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MILAN: One comes from a wealthy family, attended
Milan’s best schools and has spent all his career engi-
neering mergers at Mediobanca, Italy’s most influential
investment bank. The other was raised in an orphanage
and was too poor to go to high school but at 84 is
Italy’s richest man, having built the world’s biggest eye-
wear group from scratch.

Mediobanca’s boss Alberto Nagel, 54, and
Leonardo Del Vecchio, who in less than two months
has become the bank’s top investor, are squaring off in
a battle for control that is rattling the world of Italian
finance. At stake is the future direction of Mediobanca,
a venerable institution more than seven decades old.
Billionaire tycoon Del Vecchio says Mediobanca should
reduce its focus on consumer finance and instead beef
up its traditional investment banking business through
acquisitions.

Del Vecchio, chairman of Ray-Ban maker
EssilorLuxottica , unexpectedly built a stake of 7% in
Mediobanca in mid-September - only informing Nagel
of his move hours before issuing a statement. Last
week he raised his holding to just under 10%, and four
sources close to the matter said he was planning to go
higher still - which would require approval from the
European Central Bank. One of the sources said he was
aiming for as much as 20%. Representatives for Del
Vecchio were not immediately available to comment for
this story.

The tycoon’s bold move on Mediobanca has echoes
of the corporate intrigue in the so-called “salotto
buono”, or fine drawing room, the informal club that
has pulled the strings in corporate Italy since 1945 and
had Mediobanca at its centre. So far, he has kept his
cards close to his chest when it comes to motive. But in
brief remarks that were widely viewed as a direct chal-
lenge to Nagel’s strategy, he said last month
Mediobanca should rely less on contributions from its
consumer credit business and its most prized asset -
insurer Generali. He also said Mediobanca was too
small, having missed out on a number of possible deals.

The relationship between the pair has deteriorated
quickly from 2017 when Mediobanca advised Del
Vecchio on the 48 billion euro Luxottica-Essilor merg-
er. A turning point appeared to come last year when
Mediobanca, a leading shareholder in a Milanese can-
cer hospital, blocked a 500-million-euro investment
that Del Vecchio wanted to make in the hospital using
his own charity firm which would have seen a unit
named after him.

Del Vecchio’s ultimate goal behind the
Mediobanca’s stake-building and management’s criti-
cism is to have more control over the future of
Generali, including through possible cross-border
deals, according to three of the sources close to the
matter. Del Vecchio blames Nagel, as well as Generali’s
CEO Philippe Donnet, for what he sees as Generali’s
poor share price performance compared with rivals like
Germany’s Allianz or France’s Axa, the people said.

While he would favor a tie-up with a foreign group,
he wants to ensure Generali’s Italian identity is pre-
served, they added. Mediobanca is the biggest share-
holder in Generali with a 13% stake in Europe’s third-
largest insurer, which accounts for about 30% of the
bank’s operating profit. Del Vecchio is also a Generali
investor, with a 4.8% stake. Nagel has dismissed Del
Vecchio’s criticism and on Tuesday said he would build
on his current strategy to drive growth from
Mediobanca’s wealth management and consumer cred-
it businesses under a plan through to 2023.—Reuters

Battle for Mediobanca: 
Italy’s richest man
takes on seasoned CEO

Jazeera Airways to launch direct 
flights between Kuwait and Al Ain

Kuwaiti airline, Dept of Culture and Tourism ink landmark deal 
By Nawara Fattahova 

KUWAIT: Travelers in Kuwait will soon be
able to travel directly to Al Ain, Abu Dhabi
thanks to a newly established flight route
by Jazeera Airways. Supported by the
Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu
Dhabi (DCT Abu Dhabi), the independent
airline announced the new direct flights to
Al Ain during a press conference yesterday.

Abu Dhabi has witnessed tremendous
growth in tourism from Kuwait over recent
years. Between 2018 and 2019, Abu Dhabi
registered a 26.3 percent increase in the
number of hotel guests from Kuwait, in
addition to hosting over 25,000 Kuwaiti
hotel guests between January and
September 2019 with an average length of
stay of around three days per guest.
Through establishing the new direct routes,
the Department of Culture and Tourism -
Abu Dhabi hopes to encourage travelers
from Kuwait to visit the city of Al Ain in a
move to boost tourism to the various
regions of the UAE capital.

“This deal marks a new chapter in
tourism between Kuwait and Abu Dhabi”
said Nabeel M Al Zarouni, Regional
Promotions Manager, Middle East and
Africa at DCT Abu Dhabi during the con-
ference. “Proximity, volume and strong cul-
tural ties between the UAE and Kuwait
make it one of the most important source
markets for us in Abu Dhabi. We would like
to thank Jazeera Airways for their hard
work and collaboration over the past
months to bring this pioneering deal to life,
and we will be working closely with them in
the future to encourage Kuwaiti travellers
to discover the UAE gem that is Al Ain, with
the help of the new flight routes,” he said.

“With its stunning views, rich heritage
and breathtaking nature, we see Al Ain as
the ideal destination for family-friendly
retreats and cultural excursions. Visitors to
Al Ain can enjoy nature hikes, sightseeing,
visits to some of the world’s oldest archi-
tectural wonders, and unique Emirati her-
itage experiences. Whether it is curious
explorers, adventurers, families, or culture
enthusiasts, we truly believe that various
types of travelers would thoroughly enjoy
visiting Al Ain” Zarouni added.

Andrew Ward, Jazeera Airways Vice
President-Marketing and Product, said:
“We are proud to be operating our second
destination in the United Arab Emirates and
provide our customers with more choices
to explore and enjoy the hidden gems of

our region. We are committed at Jazeera
Airways to connecting passengers from
across our network to new destinations
while ensuring we continue to provide them
with value fares and a reliable service
throughout their journey with our airline.
We look forward to flying to Al Ain
International Airport with three flights a
week starting from December 8.” 

Asking about the flights schedule, Ward
said: “Flights dates are based on our overall
network and also targets traffic from other
countries in the Middle East and Asia, con-
necting passengers from these countries to
Al Ain through Kuwait. We will start oper-
ating three flights a week, and based on
demand, we are looking forward to the
opportunity to increase our services.” 

Located approximately 160 km east of
Abu Dhabi city, Al Ain - the Oasis City - is
the emirate’s heritage heartland and one of
the world’s oldest continually inhabited set-
tlements. It is home to UNESCO-inscribed
World Heritage sites, a wealth of forts,
oases, historic buildings and archaeological
sites, and is a showcase of the country’s
unique heritage and history. Set among
mountain heights, lush oases and towering
palm plantations, the city also boasts a
range of accommodation and conference
options, an adventure water parkland an
award-winning zoo and wildlife park.

DCT Abu Dhabi actively supports her-
itage festivals in Al Ain region, including the
annual Traditional Handicrafts Festival. A
significant achievement for the protection

of Intangible Heritage has been the suc-
cessful inscription of eight elements on the
UNESCO Lists of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity, the work and dossiers
for six of which were led by the emirate of
Abu Dhabi. 

The inscribed heritage elements are
Falconry, Al Sadu (weaving), Al Ayyala (tra-
ditional group performance), Al Taghrooda
(poetry), Gahwa (Arabic coffee), Majlis
(council gathering), Al Azi and Al Razfa
(both traditional performing arts), all of
which visitors can experience at the city’s
cultural attractions. Al Ain’s cultural offering
will also soon be bolstered by Bait
Mohammed Bin Khalifa House, Jebel Hafit
Desert Park, Murabba’a Fort and the Al Ain
Museum. 

BEIRUT: Lebanese student Fatima Jaber’s family is strug-
gling to pay off multiple loans with double-digit interest
rates. Even before the start of protests that have forced
out Lebanon’s prime minister, her confidence was fading in
a financial system long regarded as a pillar of stability. But
now, like many Lebanese, she thinks the system is broken.

The loss of trust is eroding liquidity in the banking sec-
tor, increasing concerns that banks may not be able to help
the government fund high budget and current account
deficits. One of the world’s most indebted countries,
Lebanon has a public debt equal to about 150% of its
gross domestic product. “We need a change to the system
because everyone has at least one loan from the bank and
the rates are very high and we can’t pay them,” said Jaber,
22, as she and a small crowd protested outside the central
bank in the capital, Beirut.

Dollar loans have to be repaid in the same currency,
which is especially difficult because there is a hard curren-
cy squeeze in Lebanon. With big banks’ websites showing
the annual interest on some loans is about 27%, any peo-
ple are in dire straits. Central bank governor Riad Salameh
sought to ease concerns on Monday, saying the bank had
a usable foreign cash reserve of $30 billion and total
assets of $38 billion. The central bank has taken steps to
protest depositors by ensuring no bank would fail and will
seek to lower interest rates through liquidity management,
he said.

But the imposition by banks of controls on dollar with-
drawals and transfers overseas has failed to rebuild confi-
dence. Bankers say customer deposits have continued to
dwindle and are estimated to have dipped by at least $8
billion since August, according to Institute of International
Finance’s chief MENA economist Garbis Iradian. Giyas
Gokkent, at JPMorgan Securities, said reserves were high

enough to ensure Lebanon could maintain its peg to the
US dollar.

But there are still worrying signs. “The net foreign posi-
tion of banks is declining rapidly,” said an international
banker who declined to be identified because of the sensi-
tivity of the situation. “This, the ad hoc approach to
imposing capital controls and the erosion of their capital
buffers means banks will not be able to attract deposits or
credit lines and therefore will be less and less able to fund
the government’s current account deficit, piling pressure
on central bank reserves.”

Lifeblood
The protests that have swept Lebanon for weeks are

fuelled by anger at the establishment and perceived cor-
ruption but lack of faith in the financial system is also an
important factor. The confidence of the Lebanese diaspora
has also waned, with bankers saying capital inflows,
already faltering since their 2014 peak, have fallen further
in recent weeks over fears of economic collapse.

“No sensible or normal person will be transferring
money to Lebanon in the current circumstances,” said Hani
Salem, a British-Lebanese financial sector consultant

working in Britain. Capital inflows have in the past acted as
lifeblood to banks and the government. But the funneling
of dollar liquidity from banks to the central bank to bridge
the government’s funding gap - a process called “financial
engineering” - has also broken.

Salameh said liquidity management was needed, with
banks able to borrow dollars at 20% interest to secure
depositors’ needs on condition that such funds were not
sent abroad. Farouk Soussa, senior economist at Goldman
Sachs, said the banks’ use of extraordinary measures to
reduce foreign exchange outflows and “regulatory for-
bearance” would allow them to continue operating under
the current circumstances.

“So long as this is the case, banks will remain solvent,”
he said. But Moody’s Investors Service and Fitch Ratings
have downgraded Lebanon’s largest banks further into
junk territory , and a local banker said some international
correspondent banks were now more wary of providing
dollar liquidity. Two bankers also doubted the ability of
lenders to meet a target set by the regulator of raising
their Common Equity Tier 1 capital - an important measure
of financial strength - by 10% by the end of the year
through cash injections. — Reuters

TRIPOLI: Lebanese people are pictured around open sewage at an impoverished neighborhood in Al-Mani
area of the port city of Tripoli, north of Beirut. — AFP 

Breakdown of 
trust in financial 
system deepens
Lebanon crisis 

LONDON: A Chinese buy-out marks a new chapter in
the tumultuous history of steelmaking in the United
Kingdom, which has been characterized by nationaliza-
tion, privatizations and recurring crises. Despite having
an economy dominated by the services sector, steel-
making retains a special place in British hearts, where it
is an enduring symbol of a bygone golden industrial
age. That explains the huge interest in Monday’s
announcement of a buy-out of British Steel by China’s
Jingye, which made national headlines even with an
election campaign in full swing.

The takeover should be a breath of fresh air for some
4,000 British Steel employees, most of whom work at
the Scunthorpe site in northern England. Professional
body UK Steel called it “positive news for British Steel
and its workers”, assessing it would go towards “deliv-
ering a sustainable future” for the industry. Jingye for its
part has promised to invest £1.2 billion (1.4 billion euros,
$1.5 billion) over the next decade, without elaborating
on how it will turn around the loss-making firm. “It’s not
a huge investment,” said Jonathan Owens, director of
the business and management program at Salford

University, and a former worker at British Steel. “My
worry would be that it is only a short-term investment.
Are they just buying the knowledge of the high-quality
steel production that goes on at Scunthorpe?” So far
Jingye has only said it would keep on as many employ-
ees as possible, without committing to a figure, and said
cost-cutting would be necessary.

Symbolic £1
It’s difficult to say if the Chinese group will succeed

where others have failed to ensure a future for British
Steel, which is responsible for one-third of the coun-
try’s production. British Steel has its roots as far back
as the Industrial Revolution but took shape in 1967
when the Labor government nationalized the industry,
which at the time employed nearly 270,000 people.

The 1980s were painful, as global demand declined
and steel plants turned loss-making. A series of strikes
saw the Conservative government under the “Iron
Lady” Margaret Thatcher privatize the firm in 1988.
That signaled the start of a long decline that involved
deep cuts in the workforce, the closure of sites and the
loss of the company’s name before Tata Steel bought it
in 2007. In 2016, the investment fund Greybull Capital
bought part of its activities for a symbolic one pound.

Greybull Capital brought back the name British Steel
for its long steel products business, mainly in rail and
construction, hoping to make it a European leader. But
the dream did not become a reality and it went bust in
May this year. The slump again reflected difficulties in
the sector, which now employs no more than about

32,000 people and has been hit by fierce competition
from China and uncertainty over Brexit cutting demand
from European clients.

The relaunch of British Steel, which is the second-
biggest steelmaker in the country, will face as much
scrutiny as the future of Tata Steel, which currently
holds the top spot. The Indian giant has revealed little
of its plans for the United Kingdom since the recent
failure of a tie-up between its European business and
Germany’s Thyssenkrupp, prompting fears for the
future of Tata’s Port Talbot plant in south Wales. —AFP 

British Steel: Chinese 
takeover marks new 
chapter in history 

SCUNTHORPE: The sun rises behind the British Steel
- Scunthorpe plant in north Lincolnshire, north east
England. — AFP 


