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Germany’s new Social Democrat finance minister,
Olaf Scholz, is frustrating both key ally France
and his own struggling centre-left party by

adopting the same fiscal rigor as his conservative pred-
ecessor, Wolfgang Schaeuble. During his first two
months as treasury chief of Europe’s largest economy,
Scholz has committed to a continued goal of no new
debt and limited public spending. It is a strategy the 59-
year-old hopes will help revive his Social Democratic
Party (SPD), which suffered its worst post-war result at
last year’s elections, by proving he can manage the pub-
lic finances of the world’s fourth largest economy.

But the strategy risks alienating his party’s core sup-
porters at home, who would like to see more spending
on education, infrastructure and social housing, and
complicating the search for a Franco-German compro-
mise on euro zone reforms. Scholz’s strategy is already
proving a source of frustration among some fellow euro
zone members, who had hoped the inclusion of the cen-
tre-left SPD in Germany’s governing coalition would
steer the EU’s economic powerhouse to invest more
domestically and boost growth in other countries
through higher imports.

That includes Germany’s most important ally. French
President Emmanuel Macron earlier this month urged
Germany to wean itself off the “fetish” of fiscal conser-
vatism, warning that such policies were always made at
the expense of other countries. In a speech to German
lawmakers days after Macron’s comments, Scholz hit
back: “We act pragmatically and properly - and do not
worship a fetish.”

Scholz, who publicly embraces comparisons to his
conservative predecessor’s fiscal approach, is defending
the idea of maintaining a balanced budget while dis-
missing the assertion that Germany is too strict on
spending. Asked why Scholz is ignoring Macron’s plea, a
finance ministry spokesman pointed to constitutionally
enshrined borrowing limits and the coalition deal to
finance any additional spending without new debt.
“Thanks to the favorable, prolonged upswing, it’s also a
quite academic debate because we can now massively
hike public investments without taking on new debt,” the
spokesman added.

Healthy growth
The German economy grew by a calendar-adjusted

2.5 percent last year, the strongest rate since 2011, pro-
pelled by strong domestic and foreign demand. Despite
slowing in the first quarter, it is expected to keep grow-
ing at a healthy pace. Europe will also be watching to
see if Scholz takes the same approach to the EU as his
predecessor, who was reviled in countries such as
Greece for imposing unpopular public spending cuts in
return for bailout aid.

That includes his approach to Italy, which for many
European leaders has become the euro zone’s greatest
concern given its hefty public-sector debt and lavish
spending plans by leading parties. Further political
instability looks inevitable after Italy’s president set the
country on the path to fresh elections, likely to be
fought over its role in the European Union and euro
zone. Scholz wants to avoid the impression that Europe
is split at a time when the continent is challenged by
new trade and sanctions policies of US President
Donald Trump.

“That Europe acts here as one is a good message -
both internally for our citizens and to the outside,”
Scholz said after talks with European counterparts in
Brussels on Friday. This message of unity, however,
masks lingering differences on how to balance France’s
call for more solidarity and Germany’s insistence that
tax payers in richer countries should not end up paying
for governments’ failures in poorer ones. Scholz has
poured cold water on some of Macron’s proposals for
euro zone reform, including the need for a common
finance minister with his own budget.

Together with his French counterpart Bruno Le
Maire, Scholz is working to define a common roadmap
on euro zone and banking reforms to be presented at
the meeting of EU leaders in June. “The talks are tough,
but there will be a compromise,” a person close to
Scholz said. One way the new finance minister wants to
differentiate himself from Schaeuble on the European
stage is by taking a less confrontational approach and
striking a less instructive tone towards other govern-
ments, the person said. Earlier this year, Scholz said that
Germany shouldn’t “dictate” economic policies to other
European countries.

‘Miserly face’
At home, Scholz’s has frustrated some in his own par-

ty with his first budget earlier this month. Scholz, who
German media have dubbed “Olaf Schaeuble”, outlined
a continued policy of taking on no new debt. He said he
plans to use higher-than-expected tax revenues to
reduce taxes for workers on low and medium incomes
and increase investment in digitalization, but said room
for further spending hikes was limited. While Scholz has
the backing of Chancellor Angela Merkel, some SPD
members doubt whether lowering taxes is the right
strategy when the party’s main election promise was to
hike investment in education, housing and infrastructure.

Further fuelling frustration in the SPD, one of
Scholz’s first decisions as finance minister was to name a
former Goldman Sachs banker, Joerg Kukies, as his
deputy with responsibility for financial market policy
and European issues. —Reuters

Germany’s ‘miserly’ 
Scholz irks comrades 
at home and abroad

Libya in chaos since overthrow of Gaddafi
Libya, where rival authorities in Tripoli and the east

are vying for power, fell into chaos after the ouster
of strongman Muammar Gaddafi in October 2011.

Here is an overview.

Gaddafi killed 
A NATO-backed uprising that begins in February 2011

snowballs into bloody armed conflict. Gaddafi, on the run
since the rebels captured the capital in August, is killed in
October while trying to flee his hometown Sirte as rebels
close in. Days later the rebel National Transitional Council
declares Libya’s “total liberation”. In August 2012, the
Council hands over power to a transitional General
National Congress (GNC).

Rise of radical groups
US ambassador Chris Stevens and three other

American staff are killed in an attack on their consulate in
Libya’s second city Benghazi on September 11, 2012. An
Al-Qaeda-linked group is accused. A car bomb attack in
April 2013 targets France’s embassy in Tripoli, wounding
two French guards. Foreign delegations pull out of the
country as it falls into chaos.

Two governments set up 
Military strongman Khalifa Haftar, backed by Egypt and

the United Arab Emirates, launches an offensive in May
2014 against Islamist groups in Benghazi.  Several military
officers join his paramilitary Libyan National Army.  In
June, following legislative elections, the GNC is replaced
by a parliament dominated by anti-Islamists. In August,
after weeks of deadly clashes, Islamist-led militias storm
Tripoli and reinstall the GNC. They set up another govern-
ment. The country finds itself with two governments and
two parliaments.  The June-elected government and parlia-
ment, the only ones recognized internationally, take refuge
in eastern Libya.

IS profits from chaos
The Islamic State group claims its first attack in Libya

in December 2014.  The following June it seizes Sirte to the
east of Tripoli, but is driven out of the coastal town in
December 2016.

Rival authorities 
In December 2015, months of negotiations result in

accords signed under UN supervision in Skhirat, Morocco,

that designate a UN-backed Government of National
Accord (GNA). The two rival parliaments have reservations
but the UN Security Council endorses the accord. The unity
government in March 2016 takes up office in Tripoli, headed
by prime minister Fayez Al-Sarraj. But the rival administra-
tion in the east remains in place and opposed, backed by
Haftar and the parliament elected in 2014. In July 2017,
Sarraj and Haftar, meeting in Paris, commit to a ceasefire
and elections but there is no change on the ground. In
December 2017, the UN says the two-year-old Skhirat
accord is the only viable framework for a solution. But
Haftar says it has expired and the GNA’s mandate has run
out. He backs the holding of elections in 2018 while implicit-
ly threatening to take power if the political process fails.

Fresh violence 
In January 2018, fighting at Tripoli’s only working inter-

national airport kills at least 20 people after militiamen
attack in a bid to free jihadist comrades held at a jail there.
The same month, nearly 40 people are killed after two car
bombings outside a mosque frequented by jihadist oppo-
nents in Benghazi. 

On May 2, two IS suicide attackers kill 14 people at
Libya’s electoral commission in Tripoli. Haftar reasserts
strongman status - On May 7, Haftar, after spending at
least two weeks in hospital in Paris for undisclosed treat-
ment, announces a military offensive to take from jihadists
the city of Derna, the only part of the country’s east out-
side the control of his forces.—AFP 

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron (center), flanked by Libyan leaders, African heads of States and European
representatives attend an International Congress on Libya at the Elysee Palace in Paris yesterday. — AFP 

In China’s booming 
tech scene, women 
battle conservative 
values and sexism 

Ms Li has a day job in the marketing department of
one of China’s biggest tech firms. At night, she has
a second career, livestreaming herself eating noo-

dles or telling jokes in return for small donations from
thousands of online viewers. Li, 28, says she is one of at
least five women in her office who moonlight to bolster
their incomes. She says this is because she and her female
peers are paid less than male colleagues and are often
overlooked for promotion.

The late nights livestreaming on the YY.com social
media platform are worth it, Li says, even though she has
been reprimanded twice by her firm for moonlighting. “The
first time I was punished I was scared for my job, but I
don’t worry too much now,” Li said. She asked that her
first name and the name of her employer not be used. “It’s
not such a risk to work on the side if you know you’re not
going anywhere.” In recent years, China’s tech industry
has boomed, with champions like the e-commerce titan
Alibaba and Tencent, the social media-to-gaming leader,
making waves on the global stage.

But Li’s account of unequal pay at her company, which
Reuters was unable to verify independently, underscores
how women are often sidelined in that boom. Reuters
spoke to more than a dozen women - and some men - in
the sector, from entry-level employees to executives, who
described an industry where female engineers and coders
battle against ingrained biases favoring men. “The tradi-

tional view is simply to think that women aren’t suitable to
be programmers,” said Chen Bin, a former Microsoft engi-
neer and the Beijing-based founder of Teach Girls Coding,
a campaign to get more women into the sector.

“Things are better now than ten years ago, but overall
the number of women getting into tech is really small,” he
said. China is not the only country where the tech industry
has faced heat over a lack of diversity in the workplace.
But unlike US peers that have faced legal action over dis-
crimination, including Uber, Alphabet Inc’s Google and
Microsoft Corp, Chinese technology companies are rela-
tively opaque about gender issues. Most give little data on
hiring and none of the industry leaders share the diversity
reports that are now customary in the United States, shed-
ding doubt on whether women in Chinese firms hold a
comparable number of technical or leadership roles.

Social events
Penny Chen, a 29-year-old software engineer, has

worked with the Chinese e-commerce firm JD.com Inc
and Jinri Toutiao, a popular news app. For her, the gender
divide has long been knitted into the culture. At universi-
ty, teachers would pair boys with good grades with
attractive girls for class activities as a reward, she said.
The same didn’t happen for high-achieving girls. In the
workplace, she says female colleagues are often left out
of social events dominated by men. She described one
incident in which employees were scheduled to go out for
drinks together.

“Our boss told the women to meet outside,” she said.
“But it was a practical joke; the men had already left
before with the bus to the restaurant.” Examples of sexism
at major Chinese companies often wind up on social
media, sometimes sparking online outcries. Last year,
video surfaced of a Tencent staff event that included a
game in which female employees on their hands and knees
had to unscrew bottle caps held between the legs of male
counterparts. Tencent apologized for the incident.

The Chinese ride-hailing firm Didi Chuxing was criti-
cized this month for allowing users on its carpooling app
to rate female passengers’ physical traits after a 21-year-
old air hostess was killed by her driver. The company has
since apologized and made substantial changes to the
service. Many other incidents slip under the radar. The
owner of the news aggregator Jinri Toutiao, a tech dar-
ling valued at over $20 billion, this month co-hosted a
beauty pageant for female business reporters that
attracted little attention. The company did not respond to
a request for comment.

Secret contracts
China’s gender gap is not confined to tech. The coun-

try’s gender parity ranking fell in 2017 for the ninth
straight year, leaving China placed 100 out of 144 coun-
tries surveyed in a report by the World Economic Forum.
The country ranked 60th in terms of female labor force
participation and 70th in terms of wage equality for similar
work. Men on average had an estimated income of around
$19,000, over $7,000 more than women. 

Many top tech firms say they are taking steps to change
their male-oriented cultures by doing things like changing
hiring practices to promote gender diversity. However,
many female employees and women in the industry say that
many of the most sexist practices have simply been hidden
from view. Samantha Kwok, the Australian-Chinese founder
of the Beijing-based recruitment firm JingJobs, said clients
often gave her two job descriptions: one to be published
publicly and a second internal one that detailed require-
ments based on age or gender. “They already have in mind
a very set candidate profile,” she said.

Human Rights Watch released a report last month
showing that “men only” ads were pervasive in China. It
also called out large technology firms for objectifying
women in order to attract new male personnel, sharing a
video produced by Alibaba in 2014 that featured pole-
dancing female employees. —Reuters


