
BAGHDADA: Suitcases of spreadsheets are wheeled
into her office, as infuriated MPs storm out. Her unmis-
takable voice booms down the finance ministry hall-
ways. Meet Taif Al-Sami, Iraq’s budget baroness.
Detractors say she’s an old-fashioned micromanager,
while fans praise her as a bulwark against pervasive
state corruption in Iraq-and an independent, vocal
woman in a male-dominated bureaucracy. But they
agree that the 57-year-old head of the ministry’s
budget department knows her stuff. 

“She stuck out because she filled a gap. She has
good administrative abilities and very good financial
knowledge,” Finance Minister Ali Allawi said. Sami has
the last word on individual budget disbursements,
meaning parliamentarians and ministry officials need
her to green-light funds for projects, promotions or
other payments. She often spots irregularities, includ-
ing an attempt by a government ministry in 2018 to
score a bigger annual budget by artificially increasing
its employees’ pay grades and introducing “ghost
employees”-workers that exist on the payroll but not
in real life. “It would have cost the Iraqi state billions of
dinars,” said Sami, or at least hundreds of thousands of
US dollars out of a $100-billion budget.

It’s a classic graft scheme in Iraq: that same year,
parliament discovered that some $450 billion in public
funds had been embezzled since 2003, including in
similar ghost employee schemes. “She has a major role
in stopping budget corruption,” said a top Iraqi official
who worked with Sami. “The country would have dis-

integrated without her,” said the official, who did not
want to be named.

A living archive 
At the ministry, her multi-tasking is admired. “Her

left eye can read a document while her right eye works
on something else,” one employee said. “With one

look, she can tell you if a request is legal or not.”
Managing the state budget, however, was not what
Sami dreamed of doing when she graduated from
Baghdad University. She had wanted to become a
diplomat. Instead, under the former socialist system,
she was assigned to the finance ministry’s budget
office, where she has remained ever since.

Throughout Iraq’s 1980-1988 war with Iran, inter-
national sanctions following Saddam Hussein’s 1990
invasion of Kuwait, the 2003 US-led invasion and the
bloody aftermath, Sami worked her way up to heading
the office. “The vast majority of our team was run by
women then, because the men were going to war,” she
recalled. By 6:30 am, she is in the office, usually
dressed in dark colors with a black veil wrapped tight
around her head. She answered AFP’s questions
between signing stacks of paper and responding to
text messages on budget protocols.

When an assistant told Sami that a prominent MP
was in the waiting room, she replied: “Tell him I’m
gone for today.” Sami heads home at around 5 pm to
eat, pray and then keep working. “Sleep? I wish I
could sleep even four hours!” she said. “This brain
keeps working, thinking of paperwork to do.”

‘Honey, you don’t understand’ 
Sami is regularly criticized in Iraqi media as the

“secret hand” behind hiring freezes and other unpopu-
lar austerity measures. “As if the budget is in my pock-
et!” she scoffed. This “unbearable pressure (is)

because I’m a woman and I don’t belong to a political
party,” she added. Her independence comes at a cost,
she said, and however unpopular her decisions may be,
she always stands her ground. She said that she once
requested well-connected finance ministry couriers be
changed after finding out they were only sending cor-
respondence if they received a bribe. 

Within hours, men in SUVs with tinted windows
surrounded her home, demanding the couriers be rein-
stated. “Another time, I refused a request from a
provincial official and the person involved threatened
to drag me and throw me out the window,” Sami
recalled.  “If I belonged to a party, I’d be untouchable.”
Her directness is somewhat legendary. The official who
worked with her said she once interrupted Iraq’s for-
mer premier Adel Abdel Mahdi during a cabinet meet-
ing on the budget, telling him: “Honey, you don’t
understand.” “She shouts, ‘I don’t have money!’ to
everyone who comes into her office. They’re all afraid
of her,” said the official. Explaining Iraq’s budgetary
minutiae to AFP, Sami grew agitated, speaking louder
and faster as she slammed her hand on the desk. “They
say I’m loud, aggressive. No, this is just how I talk. I
get excited when I explain!” she said.  Critics accuse
her of procuring political cover by doing small
accounting “favors”, though nothing illegal.

Others complain that she is a relic of a paper-push-
ing bureaucracy that prevents Iraq from modernizing
to an electronic financing system. But even they
acknowledge her longevity.  — AFP
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‘I don’t have money!’: Iraq’s 
graft-busting budget baroness

BAGHDAD: The head of Iraq’s Finance Ministry’s budget
department Taif Al-Sami, is pictured at her office.— AFP

Taif Al-Sami, a bulwark against pervasive state corruption in Iraq 

HONG KONG: Video streaming site Bilibili sank on its first day trading on Hong Kong’s stock exchange on Monday as
investors fret over a global sell-off in Chinese tech shares.

The turreted house near Bury St Edmunds in eastern England has survived over 450 years of tumultuous history but
is in need of critical repairs it cannot afford after closing its doors to visitors at the start of the outbreak. —AFP

Chinese streaming 
site Bilibili 
sinks on HK IPO
HONG KONG: Video streaming site Bilibili sank on
its first day trading on Hong Kong’s stock exchange
yesterday as investors fret over a global sell-off in
Chinese tech shares. Bilibili’s opening price fell just
over 6 percent in early trade after the firm raised
around $2.6 billion in a secondary listing on Hong
Kong’s bourse. Over the past 18 months Hong Kong
has seen a flurry of Chinese tech firms hold initial pub-
lic offerings in the city, part of a drive to list closer to
home as relations between Beijing and Washington
sour. Last year Hong Kong raked in an impressive $49
billion in IPOs with hugely popular second listings by
the likes of JD.com and NetEase.

The Chinese tech homecomings have continued into
2021 but with less investor enthusiasm. A Hong Kong
debut by Chinese search engine Baidu last week raised
$3.1 billion through its IPO but its shares finished flat
on the opening day and have since sunk some 15 per-
cent. US-China tensions remain at the forefront of
investor jitters. Last week American regulators
announced plans to force Chinese firms to adhere
more strictly to its auditing rules, sparking concerns
over potential delistings in the US and a global sell-off
in Chinese tech shares.

Bilibili is already listed in New York.  It is a fast
growing video streaming site with around 200 million
mostly young Chinese users. Often dubbed “China’s
YouTube”, it allows users to upload and share videos
with voiceovers and music added and hosts a signifi-
cant amount of user generated content. Founded in
2009 by a then 20-year-old college student Xu Yi, it
began primarily as a place for fans of gaming and ani-
me to gather and share content but has since spread
among Gen Z Chinese users.

Bilibili chief executive Chen Rui played down short
term market price drops, billing his company as a web-
site primed to tap into China’s nearly one billion inter-
net users. “We wouldn’t care too much about short-
term performance in the stock market,” the 43-year-

old billionaire told Bloomberg Television in what the
network said was his first interview with international
media. “Nobody will remember whether your stock
went up or down on the debut in 10 years’ time.”

Chen has been seen as the real driver of Bilibili’s
success in recent years, persuading Chinese tech rivals
Tencent and Alibaba to come on board as early
investors as well as Sony. Videos “will be a major trend
for the internet industry over the next three to five
years,” Chen told Bloomberg.  “The market will be in
ultra-high-speed growth for the next several years.
Popular video platforms, like us, will all have great
opportunities.” — AFP

UK’s stately homes 
struggle to survive 
with COVID curbs
BURY ST EDMUNDS, United Kingdom: The
sprawling redbrick house and grounds of Kentwell
Hall, built in the time when the Tudors ruled England,
are,  like so many of Britain’s stately homes, facing an
existential threat during the pandemic. The turreted
house near Bury St Edmunds in eastern England has
survived over 450 years of tumultuous history but is in
need of critical repairs it cannot afford after closing its
doors to visitors at the start of the outbreak.

In the face of mounting financial woes, owners of
historic houses like Patrick Phillips, who bought
Kentwell in 1971, are calling on the government to
allow them to reopen faster. The former senior lawyer,
who has been restoring the house for decades said he
has had to “cut back everything to the bone” after its
£1.5-million ($2-million, 1.75-million-euro) turnover in
2019 fell by 90 percent in 2020.

“It is hugely, hugely burdensome for us to try and
operate this place without income,” he told AFP.

Most of the money generated came from events
and visitors. But lack of funds in the last 12 months has
meant halting critical work to an 800-yard (meter)
moat around the house. Phillips said trying to repair
the moat, which has collapsed at a sensitive point, was
“an absolute disaster” without access to funds.

“This particular section supports an early building,
a 15th-century building,” he said. “But until we can get
in and look at it, we don’t know how serious it is.” The
stately home owner was unequivocal in his criticism of
the government’s plans to reopen the economy and
said they were “following the wrong track”.

He compared stately homes to businesses in the

hospitality industry and said “we are all suffering
unnecessarily”. 

Jobs under threat 
The British government unveiled in February what

Prime Minister Boris Johnson characterized as a “cau-
tious but irreversible” plan to exit a third national
lockdown. However, stately homes as well and other
sectors are demanding answers as to why they have to
wait until May to open parts of their businesses and
until June to reopen entirely when non-essential retail
is scheduled to reopen on April 12. Historic Houses,
which represents 1,500 privately owned homes around
Britain, wants the government to ensure it is keeping to
scientific advice and not unnecessarily burdening
struggling stately homes. “They’re vital businesses and
they’ve got vital contributions to make,” said James
Probert, the organization’s director of marketing and
development. “We haven’t said you must allow these
businesses to open on 12th April. But we have said, can
you just consider that and make sure that it’s all in the
light of sensible scientific advice?” Historic Houses’
members had £1.4 billion of outstanding repairs to
make in 2019, £400 million of which were urgent-an
amount Probert said he expected had “shot up” during
the pandemic. 

He said stately homes were looking at a “stored up
crisis” with rot and damp that had permeated many
houses. “These are in very, very important listed build-
ings that are ultimately part of our national patrimony
and open to the public,” he added. The cost has been
harsh, not just for the homes but for the 34,400
employed by houses with ticketed visitors or for wed-
dings and conferences. Around 3,000 people face
redundancy because of COVID, despite a national fur-
lough scheme.

‘Almost crisis time’ 
The family of Charles Courtenay, the 19th Earl of

Devon, have lived at Powderham Castle in southwest
England for over 600 years. While the COVID-19 pan-
demic might not compare directly to the damage it
suffered in the 17th century during the English Civil
War, Courtenay said water damage to the roof of the
castle had reached a point where it was “almost crisis
time”. Funds like those from Historic England, a nation-
al heritage body, that funded repairs over the winter
months, have helped stately homes during the pan-
demic and meant costs for work at the castle did not
continue to spiral. Courtenay said Powderham would
be reopening its gardens “as soon as we can”, explain-
ing that very few stately homes run a surplus. —AFP

The building
survived over
450 years

US transport secretary 
mulls mileage tax 
for infrastructure
WASHINGTON: The White House is mulling a tax on
vehicles’ mileage to pay for a revamp of the nation’s
infrastructure it is expected to propose the coming
days, Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg said on
Friday. In an interview with CNBC, Buttigieg said a tax
on miles driven “shows a lot of promise,” as President
Joe Biden’s administration faces pressure to find ways

to fund infrastructure improvements, a goal that has
eluded the past two presidential administrations.  “The
gas tax used to be the obvious way to do it. It’s not
anymore, so a so-called vehicle miles traveled tax or
mileage tax, whatever you want to call it, could be a
way to do it.”

Levies on gasoline and diesel sales pay for
improvements to roads and mass transit in the United
States, but if more drivers shift towards electric vehi-
cles that revenue stream will become less reliable,
Buttigieg said. “We know that it can’t be the answer
forever, because we’re going to be using less and less
gas. We’re trying to electrify the vehicle fleet,” the
secretary said. 

“So, if there’s a way to do it that doesn’t increase
the burden on the middle class, we can look at it, but if

we do, we’ve got to recognize that’s still not going to
be the long-term answer.”

The president is set to unveil his infrastructure pro-
posal on Wednesday in Pittsburgh, which could cost
up to $3 trillion and be split into two bills. The meas-
ures are aimed at fixing roads, bridges and airports
that are decades old and in need of repair, as well as
expanding education and paid leave. Treasury
Secretary Janet Yellen said this week Biden could pro-
pose hiking corporate taxes to 28 percent, but would
prefer doing that as part of an agreement with other
Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development countries on a global minimum tax. 

The spending would come after Biden won passage
of the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan this month,
which is the third major relief bill passed by Congress

to help consumers and businesses after the COVID-19
pandemic caused a massive economic downturn.

Those outlays pushed up the US debt and budget
deficit to record levels in 2020, upping pressure from
Congress for Biden to find ways to pay for his future
spending proposals. Addressing potential opposition
from Republicans, who form a large minority in both
the House and the Senate and have expressed hostili-
ty to tax increases, White House Press Secretary Jen
Psaki told reporters on Friday Biden “certainly
believes there’s been a history of support for invest-
ing in infrastructure. “He has had bipartisan meetings
in the White House, he’s worked with Democrats and
Republicans on getting... steps taken in the past, and
he’s hopeful that there’s an agreement on that moving
forward.” — AFP

Vietnam Q1 growth 
picks up as 
virus is contained
HANOI: Vietnam’s economy continued to expand
in the first three months of the year, officials said
yesterday, thanks to the government’s success in
containing the worst of the coronavirus. And while
the 4.48 percent rate given by the General
Statistics Office was below forecasts in a
Bloomberg survey, it was better than the same
period last year and the government said it hoped
to chalk up annual growth of 6.5 percent for 2021.

Vietnam has long been one of the best per-
forming economies in Asia and was one of the
few in the world to expand last year owing to
strict pandemic measures including massive con-
tact tracing and mandatory quarantine. So far it
has recorded only around 2,600 infections and
35 deaths among its population of 98 million.
The results showed Vietnam “has realized effec-
tively the double objective of fighting the pan-
demic while developing its economy”, the statis-
tics office said in a statement, adding that the 6.5
percent target was a “huge challenge for the
government and the people”.—AFP


