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European businesses balk
at new US company laws

AFP, London

European business leaders bristled
Wednesday at stringent new laws
for US and foreign companies
drawn up in the wake of a string of
US accounting scandals, but
appeared resigned to complying
with the rules anyway.

The US Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC) voted
Tuesday to impose new rules under
the Sarbanes-Oxley Act signed last
month by President George W.
Bush.

The rules require chief execu-
tives and chief financial officers of
US and foreign companies with
listings on US stock markets to
provide sworn statements verifying
the accuracy of financial statements
and annual reports sentto the SEC.

Digby Jones, director general of
the Confederation of British Industry

(CBI), warned that the new rules
might make British companies
"think twice" about listing in the
United States.

"The problem is that it was done
completely without consultation -- it
was done in a knee-jerk reaction
sort of way by America," he told AFP.

Jones, whose organisation is the
biggest business grouping in
Britain, also warned that firms with a
US stock-market listing might find it
hard to find talented non-executive
directors willing to run the risk of the
stiff jail sentences facing anyone
flouting the new rules.

"Therefore | think there will be a
diminution in the reservoir of talent
from which tomorrow's generation
of non-executive directors can be
found," said Jones, who has written
to the SEC requesting clarification
ofthe newrules.

The French employers' federa-

tion Medef also expressed concern
aboutthe new laws.

"Imposing respect for the laws of
your own country on people not
under its jurisdiction is a precedent
with extremely far-reaching conse-
quences," said a vice president of
Medef, Denis Kessler.

"Laws passed in one country can
not be applied to citizens of other
countries," he insisted, but added
that Medef has not yet decided on
an official position regarding the US
requirement.

German companies have also
been vocal in opposing the new
rules, complaining that German law
makes the management and super-
visory boards collectively responsi-
ble for accounts.

Porsche, the German maker of
luxury sports cars, said last week it
was re-considering plans for a listing
on the New York Stock Exchange.

But despite the grumbles from
some European business leaders,
the European Commission gave a
cautious approval to the new rules.

"The commission completely
supports the aims of this act," EC
spokesman Jonathan Faull said.

"We are not trying to call into
question the main thrust of the act,"
which is not thought to conflict with
EU laws, he added.

And while many European
companies may be cursing the new
laws in private, they appear likely to
go along with them without too much
fuss as they will be loath to give the
impression they may be concealing
balance sheetbogeys.

"British companies have nothing
to hide, they are subjected to good,
long-standing corporate gover-
nance rules in this country," said
Jones atthe CBI.

Former top WorldCom
executive indicted

AFP, New York

Former WorldCom chief financial
officer Scott Sullivan was indicted
Wednesday on criminal fraud
charges, amid signs that other
accused company executives would
enter a plea bargain with prosecu-
tors.

Unsealed in a federal court in
New York, the indictment also
named WorldCom's former director
of general accounting Buford Yates
in connection with hiding billions of
dollars of company expenses.

Sullivan's indictment followed the
apparent breakdown of negotiations
on a plea bargain in which he would
have admitted to charges carrying a
jail sentence of 10 years or more.

There were, however, indications
that WorldCom's former controller
David Myers might be on the verge
of striking a deal.

Myers, 44, was arrested and
charged with Sullivan on an earlier
criminal complaint, but he was not
indicted on Wednesday and prose-
cutors filed documents indicating he
and two other WorldCom accounting

department employees were coop-
erating with investigators.

Prosecutors are believed to be
trying to build a case against Bernie
Ebbers, WorldCom's former CEO,
who resigned in April.

"My suspicion is that Myers has
agreed to plead guilty," said Walter
Brown, a former assistant US attor-
ney, suggesting that an agreement
could mean leniency in sentencing.

Sullivan and Myers were sacked
in late June after WorldCom
revealed that it had an unprece-
dented 3.8 billion dollars of account-
ing discrepancies that wiped out its
2001 profits. That figure was later
revised to show 7.2 billion dollars in
improperly booked expenses.

The company has filed for
Chapter 11 protection under US
bankruptcy law.

Coming six months after Enron's
collapse, the WorldCom scandal
helped sink investor confidence in
the United States and push stocks to
five-year lows.

Wednesday's indictment
charged Sullivan and Yates with
securities fraud, conspiracy to

commit securities fraud and five
counts of false filings with the
Securities Exchange Commission.

The charges carry a possible
sentence of 25 years imprisonment.

In Washington, US Attorney
General John Ashcroft said the
indictment demonstrated the gov-
ernment's commitment to cracking
down on corporate law-breakers
and protecting the savings and
pensions of ordinary Americans.

"With each arrest, indictment and
prosecution, we send this clear
message: corrupt corporate execu-
tives will be punished," Ashcroft
said.

"The Department of Justice is
committed to ensuring that corpo-
rate executives never profit by
victimizing their own employees and
investors."

Sullivan and Myers allegedly
devised a scheme to cover up
WorldCom's increasing expenses,
by causing billions of dollars of
operating costs to be hidden in the
company's capital expense
accounts.

Iran jobless rate
rise continues

AFP, Tehran

Iran's already high level of unemploy-
ment rose even further in the official
year ending March 2002, while
inflation fell in the same period,
according to government figures
published Thursday.

End-March jobless totaled 3.2
million people out of a total popula-
tion of 64 million, and represented a
14.8 per cent unemployment rate.
That was up from 14.2 per cent the
previous year and 13.6 per cent a
year earlier.

But the Iran Daily, citing "econo-
mists," said the true jobless rate is
"significantly higher" than the official
one.

Deputy Labour Minister Ali
Yaghoubi told journalists the country
was suffering from a "grave crisis,"
adding that the jobless situation
could geteven worse.

He pointed to the fact that 5.5
million more young people will be
entering the job market over the next
fouryears.

In a press conference on
Wednesday, lranian President
Mohammad Khatami said that for
him, as well as for supreme leader
Aytatollah Ali Khamenei, the question
of unemployment was their greatest
worry.

Russian coal industry
to be privatised

AFP, Moscow

On Wednesday, a working group
set up by the Russian State Council,
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Berth position and performance of vessels as on 29.8.2002.
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US economy and contributed to the fall of the
greenback. The trade was thin as traders

tion no responsibility or liability is accepted for
errors of fact or any opinion expressed herein.

The above are yesterday's shipping position and performance of vessels at Chittagong Port as per
berthing sheet of CPA supplied by HRC Group, Dhaka.
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