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SAINT PETERSBURG: Russian President Vladimir Putin hosts
Indian premier Narendra Modi yesterday on the sidelines of
the Kremlin’s annual economic forum, as Moscow looks to
burnish a fragile recovery despite tensions with the West.
Modi and Putin will meet on the third leg of the Indian leader’s
four-nation tour of Europe with the pair looking to bolster
declining trade between the once key partners.

Modi is the guest of honor at this year’s three-day Saint
Petersburg Economic Forum-Russia’s answer to Davos-that
Putin wants to use to push the idea that Russia has turned the
page on a brutal recession caused by low oil prices and sanc-
tions over Ukraine. Speaking to journalists as the showcase
kicked off, the combative Kremlin strongman insisted that
measures against Moscow, including economic sanctions, had
ended up having “zero effect”. 

Putin said he hoped “Russophobia” in the West would “not
last for too long, not forever, if only because the understand-
ing has to come that it is counterproductive and harms every-
one.” For the Kremlin, India represents the sort of major
emerging market it wants to do more business with as it looks
to insulate itself against geopolitical shocks with the unpre-
dictable Donald Trump in the White House. 

“It is very clear that there will be a very strong statement
that Russia is looking to diversify its political relations, is not
looking to have one best friend,” analyst Chris Weafer from
Macro Advisory said. “Rather than praising China or being criti-
cal of Europe, they will try to say ‘We are going to be diversi-
fied, we are going to be open’.”

Boosting India trade    
Russia and India enjoyed a decades-long alliance forged

during the Cold War, when the Soviet Union was New Delhi’s
largest trading partner, diplomatic ally and main arms suppli-
er, providing everything from tanks to aircraft. But the rela-
tionship became unmoored following the collapse of the
USSR, as India underwent an economic transformation and
increasingly sought to build trade ties with Western nations.

That process has accelerated in recent years as New Delhi
has orbited closer to Washington, and Russia has fostered rela-
tionships with India’s chief regional rivals Pakistan and China.
Modi and Putin are expected to oversee a number of deals
and discuss a framework agreement for Moscow to supply
more reactors to a nuclear plant in southern India as the coun-
try seeks to reduce its reliance on highly polluting coal.  —AFP 

Vladimir Putin hosts Modi at 
Russia’s economic showcase
‘Russophobia in the West won’t last for long’

SPRINGFIELD: More than 1 million Illinois residents
are feeling the impact of the state’s unprecedented
budget impasse, a situation that’s expected to worsen
with the prospect of entering a third straight fiscal
year without a spending plan. State legislators
adjourned this week without an agreement for the fis-
cal year that starts July 1, impacting students, small
businesses, domestic violence victims and others.
Here’s a look at some of fallout of the ongoing budget
fight between Republican Gov. Bruce Rauner and
Democrats controlling the Legislature:

Financial snapshot
Illinois closes out the current fiscal year nearly $6

billion in the red, a deficit that continues to grow.
Spending mandated by court orders and state statute
continues at levels set by the last budget lawmakers
approved in 2014, when revenues were higher. A 2011
temporary income tax increase has since rolled back.

Adding to the mess is a ballooning backlog of unpaid
bills to state contractors and vendors that’s reached
$14.5 billion, a worst-in-the-nation credit rating and
roughly $130 billion in unfunded pension liabilities.

Education
Universities and colleges say the standoff threat-

ens enrollment with numerous cutbacks and credit
downgrades. This week, Northeastern Il l inois
University, which has already instituted temporary
shutdowns and furloughed employees, announced
it’d eliminate 180 full-time jobs. State-funded grants
that help some 130,000 low-income students pay
tuition are also in limbo. A stopgap budget covered
some grants until January. Some schools have been
able to front the money in hopes that they’ll be reim-
bursed, but others can’t.

Elementary and high schools have also made
reductions, offering fewer special education services

and cancelling some buses. Chicago Public Schools
announced in early May that it’ll have to borrow $389
million to get through the rest of the year. The nation’s
second-largest district had banked on $215 million in
pension relief from Springfield, which Rauner vetoed
late last year.

Social services
Organizations that provide state social services are

waiting six months or more to get paid. Many have
drastically scaled back programs or let employees go.
In the stopgap budget, funding for domestic violence
shelters was left out completely and weren’t even told
until December, forcing several to cut staff and create
waiting lists. The Women’s Center, a shelter offering
services to domestic violence and sexual assault vic-
tims in eight southern Illinois counties, has said that
without an infusion of state funds in the coming
months they’ll have to close their doors. —AP

Impact of Illinois’ 3-year budget impasse

Vietnam and US sign 
deals worth $8 billion

WASHINGTON: Vietnam and the US have signed $8 billion in
deals, including a massive engine contract with a Vietnamese
budget carrier famed for its bikini-clad air hostesses, officials
said.  The deals were announced during a visit by Vietnam’s
Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc to the White House
Wednesday, a trip aimed at drumming up trade ties after US
President Donald Trump pulled out of a massive Asia-Pacific
trade pact earlier this year, decrying it as a “job killer”.

Vietnam, which stood to gain enormously from the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) before the US pullout, has been
aggressively courting Washington to bolster business ties, and
Phuc is the first Southeast Asian leader to visit Trump’s White
House.  The new deals saw Vietjet sign a 12-year engine con-
tract worth $3.58 billion with CFM International, a joint ven-
ture of General Electric and Safran. The airline also signed a
separate deal worth $1 billion with GE Capital Aviation
Services in aircraft financing. 

“We strongly believe that this agreement will promote eco-
nomic and trade exchange between the two countries and
create millions (of) jobs for the two peoples,” said Vietjet CEO
Nguyen Thi Phuong Thao, who is the communist country’s
first and only female billionaire. The country’s largest low-cost
carrier, Vietjet is best-known for air hostesses sporting bikinis
on some of its flights. The company said it raked in $1.21 bil-
lion in revenues last year and its shares have soared since its
market debut in February. The other new deals, signed in the
sectors of hospitality, science and technology, academia and
energy, come as Washington opts for bilateral agreements
over sprawling free trade pacts. 

Trump has singled out Vietnam as one of the countries
allegedly stealing American jobs and has vowed to boost
exports to the fast-growing nation to narrow the $32 billion
trade deficit tipped in Hanoi’s favor. “The growth of the middle
class and the increasing purchasing power in Vietnam are fur-
ther incentives to strengthening our long-term trade and
investment relationship,” said US Secretary of Commerce
Wilbur Ross Ross, according to a statement about the deals,
which he said would create 23,000 American jobs.  —AFP 

SAINT PETERSBURG: Russian President Vladimir Putin, right, shakes hands with Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi during a meeting on the sidelines of the St. Petersburg International Economic Forum (SPIEF) in Saint
Petersburg yesterday. — AFP

HANOI: This file photo shows a VietJet Air plane preparing
to take off from Hanoi’s Noi Bai International airport. —AFP


