
MEXICO CITY: Mexicans are bracing to kickstart
the New Year on a sour note, with protests
planned against the government’s huge hike in
gasoline prices. President Enrique Pena Nieto
has promised that fuel prices will fall thanks to
his landmark 2014 energy reform, which ended
a seven-decade-old monopoly held by the
state-run firm Pemex.

The government plans to end subsidies and
let the market dictate prices in March, but
Mexicans will feel the pinch at the pump before
they start falling. The finance ministry
announced Tuesday that the price of gasoline
would increase by as much as 20.1 percent to
0.88 dollars per liter on January 1, while diesel
would rise by 16.5 percent to 0.83 dollars. The
price ceiling will be adjusted daily from

February 18, before letting supply and demand
determine them in March.

Around 100 protestors blocked a service sta-
tion in the Pacific resort of Acapulco on Friday,
while Jalisco authorities investigated reports
that a drug gang threatened to set fire to serv-
ice stations. A protest is planned in the capital
on Sunday while Mexicans were urged on social
media to block service stations on Monday.
People were also encouraged to boycott fuel
for three days.

Before the price announcement, fuel short-
ages had already angered Mexicans in several
states. “The fuel price increase causes outrage.
People are right: it’s not fair. I support each fam-
ily, I share their outrage and anger,” Aristoteles
Sandoval, the governor of western Jalisco state,

wrote on Twitter. Sandoval’s criticism drew par-
ticular attention because he is a member of
Pena Nieto’s centrist Institutional Revolutionary
Party (PRI). Furious opposition governors plan
to meet with federal government officials next
week to discuss the price hike. “We just had a
security meeting (between governors and Pena
Nieto) days ago and there was not one com-
ment about this situation,” said Mexico City’s
leftist Mayor Miguel Angel Mancera.

Competitive prices 
The protests are the latest headache for

Pena Nieto, whose popularity has plummeted
below 25 percent this year due to his govern-
ment’s failure to curb drug-related violence, dis-
appointing economic growth and his unpopu-

lar decision to host Donald Trump before the
anti-immigration Republican won the US presi-
dential election. Finance Minister Jose Antonio
Meade defended the fuel price increase, saying
it would not trigger more inflation and that
eventually the “final price for consumers will be
among the most competitive in the world.”

Mexican energy industry expert David
Shields voiced doubts that the demonstrations
will force the government to change its mind.
“After such a blunt announcement, it’s very hard
for the government to back down because it has
a very small margin. The country’s fiscal situation
is terrible and you can’t keep subsidizing gaso-
line,” Shields told AFP. The fall in global oil prices
in recent years has forced the government to cut
its budget and slash spending at Pemex. And the

peso has fallen to historic lows due to Trump’s
protectionist rhetoric against Mexico.

Fewer tips? 
The liberalization of gasoline prices was

supposed to begin in 2018, but the govern-
ment decided to start it now. “An immediate
drop in prices was an unreal expectation. We
have seen a very strong depreciation of the
peso,” Shields said. In Mexico City, service sta-
tion worker Maria de la Luz Lopez worried
that the price increases could hurt her. “I’m
afraid that to compensate for the increase,
(customers) will no longer give us tips,” said
Lopez, who like many in her field does not
earn a wage and depends on the generosity
of drivers. — AFP 
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Mexicans furious over fuel price hike

BEIJING: Residents enjoy a clear day near the iconic CCTV headquarters. — AP 

BEIJING: China’s economy is on a steady growth path as
2016 ends, supported by a housing boom and billions in
government investment, but the mood of policymakers is
more cautious than celebratory as they face “complexity” in
the New Year. Controlling risks has been a constant refrain
in recent months as the focus of policymakers switches to
taming asset bubbles and checking unbalanced growth
stemming from efforts to fuel the economy with credit.

The central bank - while reaffirming a long-standing
commitment to prudent policy - said on Friday it would
pay more attention to maintaining a “neutral” stance and
ensure that it is “neither too tight nor too loose”. “At pres-
ent, China’s economic and financial operations are general-
ly stable, but the complexity of the situation cannot be
underestimated,” the People’s Bank of China (PBOC) said.

Bank lending is on pace to top 2015’s record 11.71 trillion
yuan ($1.7 trillion), helping to stoke a housing boom that saw
prices rise a historic 12.6 percent year-on-year in November,
while fixed asset investment by state firms is growing more
than 20 percent. But growth has become more imbalanced
this year as the effectiveness of new credit declines and com-
panies and individuals face mounting debts, economists say.
Policy insiders expect monetary policy to tilt towards slight
tightening in 2017 as the government tries to strike a balance
between supporting the economy with ample credit and
preventing a destabilising build-up in debt. Central bank
adviser Sheng Songcheng told Reuters in an interview on
Thursday that interest rates in China were already on an
upward trend as the economy improved.

Market stress
In the financial markets, China’s blue-chip stock index

ended the year more than 11 percent lower while the
Chinese yuan plumbed an 8-1/2 year low. Primary money
rates rose this week and were largely higher this year, driv-
en by the PBOC’s tighter liquidity stance in the second half
aimed at taming risks.

The key interbank rate rose more than 25 basis points
for the year, indicating tighter monetary conditions, after
falling sharply in 2015. Market participants also said the
falling yuan has had a large negative impact on the money
market in the second half, with the central bank buying up
Chinese currency and shrinking base money. The PBOC
said in Friday’s report it would push reforms of the yuan
regime, while keeping the currency basically stable.

The central bank used the same wording about the cur-
rency in last year’s report. The yuan ended 2016 with its
biggest annual loss since 1994, putting it on track to be the
worst-per forming major Asian currency this year.
Expectations for a weaker yuan have contributed to signifi-
cant capital outflows as China’s foreign currency reserves
fall to the lowest level in more than five years.

As Chinese firms step up overseas investment, which also
contributes to capital outflows, policymakers announced
plans this week to further open China’s markets to foreign
investment. Any further opening up to foreign firms should
help redress an imbalance in investment flows which is likely
to rise to an unprecedented 335 billion yuan this year as out-
bound investment rose more than 55 percent in the first 11
months of 2016. Chinese President Xi Jinping called for more
efforts to push key reforms next year with a focus on state-
owned-enterprises, taxation, finance, land, urbanization, social
security, ecological progress and opening up, the official
Xinhua news agency reported late Friday night. — Reuters

China policymakers pledge 
stability for ‘complex’ 2017 


