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NEW YORK: US banking giant JPMorgan Chase has
agreed to pay a fine of 25 million euros ($30 million)
to settle charges of aiding tax fraud at France’s Wendel
investment group, prosecutors said in a statement yes-
terday.

French authorities suspected the bank of helping top
Wendel executives set up a profit-sharing entity that let
them avoid taxes on 315 million euros of investment gains
in 2007 and 2008.

A trial still looms for the 14 executives, which include
Wendel’s former chairman Jean-Bernard Lafonta and
Ernest-Antoine Seilliere, a former head of the main em-
ployers’ lobby group, Medef.

At a hearing in Paris, JPMorgan’s lawyers said they
would not contest the settlement, putting an end to the
inquiry against it.

The bank “gained no fiscal benefit” from setting up the
investment vehicle and providing financing for the exec-

utives, Stephane Noel, president of the Paris judicial
court, said at the hearing.

An appeals court had dropped the case against
JPMorgan in 2018, but tax authorities and some of
the defendants renewed their push to have the bank
charged as well , a request that was denied last
month.

“The bank had only a very limited role” in the
scheme, JPMorgan’s lawyer Thierry Marembert said at
the hearing.

The investigation against JP Morgan was launched in
2012 after tax authorities discovered a financial instru-
ment called Solfur, which yielded a net 315 million euros
for its shareholders-including three Wendel board mem-
bers and 11 top managers at the firm-for an initial invest-
ment of just 996,250 euros.

The gain was “completely tax-free”, according to a
2015 document by France’s financial fraud squad. —AFP
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Sri Lanka raids 
sugar stocks as 
food shortages bite
COLOMBO: Sri Lankan government officials on Wednesday raided
private warehouses to seize thousands of tons of sugar, a day after
a state of emergency was declared over food shortages caused by a
currency crisis. A military officer put in charge of efforts to bolster
food stocks said at least 13,000 tonnes of white and brown sugar
were found in the raids. “The objective is to prevent hoarding,” Major
General Senarath Niwunhella, who was named commissioner general
of essential services on Tuesday, told AFP.

He denied the sugar was being confiscated. “The government will
pay a reasonable price to the importers based on the valuations pro-
vided to customs.” The general said importers had stockpiled sugar
while market prices rose sharply. “Today we started with sugar and
will expand this action to other commodities like wheat flour and rice
too if importers do not release their stocks to the market,” he said.

The raids were concentrated on warehouses just outside the cap-
ital. Experts have blamed the food crisis on a shortage of foreign ex-
change to import and maintain buffer stocks. Authorities have
increased penalties for food hoarding. Sugar was not easily available
at the state-mandated price of 135 rupees ($0.67) a kilo (2.2 pounds),
but could be bought in the black market for double the price.

Niwunhella said the seized stocks will be given to state-owned
retail stores to sell for below the open market price. There have also
been sharp price rises for rice, onions and potatoes, while long
queues have formed outside stores because of shortages of milk
powder, kerosene oil and cooking gas. The shortages come as the
country of 21 million battles a fierce coronavirus wave that is claiming
more than 200 lives a day. The economy shrank by a record 3.6 per-
cent in 2020 because of the pandemic. 

Last year, the government banned imports of vehicles and other
items, including edible oils and the widely used spice turmeric in a
bid to save foreign exchange. —AFP

Briton charged in 
Singapore in 
Wirecard fraud
SINGAPORE: A British man has been charged in Singapore over a fraud
linked to collapsed German payments firm Wirecard, authorities said yes-
terday, as the fallout from the scandal continues to spread. Wirecard filed
for insolvency last year after admitting that 1.9 billion euros ($2.2 billion)
missing from its accounts did not exist, revelations that stunned Germany.

James Henry O’Sullivan, 46, was charged at a Singapore court Wednes-
day, a court official said. A charge sheet seen by AFP said the Briton in
March 2017 got company director R. Shanmugaratnam to issue a letter
showing his firm held 86.4 million euros (around $100 million) in escrow
for Wirecard.

In reality Shanmugaratnam’s company, Citadelle Corporate Services,
“did not maintain the said account”, according to the charges. O’Sullivan
could be jailed for up to 10 years, or fined, or both, if convicted. Citadelle, a
Singapore business administration firm, has been at the centre of investiga-
tions in the city-state related to Wirecard’s collapse. Shanmugaratnam, who
was alleged to have falsely claimed in letters in 2016 and 2017 that the firm
held large amounts in accounts on behalf of Wirecard, was charged last year.

Wirecard’s woes began in January 2019 with a series of Financial Times

articles alleging accounting irregularities in its Asian division, headed by
chief operating officer Jan Marsalek.

Marsalek remains at large after failing to turn himself in to German in-
vestigators. The Wirecard implosion, which has drawn comparisons with the
Enron accounting scandal in the United States in the early 2000s, has been
described as “unparalleled” in Germany by Finance Minister Olaf Scholz.

The company’s former chief executive Markus Braun and several other
top executives have been arrested on fraud and money laundering charges
over the massive scam.  —AFP
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Canada trade 
surplus shrinks 
TORONTO: Canada’s trade surplus shrank in
July as shipments to and from the United
States soared to new highs and trade with
other nations — notably China — decreased,
the national statistical agency said yesterday.

The surplus narrowed to Can$778 million
(US$617 million) from Can$2.6 billion the pre-
vious month, as total imports increased 4.2
percent to Can$53.0 billion, outpacing a 0.6-

percent rise in exports to Can$53.7 billion.
Prices continued to have a “significant impact”
on trade, Statistics Canada said in a statement,
noting that export values have risen almost 17
percent since December 2020. Measured in
volume, the July uptick in imports was smaller
and exports actually edged down.

Shipments of motor vehicles and parts ac-
counted for more than two-thirds of the in-
crease in total imports in July. Imports of
cellphones and laptops were also up, but vac-
cine purchases from foreign suppliers fell —
with two-thirds of the population fully inoc-
ulated against COVID-19. There were in-
creases in exports of motor vehicles and

parts, crude oil and natural gas, as well as
electronic and electrical equipment and parts,
aircraft and other transportation equipment
and parts, basic and industrial chemical, plas-
tic and rubber products, industrial machinery,
equipment and parts, and consumer goods. 

Those increases, however, were almost
entirely offset by a decrease in exports of
lumber and other sawmill products.

Trade with the United States —
Canada’s neighbor and biggest trading
partner — hit record levels, with imports of
Can$34.1 billion and exports of Can$40.8
billion. Meanwhile trade with other nations
decreased. —AFP


