
French business 
leaders want 
more from 
ex-banker Macron
JOUY-EN-JOSAS, France: When he won
the presidency 15 months ago, Emmanuel
Macron charmed company chiefs with a
promise to make it easier to do business in
France. But the economy remains sluggish,
and bosses’ patience is waning.

A former investment banker, Macron had
pledged to run France more like a start-up,
moving swiftly to shake-up the country’s
famously complex labor laws to make it eas-
ier to hire and fire people.

He vowed to attract foreign investment,
kickstart slow growth and slash unemploy-
ment which had been stuck at around 10
percent under his Socialist predecessor
Francois Hollande. But tax cuts intended to
spur spending and investment have yet to
bear much fruit: his government has been
forced to reduce this year’s growth forecast
from 2.0 percent to 1.7 percent. 

This prompted Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe to announce at the weekend that he
was dropping targets for reducing the
deficit. Lackluster economic results add to a
growing pile of problems on Macron’s desk,
including the resignation of his popular
environment minister Nicolas Hulot and a
scandal involving a top security aide.
Unemployment is edging down only slowly-
it remains at 9.1 percent-and Macron’s pop-
ularity ratings are hovering at record lows
around 36 percent.

‘Hasn’t all been terrible’
For now, the 40-year-old centrist can still

count on widespread support in the business
community, although bosses warn that will
change unless Project Macron yields better
results. “We have to acknowledge that it
hasn’t all been terrible. Reforms that had
never been taken have been put in place in a
year,” said Jacques Letort, head of a con-

struction company.
His view was widely shared at the sum-

mer gathering of employers’ organization
MEDEF, which wrapped up in the Paris sub-
urb of Jouy-en-Josas yesterday.

Business leaders were impressed that
Macron managed to push through the labor
reforms in the face of repeated mass
protests led by trade unions.  “Macron has
made very strong decisions,” Francoise
Cattalan-Johnson, head of a real estate
rental company, told AFP at the conference. 

In a survey of business leaders by
OpinionWay last month, 54 percent said
they were satisfied with Macron’s actions —
13 percent more than in May when he was
struggling with public sector protests and
rolling rail strikes.  And 65 percent agreed
the government was keeping up the pace of
the reforms in the face of protests.

But the corporate world is starting to
show signs of impatience. Macron’s govern-
ment has “given confidence back to entre-
preneurs”, MEDEF chief Geoffroy Roux de
Bezieux said Tuesday, but “this regained
confidence remains fragile”.

“We’d prefer proof of his love over decla-
rations of love,” he said.

‘Too much fat’ 
In particular businesses hoped cuts to

public spending-which represents 57 per-
cent of GDP in France, against 46 percent on
average in Europe-would create private
sector opportunities. Macron promised on
the campaign trail  to slash 120,000 of
France’s 5.6 million public sector jobs by the
end of his five-year term, an issue that has
contributed to angry street protests.
Philippe said on Sunday that only 4,500
public sector jobs will be axed in 2019 and
some 10,000 in 2020 — figures seen as too
low to allow Macron to keep his promise. 

Some business leaders say the govern-
ment should not be using slow growth as an
excuse for delaying public sector cuts.
Philippe Marty, who runs a consultancy, said
there was “too much fat” in the French pub-
lic sector, which employs 80 staff for every
1,000 people-significantly higher than the
European average of 61.

“Yes, Macron is more pro-business, but
there are still things to do,” Marty said.
“Macron has said he wants to deliver for busi-
nesses. That’s great, but I’m waiting for action,”
he added. “Business leaders still have faith in
him but watch out, it won’t last.” — AFP

ISTANBUL: Turkey does not expect a big
risk to the economy or financial system, the
country’s finance minister was quoted as
saying yesterday, illustrating the deep divide
between Ankara and global investors over a
worsening currency crisis.

The comments from Finance Minister
Berat Albayrak, who is President Tayyip
Erdogan’s son-in-law, come as ratings
agency Moody’s sounded more alarm about
the outlook for the banking sector and as
data showed economic confidence at its
lowest in nearly a decade.

The lira has lost around 40 percent of its
value this year, driving up the cost of fuel
and food and heightening concern about the
risk to banks and the broader economy.
Initially sparked by worries about Erdogan’s
influence on the central bank, the crisis has
worsened over a rift with Washington.

“We do not see a big risk about Turkey’s
economy or financial system,” Albayrak told
reporters on his flight back from Paris earli-
er this week, according to the newspaper
Hurriyet. He cited low levels of net public
debt and household debt, and the strength
of the financial system, as reasons for his
confidence, it said.

Investors are less sanguine. Moody’s

downgraded its ratings on 20 financial insti-
tutions on Tuesday, citing the increased risk
of a deterioration in funding. The operating
environment is now worse than previously
expected, it said.

“The downgrades primarily reflect a sub-
stantial increase in the risk of a downside
scenario, where a further negative shift in
investor sentiment could lead to a curtailing
of wholesale funding,” Moody’s said. It cut
the ratings for some of Turkey’s top banks,
including Isbank, the biggest listed lender
by assets. The lira weakened as far as
6.4029, its weakest since Aug. 15. It was at
6.3850 to the dollar at 0951 GMT. Banking
stocks fell 1 percent.

‘Deep recession’
Around $179 billion of Turkey’s external

debt matures in the year to July 2019, equiv-
alent to almost a quarter of its annual eco-
nomic output, JPMorgan estimates. Most of
that - around $146 billion - is owed by the
private sector, especially banks, it said.
“Financing needs over the next 12 months
are large and access to markets has become
problematic,” it said in a note.

For years Turkish companies have bor-
rowed in dollars and euros, drawn by the

lower interest rates. But the decline in the
lira has driven up the cost of servicing those
loans, and raised the possibility of balloon-
ing bad debt for banks. Official data yester-
day showed economic confidence fell this
month to its lowest since 2009.

“Staggeringly bad economic confidence
reading for August,” said Timothy Ash of
BlueBay Asset Management in emailed
comments. “Harbinger of a deep recession
looming. Rebalancing full throttle.”

Albayrak has signalled that Turkey wants
to mend its ties with the European Union as
it faces what he said are moves by the
United States that threaten the global econ-
omy. His trip to Paris this week, where he
met with France’s finance minister, appeared
to be part of that effort.

However, Ankara has so far found little
help from overseas partners, apart from
Qatar, which has pledged $15 billion in sup-
port. A German official on Tuesday denied a
reported that Berlin was considering pro-
viding a financial lifeline to help Turkey
avert a crisis.The Hurriyet also quoted
Albayrak as saying that steps would be tak-
en to prevent foreign currencies from being
used for real estate and shopping-mall store
rents and sales.

Retailers in Turkey’s malls, which often
pay their rent in dollars, have also said their
businesses were suffering due to the ailing
lira. Separately, the central bank said it

would re-impose limits on overnight trans-
actions, but at twice the limit that applied
until Aug. 13, when it said it would provide
all the liquidity needed. — Reuters
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Putin softens 
controversial 
pension reform
MOSCOW: Russian President
Vladimir Putin yesterday proposed a
series of measures to soften a deeply
unpopular pension reform, in an
apparent attempt to stem a major fall
in his approval ratings.

In a rare televised address, Putin
suggested raising the state pension
age by five years to 60 years for
women, instead of the earlier proposed
eight years to 63, among other meas-
ures. “The treatment of women in our
country is special, gentle,” Putin said in
the 30-minute speech.

However, he stuck to the overall
plan, saying the proposed increase in
the retirement age for men would still
be by five years to 65, as originally
planned. The Russian leader, who is 65,
also suggested early retirement for
mothers with large families.  He said
companies that fire or refuse to hire
employees because they are nearing
pension age should face administrative
or criminal liability.

The proposed reform-already
approved by parliament’s lower house
in a first reading last month-has
sparked a rare outburst of public
anger, with tens of thousands rallying
across Russia in recent weeks. Putin
had sought to distance himself from
the unpopular measures and had been
widely expected to soften the pro-
posals to buttress his falling approval
ratings.

Most Russians have been against
the proposed hike and critics said the
reform would essentially rob ordinary
people of their earnings. Unlike in
some western countries, pensions in
Russia are meager and many have to

work past their state pension age to
survive, while others rely on financial
help from their children. 

‘Hard but necessary’ 
Putin insisted yesterday that tough

measures were needed, citing “serious
demographic problems” stemming
from the country’s huge losses during
World War II and the fallout from the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.
“We will have to make a hard, difficult
but necessary decision,” Putin said,
adding his proposals would soon be
sent to the Russian parliament’s lower
house, the State Duma.

“I ask you to treat this with under-
standing,” he said.

The state pension age in Russia is
among the lowest in the world and the
proposed reform will be the first
increase in nearly 90 years. But given
Russians’ low life expectancy — 65
years for men and 76 for women-many
will not live long enough under the
proposed reform to receive a state
pension. However, the government says
the burden is simply too great for its
stretched finances as the economy
struggles under Western sanctions. 

Putin said that unlike a decade ago,
the country’s economy was ready for
such reforms, pointing to the lowest
unemployment rate since 1991 and
increasing life expectancy. 

Putin said that before announcing
the amendments he had studied all
“constructive proposals”, including
those put forward by the opposition.
Ahead of the televised address, a
Moscow court jailed Putin’s top critic,
Alexei Navalny, for 30 days on
Monday, just days before he planned
to stage a rally against the reform.

Putin said the reform would allow
authorities to better adjust pensions
for inflation, bringing the average pen-
sion to around 20,000 rubles ($353) a
month in 2024 from some 14,000
rubles now. — AFP. 

EXCHANGE RATES

BAHRAIN EXCHANGE COMPANY WLL

CURRENCY BUY SELL
Europe

British Pound 0.383147 0.397047
Czech Korune 0.005777 0.015077
Danish Krone 0.043478 0.048478
Euro 0. 347092 0.360792
Georgian Lari 0.117157 0.117157
Hungarian 0.001003 0.001193
Norwegian Krone 0.032289 0.037489
Romanian Leu 0.059409 0.076259
Russian ruble 0.004460 0.004460
Slovakia 0.009060 0.019060
Swedish Krona 0.029160 0.034160
Swiss Franc 0.304043 0.315043

Australasia
Australian Dollar 0.213928 0.225928
New Zealand Dollar 0.197031 0.206531

America
Canadian Dollar 0.229577 0.238577
US Dollars 0.299450 0.304750
US Dollars Mint 0.299950 0.304750

Asia
Bangladesh Taka 0.002997 0.003798
Chinese Yuan 0.043102 0.046602
Hong Kong Dollar 0.036583 0.039333

Indian Rupee 0.003845 0.004617
Indonesian Rupiah 0.000017 0.000023
Japanese Yen 0.002644 0.002824
Korean Won 0.000263 0.000278
Malaysian Ringgit 0.070866 0.076686
Nepalese Rupee 0.002624 0.002964
Pakistan Rupee 0.001955 0.002725
Philippine Peso 0.005615 0.005915
Singapore Dollar 0.217055 0.227055
Sri Lankan Rupee 0.001519 0.002099
Taiwan 0.009758 0.009938
Thai Baht 0.008966 0.009518

Arab
Bahraini Dinar 0.790071 0.806571
Egyptian Pound 0.014332 0.020050
Iranian Riyal 0.000084 0.000085
Iraqi Dinar 0.000200 0.000260
Jordanian Dinar 0.423836 0.432836
Kuwaiti Dinar 1.000000 1.000000
Lebanese Pound 0.000150 0.000250
Moroccan Dirhams 0.022415 0.046415
Omani Riyal 0.782123 0.787803
Qatar Riyal 0.079088 0.084028
Saudi Riyal 0.079860 0.081160
Syrian Pound 0.001287 0.001507
Tunisian Dinar 0.105934 0.113934
Turkish Lira 0.043899 0.055399
UAE Dirhams 0.081220 0.082920
Yemeni Riyal 0.000987 0.001067

Albayrak sees no big risk to Turkish
economy, Moody’s sounds alarm

No-let up in Turkey lira slide after Moody’s downgrades

Italian bond yields fall
on report govt eyes
ECB support
LONDON: Italian government bond yields fell yester-
day, with analysts citing a La Stampa article saying
that Italy may try to secure help from the European
Central Bank.

The newspaper said the government was worried by
what might happen in September when it unveils new
public spending targets. The budget, expected to con-
tain welfare spending measures and tax cuts, will be
approved by the cabinet late October and sent to the
European Commission by Oct. 31.

“If the ECB covers you, markets can’t speculate
because they don’t make money,” La Stampa cited a
government source as saying. “And in this way the rat-
ing agencies can’t downgrade your debt,” the source
said. Italy’s bond market has faced selling pressure
since a new anti-establishment coalition came to pow-
er in June.

Italy’s economy ministry declined to comment on
the article. Two-year yields were last down 4 basis
points (bps) at 1.24 percent. Ten-year yields fell 2 bps
to 3.17 percent, narrowing the gap over German Bund

yields to 277 bps from 280 bps late on Tuesday.
“It seems like the move in Italian bonds is about

this story,” Rabobank head of rates strategy Richard
Maguire said. “But in terms of the likelihood of the
ECB intervening to help Italy with QE (quantitative
easing), the political hurdle for the ECB would be
extremely high.” La Stampa said the ECB’s support
could come in the form of a new quantitative easing
program.

Italy has been searching for allies to support its bat-
tered bond market in recent weeks. Italy’s Economy
Minister Giovanni Tria said on Tuesday that the
Chinese government had no concerns about a recent
widening of Italian yield spreads, following reports last
week that US President Donald Trump told Prime
Minister Giuseppe Conte that the US was ready to
help Italy with its debt next year.

“At the end of the day the Italian government is
looking for allies everywhere, they are cornered to
some degree and eager to look for support,” DZ Bank
rates strategist Christian Lenk said. Analysts were
skeptical about the impact of the article, which they
said lacked details, pointing out that if Italy wants
assistance from the ECB, Rome would have to apply to
the ECB’s Outright Monetary Transactions (OMT)
program. Under the OMT, the ECB could buy a coun-
try’s short-term bonds in the secondary market. But
Italy must be in a macroeconomic adjustment program
with strict lender supervision to qualify for the
scheme. — Reuters

ANKARA: The Turkish lira showed no sign of recovery as it slid further against the US
dollar yesterday.

COPENHAGEN: French President Emmanuel Macron (second left) and French Ambassador
to Denmark Francois Zimeray (left) greet people during a visit at the Confederation of
Danish Industry (DI) headquarters yesterday in Copenhagen. — AFP


