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MONROVIA: A child sleeps under a table at the Jorkpan market in Sinkor district in Monrovia yesterday. —AFP 

BRUSSELS: Talks to create a massive free trade
zone between the United States and the
European Union continue to be held back
because of disagreements on key issues, mak-
ing success under President Barack Obama’s
administration ever less likely.

With the November US elections drawing
closer, chief EU negotiator Ignacio Garcia
Bercero says that “still, there is a lot, a lot that
needs to be done before this negotiation is
ripe for conclusion.”

After the sides last week held a 13th negoti-
ating session, Garcia Bercero says fundamental
disagreements remain over several issues
including market access for European firms
and protection for the agriculture sector.
Worsening the climate was yesterday’s release

by Greenpeace of confidential negotiating
texts that the environmental group claims
shows US ill intent and EU acquiescence. The
breach of confidentiality also undermined
mutual confidence, said Garcia Bercero.

“Does this bother us in the negotiations?
Yes, for sure. It is not good for confidence in the
negotiating process,” he told reporters.
Greenpeace claimed Monday that 248 pages of
negotiating documents show how the US is
pressuring the 28-nation bloc to accept its
terms, weaken consumer protection standards
and push through more business-oriented leg-
islation. Both sides denied the charges, with
Garcia Bercero saying several Greenpeace con-
clusions were “false” and U.S. Trade representa-
tive spokesman Trevor Kincaid saying “the

interpretations being given to these texts
appear to be misleading at best and flat out
wrong at worst.” The socialist group in the
European Parliament, never on the side of big
business in such negotiations, said yesterday
that the leaked documents mean little.
“Nothing in this leak indicates that the EU has
complied with any of the US demands,” said
David Martin, member of parliament for the
S&D group. “At this stage, the papers show a
great deal of posturing and tactics but little
concrete information.” Still, it was a further indi-
cation of the challenges ahead for an agree-
ment that is already running well over a year
behind schedule. The talks, which seek to tight-
en ties between regions that together have
over 800 million people and half the world’s

economic output, have come under increasing
pressure, especially in the Germany, the eco-
nomic engine of the 28-nation EU.

There are also fears that a free trade deal
could become a target in a US election cam-
paign where economic protectionism and
political isolationism have turned into key
debating points. Last week, Obama said in
Germany that the “time is now” for the agree-
ment. He warned that if negotiations aren’t
completed by the end of the year, the deal may
be delayed for much longer due to the switch
to a new administration in the US and major
elections in France and Germany.

In Germany, some 100,000 people have
protested against the so-called Trans-Atlantic
Trade and Investment Partnership but the gov-

ernment continues to push for it.
German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s

spokesman Steffen Seibert said Monday that
“the speedy completion of an ambitious agree-
ment is very important.”

He said that a trade agreement is a great
opportunity to shape globalization and that
there are few countries in the world that are as
dependent on free global trade as the export
nation Germany is. Despite the backing of sev-
eral key EU governments, progress is slow on
numerous points, especially on reducing tariffs
and opening markets for services and procure-
ment. The EU opposes some US farms policies
that give greater freedom to trade in genetical-
ly modified food, chlorine-rinsed poultry and
hormone-treated beef. — AP

US, Europe struggle to make progress in trade talks
Making success under Obama administration looks less likely

Gulf markets fall; Emaar 
drops after earnings

DUBAI: Stock markets in the Gulf fell yesterday after oil
prices pulled back and Dubai blue chip Emaar Properties
dropped following the release of its first-quarter earnings.

Saudi Arabia’s index slipped 0.6 percent as petrochem-
ical shares in particular were weak, with Saudi Basic
Industries losing 1.2 percent. Saudi Arabian Mining Co
retreated 3 percent after jumping by its 10 percent daily
limit on Sunday on news that the miner had reshuffled its
board and appointed the chairman of state oil giant Saudi
Aramco, Khalid al-Falih, as its own chairman as part of a
government drive to develop the mining sector.

In Dubai, the index fell 1.8 percent. Emaar rose at the
opening but closed 2.1 percent lower; it reported a 17
percent rise in first-quarter net profit to 1.21 billion
dirhams ($330 million). SICO Bahrain had forecast 1.22 bil-
lion dirhams. Dubai Investments, another stock common-
ly seen as a play on the Dubai economy, sank 5.1 percent.
Dubai Financial Market slid 4 percent after reporting a 27
percent rise in first-quarter net profit on the back of an
increase in trading activity.

But GFH Financial rose 0.9 percent after saying it had
signed a preliminary letter of intent with Abu Dhabi’s
Eshraq Properties, under which GFH might sell real estate
assets to Eshraq in exchange for Eshraq shares. Eshraq
dropped 1.2 percent and was Abu Dhabi’s most heavily
traded stock. Abu Dhabi’s index lost 0.8 percent as some
banks continued falling after last week’s disappointing
earnings in the sector. Abu Dhabi National Energy Co
(TAQA) outperformed, rising early on and closing flat in
unusually heavy trade, after sources told Reuters that
TAQA was considering whether to sell its overseas oil and
gas assets to another Abu Dhabi state-owned entity as it
focuses on its core business of power generation and
water production. TAQA declined to comment.

Qatar’s index fell 0.9 percent as real estate firm Ezdan
Holding lost 2.7 percent after reporting a 12 percent
increase in first-quarter profit to 585 million riyals ($161
million), with growth restrained by a sharp rise in expens-
es and financial costs. But Dlalala Brokerage surged its 10
percent daily limit in unusually heavy trade. Egypt’s mar-
ket was closed for a public holiday. —  Reuters

TEHRAN: Iran and South Korea have decided
to triple their annual trade volume to $18 bil-
lion, President Hassan Rouhani announced
yesterday after meeting his South Korean
counterpart Park Geun-Hye. “The two sides
decided to increase by three times the cur-
rent trade volume of around $6 billion (5.2
billion euros) to $18 billion,” Rouhani said in a
joint televised press conference.

“We also spoke about tourism, direct
flights between Seoul and Tehran, and Korean
investment in Iranian tourism infrastructure,
including building hotels,” he added. Park is
the first South Korean president to visit Iran
since the two countries established diplomat-
ic relations in 1962, and as Seoul seeks new
markets to turn around a lengthy decline in
export revenues.

Her three-day visit comes just months
after a historic nuclear deal with world pow-
ers lifted sanctions crippling Iran’s economy
in exchange for limits on its nuclear program.

Park, who is accompanied by several min-
isters and a 230-strong business delegation,
will also be received by Iran’s supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The two countries
have pledged to develop their relations in the
energy sector.

“We will expand relations in energy proj-
ects and infrastructure... and in oil, gas, rail-
ways and ports,” Park said. Tehran hopes this
month to increase its oil exports to Seoul to
400,000 barrels per day from a current
100,000 bpd, according to Oil Minister Bijan
Zanganeh.

The two governments signed 19 coopera-
tion documents in the presence of the presi-
dents, and further memorandums of under-
standing were due to be signed by the pri-
vate sector, Rouhani said.

Talks also included discussions about the
situation on the divided Korean peninsula
amid fears that Pyongyang is preparing to
conduct a fifth nuclear test. — AFP

MIDEAST STOCK MARKETS

OSLO: Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, the
biggest in the world with shares in more than
9,000 companies, will add its influential voice
to those of investors increasingly concerned
by executives’ skyrocketing pay. Worth nearly
7 trillion kroner (757 billion euros, $868 bil-
lion), the fund will lay out its stance on the
thorny subject in a “position paper”, a spokes-
woman for the division of the Norwegian cen-
tral bank responsible for managing the fund
said yesterday.

“It is a theme that we will watch,” Martha
Skaar said. Positions taken by the fund, which
holds the equivalent of 1.3 percent of world
market capitalisation, are seen as important
indicators to other investors.  The publication
date of the position paper is not yet known,
but it will certainly spike the interest of
investors who see the Norwegian fund as a
good role model, and who are irritated by the
ballooning pay of some executives.

The issue has come to a head in recent
weeks at some industry giants. BP sharehold-
ers overwhelmingly rejected on April 14 a pay
deal worth $19.6 million (17.3 million euros)
for chief executive Bob Dudley, up from the
$16.4 million he currently receives, as the
group clocked up a loss of $6.5 billion for
2015. And last week, Renault shareholders
also said no to a pay deal for chief executive
Carlos Ghosn. “7.2 million euros for a part-
timer?,” thundered the Proxinvest financial
consultancy, which contested the remunera-
tion, in an allusion to the fact that Ghosn also
serves as head of Japanese carmaker Nissan.
While the shareholder votes were purely non-
binding and will not be followed, they illus-
trate just how sensitive the issue is. 

In a report published on April 21, interna-
tional influential business figures said execu-
tive pay at major British companies some-
times rewarded failure. The following week,

several British groups saw their pay deals
rejected or contested by shareholders.

Dilemma over pay 
In Germany, Volkswagen drew public ire

for paying out 63 million euros to 12 top exec-
utives for 2015, as the company suffered its
first loss in more than 20 years because of an
emissions-rigging scandal.

Nonetheless, negative votes like those at
BP and Renault remain rare. In France in 2015,
shareholders approved pay packets 87 per-
cent of the time, compared to 92 percent in
2014, according to an analysis of 95 annual
general meetings conducted by the spe-
cialised magazine L’Hebdo des AG.

The Norwegian fund, which voted in
favour of Dudley’s pay raise, has not been too
critical of executive pay so far. In 91 percent of
cases, it approved the salaries paid out to the
top-paid US executives in 2014, according to
Norwegian financial daily Dagens Naeringsliv.

But times are changing. “We have so far
looked at this in a way that has focused on
pay structures rather than pay levels. We think,
due to the way the issue of executive remu-
neration has developed, that we will have to
look at what an appropriate level of executive
remuneration is as well,” Yngve Slyngstad,
chief executive of the fund, told the Financial
Times. In a globalised world with highly-com-
petitive sectors, companies are torn between
the need to attract top-notch talent, and the
need for moderation, especially in hard times
when cutbacks are called for.  The Norwegian
fund has itself come in for criticism. Dagens
Naeringsliv has in recent days revealed that
the fund paid out bonuses that were some-
times as high as 200 percent of employees’
fixed wages, far more generous than the EU
recommendation of up to 100 percent, or 200
percent in exceptional cases. —AFP

World’s largest sovereign 
fund to weigh in on 

executive pay controversy

TEHRAN: Iranian President Hassan Rouhani meeting with South Korean President Park
Geun-hye at the presidential palace in the capital Tehran. — AFP (See Also Page 8)

Iran and South Korea set 
to triple trade to $18 bn


