclaimed to a black cat at her feet: “Hello
beauty, who are you?” The feline was a new
addition to the group that the
Englishwoman, who is married to a Greek,
feeds along with other volunteers from the
charity Nine Lives. Their members, many of
them elderly Athens residents, feed around
450 stray cats in the Greek capital.— AFP

Greek crisis takes toll on animals

Greek business exodus 
to ‘safe haven’ Bulgaria
Chaos in Athens threatening livelihoods

Ukraine makes 
crunch payment, 

staves off default
KIEV: Ukraine yesterday made a crucial Eurobond interest payment
that kept the war-torn country from slipping into technical default
and potential isolation from global credit markets. Two sources
close to the situation told AFP that money to cover the $120 million
coupon was transferred as soon as business hours opened in Kiev.
The $2.6 billion note matures in July 2017. The cash-strapped for-
mer Soviet nation now has two more months to negotiate a debt
restructuring deal before it faces a tougher deadline to pay more
than $500 million on another Eurobond.

Franklin Templeton and three other US financial titans own
about two-thirds of the debt upon which Ukraine is trying to find
savings of $15.3 billion over the coming four years. That target is
part of a $40 billion global package the International Monetary
Fund patched up to help Ukraine weather an economic implosion
that was exasperated by the pro-Russian revolt in its industrial east.
The IMF signalled on Thursday that it could release $1.7 billion in
fresh bailout funds next week even if Ukraine fails to reach the pri-
vate sector debt relief deal.

But some analysts called the very fact that Ukraine made
Friday’s payment an indication of Kiev’s talks with the US giants
proceeding smoothly after more than three months of delay. “If
there was no progress in the negotiations, we would have not paid
the coupon so easily,” Dragon Capital investment firm analyst
Sergiy Fursa said in a research note. “Judging by the latest news
from the closed-door talks, which both sides give out very unwill-
ingly, their advisers are engaged in active negotiations and now
working on the technical details of a deal,” Fursa wrote.

Ukrainian Finance Minister Natalie Jaresko had repeatedly
threatened to impose a debt repayment moratorium as early as
Friday should the bondholders fail to take a more compromising
stand toward Kiev during talks now underway in Washington.

‘Further Progress Expected’ 
The IMF on Thursday raised market expectation of a restructur-

ing agreement being struck before its board discusses Ukraine at a
meeting tentatively set for July 31. IMF spokesman Gerry Rice told
reporters that Jaresko’s team and the so-called Ad Hoc Committee
of Ukraine’s Bondholders “have been making good progress in
their discussions.” “Further progress is expected by July 31,” Rice
said. Kiev’s international allies are pitching in as part of their own
effort to keep the strategic east European nation from slipping back
into its historic reliance on Russia - an uneasy neighbour that denies
involvement in Ukraine’s separatist war.—AFP 

SPATA, Greece: An employee of the Attica Zoological Park near Athens
feeds a giant anteater on Thursday. — AFP 


