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PARIS: France’s embattled Socialist govern-
ment seized on good economic news show-
ing “solid growth” yesterday after fresh
protests over planned labor reforms
descended into violence.

At least 170,000 workers and students
took to the streets across France on
Thursday, as clashes erupted in several cities
with scenes of burning cars, stone-throwing
protesters and police firing tear gas. Nearly
80 policemen were injured, three seriously. It
was the fourth major protest day in two
months, with more demonstrations set for
Sunday-the traditional May Day holiday-and
again on Tuesday, when parliament formally
opens debate on the labour law.

In what the government hopes will pro-
vide an antidote to anger over the reforms’
potential impact on employment and job
security, this week has brought some
upbeat news on the struggling economy.

Official data showed yesterday that
France’s gross domestic product grew by 0.5
percent in the first quarter of this year, beat-
ing expectations of 0.4 percent expansion.

That came on top of figures earlier in the
week showing the biggest drop in jobless
numbers in nearly 16 years, with the ranks of
the unemployed falling by 1.7 percent in
March to 3.5 million job seekers.

“Our action is bearing fruit,” said Finance
Minister Michel Sapin. “It is solid growth
that’s under way.”

But the protests have stymied govern-
ment efforts to free up the job market by
making it easier for companies to hire and
fire. Anger on the streets forced the govern-
ment to water down the proposed reforms-
only to anger bosses while failing to
assuage workers.

Prime Minister Manuel Valls admitted
that the government should review its strat-
egy, telling Society magazine, a trendy bi-
weekly: “We must be able to analyse our
own actions and recognise our mistakes.”
Valls said his team had erred in “the timing
and manner of presenting the labour law” to
the French people.

Young people have been at the forefront
of the protest movement, with many young

workers stuck on short-term contracts or
internships while hoping to secure a perma-
nent job. While overall joblessness in France
has stood at 10 percent for years, some one
in four people under 25 are out of work.

Blame game 
President Francois Hollande has staked

his presidency on a pledge to reduce unem-
ployment, and the clock is ticking down on
his term in office, with elections little more
than a year away. He is likely to seek re-elec-
tion despite approval ratings that are cur-
rently among the lowest ever for a post-war
French leader. Opponents of the labour
reforms, billed as an effort to reduce chronic
unemployment, say it will threaten cher-
ished rights and deepen job insecurity for
young people. The wave of protests
inspired a new youth movement dubbed
“Nuit Debout” (Up All Night) that kicked off
on March 31. It has since embraced a range
of grievances, spreading from Paris to sever-
al other cities. 

The event, which has drawn up to 3,000
mainly young people at a time in the capi-
tal, has increasingly been marred by vio-
lence, with police warning the organizers
not to let their peaceful causes be hijacked
by troublemakers.

Several dozen young protesters clashed
with police in the early hours of yesterday in
a central Paris square after refusing orders to
disperse, police said. The unrest has sparked
a blame game, with the far-left accusing the
Socialist government of heavy-handedness
while the right says it has been too lax.

But Interior Minister Bernard Cazeneuve
rejected demands for an outright ban on
demonstrations from right-wing politicians
who argue that France remains under a
state of emergency since the November
jihadist attacks in Paris. Student leader
William Martinet admitted Friday that
organizers could “do more” to prevent
protests from spiralling out of control, but
said it was a “joint responsibility” of the
unions and the security forces. Prime
Minister Valls said the government had
“under-estimated how fractured French
society is.” — AFP

LuxLeaks whistleblower 

‘shocked’ by tax breaks

LUXEMBOURG: A whistleblower who helped expose the
LuxLeaks scandal told a court yesterday he had decided to do
his duty as a citizen after he was “shocked” by Luxembourg’s
huge tax breaks for multinational firms. Raphael Halet, one of
three people on trial over the theft of thousands of docu-
ments from accounting firm PwC, retracted an earlier state-
ment that he was asked for documents by a journalist.

Instead the 40-year-old Frenchman told the court in
Luxembourg that had taken the decision by himself to carry
out his “duty to alert” the tax practices in the tiny EU state as a
“citizen”. “After a while, I now take responsibility for my
actions,” said Halet, who appeared tired after repeated ques-
tioning. He said he decided to act after seeing a report by
French journalist Edouard Perrin on state-owned France 2 tel-
evision in 2012, which it later turned out was based on leaks
by another PwC employee, Antoine Deltour. “After the report,
I was able to better understand the content of the documents
that we saw passing (at PwC). These were practices that
shocked me.”

Deltour and Halet are both accused of stealing documents
from the database of the firm, revealing business secrets, vio-
lation of professional secrets and money laundering.

Perrin is charged with acting as an accomplice in those
crimes. All three face up to 10 years in jail if convicted. The
LuxLeaks of around 30,000 pages of documents from PwC
exploded onto the world stage in November 2014, exposing
“sweetheart” deals that saved firms including Apple, IKEA and
Pepsi billions of dollars in taxes. They were particularly contro-
versial as the  deals were made when Jean-Claude Juncker,
now the president of the European Commission, was prime
minister of Luxembourg. LuxLeaks was the biggest expose of
its kind until this month’s publication of the Panama Papers,
which revealed links between a number of international lead-
ers and offshore shell companies that can be used to hide or
launder wealth. — AFP

BOBIGNY: People wave CGT union flags as they gather in front of the Bobigny courthouse yesterday to call for the
release of two of their colleagues, arrested yesterday during demonstrations against the government’s proposed
labor law. — AFP

France touts good economic 

news as protests persist 
GDP grew by 0.5% in Q1 beating expectations 

Turkey CB promotes

head of markets to

deputy governor 

ANKARA: Turkey’s central bank will promote the head
of its markets division to the position of deputy gover-
nor, officials told Reuters yesterday, elevating another
banker with Islamic finance experience to its policy-set-
ting committee. Erkan Kilimci is due to be named as
one of the bank’s four deputy governors shortly, the
officials said, declining to be identified because the
information has not yet been made public.

One of the deputy governor positions was vacated
last week when Murat Cetinkaya was promoted to gov-
ernor, replacing Erdem Basci whose five-year term had
ended. Another deputy governor, Turalay Kenc, is serv-
ing the last day of his five-year tenure yesterday.

Officials for the central bank could not be reached
for comment. Like his new boss, Kilimci is a 40-year-old
graduate of the political science and international rela-
tions department of the prestigious Bosphorus
University, according to information on his Linked In
profile and the Istanbul bourse website.

And like Cetinkaya - the first Islamic finance spe-
cialist to become central bank governor in Turkey -
Kilimci’s resume includes work in the field which pro-
hibits the charging of interest. Kilimci has worked on
projects such as the first Islamic Exchange Traded
Fund (ETF) in Turkey as well as some of the country’s
first Islamic bond issuances. Before his appointment
to the central bank as an adviser in 2013, Kilimci
worked at Istanbul based banks, including Islamic
bank Kuveyt Turk.

Financial markets are watching the set-up of the
central bank’s top management closely as it still
remains an unknown quantity for investors, who fear
the bank will buckle to political pressure and cut rates
further,  even as inflation remains above target.
President Tayyip Erdogan, who favors consumption-led
growth, has repeatedly railed against high interest
rates, equating them with treason. Erdogan says that
high interest rates cause inflation, a stance at odds
with orthodox economics. — Reuters

LONDON: The yen built further yesterday
on strong gains since a shocking Bank of
Japan policy meeting, moving to an 18-
month high against the dollar and on
course for its biggest weekly gain since the
2008 financial crisis. Poor US growth num-
bers and the Federal Reserve’s cautious
tone this week has squeezed hedge funds
still backing a stronger dollar in the face of
a market positioned negatively on the US
currency for the first time in a year.

The yen’s 3 percent rise after the BOJ
meeting on Thursday added to the range
of headwinds facing the greenback, which
also include a steady recovery in oil prices
over the past month. By 0726 GMT, the
euro was up 0.25 percent against the
greenback, helping push the dollar index a
third of a percent lower. Sterling, relieved

by an easing of Brexit nerves in the past
two weeks, hit a 3-month high of $1.4658.

The Canadian dollar, the major curren-
cy most correlated with crude prices, hit a
10-month high of C$1.2500.

“If you were a dollar bull, you were
holding on for some support from the Fed
this week. When it didn’t quite materialise,
people just gave up,” said Richard Benson,
co-head of portfolio investment at curren-
cy managers Millennium Global.

“If you ask me there is some significant
nuance (taking us closer to a June hike) in
what the Fed said. They maybe thought
that statement would lead to people pric-
ing it at 50-50 but the market just did not
want to know.” Some Japanese banks are
skeptical on the yen’s ability to gain fur-
ther. — Reuters

Yen heads for best week since 

2008 as dollar bulls sag


