
Indonesia wins 
Fitch ratings 
upgrade
JAKARTA: The Fitch ratings agency raised In-
donesia’s sovereign rating to its second-lowest
investment grade yesterday, providing a wel-
come boost to reform efforts in Southeast
Asia’s largest economy.  The move reflected
Indonesia’s improved ability to weather exter-
nal shocks, after years of slowing economic
growth hampered by falling global demand for
the country’s key commodities exports, the
agency said. Fitch lifted Indonesia’s long-term,
foreign currency-denominated debt ratings to
“BBB” from “BBB-”, with a stable outlook. It
noted in a statement that Indonesia’s “macro-
economic policies have consistently been
geared towards maintaining stability”, with
strong foreign cash reserves also a key factor.

The upgrade comes after Standard &
Poor’s raised Indonesia’s sovereign credit rat-
ing from junk status to investment grade in
May. President Joko Widodo has been seeking
to attract more foreign investment and
strengthen economic performance despite the
commodities downturn. —AFP
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BRUSSELS: Mexico and the EU yesterday pushed
back an agreement on a revamp of their 17-year-
old trade deal to 2018, missing a chance to make a
stand against the protectionist policies of Donald
Trump. The two sides have been in talks on updat-
ing the trade deal since May 2016 and had set the
end of this year as deadline to seal the accord. 

Hopes were raised after rapid progress on is-
sues including market access and intellectual
property during talks in Mexico earlier this month,
but high-level negotiators could not close the deal.

“We are very close to a deal but we are not re-
ally there yet,” said EU
Trade Commissioner Ce-
cilia Malmstroem at a
news conference with
Mexican Economy Minis-
ter Ildefonso Guajardo.

“It’s in sight but we do
need some additional
work at the beginning of
next year.” Both sides are
eager to come to terms
and mark a contrast with the bumpy negotiations
between the United States, Mexico and Canada on
updating the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA).

Uncertainty over the future of that 1994 deal-
which US President Donald Trump has made a rit-
ual of attacking-is weighing on the Mexican
economy, which depends heavily on trade with the
United States. “A strong objective (of a deal this
year) has put us where we are, which is close to a

deal,” said Guajardo, who headed a team of about
50 negotiators from Mexico.

“We need a little more time to make sure that
we get it right,” he said, though he refused to set a
new deadline. Mexico, which sends some 80 per-
cent of its exports to the US, is looking to diversify
its trading partners to cope with the new political
reality across the border. EU-Mexico trade has
nearly tripled to $61.7 billion under the deal. But
that is still dwarfed by US-Mexico trade, which
came in at $523.8 billion last year.

Meanwhile leaders of the South American
trade bloc Mercosur met
yesterday in greater po-
litical unity following the
expulsion of Venezuela,
but their biggest aim of a
free trade deal with the
European Union still
eludes them.

A shift from leftist to
right-of-center govern-
ments in Argentina and

Brazil has given the group that also includes
Paraguay and Uruguay greater ideological coher-
ence and it has focused more on trade and less on
politics. “We have revitalized Mercosur by recov-
ering its original vocation as a trade bloc based on
solid democratic and human rights foundations,”
Brazilian Foreign Minister Aloysio Nunes told a
news conference on Wednesday.

Mercosur triggered its democratic clause
earlier this year and expelled Venezuela because

of authoritarian actions of President Nicolas
Maduro in delaying elections and jailing opposi-
tion leaders.

Negotiations with the European Union gained
speed and were almost concluded this month after
nearly two decades of wrangling, but stumbled on
a EU delay in presenting improved offers for im-
ports of Mercosur beef and ethanol. “There is very
little left to do. We are very close,” Nunes said. But
he made clear the ball was in the European court
and that Mercosur is waiting for an EU reply after

the South Americans presented their offer cover-
ing 90 percent of goods traded.

Not everything is rosy within Mercosur. At
Wednesday’s ministerial meeting, there was dis-
agreement on adopting a common policy for gov-
ernment procurement of goods and services, with
Paraguay adamantly opposing the proposal.

A move by Uruguay to slap a customs duty
on all imports except oil and capital goods as of
Jan. 1 annoyed its partners, not least because
trade with Mexico was exempted. —Ageneies
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BRUSSELS: Mexico’s Minister of Economy Ildefonso Guajardo (left) and European Union (EU) Trade Commis-
sioner Cecilia Malmstrom give a joint press conference after their meeting focused on trade relations between
the EU and Mexico, yesterday at the European Commission in Brussels. —AFP

EU okays Lufthansa 
buyout of Air 
Berlin assets
BRUSSELS: German carrier Lufthansa clinched EU approval yesterday
for its scaled back bid to snap up assets of bankrupt Air Berlin, a Eu-
ropean Union statement said. Responding to signals that the EU would
veto its initial plans, the German behemoth last week ditched its bid
to buy Air Berlin’s Austrian unit Niki, focusing instead on the acquisi-
tion of the failed airline’s smaller LGW subsidiary.

“Our job is to make sure that mergers do not make European con-
sumers worse off,” EU Competition Commissioner Margrethe Vestager
said. “Lufthansa has put forward improved remedies that make sure
the effects of its LGW acquisition on competition are limited,” she
added. 

Lufthansa also accepted to forgo some of Air Berlin’s prized Dues-
seldorf airport slots in order to win the greenlight from Brussels. The
more modest offer, which won the EU’s backing, will see Lufthansa
acquire the operations of LGW, a regional carrier employing some
500 people. That includes taking over the roughly 30 planes flown
by LGW but leased from other companies, a source familiar with the
bid has told AFP.

The European Commission, the EU’s anti-trust authority, earlier this
month approved the purchase of Air Berlin’s operations at the German
capital’s Tegel Airport by British low-cost carrier easyJet.

Under the deal, easyJet will spend some 40 million euros ($47 mil-
lion) to enter into leases for up to 25 aircraft and take over slots in
Berlin. The fire sale began in August when Air Berlin suddenly lost a
cash lifeline from main shareholder Etihad Airways after years of

losses, triggering bankruptcy proceedings.
In the ensuing carve-up Germany’s second-biggest airline, it was

Lufthansa’s attempt to claim the lion’s share of the assets that most
worried competition authorities.

Lufthansa-which already owns low-cost Eurowings as well as
Swiss, Austrian and Brussels Airlines-initially set its sights on scooping
up 81 aircraft from Air Berlin’s 140-strong fleet, including all of Niki’s
planes plus its valuable slots. But fearful of the dominant position that
could give Lufthansa on some routes, the Commission stated “deep
competition concerns” about the Frankfurt-based carrier’s plans and
the effect on ticket prices. Lufthansa then announced last Wednesday
that it was dropping its plan to buy Niki.

The shock move meant Niki lost the bridge financing that had kept
it flying in anticipation of the Lufthansa acquisition, forcing it to file
for insolvency. Lufthansa is also eyeing a chunk of struggling Alitalia’s
fleet, in the latest sign of consolidation in the industry. —AFP

This file photo shows an airplane operated by German airline Air Berlin rolling
on the tarmac past a Lufthansa plane at Duesseldorf airport. —AFP


