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Oil prices tumble but Trump-Kim 
hopes boost Asian equity markets

Italy concerns knock stocks
while euro off early highs

SAO PAULO: Truck drivers block the Regis Bittencourt road, 30 km from Sao Paulo, on May 26, 2018 during a strike to protest rising fuel costs in Brazil that has left much of the country paralyzed. —AFP

Scotland’s Sturgeon rails 
at ‘mad Brexiteers’ 
after official EU talks
BRUSSELS: Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon railed at London’s “mad
Brexiteers” yesterday after holding talks with EU officials in Brussels, where she
firmly backed Britain staying in the bloc’s customs union and single market after
the divorce. Sturgeon said British Prime Minister Theresa May ignored anti-
Brexit opinion as part of a withering list of criticisms made to journalists after a
meeting with the EU’s chief Brexit negotiator Michel Barnier.

“One of the problems for the UK government right now... is that they are not
really listening to anyone apart from the mad Brexiteers,” Sturgeon said at a
conference organised by the Politico website. “And for the avoidance of doubt,
I’m talking about people like (foreign minister) Boris Johnson,” she said. She
also singled out pro-Brexit MP Jacob Rees Mogg and Environment Minister
Michael Gove.

Sturgeon, leader of the separatist Scottish National Party, said she had made
“very clear” to Barnier her wish to see the UK stay in the customs union. This
was “the only credible and sustainable option for the United Kingdom”, she
said. “It’s a question of whether they concede that now or are forced to con-
cede that later,” she said, adding that it was crucial to solving the thorny Irish
border question. “My view is if we concede it now, then we might start to see
some progress in these talks and that would be better than waiting until later.”
Sturgeon cautioned however that Scotland would have a problem with
Northern Ireland having better access to the EU single market than Scotland.
The possibility “raises additional issues for Scotland but I think it raises a whole
lot of issues for the UK government,” she said.

UK must ‘fully’ leave EU customs 
Meanwhile, Britain must be “fully out” of the EU customs union after Brexit

in order to be a global trading nation, Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson said yes-
terday, piling further pressure on Prime Minister Theresa May. “Now is our
moment not to be less European-we can do a great trade deal with the EU that
will benefit both sides-but to be truly global again,” Johnson wrote in the Daily
Telegraph. —Agencies

RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil’s President Michel Temer, under
pressure from a week-long national truckers’ strike which led
to fuel and food shortages, ceded to protesters’ demands
Sunday and slashed the cost of diesel. The cut, equal to 0.46
reais a liter, was to be locked in place for 60 days, the presi-
dent said in televised remarks, as the strike paralyzes much
of the country’s economic infrastructure. 

Temer also agreed to four other demands truckers made.
His decision came after Sergio Etchegoyen, the Minister of
Institutional Security, said the country was “on a path to nor-
malization” although he added:  “It’s not quick.” Authorities
deployed the military to clear barricades erected by strikers
and have been escorting fuel trucks since Friday to maintain
access to refineries. But federal transportation police report-
ed that as of Saturday night, nearly 600 roads were at least
partially blocked throughout the sprawling South American
country.

Gas stations were virtually out of fuel, and perishable

foods were disappearing from store shelves. Now, Temer
said: “we have done our part to ease the problems and suf-
fering,” mentioning that he
heard reports that millions of
animals could die of hunger if
the crisis did not ease. The aver-
age price of diesel was 3.36
reais (92 US cents) in January
and rose to 3.6 before the strike,
according to news portal G1. On
May 26, it hit 3.8.

Politically sensitive decision
Brazil is a member of the G20

group of the world’s largest
emerging and advanced
economies, but the first five days of the strike were estimated
to have cost the country’s economy $2.8 billion, according to

the daily Folha de Sao Paulo. The truckers put a stranglehold
on movement of goods in Brazil to protest increases in fuel

prices. Prices have risen under a
politically sensitive decision
made in late 2016 to allow the
state-run Petrobras oil giant
autonomy to set its pricing.

The rise in world oil prices in
recent weeks has also been a
factor. The truckers’ determina-
tion has been a heavy blow to
Temer’s center-right govern-
ment, five months ahead of the
presidential election. Trucks
move 60 percent of the goods
that are transported in Brazil,

and a protracted strike could cause havoc as it emerges from
a 2015-16 recession.

Priority is being given to airports, power plants, and the
supply of medical facilities, where the system for transferring
organs for transplant was paralyzed by the strike. In Rio, the
city’s articulated bus system was partially disrupted because
of a lack of fuel. Bus lines in other states were also forced to
shut on Saturday. 

Service was restored after fuel trucks arrived, but buses
were operating at 20 percent capacity on Sunday. In most
big Brazilian cities, only emergency bus service functioned
on Sunday, to save fuel for the start of the work week yester-
day, when state universities have announced they will be
closed. The truckers have pressed on with the strike despite
an agreement announced by the government with union rep-
resentatives late Thursday to call a 15-day suspension. At
that time the government pledged to abolish at least one tax
on diesel and implement subsidies to maintain a temporary
10 percent fuel price reduction announced Wednesday by
state oil company Petrobras.  —AFP

Brazil cuts fuel prices after strike
Week-long truckers’ strike leaves food, fuel scarce

Estimated to
have cost the

economy $2.8bn

Malaysia’s
Mahathir vows to
scrap Singapore
rail link
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad pledged yesterday to scrap a project to build
a high-speed railway to Singapore, in an ominous sign
for the neighbors’ famously fractious relationship.
Mahathir, who won a surprise election victory this
month against Najib Razak’s long-ruling coalition, is
seeking to improve the country’s finances which he says
deteriorated dramatically after the former government
became embroiled in a financial scandal.

The leader said it was a “final decision” to scrap
plans for the bullet-train line between Kuala Lumpur
and Singapore, which had been agreed on several
years ago and was expected to cut travel times to 90
minutes from five hours by road today. “It’s not benefi-
cial. It’s going to cost us a huge sum of money, we’ll
make no money at all from this operation,” the 92-
year-old said.

Mahathir said he was not sure how long it would
take to implement, adding: “Of course we have to talk
to Singapore, we have an agreement with them.”
Singapore’s transport ministry did not immediately
respond to requests for comment. The development
will alarm the Singapore government, which is watch-
ing to see whether the return of Mahathir-whose rela-
tionship with the city-state was famously prickly dur-
ing his first stint as premier from 1981-2003 — might
cause ties to worsen.

The neighbors have had a difficult relationship since
Singapore was expelled from the Malaysian Federation
in 1965 over ethnic issues, and relations in subsequent
decades were punctuated by occasional bickering.
When Mahathir was first prime minister, rows blew up
frequently over everything from water-Singapore gets
its water supply from Malaysia-to the Malaysian

leader’s plan to build a bridge connecting the neighbors
to replace the current causeway. The project never took
off. But under Najib, who was accused of overseeing
the plunder of state coffers, relations had been warm.

‘Avoid bankruptcy’ 
Malaysia and Singapore signed a deal in 2016 to

build the rail project. Companies had started submit-
ting bids for the 350-kilometre (217-mile) line, which
was scheduled to be completed by 2026.  Currently,
most people take a flight of around an hour between
Singapore and Kuala Lumpur, on what is the world’s
busiest international air route. Chinese companies were
seen as having a high chance of landing a chunk of the
project as ties had warmed with Malaysia under Najib.

Others were also keen-in February a powerful
European consortium that included Alstom and
Siemens announced it had partnered with a Malaysian
firm to bid for the project. There was also expected to
be interest from Japan. Announcing he planned to axe

the project, Mahathir conceded compensation would
have to be paid but added the new government would
try to “manage it at the least cost possible”.

In an earlier interview with the Financial Times
newspaper, he said the government was seeking to
make deep cuts to “avoid being declared bankrupt”.
No official assessment of the railway’s cost has been
made public but analyst estimates in 2016 were as high
as $15 billion. Mahathir has said that Malaysia’s debt
had ballooned to more than one trillion ringgit ($251
billion) under Najib.

Najib was ejected from power by voters disgusted
at corruption allegations surrounding sovereign
wealth fund 1MDB. The ex-leader, his family and
cronies are accused of stealing billions of dollars from
the fund and using it to buy everything from high-end
real estate to artworks. Najib, who has been banned
from leaving the country and questioned over the
graft allegations since losing power, and 1MDB deny
any wrongdoing. —AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: The Petronas Twin Towers are seen through a partially open window. —AFP


