
BUENOS AIRES: Argentina’s President Mauri-
cio Macri said on Wednesday that the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund has agreed to accelerate
funding in support of his government’s austerity
program, but the move did little to calm the mar-
ket as the country’s currency came under re-
newed pressure.

IMF chief Christine Lagarde said the Wash-
ington-based lender would look at speeding up
payments of the bank’s $50 billion loan after
talks with Macri earlier Wednesday.

The IMF approved the $50 billion, three-year
standby loan in June.  Lagarde said the IMF
would work to strengthen its arrangement with
Argentina and “re-examine the phasing of the fi-
nancial program”. The “more adverse interna-
tional market conditions” battering Argentina’s
economy “had not been fully anticipated,” she
admitted in a statement.

Macri called for the early release of the funds
in a phone call with Lagarde on Wednesday.

It came amid heightened volatility in Ar-
gentina’s financial and currency markets, which
have been battered by uncertainty over inflation,
an economic downturn and budget deficits.

The Argentine peso has lost more than 40
percent of its value against the dollar this year.
Inflation is projected to surpass 30 percent by
the end of 2018.

Plummeting peso 
And the peso continued its decline Wednes-

day, plummeting 6.99 percent through the day
to fall to 34.48 to the dollar by the close.

Macri had sought to soothe the turbulence in
a statement before markets opened, assuring Ar-
gentines that help is on the way. “Over the past
week, we have had new expressions of lack of
confidence in the markets, especially over our
ability to obtain financing for 2019,” Macri ac-
knowledged.

He said the IMF would provide “all the funds
necessary to guarantee the fulfillment of the fi-
nancial program next year.” In return for an ac-
celerated loan payment, the government has
committed to reducing its budget deficit to 2.7
percent this year, from 3.9 percent in 2017, and
to 1.3 percent of GDP next year. Doubts over Ar-
gentina’s ability to repay heavy government bor-
rowing have grown and analysts said the move
reflected growing desperation in Macri’s center-
right government.

“The announcement was vague and was
made by the president, which has its risks,” said
analyst Lorenzo Sigaut of consultants Ecolatina,
who said it would have been more convincing if
the announcement had been made by the econ-
omy minister.

Overall doubts of an Argentine default on
borrowings had been assuaged “only until
Macri’s term ends (in December next year) but
as of 2020, they remain latent.”

“The dollarization of assets is fueled inter-
nally by Argentines’ distrust of the peso, because
the government has promised much on the econ-
omy but hasn’t delivered,” said Sigaut. — AFP
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IMF agrees to accelerate loan 
payout to Argentina: Macri

Agreement fails to soothe markets, peso falls

BUENOS AIRS: Currency exchange values are displayed in the buy-sell board of a bureau de exchange
in Buenos Aires, on Wednesday. — AFP

In Venezuela, new 
cryptocurrency is 
nowhere to be found 
ATAPIRIRE, Venezuela: To hear Venezuela’s leftist President
Nicolas Maduro tell it, this remote hamlet of 1,300 souls is
perched on the cutting edge of an innovation in cryptocurrency.

Located in an isolated savanna in the center of the country,
Atapirire is the only town in an area the government says is
brimming with 5 billion barrels of petroleum. Venezuela has
pledged those reserves as backing for a digital currency dubbed
the “petro,” which Maduro launched in February. This month he
vowed it would be the cornerstone of a recovery plan for the
crisis-stricken nation.

But Atapirire residents say they have seen no efforts by the
government to tap those reserves. And they have little confidence
that their struggling village has a front-row seat to a revolution in
finance. “There is no sign of that petro here,” said homemaker Ig-
dalia Diaz. She launched into a diatribe about her town’s crum-
bling school, pitted roads, frequent blackouts and perpetually
hungry citizens.

It turns out that Venezuela’s petro is hard to spot almost any-
where. Over a period of four months, Reuters spoke with a dozen
experts on cryptocurrencies and oil-field valuation, traveled to
the site of the pledged oil reserves and scoured the coin’s digital
transaction records in an effort to learn more.

The hunt turned up little evidence of a thriving petro trade. The
coin is not sold on any major cryptocurrency exchange. No shops
are known to accept it. The few buyers Reuters could locate were
those who had posted about their experiences on online cryp-
tocurrency forums. None would identify themselves. One com-
plained of being “scammed.” Another told Reuters he had received

his tokens without problem; he blamed US sanctions against
Venezuela and “awful press” for hurting the petro’s debut.

Senior government officials have given contradictory state-
ments. Maduro says petro sales have already raised $3.3 billion
and that the coin is being used to pay for imports. But Hugbel Roa,
a cabinet minister involved in the project, told Reuters on Friday
that the technology behind the coin is still in development and that
“nobody has been able to make use of the petro ... nor have any
resources been received.”

The Superintendence of Cryptoassets, the government agency
that oversees the petro, is a mystery. Reuters recently visited the
Finance Ministry, where the Superintendence is supposed to be
housed, but was informed by a receptionist that it “does not yet
have a physical presence here.”

The Superintendence’s website is not functioning. Its president,
Joselit Ramirez, did not respond to messages on his personal so-
cial media accounts. Phone calls to the Industry Ministry, which
oversees the agency, went unanswered.

The Information Ministry did not reply to emails seeking com-
ment. Maduro added to the confusion this month by announcing
that salaries, pensions and the exchange rate for Venezuela’s dec-
imated currency, the bolivar, are now pegged to the petro. That
move stirred bewilderment on Venezuela’s streets and among
economists and cryptocurrency experts who say the petro-boli-
var tether is unworkable.

“There is no way to link prices or exchange rates to a token
that doesn’t trade, precisely because there is no way to know what
it actually sells for,” said Alejandro Machado, a Venezuelan com-
puter scientist and cryptocurrency consultant who has closely fol-
lowed the petro.

The chaos speaks to the desperation and disorganization that
are gripping Maduro’s government as Venezuela melts down. The
petro was supposed to help his administration weather the hy-
perinflation that has rendered the bolivar all but worthless. He
vowed that a cryptocurrency, which allows financial operations to
be carried out anonymously, would enable Venezuela to under-
mine US financial sanctions and raise hard currency. — Reuters

IMF supports South 
African land 
reform provided 
it’s ‘rules based’
PRETORIA: The International Monetary Fund gave its full
backing to South Africa’s land reform plan yesterday, as long
as the highly contentious process is transparent and based
on the constitution.

The Fund’s senior resident representative in South Africa
Montfort Mlachila told Reuters that the reform must not
damage farm output to ensure South Africans continue to
have reliable food supplies.

President Cyril Ramaphosa has said the ruling African
National Congress (ANC) plans to change the constitution
to allow the expropriation of land without compensation, as
most of it is still owned by members of the white minority.
“We are in full support of the need to undertake land reforms
in order to address the issues of inequality,” Mlachila said in
an interview.

Nearly a quarter century after the end of apartheid, the
country remains racially divided and unequal, and the ANC
plan aims to improve the lives of the many poor black South
Africans. The debate erupted again last week when US Pres-
ident Donald Trump said he had asked Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo to study South African “land and farm
seizures” and the “killing of farmers”. South Africa accused
Trump of stoking racial divisions. — Reuters


