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Beirut puts off plans to privatize

cellular-phone networks - again

NO AUCTION EXPECTED BEFORE ELECTION OF PRESIDENT

(sama Habib
Dty St shafd

BEIRUT: Thelong-awaited aue-
tion of Lebanon's cellular net-
works has been delayed again
and government officials admit
that there won't be any privafi-
zation until a president s elett-
ed and a new cabinetis formed,

“We are going fo isue 2
statement in May of this year
recomuending the pretpone-
ment of the celluar auction un-
ti2 further notices,” Ziad Hayek,
the president of the Higher Pri-
vatization Council, told The
Dty Star on Thursday,

He added that Prime Mimis-
ter Fouad Sinkora and Telecom-
munication Minister Marwan
Hamadeh prefer to delay the
privatization of the telecom w-
tila new president s elected and
a new povernment i formed,

The auction was first sched-
uled for February 22 but the
government decided to reviaw
this step until May.

Lizbanan to privatize
the tele:mu?nddgjﬂim‘itirf s
fors at the Jarary 2007 Paris I
domorconfenence ina bid boraise
grants and soft Joars to the gov-
emment, which is frving to re-
due the public debl, The gov-
ernment recetved §7.7 billion in
pledgestromdonorstatesasare-
ault of the reform paper, which
inclusded the privatization of the
telecom and electricity,

Kzmal Shehadeh, head of the
Telecom Regulatory Authonty
(THAY confirmed that delay but
siid all the firms that had ex-
pressed interest in the cellular
nebworis hiave not withdrawn,

Sources told The Dty Star
that at least 10 regional and in-
femational companies have

sent letters 10 the government
pxpressing inferest in bidding
for the aeﬁu]ar nefworks.

The sovernment belisves it
can fetch at least 55 billon
from the licensing of the tan
eellubar netwarks,

MTC Touch and Alfaare cur-

rently operating the networks

|| ‘The investors will
not pull out. They
know this crisis will
eventually be over’

on behalf of the government.
The fourvear contract ax-
pires in June of this year but
apiirces expect the government
to renew the contracts until the
privatization is complete.
With fitsle more than & mil-
lion subscribers, the cellular

networks generate over SE5)
eillion in revenues, making if
the second sowrce of income to
the govermment after the VAT,

“The govermnment can pur-
sue the privatization program
but decided not to take this step
unless & new povernment is
formed,” H:rj.EE said, adding
that both the TRA and the
Higher Privatization Council
would issue a joint statement
on the delay of the auction.

He dismissed any chance thal
the inlemational frms would
pull out [rom the race due fothe
constant delay in privatization.

“The mvestors are aware of
the delicate political maturz of
Lehanon. Battheywon't pudl oul
because they kmaw thiscrisis wil
eventually be over,” he said,

Hayek and Shehadeh said
that the data sooms, which con-
tain all the tmportant details

ahout the metworks, are con-
stantly upgraded to allow in-
teresied fnms belfer accpss Lo
information o the compandes.
The oppesition pasties have
warmed 1n the past that they
will not tolerate any privatiza-
tiam of the telecom without the
approvel of the Parliament,
“The opposition wants 2 né

Homal umity govemment to g5 |

anre al the offers tosellthe cel
lular netwiorks," @ source said.

Some political quarlers and
trade unions are totally against
the privatization of the tele-
comm, arguing that this ssctar is
d major source of revenue
the government,

But the supparters of priva-
tization stress that the licensing

of the tedecam will help create |

mave johs and mare important-
ly reduce the phone rases,
among the highest inthe world,




