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ATHENS: A motorcyclist looks on as he drives next to a pile of garbage in
Piraeus, near Athens, on Monday, June 26, 2017. Municipality workers
have been on strike for almost a week, hindering trash collection across
the country. —AP

ATHENS: The scene has become familiar
in Greece in recent months-a middle-
aged woman in a courthouse, trying to
dodge an angry crowd shouting inches
from her face. “Get out, crow!” is the usual
cry at notaries-in most cases women-
seeking to carry out court-mandated
property auctions. “Not a single home in
bankers’ hands!” A tacit ban on thousands
of property foreclosures in Greece, stalling
sales for years, is now under threat as
cash-strapped banks and social insurance
funds start to turn the screws on borrow-
ers. And to escape obstruction by anti-
eviction groups, the auctions will be taken
online with the blessing of Greece’s EU-
IMF creditors. 

“It will be like eBay,” warns Victor
Tsiafoutis, a lawyer helping debtors on
behalf of Greek consumer group Ekpizo.
“Everything is being done to facilitate
foreclosures... it’s all done for the banks,”
he lamented. From September, a custom-
made platform will enable some 15,000
properties including homes to go under
the hammer electronically, says Georgios
Rouskas, head of Greece’s notary associa-
tions. “There are court rulings covering
these foreclosures... instead of doing it in
court, it will be done on an electronic
platform.”

In recent months, notaries have played
a cat-and-mouse game with anti-eviction
activists, who arrive in force to prevent
property auctions from taking place. On a
regular basis, members of leftist groups-
including hardline former ministers of
Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras-interrupt the
proceedings and escort notaries out of
court offices, in full view of the police.

‘Punching bag’ 
After several run-ins, the notaries in

October decided to abstain from all but the
most pressing auction cases. They ended
their protest on Friday. “We had become a
punching bag,” says Rouskas. “Foreclosures
were never easy to accept... (but) in the
past year the problem has become acute.”
The notaries insist that the repossessions
are not targeting the poor-in most cases,
properties to go under the hammer are
worth over 300,000 euros.

Formerly loose with questionable loans
to not only the public, but also political
parties and prominent media groups,
Greek banks are now loaded with bad
debt. From 2011 onwards, if property auc-
tions had been allowed to proceed unhin-
dered, the number of foreclosures stem-
ming from mortgages would have dou-
bled, the notaries say.  Those related to
business loans would have tripled, while
those linked to consumer loans would
have quadrupled.

Protection waning 
In 2010, at the outset of Greece’s sev-

en-year economic crisis, a law was passed
to protect family homes from debt
seizure. For years to come, private and
state creditors refrained from aggressively
pursuing foreclosures, even after court
rulings, as the country sank deeper into
recession. 

Bank staff privately admit that mass
foreclosures would also have been
impractical in a country with a near-dead
property market, as they would have
found it hard to sell on the houses they
seized. But this has led to wealthy debtors
playing the system to their advantage,
Rouskas argues, by using the auction
moratorium to avoid having their assets
taken and sold.

“Greeks are prone to extremes,” says
Rouskas. “We are asked to stop all auc-
tions, be it a warehouse, a factory, a villa, a
hotel or a ship... anything that can be
called ‘people’s’ property.”  In the online
auction platform, which was prepared
with advice from EU-IMF technical
experts, participation is open to all bid-
ders, Greek or foreign.

Tsiafoutis says the move “may benefit
foreign funds and investors (as) there is
no liquidity (in Greece).” Auctions will be
held three times a week from 11 in the
morning to five in the afternoon. Bidders
will need to register ahead of time and
pay a fee depending on the value of the
property. The software is being devel-
oped by Newsphone Hellas, a company
best known in Greece for late-night TV
telemarketing ads.

“This is who we found... they were the
best prepared,” shrugs Rouskas, pointing
to a low contract cost of 20,000 euros for
each of Greece’s nine regional notary
associations “compared to initial estimates
of 900,000 euros”. “The law says every-
body should be free to participate in the
process. There will be opposition. But I
think things will work out,” he says when
asked about a possible backlash.

On June 15, masked anarchists
smashed the front entrance of
Newsphone Hellas and threw paint in the
lobby. Rouskas says notaries are not intim-
idated. “Notaries have always held auc-
tions in public. We are not scared. Most
people recognize our contribution (in
delaying unfair auctions).” But others in
the profession are not as sanguine. “Why
should I get beaten up because someone
didn’t settle their debt on time?” says
another notary, speaking on condition of
anonymity. The justice ministry did not
respond to calls for comment. Two top
banks with homes to auction declined to
answer questions for this story. —AFP

Greece take foreclosures

online to avoid protests

CHENNAI: One of southern India’s worst
droughts in decades has dried up reser-
voirs in the region, severely impacting
the availability of drinking water in
Chennai and other cities, with the gov-
ernment urging citizens to save water.
Water supplies across the port city of
Chennai have dropped by half, with the
government saying tap water may dwin-
dle to a trickle in the days to come.

“We are supplying between 450 to
470 million liters of water every day,”
compared to the normal requirement of
830 million liters, said Arun Roy, of the
Chennai Metropolitan Water Supply and
Sewage Board that supplies water
across the city. “Many residents have

switched to their private borewells to
meet their requirements, and we are
also using water tankers to regulate
supply.”

Water from lakes and reser voirs
around the city largely meet the needs
of the city and its suburbs, home to
more than 8 million people. Veeranam
lake in neighboring Cuddalore district -
one of Chennai’s main water sources -
is almost dry after the failure of the
2016 monsoons. Depleted groundwa-
ter sources and other dried up lakes
within 60 km of Chennai - including
Pulicat, Puzhal, Sholavaram, Kaliveli
and Maduranthakam - have left the city
parched.

Constant fights 
Domestic worker Maheshwari

Karunakaran is allowed to fill only 20 pots
of water every two days to meet the
needs of her four-member household.
Karunakaran uses this water to drink,
cook, bathe, wash utensils and clothes.
“There is a fight every time the water sup-
ply is released to the hand pump below
my block of apartments,” she told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation, adding
that she often had to leave work early to
queue up for water.

“Everybody needs more water. We are
forced to buy additional water for any-
where between two to five Indian
rupees(less than $1) per pot.” In many

areas, piped water is being supplied only
once every three to four days. The water
costs for most Chennai residents have
gone up by 50 percent, while more peo-
ple are depending on private water
tankers and personal borewells for their
everyday needs.

Officials say the number of calls to
their helpline have increased with many
people asking for water tankers. The gov-
ernment has 7,000 tankers in operation in
the city. Chennai also gets water from
government-run desalination plants,
which are now working around the clock,
raising concerns about technical glitches.
“This crisis was expected considering that
the last monsoons had failed,” said Sekhar

Raghavan of Rain Centre, a nonprofit that
promotes rainwater harvesting in the city.
“But the shocker is that there has been no
planning to deal with it. De-silting of lakes
and reservoirs, efforts to ensure recharge
of groundwater have all been missing.”

According to Roy, the government
started putting measures into place as
early as January. “Industries and bulk
users were forewarned, and our engineers
have been engaging with resident wel-
fare associations to create awareness on
the situation,” he said. “We are hoping we
will get some rains in July that will help
recharge some of the groundwater, failing
which, the next few months will be
tough.” —Reuters

Tap water dwindles as cities parched by S India drought

BRUSSELS: European regulators
fined Google a record 2.42 billion
euros ($2.72 billion) for abusing its
dominance of the online search
market in a case that could be just
the opening salvo in Europe’s
attempt to curb the company’s
clout on that continent. The deci-
sion announced Tuesday by the
European Commission punished
Google for unfairly favoring its own
online shopping recommendations
in its search results. The commis-
sion is also conducting at least two
other probes into the company’s
business practices that could force
Google to make even more
changes in the way it bundles serv-
ices on mobile devices and sells
digital advertising.

Even so, Europe’s crackdown is
unlikely to affect Google’s products
in the U.S. or elsewhere.  But it could
provide an opportunity to contrast
how consumers fare when the com-
pany operates under constraints
compared with an unfettered
Google. The fine immediately trig-
gered debate about whether
European regulators were taking
prudent steps to preserve competi-
tion or overstepping their bounds to
save companies being shunned by
consumers who have overwhelm-
ingly embraced an alternative.

Margrethe Vestager, Europe’s top
antitrust regulator, said her agency’s
nearly seven-year investigation left
no doubt something had to be done
to rein in Google. “What Google has
done is illegal under EU antitrust
rules. It denied other companies the
chance to compete on the merits
and to innovate. And most impor-
tantly, it denied European con-
sumers a genuine choice of services
and the full benefits of innovation,”
Vestager told reporters Tuesday.

Highest ever fine 
The fine was the highest ever

imposed in Europe for anti-compet-
itive behavior, exceeding a 1.06 bil-
lion euros penalty on Silicon Valley
chip maker Intel in 2009. The penal-
ty itself is unlikely to leave a dent in
Google’s finances. Parent company
Alphabet Inc. has more than $92
billion (82 billion euros) in cash,
including nearly $56 billion (50 bil-
lion euros) in accounts outside of
the US.

The findings in Europe contrast-
ed sharply with those reached by
the US Federal Trade Commission in
a similar investigation of Google

completed in 2013. The FTC
absolved Google of any serious
wrongdoing after concluding that
its search recommendations did not
undermine competition or hurt con-
sumers. Leading up to that unani-
mous decision, though, some of the
FTC’s staff sent a memo to the
agency’s commissioners recom-
mending legal action because
Google’s “conduct has resulted - and
will result - in real harm to con-
sumers and to innovation in the
online search and advertising mar-
kets,” according to a memo inadver-
tently released to The Wall Street
Journal two years ago.

Google’s misbehavior in Europe
boiled down to its practice of high-
lighting its own online shopping
service above those of its rivals.
Merchants pay Google for the right
to show summaries of their prod-
ucts in small boxes displayed near
the top of search results when
someone seems to be interested in
a purchase. Meanwhile, Google lists
search results of its biggest rivals in
online shopping on page 4 - and
smaller rivals even lower, based on
the calculations of European regula-
tors. That’s a huge advantage for
Google when 90 percent of user
clicks are on the first page. —AP

EU fines Google $2.7 billion  

for abusing weaker rivals
Attempting to curb company’s clout on the continent

BRUSSELS: European Union Commissioner for Competition Margrethe Vestager speaks during a
media conference at EU headquarters. —AP

BRUSSELS: The European Union faces a 20-bil-
lion-euro hole in its annual budget due to
Britain’s withdrawal and rising costs in issues
such as defense, a commissioner said yesterday.

EU Budget Commissioner Guenther Oettinger,
of Germany, called on the bloc to improve the
efficiency of its spending in the wake of Brexit in
March 2019. “We won’t have the UK with us any-

more, but they were net payers despite the
Thatcher rebate, so we will have a gap of 10 to
11 billion euros a year,” Oettinger told a press
conference as he unveiled the commission’s
proposals for the budget.

Under late British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher, Britain secured an annual rebate on
its budget contribution worth more than
three billion euros. Oettinger wrote separate-
ly in a blog on the proposals that “at the same
time we need to finance new tasks such as
defense, internal security. . .  The total gap
could therefore be up to twice as much.”
Twenty billion euros would amount to $22.5-
billion. The EU’s budget in 2017 was 157.9 bil-
lion euros.

The German commissioner said that the EU
could, after Britain leaves, save money by
eliminating all rebates enjoyed by a number of
other countries. But it would have to take fur-
ther measures, he said. “I am ambitious and
realistic,” he said.  “ The Brexit  gap wil l  be
financed by a mix of cuts, shifting expendi-
ture, saving, and some new sources of money.”

The commission’s proposals suggest in par-
ticular that EU countries could save a lot of
money by cooperating in key areas, as they
aim to do on defense post-Brexit. But it does
not set out detailed plans, saying that it wants
to hear from member state next. As part of
Brexit negotiations that began this month, the
EU 27 are demanding that Britain pay an exit
bill of up to 100 billion euros to honor commit-
ments made while it was a member. —AFP

Brexit to blow big hole in 

EU budget: Commissioner

LONDON: This file photo taken on March 25, 2017 shows an EU flag and a Union flag
held by a demonstrator is seen with Elizabeth Tower (Big Ben) and the Houses of
Parliament as marchers taking part in an anti-Brexit, pro-European Union (EU) march
enter Parliament Square in central London. —AFP

ACCRA: Agyei Douglas is a farmer who grows vegetables near
Kumasi in Ghana’s central Ashanti region. He used to struggle to
access markets and capital. The information he needed was
broadcast on the radio but often it wasn’t specific enough to
improve his yield of lettuce, spring onions, cabbage and chilli pep-
per. Two years ago, the 43-year-old began using Farmerline, which
delivers weather updates, the latest market prices and other
details to his second generation mobile phone.

“It has helped us improve on our productions through the
information we get from them, it has made things easier for us as
compared to our previous system,” he told AFP.  The Ghanaian
tech company behind Farmerline is one of a number of start-ups
in the West African country working to bolster food security
through better access to information. The initiative was estab-
lished in 2012 and has so far helped connect some 200,000 farm-
ers in 10 countries using the mobile technology.

Farming industry 
According to 2014 Ghana government figures, almost half of

the working population are involved in agriculture, and just over
half of Ghana’s land is used for farming. World Bank figures indicate
some 80 per cent of agricultural output came from smallholders on
family-operated farms with average landholdings of less than two
hectares (4.9 acres). A lack of more in-depth and accurate data
have been seen as a stumbling block for Ghana’s farmers, prevent-
ing them from better production or accessing financial loans.
Farmerline offers a range of services for both farmers and those
who want to connect to them, including non-government organi-
zations, global food companies and local businesses. Businesses
can access data and farm auditing services as well as farmer profil-
ing, and farm mapping. For farmers, there are also weather fore-
casts, market prices and agricultural tips all offered as voice mes-
sages in local languages such as the Akan dialect Twi.

Award winner 
A point of pride for Farmerline’s chief executive and co-

founder Alloysius Attah is its business model. It puts peo-
ple in direct touch with farmers, breaking the cycle of
poverty and dependency on aid. “The business of agricul-
ture has always been about aid, a feel-good project,” said
Attah. “But we are working really hard to show you can
create a business around it that provides value to farmers
and... you can get paid for those values you create.”

Farmerline this week won the King Baudouin African
Development Prize, which rewards “exceptional contribu-
tions to development work in Africa”. The two other win-
ners were an online legal services firm from Uganda,
BarefootLaw, and Kytabu, which provides school reading
content for students across Kenya. All three received
75,000 euros ($83,750) each. The prize, announced on

June 20 in Brussels, aims to highlight work in driving
socia l  change across  the cont inent-and with funds
attached, to help them advance. Organisers say the prize
is based on the idea that “entrepreneurship and local
leadership, rather than traditional aid, is the key to sus-
tainable change”.

Tech boom 
Attah isn’t alone in his quest to use technology to

make agriculture more sustainable and productive in
Ghana.  The country’s government says it wants to mod-
ernize agriculture, including mapping cocoa farms and
collecting data on them. In the private sector, agri-tech
firm Ghalani, set up in late 2016, also has data-collection
as a key focus, digitizing any manual records farmers
may have. —AFP 

Prize-winning tech helping Ghana’s farmers to grow


