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BERLIN: This file photo shows passengers bridge on the tarmac of the Berlin-Brandenburg International airport (BER)
during a visit to the building site in Schoenefeld near Berlin.—AFP 

BERLIN: Lufthansa had its planes ready
and German Chancellor Angela Merkel
was lined up for the ribbon-cutting cere-
mony-all was in place for the opening of
Berlin’s state-of-the-art airport on June 3,
2012. Except the airport itself. Five years
on, and the BER airport remains unfin-
ished, shuttered and a byword for fiasco in
a country usually better known for its
engineering prowess and obsession with
punctuality. 

Construction had begun back in 2006
for the mega-project set to replace the
German capital’s two ageing and saturat-
ed airports-Tegel and Schoenefeld. But the
opening of BER, on the southern outskirts
of Berlin, was scrapped a month before
Merkel was due to inaugurate the site in
front of 10,000 guests. The problem relat-
ed to the fire alarm and smoke extraction
system-but it soon emerged that this was
far from the only issue. 

Besides a litany of technical faults that
included a roof twice the authorized
weight, there were planning errors, suppli-
ers going bankrupt, and suspicions of cor-
ruption. Finally the scandal cost Berlin’s
former mayor Klaus Wowereit his job.
Meanwhile BER’s building costs more than
tripled from the 1.7 billion euros ($1.9 bil-
lion) initially budgeted to more than 6 bil-
lion euros ($6.7 billion) to date. Authorities
are running quirky weekly visits to the air-
port for a fee, but at 10 euros a head, they
are doing little for the bottom line.

No flights    
While the airport remains shut, its run-

ways are occasionally being used by
neighboring Schoenefeld airport, which
was once the air hub of communist East
Berlin and is undergoing its own renova-
tion. Other infrastructure linked to BER has
to be constantly maintained so it will be
ready when the airport finally opens its
doors. To ensure that the rail tracks and

stations built for the airport remain opera-
tional and free of mould, an empty region-
al train circulates on the route two nights a
week. The ghost trains will continue their
lonely trips until the day the terminal
opens, says Deutsche Bahn. At the nearby
Hotel Steigenberger, eight housekeepers
and technicians maintain empty rooms-
even though the hotel “is not expected to
open before the actual inauguration of the
airport” according to its operator
Deutsche Hospitality. Travelers booking
flights on websites are already offered the
choice of landing at Tegel, Schoenefeld or
BER-except that those who pick the third
choice find no available flights. On Berlin
roads, signs showing the way to the air-
port are, for now, simply crossed out.

Running joke    
Lufthansa spokesman Wolfgang Weber

recalled the day the airport was meant to
open, with one of the carrier’s Airbus jets
set to be the first on the tarmac.
Germany’s largest airline had a “big plan”
to bump up the number of direct flights

from Berlin to other destinations from
eight to 45. Tickets were sold, planes read-
ied and personnel hired, he said, but “step
by step, we cut down this flight plan”.

Today, Lufthansa and its subsidiary
Eurowings link Berlin to 30 destinations
from Tegel airport, and the carrier has kept
BER off its flights plans for coming years.
“We need a date-and to have that date at
least a year in advance,” said Weber. But to
avoid yet more embarrassment, authori-
ties have not set a new date. Thomas
Winkelmann, the boss of Air Berlin, has
acknowledged “the limits of Berlin in
terms of infrastructure”.

In April-despite the carrier’s name-he
decided to boost the western city of
Duesseldorf as a base for its long-haul
flights. For now, BER is a running joke
among Berliners. Some have suggested
the sweeping and deserted site as a possi-
ble nuclear waste storage site. Others,
picking up on the Internet meme of
“Chuck Norris facts”, say only the reputed-
ly omnipotent US martial arts film hero
can rescue the project now.—AFP 

Will it ever open? Berliners laugh 
and cry over long delayed airport
BER airport remains unfinished, byword for fiasco

SAN JUAN: Puerto Rico’s governor announced a budget
Wednesday that promises tax breaks, sets aside more than
$400 million for debt service and guarantees $2 billion in pen-
sion payments amid a deep economic crisis. The proposed
$9.56 billion budget is more than a half million dollars larger
than last year’s, and Gov. Ricardo Rossello said that for the first
time in recent history the budget would be truly balanced. “In
the past, money was taken from areas, increasing budgeted
spending and hiding debt,” he said. “That’s over.”

The US territory is struggling to emerge from a 10-year
recession that has prompted more than a half million Puerto
Ricans to flee to the US mainland. Rossello’s administration is
now in the midst of restructuring a portion of a $73 billion
public debt load through a bankruptcy-like process in federal
court after previous administrations borrowed millions of dol-
lars to cover the island’s debt for decades.

Despite the economic woes, Rossello said the govern-
ment’s general fund will now ensure that retired government
workers keep receiving monthly pensions even as the island’s
public retirement system that is underfunded by about $50
billion collapses. To offset the $2 billion pension payment,
Rossello proposes cuts such as eliminating millions of dollars
in annual subsidies to Puerto Rico’s 78 municipalities, prompt-
ing some mayors to start charging for garbage collection and
possibly other services.

Lack of transparency 
Rossello also said he is setting aside a $200 million reserve

demanded by a federal control board that threatened to fur-
lough tens of thousands of government workers if the reserve
is not included in the budget. In addition, the governor said
he will soon submit a tax reform bill that will include more
than $200 million in tax breaks and exempt everyone from
paying taxes on the first $12,500 earned. He also said retirees
would not pay taxes on the first $25,000 earned instead of the
current $15,000 if the bill is approved.

A copy of the budget was not immediately available, and
Rossello did not provide details on how much money he set
aside for education, health and public safety. “The lack of
transparency has not allowed the people to understand how
the budget is being increased to $9.5 billion during an econo-
my that is shrinking,” said Rep. Rafael Hernandez of the
island’s main opposition party. Hernandez said he also was
concerned about a nearly 50 percent cut to nonprofit organi-
zations. “The weight and sacrifice that the people of Puerto
Rico will have to bear in upcoming years will be place squarely
on the back of workers and those who are most in need,” he
said. Legislators expect to hold public hearings starting
Monday and have until June 25 to finalize the budget. The
governor’s party controls both the House of Representatives
and the Senate.—AP
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promises tax breaks,
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LONDON: British banking giant
Barclays said yesterday it has further
reduced its stake in its South African
operations as part of a global strategic
re-think unveiled last year. Barclays
said in a statement that it had placed
a stake of 33.7 percent in Barclays
Africa with institutional investors, rais-
ing some £2.224 billion (2.5 billion
euros, $2.9 billion). Barclays, which has
decided to focus on its two core mar-
kets of Britain and the United States,
now holds a stake of just 16.4 percent

in the unit. 
It does want to pull out completely,

however, and will hold on to a stake of
15 percent, it said. Barclays Africa,
which is listed on the Johannesburg
stock exchange and is present in
around 10 countries, has declined in
value in recent months, against the
backdrop of the political crisis in
South Africa. The British bank was
compelled to make a write-down of
around £900 million on the unit in its
first-quarter accounts.—AFP 

Barclays slashes stake in
South African unit

Brazil’s unemployment rate 
falls for first time since 2014

RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil’s sickly economy got an unexpected
glimmer of good news Wednesday with unemployment fig-
ures showing a slight dip to 13.6 percent rather than yet
another record rise. It was the first fall in unemployment fig-
ures since 2014 and came amid expectations that Latin
America’s biggest economy is finally emerging from its worst
recession in history.

The IBGE state statistics office said that 14 million people
were out of work in the February-April period, or 13.6 percent
of the workforce. While still a huge number, the announce-
ment at least put a stop to what had been a relentless series of
increases. With the March rate at 13.7 percent, amounting to
14.2 million unemployed, economists had been bracing for
another hike to 13.9 percent, according to a forecast from
Gradual Investimentos.

The marginally better situation will boost President Michel
Temer’s attempt to stay in office despite a raging corruption
scandal. The conservative leader faces multiple calls for his
resignation and a probe in the Supreme Court that could see
him stripped of office over charges of obstruction justice and
corruption. Temer is attempting to rally political support, say-
ing that his program of restoring fiscal responsibility to Brazil
and implementing austerity measures is helping to end a two-
year recession-the deepest in the country’s history.—AFP 


