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MUNICH:  Confidence that the politically sen-
sitive merger of their rail businesses would be
waved through by the European Commission
was ebbing at both Siemens and Alstom yester-
day. A source at German group Siemens said
Brussels had posed “insurmountable” demands
for concessions that the groups would not make.
Meanwhile Alstom, maker of France’s iconic
TGV trains, said there was “no certainty” the
companies could mollify the Commission.

Both Paris and Berlin have thrown their
weight behind the proposed Siemens-Alstom
tie-up, saying the arrival of Chinese giant CRRC
on the global market will put European manu-
facturers in the shade.

It would be “an economic mistake and a po-
litical failing”, as well as a “negative signal to the
peoples of Europe” to block the merger, French
government spokesman Benjamin Griveaux said
Wednesday.

If approved, the merger would create a rail
behemoth with operations in 60 countries and
annual turnover of 15.6 billion euros ($17.8 bil-
lion). Alone, CRRC’s annual revenues of 26 bil-
lion euros outweigh the three Western
heavyweights Bombardier, Siemens and Al-
stom, each of which brings in around eight bil-
lion a year.

It has already snapped up significant con-
tracts in US cities like Boston, Los Angeles and
Philadelphia, as well as in European nations like
Serbia, Macedonia or the Czech Republic.

But the alleged Chinese danger has failed to

impress EU Competition Commissioner Mar-
grethe Vestager. The Financial Times reported
Wednesday that she was unmoved by pleas
from the two capitals, urging other members of
the EU’s executive arm to stick to existing an-
titrust rules.

Like other national authorities, Germany’s
market watchdog the Bundeskartellamt has
warned the Siemens-Alstom deal would create
an overly dominant player, and that the con-
cessions offered were “neither suitable nor
sufficient”, according to press reports earlier
this week.

‘Shut out’ 
Alstom insisted yesterday that proposed

concessions worth four percent of the firms’
combined annual revenue “take into account the
Commission’s concerns while preserving the
economic and industrial fundamentals of the
transaction”.

Siemens and Alstom have offered to sell off
some business activities and license other tech-
nologies, hoping to allay Commission fears the
new combination could dominate the European
market for rail signalling and high-speed trains.
But Siemens is adamant it will not give up its
next-generation high-speed technology to se-
cure a green light.

From the start, the Munich-based giant
agreed to give up its older Velaro trains and of-
fered some concessions on the second-genera-
tion Velaro Novo under pressure from Brussels.

The firm then balked at the Commission’s de-
mand that it license a collection of patents and
technology licenses related to future high-
speed rolling stock, bundled together in an en-
tity known as Velaro3G System, the source
inside the company said.

“On the one hand, we have the fear of com-

petition from China. On the other, we have to
offer a competitor ten years’ exclusivity” on the
technology, they complained.

If the new entity were to give up the Ve-
laro3G, they would be “completely shut out
from high-speed train development in Europe
for ten years,” the source added.—AFP

Siemens, Alstom raise doubts 
about creating a rail behemoth

Merger could create rail giant with operations in 60 countries

This combination of pictures shows the logo of the French power and transport engineering company Alstom
and the logo of German industrial group Siemens. —AFP

Tunisia’s largest 
union stages 
nationwide 
strike over pay
TUNIS: Rail, bus and air traffic stopped in
Tunisia yesterday as the powerful UGTT union
staged a one-day nationwide strike to protest
against the government’s refusal to raise the
salaries of 670,000 public servants.

Thousands gathered in front of UGTT
headquarters in central Tunis chanting: “The
people want the overthrow of the government”.
The same slogan was used in 2011 when mass
protests toppled strongman Ben Ali and kicked
off “Arab Spring” uprisings across the region.

Tunisia is the only Arab country that has un-
dergone a transition to democracy in the wake
of those protests, avoiding civil war as in Syria
or a return to autocratic rule like Egypt.

But an economic crisis has eroded living
standards in the North African country and
unemployment is high as political turmoil and
lack of reforms have deterred investment

needed to create jobs. That has forced the
government to launch austerity measures to
please donors and lenders including the Inter-
national Monetary Fund.

The one-day strike hit airports, ports,
schools, hospitals, state media and government
offices. At Tunis Carthage airport, most flights
were cancelled and check-in counters closed,
leaving hundreds of angry passengers
stranded.

“The power belongs to the people”, pro-
testers chanted at a central UGTT rally near
the central Habib Bourghiba Avenue, the scene
of mass protests in 2011, also calling for salary
increases. Police showed a strong presence but
did not interfere.

Tunisia is under pressure from the IMF to
freeze public sector wages as part of measures
to reduce its budget deficit. The public sector
wage bill has doubled to about 16 billion dinars
($5.5 billion) in 2018 from 7.6 billion in 2010.

But the UGTT says the monthly average
wage of about $250 is one of the lowest in the
world, while the state Institute of Strategic
Studies says real purchasing power has fallen
by 40 percent since 2014.

Sami Tahri, Deputy Secretary-General of
the UGTT, said the government had opted for
a confrontation with public servants in a bid to
meet the IMF’s demands. —Reuters

China’s top trade 
negotiator 
to visit US
BEIJING: China’s top trade negotiator will
travel to the United States for talks later this
month ahead of a March deadline to avoid
bruising tariff hikes, the commerce ministry
said yesterday.

Vice Premier Liu He will visit Washington
on January 30-31 for the negotiations, the
ministry said, following up on talks between
lower-level officials in Beijing earlier this
month. President Donald Trump and Chinese
leader Xi Jinping agreed to a three-month
trade war truce in December, suspending US
plans to increase tariffs on Chinese goods to
give negotiators space to find a solution.

Liu and US officials will “hold negotiations
on economic and trade issues and work to-
gether to push forward and implement the im-
portant consensus” reached by Xi and Trump,
ministry spokesman Gao Feng told reporters.
But Liu’s trip could run into complications
after a Wednesday report said US authorities
were in the advanced stages of a criminal
probe that could result in an indictment of
Chinese telecom giant Huawei.

Citing anonymous sources, the Wall Street

Journal said the Department of Justice was
looking into allegations of theft of trade se-
crets from Huawei’s US business partners, in-
cluding a T-Mobile robotic device used to test
smartphones.

US lawmakers also introduced a bill to ban
the export of American parts and components
to Chinese telecom companies who are in vi-
olation of US export control or sanctions
laws-with Huawei and fellow Chinese firm ZTE
the likely targets.

China blasted the US actions. “The whole
world is very clear that the real intention of the
United States is to use every possible piece of
state machinery to suppress and smear China’s
high-tech companies,” said foreign ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying.

The US lawmakers’ actions reeked of “ex-
treme arrogance,” she said, adding: “The ac-
tions of the US are not the normal actions of a
normal country, let alone the world’s leading
power.”

Canada’s arrest of Huawei’s chief financial
officer Meng Wanzhou at the request of the
United States on fraud charges related to Iran
sanctions violations has already infuriated
Beijing. Meng is the daughter of the com-
pany’s founder. Two Canadians have been de-
tained in China since Meng’s arrest and a
third has been sentenced to death on drug
trafficking charges-moves observers see as
attempts by Beijing to pressure Ottawa over
her case.—AFP


