
Elon Musk told investors this week that “obviously,
the Saudi sovereign fund has more than enough
capital needed” to finance taking Tesla private.

The fund is estimated to have over $250 billion in
assets. But it is not that simple. The Public Investment
Fund (PIF) has many claims on its resources, both
financial and political. More than half of its assets are
tied up in large Saudi companies whose stocks could
be difficult to sell en masse. The PIF has made substan-
tial commitments to other technology companies or
investments, including a $45 billion agreement to invest
in a giant tech fund led by
Japan’s Softbank.

Then there’s $3.5 billion
invested in US ride-sharing
firm Uber, the $1 billion
pumped into Virgin Group’s
space ventures, and another
$20 billion tentatively com-
mitted to an infrastructure
investment fund planned with
Blackstone. There is also
pressure to spend money at
home, where a slumping
economy has driven unemployment among Saudi citi-
zens to record highs. “They could handle part of taking
Tesla private, but not necessarily a large part of it and
certainly not all of it,” a banker at a major Gulf firm
operating in Saudi Arabia said.

Musk has not put a formal buyout proposal to Tesla’s
board, the company said on Tuesday. The Tesla CEO has
said he does not believe he would need to raise the full
$72 billion value placed on Tesla by his $420-a-share

bid because he expects many existing shareholders -
including himself with 20 percent of the company - to
roll their shares into a private Tesla. The Saudi PIF
already holds about a 5 percent stake in Tesla. Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, who heads the
PIF, is driving to diversify the Saudi economy beyond oil
exports by developing new industries. Participation in a
Tesla deal could bring Saudi Arabia closer to develop-
ing a domestic car industry or playing a role in Musk’s
electric battery manufacturing or space activities.

What Prince Salman, PIF managing director Yasir
Al-Rumayyan and other offi-
cials of the fund decide will be
crucial to Musk’s take-private
effort. Musk said on Monday
that Rumayyan had voiced
support for Tesla going pri-
vate and that talks with the
PIF, along with other
investors, were continuing.
Spokesmen for the fund, as
well as Saudi government offi-
cials, have so far declined any
comment on Musk’s state-

ments. But bankers familiar with the secretive PIF said
on Tuesday they had seen no sign yet of it preparing to
commit to a Tesla deal.

Illiquid assets
Those bankers added that although the fund is huge,

many of its assets are not liquid and readily available
cash is limited. The PIF said last October that it had
some $230 billion of assets under management, and

analysts think this figure has now probably swelled to
more than $250 billion, largely as a result of a rise in
the Saudi stock market. But stock exchange data shows
$140 billion or more of the PIF’s assets are in big Saudi
companies such as Saudi Basic Industries (SABIC) and
National Commercial Bank. These could not be mone-
tized quickly without driving down prices in the local
stock market, while selling many of them would conflict
with another of the PIF’s declared roles, to helps Saudi
firms “grow into regional and global leaders”.

Meanwhile, in Saudi Arabia’s illiquid market, selling
real estate to raise money does not look like a near-term
option. “The PIF is not nearly as liquid as people might
like to think,” an international banker who deals with the
fund said. However, the PIF may get two infusions of
cash in the coming months and is seeking to raise
between $6 billion and $8 billion in its first commercial
loan, sources have told Reuters, adding that there was
no mention of any acquisition linked to the debt.

And national oil giant Saudi Aramco said last month it
was working on a possible purchase of a strategic stake
in SABIC from the PIF. A complete purchase of the PIF’s
70 percent holding would give the fund about $70 bil-
lion. Bankers expect the Aramco purchase to take at
least several months to negotiate, however, and the PIF
has already committed itself to large projects planned to
stimulate the Saudi economy. These include a $500 bil-
lion business zone in the northwest of the country, mul-
ti-billion dollar real estate developments in Makkah and
Madinah, and a huge entertainment area outside Riyadh.
“If it spends tens of billions of dollars overseas and the
domestic economy is still slumping, it won’t look good
to some Saudis,” the Gulf banker said. — Reuters 
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When Shen Mengyu graduated with a mas-
ter’s degree from a top Chinese universi-
ty in 2015, she could have landed a com-

fortable job in government or at one of China’s
internet giants. Instead, she went to work at a car
parts factory in the southern city of Guangzhou,
pursuing her interest in labor activism. In May, she
was fired for organizing workers at the plant.
Undeterred, she began advocating for workers try-
ing to form an autonomous trade union at Jasic
International, a welding machinery exporter in near-
by Shenzhen.

Shen is part of a cohort of activists across China
who have been supporting and publicizing worker
protests and detentions at a time of slowing eco-
nomic growth. The activists include students and
recent graduates, as well as retired factory workers
and Communist Party members. While they appear
to be small in number, the activists are drawing rare
attention to calls for greater union representation
from Chinese workers, particularly in the south,
where demands for more pay are growing.

This unrest poses a challenge for the ruling
Communist Party, which opposes independent labor
action and punishes protesters. It also views the
activists as a threat to its authority. Shen told
Reuters last week she believed the authorities had
been intimidating her parents to get her to stop her
activism. On Saturday night, after dining with her
parents near the Jasic factory, Shen was bundled
into a car by three unidentified men, two student
activists from Peking University who were at the
scene told Reuters.

“Mengyu was shouting ‘What are you doing?
Let me go, let me go’,” one of the activists said.
“Everything happened so quickly, we ran to get
help and by the time we came back she and the car
had disappeared.” The students said they reported
the abduction to the police, who doubted their
account and refused to take down crucial parts of
their statement. They were also told that video cam-
eras at the location of the incident were broken.

Calls to Shen and the police went unanswered on
Monday. Local police said on their official social
media account Monday that they had been in con-
tact with Shen’s parents. “This is a matter regarding
a family dispute, it is not a kidnapping,” it said,
without further explanation. Reuters was unable to
reach Shen’s parents.

Worker protests
Protests at the Jasic factory broke out in early

July after seven workers attempting to form a union
and elect their own leaders were laid off. On July 27,
after two weeks of protests, the police detained 29
people, including laid-off workers, their families and
supporters. Hundreds of Chinese university students
penned open letters on social media in support of
the workers, and around 20 travelled to Shenzhen,
in Guangdong province.

Unions in China have to register with the official
All-China Federation of Trade Unions. Rights
groups, however, say the federation is often more
responsive to the demands of management than
workers. On Aug 6, around fifty student activists
and supporters of the Jasic workers protested out-
side the police station where the workers were
detained in Shenzhen.

“Lots of fellow students say: This incident is
about workers, what does this have to do with
students? I’ll tell them one thing: today’s students
are tomorrow’s workers,” said Yue Xin, 22, a
recent graduate of Peking University, in a video
from the protest she shared online. Yue, currently
a factory worker in southern China, gained promi-
nence in April for pressing her university to make
public an investigation into a decades-old rape
and suicide case.

The people who travelled to Shenzhen have been
facing pressure from their universities, parents and
officials, according to nine activists interviewed by
Reuters. “My university advisor has called me
repeatedly, accusing me of being involved in illegal
activities, “ said one activist from a Guangdong uni-
versity. The activist said he had been told “to think
very carefully about what I was doing and how it
might impact my studies and my future.”

Some supporters were intercepted on their way
to Shenzhen and sent home, the students said. In
interviews, some activists said they were motivated
by growing inequality in China, and heard about
worker protests in online forums before posts were
removed by authorities. They said they were also
exposed to labour issues at student-run university
clubs and reading groups. “Both my parents are
factory workers so I have always had an interest in
labour rights,” said one of the activists who saw
Shen taken away. — Reuters 

PIF may only play minor part in Tesla plan

Marked for
demolition? 
Ugandans on pipeline 
route fear land loss

Ugandan farmer James Mubona, 73, looked pensive
as he sat in a blue plastic chair under a mango
tree next to three of his four wives, one breast-

feeding a five-month-old baby, contemplating the immi-
nent loss of his 22-acre farm to an oil pipeline. The gov-
ernment is set to take about half of the land, which feeds
Mubona’s 20 children and numerous grandchildren, to
build the world’s longest electrically heated oil pipeline
from northwest Uganda to Tanzania’s Tanga port on the
Indian Ocean.

“I am worried because I don’t know where to go
when this land is taken,” Mubona told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation from Kyakatemba village in Hoima
District, a poor region along Uganda’s western border
with the Democratic Republic of Congo. “When the
pipeline takes a bigger portion of your land and you
remain with a small portion, what do you do with that
small portion?” Uganda discovered crude reserves esti-
mated by government geologists at 6.5 billion barrels in
the Albertine rift basin more than 10 years ago.

The east African country aims to refine crude oil
domestically and export some via a 1,445-km pipeline
through neighboring Tanzania by 2020. An energy min-
istry official told Mubona that a chunk of his land will be
used to run a 30-metre wide pipeline, road and power
line from the refinery to the sea. Uganda signed an
agreement in April with a consortium, including a sub-
sidiary of General Electric, to build and operate a
60,000-barrel-a-day refinery that will cost up to $4 bil-
lion, the president’s office said.

Yusuf Masaba, a spokesman for Uganda’s energy
ministry, said the entire pipeline route had been mapped
out and plans to compensate and resettle people were at
an advanced stage. “Once the government valuer is done
with valuation, then compensation will be done. I cannot
say when they will be compensated,” Masaba told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “We are not going to
break people’s homes to pass the line. There are no set-

tlements in the areas that the pipeline is going to pass,”
he said, emphasizing that the government is only going
to acquire farmland, not houses.

Empty
Mubona will not be the first Ugandan to lose land to

the oil project, which the government hopes will spur
economic growth, pay down the national debt and
reduce poverty. More than 7,000 people were evicted
from 13 neighboring villages in Hoima District in 2012 for
the refinery and a new international airport, which will fly
in oil equipment, according to the energy ministry. In
Kyakaboga resettlement village, some 50 km west of
Mubona’s family, about 50 concrete, three-bedroom
houses with red iron roofs stood in neat lines. More than
a dozen lay empty.

The urban-style houses were built for families that
lost their land and homes to the refinery and opted to be
compensated with an equivalent amount of land, rather
than cash. “I can’t live here,” said Christop Opio, one of
the small minority who chose resettlement over money
when the government acquired his land in Kabaale for
the airport. “It looks like a camp and there is no privacy.
All houses are so close together,” he said, gesturing at
the two rows of houses, as construction workers in
orange and red reflector jackets laid stones to build a

police station in the midday sun. Many families who have
been resettled on the 530-acre plot complained that
they could not keep livestock at the tightly-packed mod-
ern houses, unlike at their old rural homes, and that their
new farmland was too far away, he said.

Red crosses
The families who chose cash compensation have not

fared much better, activists said. Innocent Tumwebaze,
chairman of the Oil Refinery Residents Association,
which represents evictees, said the 4.5 million shillings
($1,230) per acre compensation was too little to buy land
in the same area. “We were compensated using outdated
rates,” he said, standing outside his house in Kyakaboga
resettlement village.

Masaba said land is valued according to the market
price in the area and that people who choose to receive
cash compensation agree to the rate before accepting
the money. “There is no one who is forced to take com-
pensation they don’t agree to. We have a grievance
mechanism and they can also go to court,” he said by
phone. Some men who received the cash, as the custom-
ary landowners, deserted their families and disappeared
to towns, abandoning their wives and children, who are
staying with relatives. “Issues of compensation have bro-
ken up many families,” Tumwebaze said. — Reuters 
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Many assets, 
including real 

estate, are 
not liquid

China student 
activists cast rare
light on labor unrest

Christop Opiyo points at where his house used to be in Kabaale village before they were evicted for
the construction of an airport in Hoima District in Uganda on July 14, 2018.  — Reuters 


