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MENE GRANDE, Venezuela: Greasy slicks con-
tinue to darken the ground in Mene Grande, a
modest town where Venezuela’s oil boom was
born more than a century ago. But now the days
of crude glory are gone, replaced by desolation.

The asphalt on the roads is worn down.
Water, cooking gas and electricity are absent
most of the time. Locals, who previously re-
ceived generous oil-related salaries, have left
the country because of the worst crisis their
country has known. “We
used to live like kings,”
recalled Henry, a 48-
year-old former oil well
worker who declined to
give his last name. 

“This was the biggest
oil area in Venezuela...
You stopped here and
used to see a big num-
ber of barges working
there. Now, all that is
finished,” he said, indicating Lake Maracaibo, a
vast body of water in Venezuela’s northwest. The
region lived a bonanza that started 105 years
ago when oil exploration started here, thanks to
the discovery that Venezuela boasts the biggest
proven reserves of oil in the world. Between
2004 and 2015, the black stuff brought in $750
billion.

Unemployment 
Henry lives in San Timoteo, a community near

Mene Grande on the shore of the lake where
houses sit upon stilts. They used to have a view of
oil platforms belonging to state company PDVSA.
The steady decline of the industry, due to under in-
vestment, an exodus of qualified engineers and
corruption among the military bosses meant to
manage the sector, has seen oil production slump
from 3.2 million barrels per day in 2008 to less than

1 million in February. 
Olivero Bracho, 46, is

among the hundreds fired
from the barges that
would ferry them to the
platforms. “There’s noth-
ing left. The operations
have stopped. They got rid
of the workers.”

Bracho’s two children
left for Colombia, among
the 2.7 million Venezuelans

who have abandoned their country since 2015, ac-
cording to UN figures. “Before, there were a lot of
people working. People bought food. Now we don’t
even have basic items,” he said.

San Timoteo is the most rundown part of Mene
Grande’s municipal region. Half the wooden pon-
toons that connect the houses on stilts have been
washed away by rain.

“Nobody has come to help us, not the munici-
pality, nothing,” Henry said. Residents have had to
turn to collecting rainwater because supplies of
drinking water have stopped. For washing, water is
scooped up from the polluted, brackish lake. “We
go to the shore to wash dishes and bathe,” said Di-
noria Estrada, visibly angry.

The few people who remain are without work,
she said, adding that she herself relied on money
sent by relatives abroad. Eduardo Bracho, another
ex-oil worker and now a member of the local
council and a supporter of President Nicolas
Madruo’s government, admits the situation has
deteriorated. —AFP

Cradle of Venezuela oil industry 
is a scene of desolation today

Water, cooking gas and electricity are absent most of the time

Once the heart of Venezuela’s oil boom, Mene Grande is now a zone of desolate abandon. —AFP

Zimbabwe raises 
public workers 
pay by 29%
HARARE: Zimbabwe’s public workers have accepted a 29 percent
salary hike for the lowest paid employees, which the government
says will cushion them against double-digit inflation, unions said
yesterday, and likely averting a strike in the interim.

Civil servants in the southern African nation twice rejected a
lower government wage offer in January but had been divided over
a strike, which led to teachers briefly walking out of their jobs.

Zimbabwe is gripped by a severe US dollar crunch, causing
shortages of fuel, food and medicine and dashing hopes among
citizens that the economy will quickly recover after years of
sputtering under Robert Mugabe, who was removed after a coup
in 2017.

An agreement signed by the government and the top public
workers’ union Apex Council said “a cost of living adjustment of
$400 million (will) be effected across the board for all members
of the public service with effect from 1 April.” That means the low-
est paid worker will now earn a monthly gross salary of $570 from
$441, said an official from Apex Council, which represents 16 pub-
lic sector unions.

Zimbabwe’s central bank last month ditched a discredited 1:1
dollar peg for its surrogate bond notes and electronic dollars and
merged them into a lower-value transitional currency called the
RTGS dollar.

Public workers would also be able to import vehicles without
paying import duty and the government will provide buses to
transport the workers, the agreement said. —Reuters

Reliance sends fuel 
from India, Europe 
to Venezuela to 
skirt US sanctions
NEW DELHI/MEXICO CITY: India’s Reliance Industries is selling
fuels to Venezuela from India and Europe to sidestep sanctions that
bar US-based companies from dealing with state-run PDVSA, ac-
cording to trading sources and Refinitiv Eikon data.

Reliance had been supplying alkylate, diluent naphtha and
other fuel to Venezuela through its US-based subsidiary before
Washington in late January imposed sanctions aimed at curbing
the OPEC member’s oil exports and ousting Socialist President
Nicolas Maduro.

At least three vessels chartered by the Indian conglomerate sup-
plied refined products to Venezuela in recent weeks, and another
vessel carrying gasoil is expected to set sail to the South American
nation as well, according to the sources and data.

A Reliance spokesman wrote to Reuters in an email and said:
“Reliance is and will remain in compliance with the sanctions and
shall work with the concerned authorities.”

He also said “the volume of products supplied to and crude oil
imported from Venezuela have not increased.” Reliance, an Indian
conglomerate controlled by billionaire Mukesh Ambani, has signif-
icant exposure to the financial system of the United States, where
it operates subsidiaries linked to its oil and telecom businesses,
among others.

The Indian market is crucial for Venezuela’s economy because it
has historically been the second-largest cash-paying customer for
the OPEC country’s crude, behind the United States.

Additional sanctions against Venezuela are possible in the future,

as US President Donald Trump’s administration has not yet tried to
prevent companies based outside the United States from buying
Venezuelan oil, a strategy known as “secondary sanctions.”

Refinitiv Eikon trade data shows that Reliance shipped alkylate,
a component for motor gasoline, to Venezuela on vessels Torm Mary
and Torm Anabel in recent weeks. Those originated in India and
passed through the Suez Canal.

It also shipped a gasoline cargo using tanker Torm Troilus to
Venezuela and is preparing to send 35,000 tonnes of gasoil in a ves-
sel called Vukovar to the South American nation.

“Reliance is also supplying some products from its Rotterdam
storage,” a source familiar with Reliance’s operation said. PDVSA
did not reply to a request for comment.

In a statement last week, Reliance said its US unit has completely
stopped all business with PDVSA. Reliance also halted all supply of
diluents including heavy naphtha to Venezuela and does not plan to
resume such sales until sanctions are lifted, according to the release.

Venezuela has overall imported some 160,000 barrels per day of
fuel and diluents for its extra heavy oil output since the US measures
were imposed, according to PDVSA and Refinitiv data, below levels
prior to the sanctions but still enough to supply gas stations and
power plants.

Reliance is among the biggest buyers of Venezuelan oil, although
the company has recently said it has not increased crude purchases
from Venezuela. In 2012, Reliance signed a 15-year deal to buy be-
tween 300,000 to 400,000 bpd of heavy crude from PDVSA. Ship
tracking data obtained by Reuters showed that Reliance’s average
purchases from Venezuela were less than 300,000 bpd in 2018 and
in the first two months of this year.

Venezuela continues to supply at least some oil to India. A very
large crude carrier (VLCC) is anchored off Venezuela’s Jose port
waiting to load oil bound for India, and at least six other vessels of
the same size are underway to India’s Sikka and Vadinar ports, ac-
cording to the Refinitiv data.

PDVSA’s second-largest customer in India is Nayara Energy ,
partially owned by Russian energy firm Rosneft , one of PDVSA’s
primary allies.  —Reuters
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