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HELSINKI: Italy’s economy minister Roberto Gualtieri
said yesterday that privatization targets set by the pre-
vious Italian government were “unrealistic”, and warned
the sale of government shares in public companies
should be handled with caution. The government of the
anti-establishment 5-Star and the far-right League,
which quit the coalition in August, had set a target of
raising 18 billion euros ($19.93 billion) this year from the
sale of public assets.

Gualtieri, who last week took office as finance minis-
ter in a new executive supported by 5-Star and the cen-
tre-left Partito Democratico, said privatizations were not
a tool he wanted to use to meet immediate financial
needs. He said the sale of public assets could be a way
of reducing Italy’s large debt, but should be used with
caution because it could harm public companies which
are “strategic” to the Italian economy and industrial
policy.

Gualtieri, speaking after his first meeting with EU
finance ministers since the new Italian government took
office last week, also said it would be “counterproduc-
tive” if Italy adopted an austerity budget this year. He
instead urged the eurozone to adopt an expansionary
fiscal stance to revive growth. — Reuters
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Protests against German car 
industry rev up in Frankfurt 

German car industry comes under increasing pressure to go green
FRANKFURT: Environmental campaigners plan to disrupt
the Frankfurt motor show this weekend as Germany’s car
industry comes under increasing pressure to go green and
abandon internal combustion engines. “The car industry
has cheated on diesel and is contributing to the worsening
climate crisis,” said Gerald Neubauer, a spokesman for the
campaign group Campact, which is co-organizing a
demonstration Saturday at Frankfurt’s biennial
International Motor Show (IAA).

Police say thousands of demonstrators are expected to
walk or cycle to Frankfurt’s Exhibition Centre and activists
want to disrupt the car show by blocking the surrounding
streets today. “We want a revolution in modes of trans-
port,” said a spokeswoman for the climate action group
Sand in the Gearbox. The combination of protests and civil
disobedience aimed at Germany’s car industry shows the
sector no longer enjoys the untouchable status it once held
as a key driver in Europe’s biggest economy.

Diesel-fuelled cars have remained at low levels of pop-
ularity in Germany following Volkswagen’s massive
“dieselgate” emissions cheating scandal of 2015. The 10-
day long IAA show, where the latest automobile trends are
being showcased until September 22, is crystallising ten-
sions over the car industry in Germany, where climate
change is shaking up the public discourse.

‘Climate killers’ 
There are already calls to ban gas-guzzling SUVs from

German city centers after four pedestrians, including a
three-year-old boy, were killed this month when one
mounted the pavement in Berlin. “Such tank-like cars do
not belong in cities,” tweeted Stephan von Dassel, a Greens
politician and mayor of Berlin’s Mitte district, where the
fatal accident happened. “They are ‘climate killers’, even

without accidents-every driving error becomes a life-
threatening danger for innocent (pedestrians).” When the
Frankfurt car show opened to the press on Tuesday,
Greenpeace activists inflated a giant black balloon outside,
bearing the inscription CO2. Then on Thursday at the
Volkswagen and BMW stands, protesters climbed on SUVs
with signs bearing the slogan “Climate Killers” during a
visit by German Chancellor Angela Merkel.

“The automotive industry has still not understood the
climate crisis,” Greenpeace activist Benjamin Stephan said.
“Instead of celebrating fuel-guzzling SUVs, manufacturers
must put an end to these urban tanks and shut down com-
bustion engines.” Manufacturers must “get out of petrol
and diesel, get out of the combustion engine and reduce
the number of cars”, added Campact’s Neubauer. The
vision for many environmental activists is seeing German
cities free of cars. 

‘Under pressure’ 
“The IAA is a symbolic place, where politicians meet

carmakers to congratulate themselves” on an outdated
mode of transport, said the Sand in the Gearbox spokes-
woman, using the pseudonym Tina “Velo” - bike in French.
“We have to abandon cars, we want car-free cities.”

Sand in the Gearbox is representative of a more radical
faction of Germany’s environmental movement which is
prepared to engage in civil disobedience to attract atten-
tion. Movements such as the Extinction Rebellion network,
which use non-violent resistance to protest climate
change, are spreading across Europe. In Germany, the
similar group Ende Gelaende succeeded in occupying and
temporarily shutting down a large brown coal mine in June,
which has galvanized the anti-car movement. “The auto-
motive industry is under pressure-it no longer has the

support of society as it did a few years ago, because it has
missed out on developments and has no concepts for the
future,” added Tina Velo. Having long been regarded as an
essential cog in Europe’s biggest economy, Germany’s
auto industry has reached a crossroads as it struggles to

adapt to the trend of electric cars. On Thursday, Merkel
said she would support the sector through “revolutions” in
climate protection and digitalization, but warned firms
must develop new technologies and win back lost trust
among the public. — AFP

FRANKFURT: Visitors crowd around cars at the booth of German car maker Volkswagen during the Frankfurt motor
show IAA 2019, in Frankfurt am Main Germany, yesterday. — AFP

Cuba’s acute 
fuel shortage 
begins to bite
HAVANA:  Cubans queued for hours for
public transport on Friday at peak times in
Havana, sweating in the heavy heat, while
queues at gas stations snaked several
blocks long, as a fuel shortage that the gov-
ernment blames on US sanctions began to
bite. Inspectors flagged down workers with
state cars or trucks to get them to pick oth-
ers up after President Miguel Diaz-Canel’s
exhortation for Cubans to show solidarity
in these times of crisis and everyone do
their bit to improve fuel efficiency.

He warned Cubans on Wednesday on
state television of difficult times ahead as
US attempts to block fuel shipments to
Communist-run Cuba meant there would
be less diesel than usual available this
month. The government has agreed a series
of measures to ensure basic services, he
said. Some energy-intensive investments
would be postponed, some train and bus
services would be suspended and those
who could work from home should. The
crisis should only be temporary though, he
assured, with shipments for October guar-

anteed. “The transport situation is getting
ugly, even if the state says it is only tempo-
rary,” said Alexei Perez Recio, 55, who was
fixing up a bicycle he had not used since
the economic depression in Cuba following
the fall of former benefactor the Soviet
Union when public transport collapsed.

“I have to have (my bike) ready.” The
Communist government has assured
Cubans this is not a return to those dark

days as the economy is more diversified
now, having opened up to tourism and for-
eign investment, and developed its own oil
industry. Still, this is a sign of the worsen-
ing of Cuba’s economic situation. The gov-
ernment started rationing energy several
years ago due to a decline in subsidized oil
shipments from leftist ally Venezuela, cut-
ting street lighting and the use of electrici-
ty in state-run institutions.

The Trump administration’s tightening of
the decades-old embargo on Cuba’s
already inefficient state-run economy has
only worsened its economic situation and
ability to pay for energy from elsewhere.
New US sanctions imposed on Venezuela’s
state-run oil firm PDVSA in January have
also made it harder for it to send oil ship-
ments to Cuba. Cuba and Venezuela’s joint
company, Transalba, for leasing and operat-
ing vessels covering the route between the
two nations, has struggled to find enough
tankers, captains and crew willing to work
with two sanctioned countries, according to
shipping sources involved in the trade.

Some PDVSA ships, including the
Manuela Saenz, Icaro, Terepaima and Yare,
have had to complement the fleet. As such
the flow of Venezuelan crude and fuel to
Cuba has remained mostly stable this year,
averaging 55,300 barrels per day (bpd)
from February through August, according
to Reuters calculations based in Refinitiv
Eikon vessel tracking data and PDVSA’s
export programs. But Diaz-Canel said
some of the negotiations to secure enough
ships for September - without referring
explicitly to shipments from Venezuela -
had fallen through. “I waited around three
hours to catch a bus home yesterday,” said
Eloisa Alvarez, 72, waiting with dozens of
others at a bus stop where policemen and
inspectors organized buses, state cars and
even trucks to pick up people. — Reuters

HAVANA: The Cuban government started rationing energy several years ago due to a
decline in subsidized oil shipments from leftist ally Venezuela, cutting street lighting
and the use of electricity in state-run institutions.

With rate cut 
likely, market 
wonders how 
low Fed will go
NEW YORK: With US-China trade tensions roiling mar-
kets, investors are counting on support for stocks coming
from a Federal Reserve willing to keep cutting interest
rates to help the US economy avoid a severe downturn.

A quarter-point rate reduction is widely expected when
the Fed issues its next policy statement on Wednesday,
which would be the central bank’s second such cut after
lowering rates in July for the first time since 2008. That
puts the greater focus on clues about how much further
the Fed will go.

“If the Fed gives forward guidance that suggests less
than what the market is thinking, then you will probably
see markets sell off,” said Jamie Cox, managing partner of
Harris Financial Group in Richmond, Virginia. “So long as
the Fed plays along with what markets are pricing in...I
think markets will be very stable.”

The Fed’s 180-degree pivot from tightening monetary
policy last year to easing it has helped drive the stock
market’s overall strong performance in 2019. The bench-
mark S&P 500 has climbed 20% this year and is near all-
time highs.

The central bank in July cited signs of a global slow-
down, simmering US-China trade tensions and a desire to
boost too-low inflation as it lowered borrowing costs.
Markets are pricing in a near 90 percent probability that
the Fed will shave another quarter point from its current
overnight lending rate of 2.00 percent to 2.25 percent,
according to the CME Group’s FedWatch tool. There is a
roughly 65 percent probability that the Fed makes at least
one more quarter-point cut by the end of the year, accord-
ing to FedWatch.

“The market is going to want to see a focus that we
have a cut and there is likely more coming,” said Keith
Lerner, chief market strategist at SunTrust Advisory
Services in Atlanta. “They want to know that the Fed is
vigilant and will act aggressively if needed.” That raises
the importance of the newest set of policymakers’ rate-
path projections - the so-called dot plot - that will be
released along with the rate decision. UBS economists
said in a note they expect that will shift lower overall for
2019, but project only two cuts total for the year, which
could irk both investors and a U.S. president eager for a

more aggressive posture. President Donald Trump has
frequently criticized the Fed for not cutting rates more
swiftly and significantly, with the Fed chair he appointed,
Jerome Powell , the primary target of his ire. The
European Central Bank’s decision on Thursday to cut
interest rates and restart a larger stimulus program
could further pressure the Fed to cut rates, as the ECB’s
move stands to weaken the euro against the dollar and
thereby drive up the price of U.S. exports - an issue that
especially vexes Trump.

Powell, who will give a news conference after the cen-
tral bank issues its statement, has made comments in the
past that have shaken the market, including in July, when
he said the bank’s rate cut might not be the start of a
lengthy easing campaign to shore up the economy. “Every
meeting has the ability for Jay Powell to say something that
upsets markets a little bit,” said Arthur Hogan, chief market
strategist at National Securities Corp.

Powell “has had enough practice to know that he does
not want to move markets or make news,” he added.

Of the past eight easing cycles since 1981, four have
been “insurance” cycles, when economic problems loom
but the economy is not in a recession, while four were pre-
recession cycles, according to research from Allianz
Global Investors. One year into an easing cycle, the S&P
500 rose an average of 20.4 percent during insurance
cycles, while the index fell an average of 10.2 percent dur-
ing pre-recession cycles, according to Allianz.

“Historically, what they’re doing now, which is cutting
rates in an economy that is not in a recession and not real-
ly in any imminent risk of a recession, has been positive for
the stock market,” said Mona Mahajan, US investment
strategist at Allianz. The stock market overall has typically
responded well to a second rate cut, which Wednesday’s

would be, with the Dow Jones Industrial Average rising an
average of 20.3 percent one year later, according to Ned
Davis Research. The weakest performance has come when
the Fed tried and failed to prevent a recession.

The probability of a recession in the next 12 months is
nearly 38 percent, its highest in about a decade, according
to the New York Fed’s recession indicator, which is based
on the U.S. Treasury yield curve. Last month, yields on
two-year US bonds exceeded those on 10-year notes, an
inversion of the yield curve that is seen as an omen of
recession.

An escalation in the US-China tariff war is contributing
to economic uncertainty and is top among concerns for
stock investors. Late last month, a key speech from Powell
was upstaged when Trump issued tweets that heightened
trade tensions.

“I do think it’s important that the Fed helps ease
financial conditions and helps reduce the probability of
recession,” SunTrust’s Lerner said. “If the tariff fight
ratchets up more, then what the Fed does, the effect will
be less.” — Reuters

NEW YORK: Wall Street investors are counting on support
for stocks coming from a Federal Reserve willing to keep
cutting interest rates to help the US economy avoid a
severe downturn. — AFP

Global economy 
is ‘far’ from 
recession: IMF
WASHINGTON: Trade tensions are weighing on growth
across the world, but the International Monetary Fund is
“far” from forecasting a global recession, an IMF official
told Reuters on Friday, as the fund prepares to release a
new economic outlook next month. The IMF on Thursday
said tariffs imposed or threatened by the United States
and China could shave 0.8 percent off global economic
output in 2020 and trigger losses in future years.

“The trade tensions are weighing on growth. But we
really don’t see recession in the current baseline. I think
we’re far from that,” said the IMF official, who is familiar
with the preparation of the outlook.

“While manufacturing activity has been weak, we also
see resilience in the services sector and consumer confi-
dence is holding up. The question is how long that
resilience can last, and we are monitoring carefully all indi-
cators,” said the official, who was not authorized to speak
publicly. The fund issues an economic outlook twice a year
to coincide with its spring and fall meetings, forecasting
global gross domestic product for the current year and the
following year. — Reuters

BARI: This file photo shows then Managing Director of the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) Christine Lagarde
(right) and the President of the European Central Bank
(ECB) Mario Draghi before a family photo on the second
day of a G7 summit of Finance Ministers in Bari. — AFP

Strike-hit BA 
axes all UK 
flights for 
September 27
LONDON: British Airways has cancelled all its
scheduled UK flights for September 27, when com-
pany pilots will again strike in a long-running row
over pay. It comes after the carrier cancelled all
flights departing and arriving in the UK on Monday
and Tuesday owing to BA’s first strike by pilots in the
company’s 100-year history. 

In a statement released late Thursday, BA called
on the British Airline Pilots Association (BALPA)
union “to call off their strike and return to negotia-
tions”.  The airline added: “We are very sorry that
BALPA’s actions will affect thousands more travel
plans.” This week’s strike sparked travel chaos for
about 200,000 passengers, mostly using London’s
Gatwick and Heathrow airports. BALPA estimates
that the 48-hour strike cost the airline £80 million
($99 million, 89 million euros), but BA has yet to pro-
vide a figure. — AFP


