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JOHANNESBURG: MTN Group shares
plunged as much as 25 percent to a nine year
low yesterday, a day after Nigeria ordered the
telecoms group’s Lagos-based business to hand
over $8.1 billion that the authorities say was il-
legally sent abroad.

The demand by Nigeria’s central bank is the
latest setback for MTN in Nigeria, the South
African group’s most lucrative but increasingly
also its most problematic market. It comes two
years after MTN, Africa’s biggest telecoms com-
pany, agreed to pay more than $1 billion to end
a dispute in Nigeria over unregistered SIM
cards. The latest case underlines the risks of
MTN’s strategy to operate in emerging markets,
a move that has made it one of post-apartheid
South Africa’s biggest commercial success sto-
ries, with operations in more than 20 countries.

Nigeria’s central bank said the funds had
been illegally moved abroad because the com-
pany’s bankers had failed to verify MTN had
met all the foreign exchange regulations. MTN
denies the allegations.

At 1224 GMT, MTN shares were down 21.05
percent at 84.78 rand, after touching 80.61 rand,
a level last seen in 2009. The stock is on track
for its biggest one-day decline on record.

The money is more than half of MTN’s mar-
ket capitalization, and analysts said the demand
risked further undermining Nigeria’s efforts to
shake off an image as a risky frontier market for
international investors. The crux of the allegation
is that MTN used improperly issued certificates
to convert shareholders loans in its Nigerian unit

to preference shares in 2007. As a result, divi-
dends paid by MTN Nigeria to the parent com-
pany between 2007 and 2015 - amounting to
$8.1 billion - are deemed illegal, and should be
returned, Nigeria alleges. “No dividends have
been declared or paid by MTN Nigeria other
than pursuant to certificates of capital importa-
tion issued by our bankers and with the approval
of the CBN (Central Bank of Nigeria) as re-
quired by law,” MTN said in a statement.

Frontier market
The demand from the central bank has raised

worries about doing business in Nigeria, whose
finances have been hit by a weak economy and
volatile oil prices.

“One wonders why this wasn’t brought to
MTN’s attention years ago. You just can’t do
business in an environment where these type of
things are going to happen,” said Greg Davies
of boutique investment house Cratos Capital in
Johannesburg. The demand also comes ahead of
next year’s presidential election in Nigeria in
which President Muhammadu Buhari, who swept
to power on promises of tougher regulations, is
seeking re-election.

“This smells like a central bank that is not in-
dependent from a government that has big fiscal
issues,” said Byron Lotter, an analyst at Vestact
in Johannesburg. “This is another huge step
backwards for Nigeria.” Nigeria’s central bank
also fined four banks, including Standard Bank’s
unit in Nigeria, Stanbic IBTC, for their role in
moving the money out of Africa’s biggest econ-

omy. On Wednesday, the central bank said it had
fined Stanbic IBTC 1.8 billion naira ($6 million)
for violations of foreign exchange transactions
rules and ordered that it return $2.6 billion it
repatriated on behalf clients, including MTN.

Standard Bank said in a statement its unit was
“not a beneficiary of any of the remittances

made on behalf of clients and denies any impu-
tation of malfeasance.”

Last November, Nigeria’s Senate approved a
report largely exonerating MTN following an in-
vestigation, after the business was accused of il-
legally repatriating $14 billion to its parent
company. — AFP

Nigeria stuns MTN with $8.1bn
demand, shares plunge 25%

MTN Nigeria denies any wrongdoing 

PetroChina’s profits double
as oil prices soar
SHANGHAI: China’s biggest oil producer PetroChina said yesterday
its net profit more than doubled in the first half of the year as global
crude prices soared. Net profit surged 113.7 percent from the same
period last year to 27.1 billion yuan ($4.0 billion), the company said
in a statement to the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, where it is listed.

PetroChina, 86 percent-owned by its unlisted and government-
controlled parent China National Petroleum Corp (CNPC), said the
profit surge was due to the rise in crude prices.

“The fundamental supply and demand in the global oil market were
on the tight side. The average international oil prices increased sub-
stantially as compared with the same period of last year,” PetroChina
said. Geopolitical risks in oil-producing countries also sent crude
prices up, the report said.

“The recovery of crude price was the biggest driver for its strong
performance,” said Tian Miao, a Beijing-based analyst at Everbright
Sun Hung Kai Co, told Bloomberg News.

“PetroChina may continue to benefit from a rise in the price in the
second half.” Sinopec, the world’s biggest oil refiner and the listed unit
of state-owned China Petrochemical Corp, said last week that its first
half net profit climbed 51.8 percent from the same period last year to
42.4 billion yuan. Sinopec attributed the result to strong domestic
growth for oil products. But it also warned that “uncertainty of inter-
national crude oil prices will increase due to trade frictions and
geopolitical tensions” in the second half this year. — AFP

German unemployment 
holds at record 
low in August
FRANKFURT: Joblessness in Germany held firm at record
lows in August, official data showed yesterday, as a robust
economy kept companies hiring in Europe’s powerhouse.

Just 5.2 percent of workers were unemployed this month,
according to seasonally-adjusted figures from the Federal
Labor Agency (BA), matching analysts’ expectations.

The unemployment rate has not changed since May, re-
maining at the lowest level since German reunification in 1990.
“The labor market continues to develop favorably,” said BA
chief Detlef Scheele in a statement. In unadjusted terms, less
indicative of underlying trends but more prominent in public
debate, the joblessness rate increased by 0.1 percent to 5.2
percent, amounting to 2.35 million people out of work. The job-
less count typically increases in August as students graduate
and register as jobseekers, and companies hold off hiring new
staff until after the summer holidays. The German economy,
powered by booming domestic demand and a healthy appetite
for its goods abroad, is expected to continue its strong run in
the coming months, keeping unemployment in check.

The closely-watched Ifo business confidence index this
week hit its highest level since February, as the United States
and the European Union backed off an escalating trade dis-
pute sparked by President Donald Trump’s “America First”
policy. Analysts expect third-quarter growth in Europe’s top

economy to match the 0.5 percent rise it booked between
April and June, when it outpaced the eurozone’s 0.4 percent
growth. “The number of unemployed people is expected to
decrease further by the end of the year,” said KfW chief econ-
omist Joerg Zeuner. “The job prospects for skilled workers
have not been this good for a long time.”

Inflation steady 
Inflation in Europe’s largest economy Germany held steady

at 2.0 percent in August, official data showed yesterday, a fig-
ure likely to stoke pressure on the European Central Bank to
raise interest rates. The preliminary year-on-year price growth
reading from federal statistics authority Destatis was the same
level as in July and in line with forecasts from analysts surveyed
by data company Factset.

Measured using the Harmonised Index of Consumer
Prices-the ECB’s preferred yardstick-inflation slowed by 0.2
points compared with last month, to 1.9 percent. But that was
still bang on target for the central bank’s goal of price growth
close to, but below 2.0 percent.

With German and eurozone-wide inflation hovering around
the ECB target in recent months, politicians and some econo-
mists have been calling on policymakers to raise interest rates.

Central bank governors set rates at historic lows as part of
measures designed to stoke growth and power inflation in the
eurozone. They insist that they must first wind down their
“quantitative easing” program-or mass purchases of govern-
ment and corporate bonds-before tweaking interest rates.
After buying some 2.5 trillion euros ($2.9 trillion) of bonds, the
ECB plans to reduce purchases from the present 30 billion
euros per month to 15 billion from October, before ending the
program in December. — AFP

LAGOS: Motorists drive under a MTN billboard across the Lagos-Ibadan expressway in Lagos.
Nigeria’s central bank has yesterday ordered South African telecoms giant MTN to refund $8.13
billion (6.96 billion euros) that it allegedly illegally repatriated and fined four banks. — AFP


