
PARIS: In an age of austerity and budget cut-
backs, the deadly bridge collapse in Genoa,
Italy, has put the spotlight clearly on the lack
of public funding for road networks across
the globe, from France and Germany, to the
United States and beyond. 

Dilapidation everywhere 
A report by the World Economic Forum

published late last year found that, out of 137
countries, road quality was highest in the
United Arab Emirates, with Singapore in sec-
ond place. Switzerland came third. Among its
European partners, the Netherlands followed
in fifth place, France in seventh, Germany
15th, Italy 45th and Belgium 46th.

In France, a recent government-commis-
sioned audit found that one out of every three
bridges is in need of repair.  In Belgium,
around 80 bridges, viaducts and tunnels have
been placed under heightened scrutiny due to
their state of disrepair, according to a De
Standaard newspaper report.

In Germany, “it’s only a matter of time
before a similar catastrophe happens,” the
head of the DIW economic think-tank,
Marcel Fratzcher, said on national radio.

According to the Federal Highway
Research Institute, only one motorway bridge
out of every eight is classified as being in

“good” or “very good” condition. One partic-
ular bridge across the Rhine at Leverkusen in
Germany’s industrial heartland was closed to
heavy goods vehicles in 2012.  The Swedish
Transport Administration estimates that some
850 bridges across the country need to be
reinforced by 2030 after heavier trucks were
allowed onto its roads. In Bulgaria, the EU’s
poorest member whose infrastructure is
notoriously dilapidated, Prime Minister Boiko
Borissov has called for the renovation of all of
the country’s bridges. In the United Kingdom,
public debate about the state of the country’s
roads tends to focus more on potholes than
on the condition of tunnels and bridges.

The RAC Foundation however published a
report last year which found that more than
3,000 bridges were not fit to carry the heavi-
est vehicles.  The US Transportation
Department estimated last year that more
than two thirds of American roads and nearly
143,000 bridges were in need of urgent
repair or improvement. 

Budget cutbacks 
In Spain, where motorways and fast roads

are relatively new, the Spanish Road
Association AEC expressed concern, particu-
larly about the state of the regional road net-
works, which has deteriorated as a result of

successive budget cutbacks following the
2008 financial crisis. In the wake of the col-
lapse of the decades-old Morandi bridge in
Genoa, Italy, which killed 38 people, Italy’s
hardline euroskeptic Interior Minister Matteo
Salvini accused the European Union of prior-
itizing balanced budgets over safety, austerity
over public need.  The European Commission
hit back, insisting it had always “encouraged”
Italy to invest and take advantage of the EU’s
available structural funds. 

Germany, which has a budget surplus, has
frequently been called on by the likes of the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) to be
“more energetic” in its public investment. In
2018, the government earmarked 3.9 billion
euros ($4.4 billion) in investment for roads
and bridges. The DIW think-tank calculates
that closer to 10 billion euros is needed. 

Future funding  
In France, the government-commissioned

audit recommends substantially boosting
funds for the maintenance and modernization
of national roads, compared with the annual
average of 666 million euros earmarked
between 2007 and 2017. French Transport
Minister Elisabeth Borne said in May she
intended to spend one billion euros, com-
pared with 800 million euros in 2018 and 700

million euros in 2017.  In June, the Swedish
government unveiled an ambitious plan to
invest 67 billion euros in infrastructure by
2029. The Spanish government has pledged
to invest five billion euros in the country’s

roads over the next four years. US President
Donald Trump has announced plans to spend
$1.5 trillion on infrastructure, but no concrete
details for the roll-out of such plans have so
far been forthcoming. — AFP 
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Bridge collapse in Genoa puts 
spotlight on dilapidated roads

Canada inflation 
surges on rise of 
global oil prices
OTTAWA: Canada’s inflation rate surged to
3.0 percent in July, fueled by rising global
prices for crude oil, according to government
data released Friday.

The year-over-year increase in consumer
prices was the largest since September 2011,
and follows a 2.5 percent rise in June of this
year. Analysts had expected it to remain flat.

Statistics Canada cited continued strength
in energy prices for the increase. Gasoline
(+25.4 percent) and fuel oil and other fuels
(+28.1 percent) were the main contributors to
inflation. Global oil prices have risen steadily
over the past year, with Brent crude estab-

lishing itself above US$70 in May for the first
time in years. The costs in Canada of buying
passenger vehicles, car insurance, food, tele-
phone services, air transportation and travel
tours were also up, said the government sta-
tistical agency. 

And recent interest rate hikes pushed up
mortgage rate costs. Price increases for a
basket of items consulted by the Bank of
Canada in setting its key lending rate
remained at 2.0 percent-the bank’s target
inflation rate-which CIBC Economics analyst
said happened “somewhat surprisingly.”

“As such, while today’s figures will likely
support the C$ and result in increased specu-
lation that the Bank could hike again as early
as September, we continue to lean toward
October for the next move,” he said.

The central bank hiked its benchmark rate
to 1.5 percent in July-its highest level in a
decade, following a previous rate increase in
January. — AFP

Lack of funding leaves world’s roads in disrepair

BRUSSELS: An aerial view shows repair work on the Vilvoorde viaduct on the
ring road in Brussels.

Trump backs CEOs, 
proposes easing 
corporate 
reporting rules
NEW YORK/WASHINGTON: US President
Donald Trump asked securities regulators to
explore replacing quarterly reporting require-
ments with half-yearly filings at the urging of
executives including PepsiCo Chief Executive
Indra Nooyi, reigniting a debate about how
often companies should give financial updates to
investors. Such a switch would mark a huge
change in the US Securities and Exchange
Commission’s disclosure requirements and put
them in line with European Union and United
Kingdom rules.

Trump said on Twitter that meetings with
business leaders had convinced him that the
change would give companies more flexibility
and reduce costs. “I’d like to see twice, but we’re
going to see,” Trump told reporters when asked
about his tweet. He said Nooyi, who will step
down in October after 24 years at PepsiCo Inc,
had brought it up to him. Nooyi said in an e-
mailed statement, “Many market participants, as
well as the Business Roundtable which we are a
part of, have been discussing how to better ori-
ent corporations to have a more long-term view
... My comments were made in that broader con-
text, and included a suggestion to explore the
harmonization of the European system and the
US system of financial reporting.”

Some investors and analysts said Trump’s
argument made sense because it would cut costs
of compiling and filing results and remove short-
term distractions for those running companies.

Others said quarterly disclosures are essen-
tial for investment decisions and support richer
US stock valuations, and that a change could
make shares more volatile. The SEC is an inde-
pendent agency, and the president cannot force
it to implement rule changes. Any move to scrap
quarterly filings would have to be voted on by
the SEC’s sitting commissioners, who are politi-
cal appointees. In a statement on Friday after-
noon, SEC Chairman Jay Clayton said Trump has
raised a “key consideration” for US companies

and that the agency’s “Division of Corporation
Finance continues to study public company
reporting requirements, including the frequency
of reporting.” Following Clayton’s statement, the
agency also announced it had voted to adopt a
rule change first proposed in 2016 to streamline
some company accounting disclosures, in an
unscheduled private commission vote. While
capital market rules are not traditionally a parti-
san issue, a major rule change would likely meet
opposition from the agency’s two Democratic-
leaning commissioners, Robert Jackson and Kara
Stein, who generally advocate for strong corpo-
rate governance.

Even if the SEC concluded the change was a
good idea, companies would likely stick with the
current regime to avoid investor backlash, said
Ed Yardeni, founder and chief investment strate-
gist at Yardeni Research. “It’s cockamamie idea.
For starters, what’s the difference between six
and three months? ... Either way we’re talking
about a very short-term period,” Yardeni added.

Under Clayton, a Trump appointee, the SEC
has taken steps to relax rules for issuers, includ-
ing allowing firms going public to file information
confidentially, and is currently discussing easing
other compliance rules. But scrapping quarterly
reporting is not on the SEC’s near-term agenda,
according to public records. Tesla Inc Chief
Executive Elon Musk stunned investors last week
with a plan to take the electric carmaker private,
a move he says would benefit shareholders by
removing short-term pressures.

Cutting the red-tape
“I do believe it will help upper management ...

We start preparing three weeks in advance
every quarter, essentially taking almost a third of
executives’ time each quarter,” said Bryan
Sheffield, chief executive of shale oil producer
Parsley Energy Inc.

But he said energy companies would proba-
bly still report some oil and gas well data every
three months to please investors. Trump recently
hosted company leaders at his private golf club
in Bedminster, New Jersey, including the heads
of Apple Inc , Fiat Chrysler Automobiles NV,
Boeing Co, FedEx Corp, and Honeywell
International Inc .

Opening corporate books
The Trump administration has said it would

like to reduce red tape it blames for a decline in
public listings. In 1998, there were around 7,500

listed companies in the United States, compared
with around 4,300 in 2017, according to the
World Bank. Last fall it laid out changes to capi-
tal market rules in a US Treasury report, but did
not advocate scrapping quarterly reporting.
Business groups including the US Chamber of
Commerce, the Securities Industry and Financial
Markets Association and exchange operator
Nasdaq have been lobbying for lawmakers and
the SEC to relax listing rules, warning that the
decline in listings hurts jobs and pension funds.

Billionaire investor Warren Buffett and
JPMorgan Chase & Co Chief Executive Jamie
Dimon wrote in the Wall Street Journal in June
that companies should move away from quarter-
ly guidance, but did not call for an end to quar-
terly reporting. The Council of Institutional
Investors (CII) believes that public companies
should continue to report quarterly.

“Investors and other stakeholders benefit
when regulations ensure that important informa-
tion is promptly and transparently provided to
the marketplace,” said Amy Borrus, CII’s deputy
director. “Investors need timely, accurate finan-
cial information to make informed investment
decisions.” — Reuters

S This file photo taken on May 3, 2013, shows a
view of the Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC) headquarters in
Washington, DC. US President Donald Trump
said on August 17, 2018, he has ordered stock
market regulators to look into ending the
requirement for businesses to issue quarterly
earnings reports. Asking the SEC, an independ-
ent agency, to move to twice-yearly reporting
could help create jobs, Trump said on Twitter.

World Stocks
mixed amid Turkey
jitters, eyes 
US-China deal
NEW YORK: Wall Street stocks finished higher
on increased hopes of a resolution of the US-
China trade impasse, while European stocks
were pressured by worries over Turkey.

US stocks, which were negative much of the
morning, rallied following a midday Wall Street
Journal report that Washington and Beijing were
taking steps to try to resolve a trade dispute
ahead of a November summit between US
President Donald Trump and Chinese leader Xi
Jinping. The S&P 500 finished up 0.3 percent.
“Clearly the market rallied after that Wall Street
Journal report,” said Karl Haeling of LBBW. “At
the same time though, the market did not rally
that much.” “The lack of details prevented a big-
ger rally,” he added. “There’s still a lot of uncer-
tainty about what all this means.” The article
added to positive sentiment after both sides on
Thursday confirmed a resumption of talks, even
though both parties are still expected to enact
fresh tariffs next week. “Markets are optimistic
but remain wary,” said FXPro analyst Alexander
Kuptsikevich.

Turkish lira tumbles 
Meanwhile, a rebound in the Turkish lira was

cut short by new threats by Ankara and
Washington to impose more sanctions as the
dispute over a jailed American pastor shows no

sign of being resolved. The ratings agency S&P
on Friday also downgraded Turkish sovereign
debt for the second time in four months, predict-
ing a recession in 2019. Meanwhile, European
and US stocks rebounded as news that Beijing
and Washington would hold trade talks over-
shadowed lingering worries over Turkey.

Chinese officials announced they would send
a senior negotiator to the United States in late
August to resume trade talks, the first publicly
announced meeting on the escalating dispute in
weeks. US officials also confirmed the talks.

Traders saw a glimmer of hope of an easing
in the trade battle that has seen the two sides

hit each other with reciprocal tariffs on goods
worth $34 billion, although the negotiations
will be between lower ranked officials than in
previous cases. 

“The stakes are now lower, without the big
brass physically present at the table,” Pantheon
Macroeconomics said in a note. “But in a way,
this could enable the talks to proceed favorably,
with lower-level officials thrashing out a deal on
which higher-level talks could be based.”

Frankfurt, London and Paris clawed back
much of their losses of more than 1.5 percent the
previous day on Turkey fears and Chinese
growth concerns. — Agencies

KARACHI: Pakistani stockbrokers monitor during a trading session at the
Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX) in Karachi on Friday. — AFP

Mexico hopeful to 
conclude NAFTA 
talks with 
US next week
WASHINGTON: US and Mexican negotiators
are making progress and could resolve remain-
ing issues to revamp the North American Free
Trade Agreement by next week, Mexico’s
Economy Minister Ildefonso Guajardo said
Friday. Once the two nations iron out the pend-
ing differences, Canada could then rejoin the
discussions, he told reporters following a meet-
ing with US trade officials. The development
raised hopes that a year’s worth of sometimes
fraught negotiations could reach a successful
outcome by the end of the year.

“Hopefully we will be able to close up no lat-
er than the middle of the week the remaining
issues and probably there will be space to start
the trilateral,” Guajardo said a day after the one-
year anniversary of the talks’ start.

Guajardo has been leading a delegation to
Washington for four straight weeks to try to
conclude a deal to rewrite NAFTA in time to be
signed before a new government takes office in
Mexico in December.

He said technical discussions would continue
Monday and that he would return Tuesday to
continue the high level talks. But there remain “a
couple of things that have to be settled,” includ-
ing the US demand for a “sunset clause” that
would end the trade pact after five years unless
it was reauthorized. 

“There is no breakthrough until everything is
finished.” US Trade Representative Robert

Lighthizer said Thursday he hoped to get a
breakthrough with Mexico in the coming days.

‘A lot of progress’ 
But President Donald Trump on Thursday

said he was in “no rush” to conclude a deal and
reiterated that “NAFTA has been a disaster for
our country.” The US, Mexico and Canada
began talks to modernize the 24-year-old trade
pact a year ago at Trump’s insistence but the
talks were hung up over US demands. Recent
discussions with Mexico are largely over provi-
sions affecting the auto industry, and Guajardo
said the sides had made “a lot of progress,” but
still needed to finalize details like the transition
period for implementing new commitments.

Washington has sought to increase the con-
tent requirement of auto parts and components
produced in North America in order for vehi-
cles to receive duty free treatment, and also
wants a portion to come from high wage
areas-which essentially means the United
States and Canada.

But Guajardo said, “There are issues that
have to be discussed at the trilateral level.” US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo met Friday
with Mexico’s Foreign Minister Luis Videgaray
to discuss NAFTA as well as immigration and
security issues. US officials have indicated
that if the deal can be agreed by the end of
August it would be possible to win congres-
sional approval for the new NAFTA before
Mexico’s President-elect Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador takes office December 1. That
would allow outgoing President Enrique Pena
Nieto to leave with a major accomplishment
for his government.  

That also would put the deal in place before
the new US Congress is seated in January, which
would protect it from the possibility of opposi-
tion if Democrats win control of the legislature in
the November mid-term elections. — AFP 

Greece set to exit 
bailout, still faces 
daunting challenges
ATHENS: Greece exits the last of its three
bailouts on Aug. 20 and hopes to be able to bor-
row again in international markets after a nearly
nine-year debt crisis that shrank the economy
by a quarter and forced it to implement painful
austerity measures.

The crisis has proven deeply traumatic for
Greeks who had enthusiastically swapped
drachmas for euros in 2001. Adoption of the sin-
gle currency ushered in an era of cheap credit
that funded a splurge in private consumption
and public spending that sent Greece’s budget
and current deficits ballooning.

Since the debt crisis exploded in early 2010,
four successive governments have fought to
keep bankruptcy at bay, relying on the biggest

bailout in economic history, more than 260 bil-
lion euros lent by Greece’s eurozone partners
and the IMF. As Athens now eyes a return to
normality and reclaiming its economic sover-
eignty, the scars remain - banks are saddled with
huge bad loan portfolios and Greece’s public
debt load is still the highest in the eurozone, at
180 percent of national output.

But sunshine is  breaking through the
clouds. The economy, which shrank by 26 per-
cent in the crisis years, has started to grow,
tourism is booming and unemployment is
slowly coming down - to 19.5 percent from a
peak of almost 28 percent.

“If there is a lesson that we learned from the
crisis it is that, under any circumstances, you
must try to protect macroeconomic stability,”
said Panos Tsakloglou, chief economist of the
previous coalition government.

“Populist policies that may win some votes
today and have disastrous effects some years
down the road must be avoided at all costs.
Otherwise, sooner or later we will end up in the
situation we are in now,” he said. — Reuters


