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Tough road for Greece after
bailout extension

AFP, Athens

The hard work for Greece's
new anti-austerity govern-
ment began Wednesday of
living up to promises made
not only to international
creditors but also to voters
expecting relief from years
of painful cuts.

On Tuesday Athens
secured -- but only just -- a
four-month extension to its
lifeline bailout programme,
although the German and
Greek parliaments still
have to give the green light.

If they say no, which is
unlikely, the 240 billion
euro ($270 billion) bailout
expires on Saturday. This
could spark national bank-
ruptcy, a run on banks and
even a chaotic exit from the
eurozone with untold
wider consequences.

To win this breathing
space, Greece presented its
creditors with reform pro-
posals focusing on tackling
tax evasion, corruption and
an efficiency drive through-
out government including
eliminating politicians'
perks.

But Prime Minister
Alexis Tsipras had to tem-
per pre-election promises
to hike the minimum wage,
reinstate laid-oft civil ser-
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A woman makes a transaction at a bank's ATM in central Athens, Greece yesterday.

vants and alleviate poverty
with promises that this
would be done only in
consultation with Greece's
creditors.

Already on Tuesday the
plans received a cool
response from the
European Central Bank and
the International Monetary
Fund, which together with
the European Commission
hold the lion's share of
Greece's 320 billion euros
in debts.

IMEF chief Christine

Lagarde said the list lacks
"clear assurances” on
Greece's previous reform

starting point" for further
negotiations,
"We avoided a crisis but

promises, while the ECB
said the measures "differ
from existing programme
commitments in a number
of areas".

Eurozone finance minis-
ters said too after an hour-
long conference call on
Tuesday that those three
institutions believed
Greece's new plan was
merely "sufficiently com-
prehensive to be a valid

there are many challenges
ahead," EU Economic
Affairs Commissioner
Pierre Moscovici said.
Nonetheless the news
buoyed financial markets,
with Greek stocks soaring
almost 10 percent on
Tuesday as fears of a
"Grexit" -- a eurozone exit
by Greece -- receded. Greek
stocks added modestly to
those gains on Wednesday.

German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, who has
championed the bitter pill
of austerity as the only cure
to the eurozone debt crisis,
asked her party Tuesday to
back the extension in a
Bundestag vote on Friday, a
lawmakers said.

But she stressed that the
"task is by no means
done", the MP said.

French President
Francois Hollande hailed it
as a "good compromise”,
Spanish Finance Minister
Luis de Guindos -- whose
government is facing a
major challenge from the
anti-austerity party
Podemos -- called it a "pos-
itive solution”,

Greece has had to be
bailed out twice -- in 2010
and 2012 -- and has also
benefitted from a mam-
moth private-sector debt
writedown or "haircut”
worth another 100 billion
euros.

A number of debt inter-
est repayments are due in
the coming months, and
Greece needs to firm up its
reform promises and show
by the end of April they are
bearing fruit before it can
receive the final bailout
disbursement of 7.2 billion
euros.

American Express to
raise credit card rates

REUTERS

American Express Co is raising interest
rates for over 1 million cardholders for the
first time in more than five years,
Bloomberg reported.

American Express told customers this
month that their annual rates will rise an
average of 2.5 percentage points to at least
12.99 percent following a review last year,
Bloomberg reported, citing people briefed
on the move.

The company sent letters to its

cardholders saying it is making adjust-
ments after finding its rates were below

those of rival cards held by borrowers
"with similar credit profiles,” Bloomberg
reported, citing a copy of the letter.

The planned increases will affect a vari-
ety of variable-rate products, including
some of its proprietary and co-brand credit
cards, Bloomberg quoted an American
Express spokeswoman as saying.

American Express could not be reached
for a comment outside regular business
hours.

Earlier this month, American Express
said its earnings would suffer for two years
after failing to renew deal with Costco
Wholesale Corp.

Visa Europe plans new security that
could pave way for Apple Pay

REUTERS, Frankfurt

Visa Europe has announced a new, more
secure way for consumers to pay retailers
via smartphones, a move that could set the
stage for Apple's Apple Pay and rival
mobile payment services to be introduced
into Europe in the coming months.

Visa Europe said on Tuesday it would
introduce to member banks by mid-April a
"tokenisation" service which substitutes
random numbers for a user's credit card
details when a merchant transmits transac-
tion data, reducing the risk of online theft.

Similar security from Visa Inc, the for-
mer parent of Visa Europe, and rival card
issuers MasterCard and American Express

has been key to the success of Apple Pay
since it was introduced in the United States

last year, according to industry experts.

Apple Pay allows iPhone users to store
their credit card details on their phones,
then pay at the tap of a button. In its first
three months, more than $2 out of every
$3 which U.S. consumers spent using
speedy new "contactless” systems at the
three major credit card networks was done
via Apple Pay, the company said last
month.

Visa Europe's move is one of several
new services the London-based credit card
giant is unveiling as it battles to retain its
role as a middleman connecting banks and
consumers in a fast-moving payments
landscape being shaken up by major tech-
nology firms including Apple, Google and
eBay's PayPal, as well as scores of ambi-
tious start-ups.
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