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ATHENS: Top EU economics official
Pierre Moscovici urged Greece and its
creditors yesterday to try and reach a
compromise over the cash-strapped
country’s bailout terms in the next few
“key days”.

The former French finance minister
spoke during a visit to Athens aimed at
breaking the deadlock between Greece
and its eurozone and International
Monetary Fund (IMF) lenders, which has
raised fears of a fresh debt crisis.

His trip came five days before a meet-
ing of eurozone ministers that is seen as
an unofficial deadline to end the stale-
mate ahead of important elections in
Europe. “We have a few key days, let’s
concentrate now to finish all these talks.
The parameters are on the table, every-
body knows them,” Moscovici told
reporters after meeting Prime Minister
Alexis Tsipras and Finance Minister
Euclid Tsakalotos.

The EU commissioner said he was
confident of progress towards a deal “if
efforts are made by all sides”. The IMF
and Europe are split over a demand by
the eurozone that Greece deliver a pri-

mary balance, or budget surplus before
debt repayments, of 3.5 percent of GDP.
The IMF has said only 1.5 percent is feasi-
ble. The Tsipras government refuses
more pension cuts and tax hikes, which
the IMF-quietly backed by Germany-
insists are necessary for Greece to deliv-
er on its targets.

‘Tunnel of austerity’
The feuding has blocked a tranche of

loans from Greece’s 86 billion euro ($91
billion) bailout that it needs for debt
repayments of 7.0 billion euros this sum-
mer. Considered an ally of Greece,
Moscovici said that although more
reforms would be necessary, it was
important to tell Greek people “that
there is a light at the end of the tunnel of
austerity”.

“We must strike the right balance
between fiscal sustainability on the one
hand, but also prosperity and the neces-
sity to address... the concerns of those
who suffer from poverty or unemploy-
ment,” he said.

Talks in Brussels between Greece and
its creditors on Friday ended with no

breakthrough. On Tuesday the Greek
government hailed figures showing the
country had returned to annual growth
in 2016, using it for a fresh assault on
further austerity measures.

Early estimates from the national sta-
tistics office and projections from
Brussels showed growth of 0.3 percent
last year. Moscovici welcomed the
growth and called for a “reformed
Greece in the heart of the eurozone,”
defying concerns over the country’s
future in the monetary union.

More time needed 
Despite the commissioner’s push for

an agreement next week, Eurogroup
chief Jeroen Dijsselbloem warned on
Tuesday warned that the standoff was
likely to drag on. 

“The IMF has to come on board,” he
told Dutch broadcaster RTL Z. “It will
take more time. People think that as
there is a Eurogroup meeting next week
we must have something worked out.
But that has not been my planning.” An
IMF report obtained by AFP last week
said Greece’s debt “is highly unsustain-

able” and “will become explosive in the
long run”. But European Commission
vice-president Valdis Dombrovskis said
the outlook from the Washington-based
fund was “very pessimistic”. “That’s why

there is now a gap between our figures
and those of the IMF” he told German
newspaper Handelsblatt yesterday,
expressing hope that the gap could be
filled. —AFP

EU’s Moscovici urges quick Greece debt compromise

ATHENS: Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras (L) smiles as he speaks with top
EU economic affairs official Pierre Moscovici during their meeting in Athens
yesterday.—AFP

Protectionism, political risk 
threaten eurozone revival

Impending EU-Britain divorce to compound crisis
BERLIN: Potential anti-establishment upsets in
national elections in France, the Netherlands
and Germany, alongside a global rise in protec-
tionism pose the biggest threats to the euro-
zone economy, according to a majority of econ-
omists polled by Reuters.

These risks come ahead of the threat of
impending divorce negotiations between the
European Union and Britain becoming frac-
tious, which was the number one concern for
Britain in a similar Reuters poll published this
week. The findings, released yesterday, contrast
with financial markets around the globe, partic-
ularly stock markets, being priced for a lot of
positive news.

“With populist parties still gaining support
and opinion polls consistently proving unreli-
able, there are plenty of events that could
unsettle markets,” Simon Wells, chief European
economist at HSBC, said.

The eurozone economy is forecast to grow
0.4 percent in coming quarters, a respectable
pace by recent historical standards, the latest
survey taken Feb 9-15 showed. Few economists
strayed far from the median view, and those
decent-yet-uninspiring growth predictions have
barely budged over the last two years in Reuters
polls. Still, most economists who answered an
additional question said the recent revival in the
eurozone economy is sustainable. But with the
European Central Bank already purchasing tens
of billions of euros a month in bonds and its key
interest rates at zero or negative, there is little
more it can feasibly do to revive the economy
should it stumble.

That leaves the pace of economic growth,
much like that of the United States and Britain,
vulnerable to political forces at a time when
global trade is at risk. Inflation expectations
remain well below the ECB’s target of just under
2 percent until at least 2019. Inflation is predict-
ed to average 1.5 percent this year and 1.4 per-
cent next, similar to a poll in January.

“With growth set to maintain a slow but
steady pace, underlying price pressures are like-
ly to stay muted. Although headline inflation is
set to rise due to the drag from lower energy
prices ending, core inflation remains stubbornly
low,” noted HSBC’s Wells. The recent optimism
on the region’s economic outlook has coincided
with a weak euro, making the currency bloc’s
exports relatively cheap on world markets. The
euro is predicted to weaken 3 percent against
the dollar over the coming year, a separate
Reuters poll of FX analysts showed.

Political risk rising
In recent weeks, the euro has come under

pressure in the run up to the French presidential
election. The latest opinion polls show far-right
National Front leader Marine Le Pen winning
the first round of the election, but the losing
heavily to independent candidate Emmanuel
Macron or slightly less heavily to conservative
Francois Fillon in the second round.

Despite this, few are discounting an upset
give the failure of polls in recent British and US
votes. “A victory for Ms Le Pen is well within the
bounds of possibility,” said Florian Baier, senior
economist at Fathom.  “Latest polls show that
Ms. Le Pen will make it to the second round,
which she will then lose...(but) polls have got it
wrong before. Mr Trump won, and Brexit hap-
pened.” Over 90 percent of the 42 economists
who answered an extra question in the latest
survey said a win for the National Front party
was unlikely. Economists also gave a very low
probability of any country leaving the currency
union over the next few years.

That suggests the outlook for the eurozone
economy, which is widely believed to lack the
momentum to withstand a major political
change, is based on the assumption that the
political status quo across the region is main-
tained. “It is not our central scenario that she (Le
Pen) wins, but the risk scenario is that she wins
as the chances of that happening is higher than
what is priced into the markets,” Fathom’s Baier
said. “If Le Pen wins the French election then it is
the end of the euro area as we know it.” If the
National Front wins the election, it pledges to
hold a European Union referendum within six
months, abandon the euro and reintroduce the
franc as the country’s primary currency. Far-
right and anti-establishment parties in the
Netherlands and Italy also want to leave the
eurozone.—Reuters 

PARIS: French Economy and Finance Minister Michel Sapin speaks during a session of ques-
tions to the government at the French National Assembly in Paris yesterday.—AFP

ROME: Italy needs to step up reforms if it
is to make a full recovery from an eco-
nomic crisis that caused poverty and
inequality to surge while investment col-
lapsed, the OECD said yesterday.

The call for an acceleration of change
came in a survey that highlighted a dev-
astating investment crunch, serious dis-
parities in income and education, a five-
fold increase in child poverty and pro-
ductivity levels that are still declining.
Although the economy emerged in 2015
from eight years of stagnation and reces-
sion, output per head remains ten per-
cent lower than in 2007, and roughly the
same as in 1997, the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and
Development said. Investment, after
allowing for inflation, is running at 70
percent of 2007 levels.

The think tank of the world’s most
advanced economies did offer encour-
agement to the country’s centre-left gov-
ernment, hailing its flagship Jobs Act as
an ambitious labour market reform that
was already generating jobs  something
which is disputed by trade unions and
others in Italy. “Reforms are producing
results, that’s the basic message I would
like to give,”  Angel Gurria, the OECD’s
Secretary General, told a press confer-
ence. And the Paris-based number
crunchers also provided the government
with some comforting words of support
in its running battle with European Union
officials over budget discipline.

Child poverty surges 
The survey notes that a “broadly

appropriate” and “mildly expansionary”
fiscal policy was underpinning growth
predicted to continue at a sickly rate of
around one percent through this year
and next. It also states that investment in
infrastructure, one of the government’s
sources of contention with Brussels,
would be crucial to addressing the pro-
ductivity problem.

But Gurria’s list of the challenges faced
by the Italian economy was a daunting
one. They included: reversing the inter-
linked slide in investment and productiv-
ity, cleaning up a banking sector saddled

with more than 300 billion euros (dollars)
worth of non-performing loans, address-
ing skill shortages much worse than in
comparable countries and reducing
poverty levels that have hit children
hardest. “In 2015, 11 percent of Italian
residents under the age of 17 were living
in what we consider absolute poverty. In
2006 it was only three percent,” Gurria
said. “Those figures are a signal of a need
for urgent action.”

Finance Minister Pier Carlo Padoan
said he agreed with the OECD’s assess-
ment of where Italy was, insisting the
government was committed to reducing
poverty. “That’s not only ethically the
right thing to do, it is also economically
efficient to promote inclusive growth,”
the veteran economist said.

The OECD highlighted Italy’s notori-
ous bureaucracy, its snail-paced legal sys-
tem and chronic tax evasion as serious
obstacles to economic progress. 

‘Dolce Vita’ factor 
“Public-administration inefficiencies,

slow judicial processes, poorly designed
regulation and weak competition still
make it difficult to do business in Italy,”
the survey notes.  “Innovative start-ups
and small/medium-sized companies con-
tinue to suffer from difficult access to
bank and equity finance, curbing
incomes for many.” Tax arrears stood at
750 billion euros in September 2015 -
equivalent to nearly 1,250 euros for every
person in the country.

And it is it is not only the fault of
dodgers: the World Bank puts Italy 126
out of 190 countries in a ranking for ease
of calculating and paying taxes.

The OECD also highlighted highly
unequal access to education and appro-
priate training as being acute issues, not-
ing that literacy levels were among the
lowest of its 20 member states.

It was not all bad news however. The
“dolce vita” (sweet life) factor still puts
Italy above comparable countries for
work-life balance,  social connections and
levels of health and longevity, albeit with
considerable disparities across social
classes and regions. — AFP

Keep taking the meds, 
OECD tells ailing Italy

Danone to slash costs 
as sales growth slows

PARIS: French dairy giant Danone unveiled
a one-billion-euro ($1.1-billion) cost-cut-
ting program yesterday as it said that sales
growth slowed last year. Danone said in a
statement that although it turned in a
“robust” performance last year, it needed to
improve costs in order to face up to the
current challenges. “While we delivered a
robust performance...  the challenges we
faced, including a slower turnaround of
dairy in Europe and major market volatility,
are a clear case to step up in our ability to
seize consumer opportunities and improve
our efficiency,” said chief executive
Emmanuel Faber.

Danone said its net profit jumped by 34
percent to 1.7 billion euros ($1.8 billion) in
2016, but sales declined by 2.1 percent to

21.9 billion euros, largely due to exchange
rate effects.

On a like-for-like basis, sales grew by 2.9
percent, slower than the rate of 4.4 percent
recorded the previous year.  Looking ahead,
Danone said it expected economic condi-
tions to “remain particularly volatile and
uncertain overall, with persistently fragile
or even deflationary consumer trends in
Europe, and specific contextual difficulties
in a few major markets,” including Russia,
China and Brazil.

In the face of this, it would embark on a
program to cut selling and administrative
costs by one billion euros by 2020, and lift
operating margins, Danone said. Danone is
in the process of acquiring the US organic
foods producer WhiteWave Foods.  — AFP

PARIS: French Food group Danone CEO Emmanuel Faber poses prior to attend the
presentation of the group’s 2016 results in Paris yesterday.—AFP

NEW YORK: A $25 million pledge to fight
the food industry’s influence on public
health is coming from a surprising source -
the CEO of a snack bar maker. Kind founder
Daniel Lubetzky says he’s pledging his own
money to create a group called “Feed the
Truth” dedicated to revealing corporate
influence in the nutrition field, with activi-
ties like education campaigns and inves-
tigative journalism.

The move underscores the division
between older “Big Food” companies and
newer  businesses that market themselves
as wholesome alternatives aligned with
health advocates. Kind,  known for its fruit
and nut bars, touts its use of “real” ingredi-
ents and has proven deft at mixing market-
ing  with nutrition issues. A public health
and ethics expert not involved with the
group says much depends on how it is set
up, and that one tactic to neutralize poten-
tial critics is to engage them.

Three high-profile health and nutrition
experts have been enlisted to name Feed
the Truth’s board, which will hire an execu-
tive director. Lubetzky said he and Kind will
have no involvement, and the group will be
free to scrutinize the company. “We don’t
have any skeletons in our closet,” he said.

Since Kind was launched in 2004, the
company’s annual revenue has grown to
$673.4 million, according to market
researcher Euromonitor. The company was
in the spotlight after the Food and Drug
Administration warned that it was inappro-
priately using the term “healthy” on pack-
aging. Kind launched a petition asking the
FDA to update its guidelines, saying the fat
in almonds and avocados shouldn’t count
against it, and declared victory when the
agency said last year it was re-evaluating.

Lubetzky cited that experience and
recent reporting by The Associated Press
and The New York Times revealing the food
industry’s influence on nutrition science for
his decision to create Feed the Truth. Kind
said he will sign a letter of intent to donate
$2.5 million a year for the next 10 years.

Lubetzky said he did not donate the
money to the Center for Science in the
Public Interest because the advocacy

group does not accept industry funding.
That raises the question of whether Feed
the Truth will accept money from other
food companies, and if so, under what
terms. Lubetzky said that will be up to the
board and director. The irony of such a
group being established by a snack bar
CEO is not lost on Marion Nestle, a profes-
sor of food studies at New York University
who is helping nominate the board. She
said she usually keeps industry at arm’s
length, but found Lubetzky “very persua-
sive” and felt Feed the Truth could raise
awareness about corporate influence in
nutrition research.

Deb Eschmeyer, a senior policy adviser
on nutrition under the Obama administra-
tion, said the project reflects the new ways
companies and executives are engaging
with the public. Michael Jacobson, execu-
tive director of CSPI, said the money being
pledged in advance should help give the
group independence. Kind said the three
advisers are not being paid, though it cov-
ered Nestle’s travel costs for a meeting. The
company said it would not be involved
once the board is established.

Leigh Turner, a professor at the
University of Minnesota’s School of Public
Health, said that whether the group
remains free from Lubetzky and Kind’s
influence remains to be seen. He noted
that engaging critics is one way for compa-
nies to neutralize them, and that the group
could be a boon to Kind’s image.

“This is a business that wants to present
itself as a healthy alternative to candy bars,”
Turner said. As an example of how Kind
presents itself, the company launched a
“Nutrition Collective” for dietitians last year,
which it said was for discussion of major
public health issues. A signup page said
members would not be paid, but being
involved included letting people how “Kind
can be a part of their 

new lifestyle.” Although Feed the Truth
may boost Kind’s image, Lubetzky said that
wasn’t the goal. “I would hope that people
say, OK, these guys are doing the right
thing for society, I’m going  to be more loy-
al to the brand,” Lubetzky said. — AP

Millions to fight food industry 
sway, from a snack bar CEO


