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Where gold is grey: Ivory Coast 
cashes in on cashew industry

At Beijing security fair, arms 
race for surveillance tech

AMARAVATI: This handout photo taken on April 7, 2018 and released on May 22, 2018 by the Andhra Pradesh Capital Region Development Authority (AP Govt) shows an aerial view of the under construction “city” of
Amaravati. —AFP

Iran sets sanctions waiver 
deadline for oil giant Total
TEHRAN: Iran’s oil minister yesterday gave French energy giant Total 60 days
to win a sanctions waiver from Washington or it would lose its stake in a multi-
billion-dollar gas project. “Total has 60 days to negotiate with the US govern-
ment,” said Bijan Zanganeh, according to the oil ministry’s Shana news agency.
“The French government too can have negotiations with the US government
during these 60 days for Total to stay in Iran.”

Total was the only western firm to finalize an investment deal in Iran’s energy
sector following the 2015 nuclear deal, from which Washington withdrew earlier
this month. It signed the agreement last July to become the lead partner in a
$4.8 billion (4.1 billion euro) project to develop the South Pars 11 gas field,
alongside the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Iran’s
Petropars.  But after Washington quit the deal and pledged to fully reimpose
sanctions by November, Total has said it will be impossible to continue unless it
gets a specific waiver from Washington. 

If the French firm fails to win an exemption, CNPC “will replace Total in this
project,” Zanganeh said. The oil minister did not explain why the French firm
only had 60 days, with US sanctions on foreign energy companies in Iran not
due to kick in until November 4. Even before Washington pulled out of the
nuclear deal, Iran had struggled to attract investment into its oil and gas sector.
The only other deal was a $742 million (600 million euro) deal with Russian
state-owned firm Zarubezhneft to boost production at two oil fields in the west-
ern province of Ilam. 

Hardliners in Iran had opposed foreign investment in the energy sector
despite the government saying billions were needed to realize its potential. “Iran
failed to attract much energy investment, even when conditions were at their
most favorable,” wrote the US Center on Global Energy Policy in a recent brief-
ing note.  “The country was far too slow in unveiling its new Iran Petroleum
Contract, and when it did, potential investors complained that the terms were
unattractive.” —AFP

AMARAVATI: It promised to be “an Indian city like no other”-a
modern, leafy metropolis modeled on Singapore, where citizens
would enjoy parks and rivers and breath air unrivalled in freshness.
But the southern capital of Amaravati has been painfully slow to
materialize and remains little more than dust and farms as its cru-
saders resort to crowd funding to turn the pipe dream into reality.

A staggering $15 billion is needed to transform Amaravati
from a few shiny buildings, villages and thousands of acres of
agricultural land into the envisioned capital of Andhra Pradesh,
one of India’s largest states. Andhra once had another capital-the
booming tech and business powerhouse of Hyderabad, which
pulses with IT know-how and a startup culture. But the revenue-
rich city was assigned as the capital of a brand new state,
Telangana, when it was carved out of Andhra in 2014 following a
populist movement to secede. The two states were to share
Hyderabad until Andhra chose another city as its capital. But
authorities decided instead to build a grand new seat of power
some 275 kilometers away on the banks of the river Krishna.
While India has a tradition of planned cities, including Sir Edwin
Lutyens’ New Delhi and Chandigarh in the north which was
designed by Franco-Swiss modernist trailblazer Le Corbusier,
nothing of this scale has been tackled for decades. Amaravati
was envisioned as a metropolis free of the chaos, traffic and air
pollution that plagues India’s urban centers. “It’ll be an Indian

city like no other,” said Sreedhar Cherukuri, commissioner of
Andhra’s Capital Regional Development Authority.

Largely deserted 
Amaravati’s anticipated 3.5 million inhabitants would enjoy effi-

cient public transport including a
monorail and metro network, while
trees would shroud half the city
with a green zone akin to New
York’s Central Park, Cherukuri
said. Consultants from Amsterdam
provided advice about an exten-
sive canal system and expert opin-
ion was sought from Singapore
and Japan, among others.

“Everything has been planned
to the last detail. We’ve taken the
best ideas from around two
dozen global cities but this per-
haps comes closest to Singapore in its inspiration,” Cherukuri
said. However, nearly three years after Prime Minister Narendra
Modi laid the foundation stone, Amaravati is largely deserted. An
island of modern office buildings in the middle of fields hosts
Andhra’s chief minister and state government, which relocated

there after Telangana claimed Hyderabad. Yet there is scant evi-
dence of the promised utopia.

Half-finished settlements dot farmlands, most not connected
by proper roads. Plans for the promised riverfront, housing and
public transport have been marred by delays. “We came here

because it really has the plans
and potential to become a global
city,” said a university official at
a huge but largely empty cam-
pus in the planned city. “The on-
ground infrastructure develop-
ment, particularly the roads, has
been slow,” he said, asking not to
be named. K Nageshwar, an
independent legislator in
Telangana, said: “Nothing much
has happened on the ground in
Amaravati. It is still more dream
than reality.”

‘Extravagance’ criticized 
Chief Minister N Chandrababu Naidu ambitiously suggested

in 2014 that the project-unlike anything ever seen in India-could
be completed within five years. But since then officials have been

reluctant to offer a timetable for its completion. Naidu, who
today governs Andhra from a high-tech office in Amaravati,
insists a magnificent city will one day rise from the plains.

“I am not changing any plans for Amaravati. I only have to
work harder to make it a reality,” the brainchild of the nascent
capital told AFP recently. Cherukuri, the official overseeing
Amaravati’s development, said contracts worth $5 billion have
already been issued, spurring the first phase of development.  It
was hoped the project would also attract foreign investment, he
added. But funds are running low. 

Naidu blames the national government for reneging on prom-
ises made during the Telangana split that would have conferred a
special status and ensured a stream of financial aid and incentives
to bankroll the dream city. The dispute soured ties with New
Delhi, culminating with Naidu going on a hunger strike in April and
severing ties with Modi’s ruling party. “This is a prestigious project
for the nation and if government of India had supported it, we
could have showcased it to the world,” Naidu said. Finance
Minister Arun Jaitley has rejected assertions Andhra was double
crossed, saying it got all it was promised. Naidu remains broadly
popular in Andhra but has been accused of pursuing the eye-
wateringly extravagant project for personal prestige. “Naidu very
clearly projected Amaravati more as an instrument of electioneer-
ing,” said K. Nageshwar, the independent legislator. —AFP

Hopes on hold for model Indian capital
Nothing of this scale has been tackled for decades

One million bank 
workers strike 
across India
MUMBAI: Around one million bank employees
went on strike across India yesterday, a union rep-
resentative said, demanding better pay and a gov-
ernment crackdown on companies who willfully
default on loan payments. Some 5,000 workers
chanted slogans and waved banners at a protest in
the financial capital Mumbai, union boss Devidas
Tuljapurkar said, as they claimed they were paying
the price for India’s mountain of bad debts.

The Asian giant’s troubled lenders have some
of the highest levels of debt in emerging mar-
kets, weighed down by billions of dollars of
non-performing assets (NPAs) also known as
bad loans. The two-day strike, which ends on
Thursday, led to tens of thousands of branches
of public sector and commercial banks downing
their shutters, paralyzing operations in some
parts of the country.

The strikers are unhappy with a proposed two
percent wage rise which they have been offered,
noting that it is well below India’s inflation rate of
around 4.5 percent. “Bankers justification in offer-
ing the meager wage rise is losses to the banks,”
Tuljapurkar, convenor of India’s United Forum of
Bank Unions, said in a statement. “(However)... It
is big corporates who are attributable for losses
to the banks. But for no fault on their part ordi-
nary employees and officers are being denied
their due share in profits,” he added.

India’s bad loan problem received national
attention in March 2016 when beer and airline

tycoon Vijay Mallya fled to the UK to avoid pay-
ing nearly $1 billion in loans that he owed banks.
Earlier this year the government said banks’ bad
loans were worth more than $120 billion. High
debts mean banks are stretched too thin to lend
funds for fresh investments, holding back eco-
nomic growth.

The government is trying to help state-owned
banks clean up their books and in October
approved a $32 billion recapitalization plan for
struggling lenders. It has also given India’s central
bank greater powers to intervene in cases of bad
loans, and to order lenders to deal with their
debts under new bankruptcy laws.

“We have been consistently demanding that
the government should come down heavily
against those big corporates (who default on pay-
ments). Without which Indian banking cannot be
revived,” Tuljapurkar said. The union boss said
bank employees’ workloads had increased since
Prime Minister Narendra Modi was elected four
years ago and implemented a number of econom-
ic initiatives. A sudden move in late 2016 to deval-
ue 86 percent of India’s currency sparked long
lines at ATMS and chaotic scenes at banks. Many
poorer Indians, reliant on cash, were left scram-
bling to buy basic necessities as their meager
savings evaporated in an instant. —AFP

MUMBAI: Indian Punjab National Bank workers stage a protest inside a branch. —AFP

Potential to
become a 
global city


