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ROME: Italy’s commitment to selling off
public assets is petering out as politicians
look ahead to elections early next year,
making it harder to cut the country’s huge
public debt and leaving it vulnerable to
any rise in interest rates. In late 2015, then-
Prime Minister Matteo Renzi said the debt
would come down the following year for
the first time in eight years, thanks partly
to privatizations worth 0.5 percent of
gross domestic product.

In the end, the state managed to sell
less than a fifth of its targeted amount
and the national debt rose to a new high
of almost 133 percent of gross domestic
product, the highest ratio in the euro
zone after Greece. Renzi confirmed the
same privatization target for this year
before he resigned in December after
Italians rejected his planned constitution-
al reform in a referendum, but the
prospects for selling state assets have
continued to dwindle.

With the ruling Democratic Party (PD)
embroiled in a bruising leadership battle
and elections slated for early 2018, senior
PD members including Renzi himself have
recently voiced doubts about whether
privatizations are a good idea after all. “As
elections come into sight, privatizations
don’t seem to be the government’s
focus,” said Gianluigi Mandruzzato, head
of economic analysis at BSI, part of EFG
International .

The most appetizing items on the gov-
ernment’s slate are the state railway com-
pany, which is wholly state owned, and
the post office, of which 65 percent
remains in public hands after a first
tranche was sold in 2015. But it failed to
follow up with the sale of a planned sec-
ond tranche of the post office in 2016, cit-
ing unfavourable market conditions. While
the market picture has improved, with the
Milan bourse up 5.5 percent this year after
falling about 10 percent in 2016, the politi-
cal will seems to have disappeared.

Infrastructure Minister Graziano Delrio
recently admitted to “problems” in selling
the railways and Antonello Giacomelli, a
junior industry minister, warned of the
“dangers” of letting the post office fall
into the hands of “foreign investment
banks” which could close branches and
cut staff. “Politics has taken precedence
over economic concerns and there are no
privatizations on the horizon now,” said

Stefano Micossi, an economics professor
and director general of Assonime, the
association of Italy’s listed companies.

“They are unpopular with the unions
and politicians who see state companies
as a source of jobs and favors to hand
out,” he added. “There is enormous resist-
ance from the PD and also inside the gov-
ernment.” The Post Office, whose top
management was changed by the
Treasury this month, declined to comment
on whether privatization would go ahead
this year. The state railways is supposed to
spin off its high speed and long distance
train businesses by July with a view to sell-
ing them by the end of the year, but has
still not named the advisers for the spin-
off. The company said the privatization
required government legislation, which it
was discussing with relevant ministers.

Rising bond yields
From a numerical point of view, the

targeted privatization revenues can only
marginally chip away at the public debt,
which the European Commission fore-

casts will reach a new record high this
year. Mandruzzato said the drift in the pri-
vatization target was “not good news in
terms of commitment and credibility.”
Italy has the most sluggish growth in the
19-nation euro zone and an unstable
political outlook, and it has repeatedly
backslid on promised deficit cuts. The
result is that markets have become
increasingly leery of its government
bonds. The spread between Italian bench-
mark bond yields and their safer German
equivalent has risen to almost 2 percent-
age points from 1 percentage point a year
ago, and the rise would have been far
steeper without the support of the
European Central Bank.

Under its “quantitative easing” pro-
gram the ECB has been buying several bil-
lion euros of Italian bonds every month.
After it cuts back on these purchases, as it
is set to do next month, some analysts say
the issue of Italy’s debt sustainability may
resurface and its yields could surge as
they did in 2011 and 2012 at the height of
the euro zone debt crisis. — Reuters
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Waiting for grid, Myanmar 
villages switch on to solar 

NYAUNG KONE: For generations, residents of this farming vil-
lage in central Myanmar had a set rhythm to their day - waking
up with the sunrise and going to sleep after dark. Diesel gener-
ators and batteries were for the privileged few, while the can-
dles used by most were a fire hazard for thatch and bamboo
houses.  On a recent, balmy evening, however, the remote vil-
lage of Nyaung Kone in Myanmar’s central Dry Zone was still
abuzz long after night fell. Women sifted onions and win-
nowed peanuts under their stilt homes. There were queues at
snack stalls and children recited their lessons. One family
watched a Korean soap opera on TV. 

“I used to spend about 200 kyat ($0.15) every night on can-
dles for my sons to study, and I was always worried it would
cause a fire. Now I don’t spend that anymore and can work late
into the night,” said peanut farmer Than Than Sint, 44. A pow-
er inverter blinked nearby on the floor of her neighbour’s
home, connected to two solar panels. Access to electricity
from clean sources such as solar and small-scale hydropower is
changing the centuries-old way of life in thousands of rural
communities like this across Myanmar. 

But experts say unsupportive policies and a lack of political
will are hampering the development of a commercially viable
market in renewable energy. More than two-thirds of
Myanmar’s 51 million people lack access to reliable, affordable
electricity, mostly in rural areas. Yet successive governments
have focused on large-scale hydropower, gas and coal, which
critics say are environmentally destructive and costly. 

Than Than Sint, whose husband left to work in Malaysia
nine years ago, paid 63,000 kyat for her solar system in install-
ments over 10 months, under a project led by Pact, an interna-
tional nonprofit working with businesses to bring electricity to
a million people in rural Myanmar by 2020. The solar power
lights up her shrine, living room and the space beneath her
house, where she works in the evenings. Half of Nyaung Kone
bought solar systems through Pact’s program, while 16 more
families later purchased them outright from the same supplier.
The project’s second phase, if Pact can find funding, would
develop mini-grids - local power networks that can supply a
village, unconnected to the national grid. — Reuters

ATHENS: Greece is close to a long-
delayed deal with its creditors after
months of tough talks that have held
up the payment of vital loans, a senior
official has said. “We are close to an
agreement in coming days,” Greek
parliament chief Nikos Voutsis told a
European Left  meeting late on
Wednesday. “All indications show that
a deal is imminent,” he added, accord-
ing to the state Athens News Agency.
Finance Minister Euclid Tsakalotos has
said that reaching an agreement in
time for a scheduled April 7 meeting

of euro-zone ministers is “feasible.”
Negotiations between Athens and its
euro-zone and International Monetary
Fund creditors  have dragged for
months owing to disagreements over
debt relief and budget targets for the
austerity-hit country.

Among the measures reportedly
demanded by the creditors are new
pension cuts, lower tax breaks and
more restrictive rules on union strikes.
They are also pushing for a major asset
sale at the state Public Power
Corporation, Greece’s largest electricity

provider and a near monopoly, in the
interests of increasing competition in
the sector. The impasse has held up the
latest installment of Greece’s 86-billion-
euro ($91 billion) bailout, agreed in
2015, which it needs for debt repay-
ments in July. The last such deadlock
over Greece, which followed the elec-
tion of leftist Prime Minister Alexis
Tsipras in early 2015, nearly saw Athens
expelled from the euro.

Experts say the uncertainty has also
dragged down Greece’s troubled econ-
omy. The latest data shows the econo-

my stagnated in 2016, dashing hopes
for a small recovery. It has also held up
access to the European Central Bank’s
asset purchase program, known as
quantitative easing, or QE. Without
access to QE, the country will not be
able to make a planned return to debt
markets by early 2018, according to
the Greek finance ministry. The issue is
further complicated by back-to-back
elections in Germany and France later
this year, which are expected to hold
up decision-making on Greece at the
euro-zone level. — AFP 

Greece close to deal with creditors

YANGON: People light up oil lamps during Myanmar’s
first ever Earth Hour event at Shwedagon pagoda in
Yangon. — AFP 

SHANGHAI: State-owned Chinese
energy giant PetroChina yesterday
announced it slumped to a record-low
profit for 2016 as global oil price
weakness slashed earnings by 78 per-
cent. Net profit fell to 7.86 billion yuan
($1.1 billion), the Beijing-based com-
pany said in a statement to the Hong
Kong stock exchange, where it lists
shares. Bloomberg News reported
that the profit figure was a record-low
for PetroChina, the country’s biggest
oil producer.

Citing a “complicated and severe
domestic and international economic
environment,” PetroChina blamed the
result on depressed prices of crude oil
and natural gas and a “severe” oversup-
ply of refined products due to slower
demand as China’s economic growth
moderates. PetroChina said it was cau-
tiously optimistic for 2017, if the global
economy can recover. “As the global oil
market gradually tends to be balanced,

the international oil price is likely to
rebound, but may still involve relatively
great uncertainty,” the company state-
ment said. Tian Miao, a Beijing-based
analyst at North Square Blue Oak Ltd.,
told Bloomberg News that profit was
“badly hit by the oil price crash last year”.  

“We’re expecting better results from
the company this year with the
rebound in international crude prices.”
PetroChina’s Hong Kong-listed shares
closed 0.2 percent higher at HK$5.76 on
Thursday before the earnings state-
ment. Earlier this week, state-owned
Chinese energy major Sinopec said its
2016 net profit jumped 44 percent to
46.7 billion yuan ($6.8 billion), its first
annual profit rise in three years. It said
strong demand and better margins in
its downstream refining business
helped offset low oil prices. Sinopec,
Asia’s biggest refiner, had previously
seen profits dive around 30 percent in
both 2015 and 2014. — AFP 
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