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PARIS: Calls to overhaul the West African CFA franc, a
currency tied to the euro and historically rooted in
French colonial rule, raise a host of thorny problems,
analysts say. Eight countries use the euro-pegged West
African CFA franc, which enjoys unlimited convertibility
with the euro. This is brought about by the countries
depositing 50 percent of their reserves with the Bank of
France, which guarantees payments into euros even if a
CFA member state cannot cover import payments.

The link to France and the euro provides an impor-
tant measure of financial stability - but is politically sen-
sitive in countries that have been independent from
France for nearly six decades. Earlier this year the 15
member states of the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) agreed to adopt a single cur-
rency, the “eco”, as early as next year. As ECOWAS
includes the eight members of West African Monetary
Union (WAMU), the eco would supplant the CFA franc
for those countries.

But prospects of earlier changes to the region’s cur-
rency dramatically surfaced this month when Benin
leader Patrice Talon said the WAMU states planned to
pull their reserves from the Bank of France. “We are all
agreed, unanimously, that we should put an end to this
model,” Talon told French broadcasters RFI and France
24 on November 14. He said there was a “psychological
problem” with the CFA franc rather than a “technical”
problem.

Fixed rate reduces risk 
Ruben Nizard, an economist with export insurance

firm Coface who focuses on Africa, sounded a loud note
of caution. “Withdrawing exchange reserves (from
French supervision) would call into question one of the
pillars of the franc zone,” notably the convertibility guar-
antee offered by Paris, Nizard said. If the guarantee is
scrapped, this would open the door to questioning the
franc’s fixed exchange rate, of 655.96 CFA to the euro.
“Fixing the rate reduces the exchange risk for investors
and exporters — that’s a great benefit,” Nizard said.

But critics of the CFA franc in its current form com-
plain that the peg with the euro puts the economies of
the CFA franc zone in a straitjacket. They are tied to the
euro-zone’s monetary policy, which is unsuited to their
needs, they argue. “It requires our central banks to fol-
low very restrictive monetary policies,” said Demba
Moussa Dembele, a Senegalese economist and director
of the Forum for African Alternatives think tank. “The
priority of African economies is not the fight against
inflation — they need investment and jobs.”

But there are other factors in the debate, beyond
management of monetary and economic policies.
“Changing the location of where reserves are held is
above all a political and symbolic issue,” said Noel
Magloire Ndoba, a Congolese economist, consultant
and former dean of Brazzaville’s Faculty of Economic
Sciences. “Why not deposit these reserves with an
African central bank? We are in the 21st century, Africa
must take over management of its own central bank and
currency,” Ndoba argued.

Currency basket?
By severing the chain to the euro, West African coun-

tries would then be able to link the CFA franc to a basket
of currencies, which would better suit the region’s
exporters, Ndoba said. “We need to move to fixing it
against a basket of currencies, the euro, the dollar, the
yuan, which corresponds to Africa’s trade partners -
Europe, the United States and China,” he said. 

Despite the unity proclaimed by Benin’s president
about pulling their reserves, it is unclear if all WAMU
states are ready to make the move. Ivory Coast, the
leading economy among the eight countries that use the
West African CFA franc, has refused to comment.
Withdrawing the reserves would appear a prerequisite
for the “eco” to ever get off the ground.—AFP 

Many pitfalls 
in reform of  
CFA franc

Ever-expanding Google enters 
battle for cloud gaming market

Internet giant hopes to break into the global video game industry
SAN FRANCISCO: Ever-expanding Google
becomes a gaming company tomorrow with
the launch of its Stadia cloud service that
lets people play console-quality video
games on a web browser or smartphone. The
internet giant hopes to break into the global
video game industry expected to top $150
billion this year, with cloud technology that
could broaden audiences attracted by rich
new features as well as ease of access with
no more need for consoles.

But analysts say Stadia’s outlook is uncer-
tain as its faces rivals such as PlayStation
Now in an emerging and highly-competitive
market. Stadia plays into a trend in which
content-ranging from blockbuster films to
work projects-lives in the cloud and is
accessible from any device. “All of these new
services are merely pointing out that we
don’t need sophisticated hardware in the
home to access entertainment,” said
Wedbush Securities equity research manag-
ing director Michael Pachter.

Google last month sold out of “Founder’s
Edition” kits, which are priced at $129. Each
kit contains a Stadia controller and a pen-
dant-shaped Chromecast Ultra wireless con-
nection device that plugs into television sets.
Stadia games are playable using Google
Chrome web browser software on comput-
ers. It also works with Google-made Pixel
smartphones from the second-generation

onward, and on televisions. Stadia Pro sub-
scriptions, priced at $10 a month in the US,
will be available in 14 countries in North
America and Europe.

All in the game
But analysts say Stadia could wind up as

another “bet” that Google walks away from
if it fails to live up to expectations. “Stadia
will live or die by its content,” said Ovum
senior analyst George Jijiashvili. “The
announced 12 launch titles are underwhelm-
ing.” Subscribers will be able to buy games
that will be hosted at Google data-centers,
but some free games will be available to
subscribers, starting with “Destiny 2: The
Collection.” Stadia on smartphones will work
with WiFi connections rather than rely on
mobile telecom services.

Being able to play without lags or inter-
ruptions is paramount to gamers, and flawed
internet connections could cause frustration.
Internet speed will also determine how rich
in-game graphics can be. Some promised
features such as integration with YouTube
will not be in place at launch. “Stadia
appears to be rushed out the door before
fully ready and, worryingly, Google is risking
falling short on its promises,” Jijiashvili said.

“These shortcomings however would be
easily overlooked if Google can deliver a
very reliable and high-quality game stream-

ing service.” Google appears committed to
doing just that, according to Ubisoft senior
vice president of partnerships Chris Early.
The French video game giant has been
working with Google and its games are
among titles coming to the service. “From
what I have seen, their plans are too deep;
they are too good, and they are too invest-
ed,” Early said. “They are not calling it quits
any time soon.”

He expects a long launch period during
which Google will beef up Stadia. “If there is
a one-day problem at launch, it isn’t the end
of the world; it isn’t even close,” he said,
stressing the potential for Stadia to let peo-
ple play without investing in consoles. But
Pachter questioned whether subscriptions
were the right approach. “The right model is
pay as you go or pay for the game and play
unlimited without a subscription,” Pachter
said. “Amazon will try one of those and will
win the streaming wars.” Amazon has game
studios but no online game service.

Battle brewing 
US technology veteran Microsoft has

been testing a Project xCloud online game
platform. “Next year, we’ll bring Project
xCloud to Windows PCs, and are collaborat-
ing with a broad set of partners to make
game streaming available on other devices
as well,” Microsoft corporate vice president

Kareem Choudhry said in an online post.
Sony Interactive Entertainment last month
slashed the price of its PlayStation Now
cloud video game service by about half in
the US to $10 monthly.

Japan-based Sony also boosted the
library of games that PlayStation Now users
can access through its consoles or on per-
sonal computers powered by Windows soft-

ware. Sony and Microsoft are also poised to
release new-generation video game con-
soles next year. “While we expect dedicated
consoles to eventually lose relevance in the
face of cloud gaming services, there’s no
guarantee that it will be Google’s service-
rather than Sony and Microsoft’s-that cat-
alyzes this trend,” said Ovum senior analyst
Matthew Bailey.— AFP 

PARIS: Gamers were counting down to tomorrow’s
launch of Google’s feature-rich, on-demand offering
Stadia. But is its bang as big as its much-advertised
buck? AFP had a chance to gain a first impression at
the web behemoth’s Paris office in advance of the
launch as Google bids to raise the bar to new ultra
high-definition heights in a gambit to win greater heft
in a global video game industry worth an estimated
$135 billion.

A screen problem forced the Google team to scale
back resolution to high-definition television quality
while sampling four of the 12 games that will be avail-
able at launch. Notwithstanding the glitch, the graphic
quality certainly stood out. According to estimates by
the US tech giant the computing power under the hood
is ample enough to allow players not to worry about
technical limitations of their own hardware causing lags
or snaps in the action.

The depth of field, design finesse and color rendition
all stood out for the showcasing of games from Mortal
Kombat, Destiny 2, Shadow of the Tomb Raider as well
as Gylt, an original production exclusively for Stadia

from Spanish studio Tequila Works. Image fluidity was
also up to the mark. While Google’s Chromecast Ultra
device must be plugged into a TV for Stadia sessions, a
custom Stadia controller connects via WiFi directly to
Google servers where game software is hosted. In
essence, screens are just windows for viewing in-game
activity being handled at data centers.

In usage terms, it’s on par with using a home console
in terms of seamless on-screen response to joystick
movements - although beyond that Stadia is touting
much shorter boot-up times. Whereas it can take some
hours to install a purchased game on a console, Stadia
gets to the starting line in seconds. Even a small-scale
test run using few servers could not erase all question
marks, a key one being the quality and stability of the
connection once there is the expected onrush of com-
petitors firing up on November 18 and thereafter.

Does commute compute? 
Another unknown is the extent to which one can

play away from one’s own home on a variety of media.
Stadia is promising to allow gamers the possibility of
starting off a session on one’s television and then
switching to a smartphone during, for example, a com-
mute. That functionality will not immediately be avail-
able although it may be possible to switch between
media provided one uses a Google Pixel or a computer
— and connects using WiFi to make sure game play
data moves quickly and reliably over the internet. A
roaming option is envisaged but when it will be avail-
able is not yet clear.

In addition, a corded connection is for the time being
required to connect the controller to a computer or
smartphone with TV gaming the only wireless option
immediately. Another issue with Stadia’s current config-
uration is its limited catalogue. Just 12 games are avail-
able to date — a drop in the ocean compared with PC
or console title offerings. A keen gamer seeking out
very high graphic quality and almost no fluidity lag or
downscaling will have to cough up for the privilege,
with a 4K-capable TV, a top drawer smartphone and a
high-speed internet connection.— AFP 

A hands-on look 
at Google’s Stadia 
cloud game service

CAIRO: Egypt is to reduce the prices of
subsidized food staples from next
month, the supply ministry spokesman
said, as the country’s economy shows
signs of recovery. “Prices of cooking oil,
sugar, rice and flour will be reduced
starting the first of December,” said
spokesman Ahmed Kamal. He said the
measures aimed to make goods avail-
able “in suitable quantities and prices”. 

Last month, the government reinstat-
ed 1.8 million Egyptians to a food sub-
sidy program as instructed by President
Abdel Fatah El-Sisi. Also in October, fuel
prices were cut by 25 piastres (0.015
US cents) a l iter following several
rounds of price hikes under a tough
austerity program that triggered popu-
lar discontent. The measures came after

rare and small-scale protests in
September calling for Sisi’s removal
after an exiled Egyptian businessman
accused the president and top military
brass of corruption. 

Harsh austerity measures introduced
by Sisi’s government since he took
office in 2014 have hit poor and mid-
dle-class Egyptians. Nearly one in
three Egyptians lives below the poverty
l ine, according to off icial  f igures
released in July. The tough reforms
including subsidy cuts and a devalua-
tion of the local currency were tied to a
three-year $12-billion bailout loan from
the International Monetary Fund
secured in 2016.

The IMF loan was disbursed in full
earlier this year, in a boost for the econ-

omy. Egypt’s economy was sent into a
downward spiral by the 2011 uprising
that toppled longtime autocrat Hosni
Mubarak and has also been hit by
jihadist attacks that damaged its vital

tourism sector. But the official statistics
agency said inflation fell to its lowest
level in nearly a decade last month, eas-
ing to 2.4 percent compared with 17.5
percent a year earlier. —AFP 

Egypt to cut prices of
subsidized staples

COLOGNE: A visitor plays a cloud-game at the stand
of Google Stadia during the Video games trade fair
Gamescom in Cologne, western Germany. — AFP 

ISMAILIA: A container ship sails through the new section of the Suez Canal in
the Egyptian port city of Ismailia, 135 kms northeast of the capital Cairo. —AFP 

COLOGNE: Visitors play the cloud-game based ‘Doom’ at the stand of Google Stadia
during the Video games trade fair Gamescom in Cologne, western Germany. — AFP 

ABIDJAN: The CFA franc, a seven-decade-old cur-
rency shared by more than a dozen states in West
Africa, has found itself in the spotlight over calls for it
to be scrapped. Here is a factfile:

Colonial origins
The CFA franc is used by 14 nations in western and

central Africa. Their 155 million people account for 14
percent of Africa’s population and 12 percent of its
GDP, according to the International Monetary Fund
(IMF). The CFA-its initials come from the French
words for African Financial Community-was launched
on December 26, 1945 as a “franc of the French
colonies of Africa.” The money then morphed into two
geographic variants, for western Africa and central
Africa.

The first comprises eight countries in the West
African Monetary Union-Benin, Burkina Faso, Ivory
Coast, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo-

whose Dakar-based issuing authority is the Central
Bank of the West African States. The other is the
Central African Economic and Monetary Union, com-
prising Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Chad,
Equatorial Guinea, Gabon and Republic of Congo. Its
issuing authority is the Cameroon-based Bank of the
Central African States.

European link 
The currency’s value was moored to the euro after

its introduction two decades ago, at a fixed rate of
655.96 CFA francs to one euro. The Bank of France
holds half of the currency’s total reserves, but France
does not make money on its deposits stewardship,
annually paying a ceiling interest rate of 0.75 percent
to member states. The arrangement guarantees unlim-
ited convertibility of CFA francs into euros and facili-
tates inter-zone transfers. CFA notes and coins are
printed and minted at a Bank of France facility in the
southern town of Chamalieres. Both regional African
banks that supervise the CFA variants have estab-
lished price stability as their overriding objective.

For and against
Detractors blast the CFA franc as a “post-colonial”

arrangement which prevents countries from exercising
sovereignty over their currency, or which enables
France to maintain influence in Africa. Supporters
praise it for aiding monetary stability because of its
indirect peg to the euro. Amid ever louder calls for
reform, Paris says it is open to discussions. Options
range from a symbolic name change to pegging the
CFA against a basket of currencies including the euro,
the US dollar and Chinese yuan, thus taking Africa’s
main trade partners into account. Some voices are
urging the transfer of CFA reserves to other institu-
tions and an end to strict monetary policy in order to
spur development and job creation.

Swap it for an ‘eco’? 
The 15 member states of the Economic Community

of West African States (ECOWAS) have agreed to
adopt a single currency, the “eco”, as early as next
year. As the eight members of the West African
Monetary Union are members of ECOWAS, the West
African CFA franc would then disappear. Many ana-
lysts suspect the “eco” plan is over-ambitious. They
cite disparities in the nations’ respective economies
and their budget capacities, as well as the many tech-
nical challenges of launching a new currency.— AFP 

5 things to know 
about CFA franc


