
WASHINGTON: Some taxpayers are getting a bitter
surprise this year as their usual annual tax refunds
have shrunk-or turned into tax bills-even though
President Donald Trump loudly promised the largest
tax cut “in American history.” And with tax season
underway, thousands of unhappy taxpayers have
been venting their displeasure on Twitter, using
hashtags like #GOPTaxscam, and some threatened
not to vote for Trump again.

“Lowest refund I have ever had and I am 50 yrs
old. No wall and now this tax reform sucks too!!” a
woman going by “Speziale-Matheny” wrote from the
crucial political swing state
of Florida. “Starting to
doubt Trump. I voted for
him and trusted him too.”
During the year, American
wage earners see a portion
of each paycheck withheld
as income tax, and many
then receive a refund the
following year if they have
overpaid the federal gov-
ernment. That cash boost is
eagerly awaited each year-and used to help pay off
debt or make large purchases.

But the 2017 tax overhaul-which Republicans
promoted as a boon to the middle class-meant many
workers paid less in taxes during the year reducing
the amount withheld, a change which may have gone
unnoticed. And the reform also cut some popular de-
ductions, sometimes resulting in thinner refunds or
even unexpected tax bills. Early data from the US In-

ternal Revenue Service show that refunds so far this
year are 8.4 percent lower than 2018 payouts on av-
erage, falling to $1,865 from $2,035.

However, many millions more taxpayers will be fil-
ing tax returns by the annual April 15 deadline, mean-
ing this figure could change. Mark Mazur, assistant
treasury secretary for tax policy under former Pres-
ident Barack Obama, told AFP the negative reaction
was “understandable.”

“People focused on the amount of the refund but
that’s not the same as their tax liability, the amount
of tax they pay for the year,” he said. Because of

lower withholding during
the year, some taxpayers
have in effect already
seen the benefit of the tax
cut in their higher pay-
checks, said Mazur, who is
vice president at the
Urban Institute. About
five percent of taxpayers
— 7.5 million people-will
in fact see a tax increase,
while about 80 percent

should pay less, he said.

‘Angry, disappointed and betrayed’ 
The IRS on Wednesday said taxpayers who sud-

denly found they owe taxes could pay their bill in in-
stallments and apply for a waiver of penalties
normally imposed for failing to pay by the deadline.
“The IRS understands there were many changes that
affected people last year, and the new penalty waiver

will help taxpayers who inadvertently had too little
tax withheld,” IRS Commissioner Chuck Rettig said
in a statement.

A key change of the 2017 tax reform is that it lim-
ited federal deductions for certain state and local
taxes, such as real estate taxes.  As a result, many
homeowners in states with higher property taxes will
owe more to the federal government. Neil Frankel, a
New York accountant, told AFP people were feeling
“angry, disappointed and betrayed.” “I sympathize
with them. The new tax law’s withholding tables were

incorrect and misleading. A complete shenanigan,”
he added.

“Since my clients are mostly professionals, I don’t
really hear any screaming,” he said. “However, I do
hear long diatribes on hatred for the US govern-
ment.” Last year, Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin
invited taxpayers to use an online calculator to esti-
mate their tax payments and determine if they should
modify their withholding amount. This week the
Treasury Department said media reports on the
lower refunds were “misleading.” —AFP
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Sibanye to cut 6,000 
jobs at S African 
gold mines
JOHANNESBURG: South African gold mining giant Sibanye-Still-
water announced plans yesterday to shed more than 6,000 jobs,
or 10 percent of its workforce, from underperforming gold mines.
The company is one of the biggest employers in the South African
mining industry, and job cuts are politically sensitive ahead of May
general elections in a country where more than a quarter of the
workforce are unemployed.

Sibanye-Stillwater said five shafts at its Beatrix and Driefontein
operations made financial losses last year despite efforts to turn
things around. It has therefore initiated the process to lay off 5,870
full-time and 800 casual workers. “Contemplating potential re-
structuring of this nature is never taken lightly,” said the company’s
CEO Neal Froneman. “Our best attempts to address the ongoing
losses at these operations, have however been unsuccessful and
sustaining these losses may threaten the viability of our other op-
erations,” he said.

The targeted workers are employed at Beatrix mine, in the cen-
tral Free State province, and at Driefontein, north of the economic
hub Johannesburg. Mineral Resources Minister Gwede Mantashe
urged talks to save as many jobs as possible. Gold was for many
decades the backbone of South Africa’s economy, but production
has declined sharply due to depletion of reserves. —AFP

‘Black eye’ for German
economy as it flirts 
with recession
BERLIN: Germany’s economy stalled in the final quarter of
last year, just skirting recession as fallout from global trade
disputes and Brexit put the brakes on a decade of expansion
amid signs that exports will stay subdued for the time being.
Gross domestic product in Europe’s biggest economy was un-
changed for the quarter, the Federal Statistics Office said yes-
terday. That was below the 0.1 percent growth forecast in a
Reuters poll and the 0.2 percent expansion achieved by the
euro zone as a whole.

“Germany got away with a black eye,”  DekaBank econo-
mist Andreas Scheuerle said. Many of the country’s tradition-
ally export-focused large companies have been hit hard by a
cooling global economy and trade disputes triggered by U.S.
President Donald Trump. They also face taking a hit if Britain’s
exit from the European Union next month is a disorderly one.
Steel-to-elevators group Thyssenkrupp on Tuesday warned
of a darkening economic backdrop, signaling tough times for
its capital goods business as it works through a major restruc-
turing and major car markets go into reverse.

The Economy Ministry said indicators suggested that ex-
ports would be subdued in the coming months but that a con-
struction boom was likely to continue and private consumption
will remain strong. “Solid domestic drivers and fiscal stimulus
are providing some support at the beginning of the year,” the
ministry added. With the German economy having shrunk 0.2

percent in the third quarter a second consecutive quarter of
contraction would have met the definition of a recession.

It escaped that by a hairsbreadth but grew just 1.5 percent
in 2018, its weakest annual rate in five years. Growth is fore-
cast to shrink further to 1 percent this year, and the country
faces a budget shortfall of around 25 billion euros by 2023.
Yesterday’s data left the euro struggling near a three-month
low. Fallout from the trade disputes and Brexit are weighing
on business confidence, which fell for the fifth consecutive
month in January. “A hard Brexit doesn’t help anyone,” Achim
Wambach, president of the ZEW economic institute, told
Reuters. “I think the negotiating parties see it that way too
and will come to a solution.” Forecasts of around 1 percent
growth this year were “realistic”, he added.

Policy pivot
Morale is being depressed by weaker demand for German

goods and services in China, the euro zone and emerging mar-
kets. Furthermore, the government is concerned that techno-
logical innovation and the acquisition of German industrial
know-how by foreign companies could erode the manufactur-
ing base on which much of its wealth is built.

Economy Minister Peter Altmaier said last week the gov-
ernment might take stakes in key domestic companies to pre-
vent foreign takeovers - a shift in policy he said was needed
to safeguard Germany’s prosperity. With German growth
stalling, the European Central Bank is likely put off plans to
normalize policy, economists say, and is more likely to provide
additional stimulus rather than scaling it back further.

“The upside from today’s data is that it can hardly get
worse,” ING economist Carsten Brzeski said. “Economic fun-
damentals remain solid, and from here on, chances of a re-
bound are still much higher than chances of yet another
disappointment.” —Reuters
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