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PARIS: French President Emmanuel
Macron faces his biggest test yet with
yesterday’s release of a divisive pro-
business labor reform that he hopes will
foster stronger growth and reduce the
country’s stubbornly high unemploy-
ment rate by revolutionizing the way
the French work.

But the high-stakes move comes just
as his popularity is sinking, and unions
and political opponents have already
called for street protests and strikes in
what could be an unusually hot autumn
for the recently elected president. His
plans to reform the labor market to
make it more flexible were at the heart
of Macron’s election campaign.
However, opponents fear it will weaken
hard-won worker protections that have
become globally synonymous with the
much-envied French lifestyle.

Foreign investors and France’s
European neighbors are watching
Macron’s plan closely - almost as closely
as the French workers it will directly
affect. France is the No. 2 economy in
the eurozone, but its chronic 10-percent
unemployment has long weighed on
the region’s growth.

The labor overhaul is the central pil-
lar in Macron’s promises to create jobs
and make his country more globally
competitive after repeated failed efforts
at reform. Macron said that changing
labor rules was but one “instrument” to
attain something larger, “the freeing up
of energies.” “And through this freeing
up, we do away with our sham of recent
years: that of a country tough on the
weak but that vaunts equality and fra-
ternity, of a country corseted by rules ...
which considers itself a country of liber-
ty,” the president said in a lengthy inter-
view with the newsmagazine Le Point,
published on Thursday. “We must see
things as they are: We are the only major
economy of the European Union which

hasn’t vanquished mass unemployment
in more than three decades,” Macron
said. The details of the plan, to be dis-
closed later in a list of decrees, will
determine how far the reform will
change the country’s stringent labor
rules. One measure is expected to cap
the financial penalty for companies sued
for firing employees. Other changes aim
at simplifying negotiations process
between employers and employees.

A big question is how much the
reform will reduce the power of national
collective bargaining, which has long
dominated French labor relations - the
reason French unions are so influential
despite relatively low union member-
ship. The plan is expected to give busi-
nesses more flexibility to define internal
working rules instead of being bound by
sector-wide rules.

Left-wing opponents fear it will hand
too much power to profit-focused boss-
es, while some conservatives fear it

won’t go far enough. Government
spokesman Christophe Castaner said
Wednesday more than 100 meetings
with unions and employers organiza-
tions were held to prepare the reform.

He acknowledged the government
expects some measures to be contested
but said the reform aims at being “ambi-
tious” - not reaching a consensus.

Pierre Gattaz, president of France’s
main employers’ organization, Medef,
said on BFM television this week: “We
have been awaiting this plan for
decades.” The reform’s success depends
heavily on how many unions oppose it.
Philippe Martinez, leader of the hard-left
CGT, one of France’s major unions, has
called for protests and strikes Sept. 12,
but some others are waiting to see the
detail in the decrees. “They want to
make us believe that ... it’s the only solu-
tion to reduce unemployment, but
that’s a lie of the government,” Martinez
told RTL radio this week. —AP
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SAN JUAN, Puerto Rico: Hundreds of Puerto Ricans took
to the streets of the island’s capital on Wednesday to
protest austerity measures as anger builds over an unre-
lenting economic crisis that has hit the working class espe-
cially hard. Protesters clutched posters decrying austerity
measures including new taxes, increases in utility bills and
looming furloughs and cuts to a public pension system fac-
ing nearly $50 billion in liabilities.

“They’re taking advantage of us poor workers. We did
not steal. We are not corrupt,” read one poster held up by
70-year-old Eva Feliciano, a retired government worker
who said she sometimes cannot afford to buy the gro-
ceries she and her husband need. Protesters shielded
themselves from a blazing sun as meteorologists warned
of a heat index that could reach 110 degrees. The crowd
converged at the offices of a federal control board created
by US Congress last year to oversee Puerto Rico’s finances.
The board earlier this week sued Gov. Ricardo Rossello for
refusing to implement measures including a 10 percent
cut to a public pension system that officials say is running
out of money and furloughs that are supposed to go into
effect today.

Puerto Ricans have joined the governor in rejecting the
board’s demands. “The measures that are being approved
affect everyone in Puerto Rico,” said Luis Pedraza, leader of
a union that represents some 20,000 workers in the public
and private sector. He warned that if people don’t protest,
they will be hit with additional measures to generate more
money for bondholders demanding payment amid multi-
million-dollar defaults as Puerto Rico tries to restructure a
portion of its $74 billion public debt.

Joining the protest were dozens of workers from the
island’s public power company who launched a 24-hour
strike that forced the agency to temporarily close its
offices. Among them was 39-year-old Christian Garcia, who
said his family has cut back on TV, internet and grocery
shopping amid the crisis.

Nearby, several retired police officers held up posters
demanding the government pay their pensions in full.
Currently, police officers and teachers in Puerto Rico do
not receive Social Security and depend solely on the crum-
bling public pension system. Diego Figueroa, who retired
in 2003 after working 35 years at the island’s police depart-
ment, defended the creation of the federal control board
and said it is sorely needed.

“It is lifting the veil on millions of acts of corruption
committed against the people of Puerto Rico,” he said,
referring in part to previous administrations that borrowed
millions of dollars to cover ballooning deficits. “We
demand respect for a people that is suffering.”

The island of 3.4 million people is struggling with a 10
percent unemployment rate and a decade-long recession
that has sparked an exodus of nearly 450,000 people to the
US mainland. — AP
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NEW YORK: Ratings agency Fitch on Wednesday lowered
Venezuela’s rating to “CC,” amid concerns its default risk
has increased after new US financial sanctions. US
President Donald Trump on Friday imposed new sanc-
tions on Venezuela that seek to restrict access to foreign
capital. Caracas desperately needs capital as its inflow of
cash has been hit by low oil prices. 

Trump banned US trade in new bonds issued by the
government or its cash-cow oil company PDVSA. That
could choke off access to New York debt markets and
substantially raise the likelihood of Venezuela being
forced into default. Fitch said default is likelier given the
new sanctions. Until now its rating for Venezuelan debt
was “CCC.” Maduro’s government-which has faced
months of deadly mass protests-has been accused of
hijacking state institutions and moving ever deeper into
autocratic rule. According to Fitch, Caracas reserves have
decreased by $1.2 billion since the beginning of the year
and are currently at $9.8 billion. 

In July, SP Global Ratings warned of default risk in
Venezuela, due to deteriorating economic conditions.  In
October and November, Venezuela and PDVSA have to pay
about $3.8 billion in debt maturities.  Separately in
Washington Wednesday, the US administration condemned
Venezuela’s plans to have its all-powerful new Constituent
Assembly try unidentified opposition representatives for
alleged treason for supporting the new US sanctions. —AFP

FRANKFURT: German media and publishing group
Bertelsmann confirmed its full-year objectives yesterday,
reporting a strong first half crowned with a deal to increase its
stake in publisher Penguin.

Bertelsmann said in a statement that its net profit reached
502 million euros ($597 million) between January and June, a
4.1-percent increase on the same period in 2016.

Operating, or underlying profit stood at 1.1 billion euros,
slightly lower than last year, while revenues grew 2.1 percent
to 8.1 billion euros. Chief executive Thomas Rabe said the
group had reached a deal with Britain’s Pearson to expand its
stake in publisher Penguin Random House, set for completion
in the fourth quarter. “Bertelsmann will possess a strategic
three-quarters majority in the world’s largest trade publishing
group-the best possible conditions for successfully further
developing this core business,” Rabe said. 

Elsewhere within the group, Bertelsmann said its sub-
sidiary RTL had increased its share of German television audi-
ences and its digital revenues had surged over the first half.

It also hailed the global success of subsidiary Fremantle
Media’s TV series, American Gods.

For the full year, the group was “confident about operating
performance”, expecting “higher revenues, continued high
operating profitability, and group profit of over a billion
euros,” chief financial officer Bernd Hirsch said. —AFP 

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron (center) waits for leaders at the
Elysee Palace in Paris. —AP

SAN JUAN: Demonstrators march to protest austerity
measures in San Juan, Puerto Rico on Wednesday. —AP
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