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Editorial

Reskilling is a social 
imperative
The pandemic has knocked down many of our assumptions; the idea of 
reskilling is not among them. If anything, its relevance has only risen since the 
coronavirus dropped in unannounced and derivative words from the term ‘skill’ 
keep sprouting in business and policy-making lexicons.

Analysts expect that roughly a billion jobs globally will be radically 
transformed over the next decade to respond to changes in the 
working and living environment. Reskilling, however, is not merely 
an exercise of adaptation to new automation tools or regulatory 
regimes; it is a strategy to drive the economic innovation that builds 
social cohesion.

In contrast with traditional linear training paths, reskilling is 
inherently outward looking: the worth of an employee is not 
measured by their industry-specialised skillset or their ability to 
fulfil the functions of the job. They are now expected to contribute 
to a company’s development, to spur agility, to support peripheral 
vision.

More crucially, a reskilling approach has an integrative view of the 
labour force and understands that ripples at one end of the talent 
pool will surge into waves at another. Innovation begets innovation. 
But reskilling is not important just for the sake of change and 
newness: its power is to broaden accessibility to the tools that 
generate dignity, accomplishment, and security. A skills-nurturing 
climate generates greater social mobility and democratises 
economic opportunities. 
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Reskilling provides multiple chances for success throughout 
life, a promise especially vital for those who did not get off the 
springboard of schooling with a big enough leap. 

An economic plan today cannot overlook ongoing learning, 
particularly in knowledge-based economies. A skills deficiency not 
only blunts the competitive edge of a country but widens social 
inequity by cutting the socially vulnerable out of opportunities.
Businesses have a fundamental role to play in building a culture 
of reskilling and upskilling. They create the context and define the 
mix of abilities that national economies, educational institutions, 
and workers’ organisations work towards. An effective reskilling 
agenda is, ultimately, indispensable for companies to grow into 
learning organisations that are able to identify challenges and go 
at them with real solutions.

A serious reskilling programme is no amateur’s game. It requires 
solid commitment, a long vision, and perseverance. But unlike 
any other game, with reskilling every player wins.

JESMOND SALIBA
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PURPOSE
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Coronavirus found on Ecuador 
shrimps in China
A city in China’s eastern Anhui 
province found the novel coronavirus 
on the packaging of shrimps from 
Ecuador, state media reported on 
Wednesday, in the latest instance of 
the virus being detected on imported 
products.

12TH AUGUST 2020

Sicily preparing to introduce 
mandatory swabbing for persons 
entering Sicily from Malta as Italian 
island registers highest number of 
COVID-19 cases in Italy
The Italian health ministry said Tuesday 
that Italy has registered 412 new 
coronavirus cases in the last 24 hours.

12TH AUGUST 2020
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Official : France, the Netherlands 
and Malta added to the UK’s 

coronavirus travel quarantine list as 
of Saturday

The British government announced 
that data showed that the UK 
needed to remove France, the 

Netherlands, Monaco, Malta, Turks 
& Caicos & Aruba from our list of 

coronavirus Travel Corridors to keep 
infection rates down.

13TH AUGUST 2020

Swab tests to be requested in all Italy 
for visitors from Malta, Greece, Spain 

and Croatia
In an extraordinary meeting held on 

Wednesday ministers Boccia and 
Speranza announced that the regions in 

Italy need to have and follow the same 
rules otherwise there will be chaos. 

Amongst the new rules, those returning 
from Croatia, Greece, Spain and Malta 
will have to, amongst others, undergo 

rapid tests and swabs.

12TH AUGUST 2020
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President Trump younger brother 
dies at 71
President Donald Trump’s younger 
brother, Robert Trump, has died 
after being hospitalized in New York. 
He was 71. The president visited his 
brother at a New York City hospital 
Friday after White House officials said 
he had become seriously ill. 

16TH AUGUST  2020

First Mediterranean cruise launches 
after five-month pause with stop 
scheduled in Malta
The first major cruise ship to set sail 
in the Mediterranean in almost five 
months has left from the Italian city of 
Genoa.

17TH AUGUST 2020
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Malta has lowest rate of positive 
tested cases

Increased randomised testing 
inevitably increases the chances 

of detecting cases (particularly 
asymptomatic or mildly symptomatic 
individuals who might not otherwise 

end up seeing a doctor). But does 
testing inevitably lead to a rise in 

recorded cases?

18TH AUGUST 2020

Bayern Munich wins Champions 
League for sixth time

Bayern Munich won the Champions 
League for a sixth time by beating 

Paris St Germain 1-0 in Sunday’s final 
thanks to a goal from former PSG youth 

academy graduate Kingsley Coman.

23 AUGUST 2020
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Obey coronavirus rules to keep 
economy, schools running, says 
Merkel
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
on Tuesday urged Germans to stick 
to rules aimed at controlling the 
new coronavirus, such as wearing 
masks, to ensure schools can stay 
open and that Europe’s biggest 
economy continues its recovery from 
lockdown.

19TH AUGUST 2020

Hungary’s Orban calls for central 
Europe to unite around 
Christian roots
Central European nations should unite 
to preserve their Christian roots as 
western Europe experiments with same-
sex families, immigration and atheism, 
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban 
said on Thursday.

20TH AUGUST 2020
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The MSC Grandiosa docks in 
Valletta Harbour

The MSC Grandiosa, arrived in 
Valletta on Friday morning – the 
first cruise ship to enter Valletta 

since March after the coronavirus 
shutdown.

21ST AUGUST 

Sicily – Remains of four-year-old 
boy found close to location where 

mother’s corpse was discovered
The remains of a four-year-old boy who 

went missing with his DJ mother in 
Sicily two weeks ago have been found, 

searchers said Wednesday.

19TH AUGUST 2020
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Reskilling a Nation
The link between education and the economy is a challenge that any country faces. 
In a small country like Malta, where the quality of our human resources drives 
growth of our economy, the issue becomes more challenging. There are a number of 
considerations to be made to put the issue into perspective.

LAWRENCE ZAMMIT

We need to accept the fact that education always works with a time 
lag. Let us take a practical example. If today there is a shortage of 
persons in a particular area, the education providers will need at 
least ten years to start closing the gap. Why ten years, one might 
ask. 

The process starts with the choice of subjects in secondary 
education at the age of thirteen. Then another two years of post-
secondary education and possibly five years of university education. 
That makes a total of ten years. 

While this is taking place, businesses are taking decisions that will 
eventually lead to the creation of jobs or the elimination of jobs 
in the country. These decisions cannot wait for ten years before 
they are implemented. So we could end up with a situation where 
by the time the first graduates start to appear on the scene, the 
opportunity would have been lost. 

On the other hand, it is also pertinent to ask about the outcome of 
education. What should be the outcome of education provision in a 
country. I do not believe that education is there to prepare students 
for employment. That makes education utilitarian. 

Education is there to prepare young persons to become responsible 
citizens. Admittedly a by-product of that is employment; however it 
is not just employment that makes a person a responsible citizen.

Given the change that our country goes through in various sectors, 
such as the economy, technology, socially, we cannot keep on 
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channelling students into very specific jobs. They need to be 
prepared for a career change that would require new skills and 
knowledge. As such I strongly believe that we should stop teaching 
specific subjects such as economics and accounts at a secondary 
level and focus on more generic subjects such as business studies.

In this regard we also need to appreciate that life skills are equally 
important as academic knowledge. As a country we cannot abdicate 
from our responsibility to ensure that young people learn the 
appropriate life skills and develop the appropriate qualities, which 
they will need in later life. Again, we can take a practical example. 
We cannot expect our students to be able to think critically, if in a 
classroom they are forced to learn things by heart and made to feel 
afraid to ask challenging questions.

Today the primary role of the teacher is not so much to teach a 
subject but to teach students how to learn and to imbibe in them a 
thirst for learning.

We have often been told that lifelong learning is the answer. It is 
in fact the answer. However lifelong learning requires a change in 
our culture. We need to stop making the acquisition of academic 
certificates the ultimate goal in life, because this makes people 
think that, once they have acquired the academic certificates, they 
do not need to keep on learning. We cannot develop a knowledge-
based society by simply encouraging persons to go through tertiary 
education. 

A knowledge-based society is not a society where the number of 
graduates exceeds a certain percentage of the population. It is a 
society where, whatever one’s work is, one is doing it professionally 
and is keen to keep on improving. 

To my mind, reskilling a nation requires not so much an education 
process, but requires a culture change where learning becomes a 
way of doing things, where learning is seen as a creative process, 
and where nurturing learning becomes a way of transforming our 
country.
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Making reskilling work
The World Economic Forum estimates that for every job lost to industry 4.0 
transformations in the coming years, two new ones will be created. In this 
scenario, the greatest challenge we face in employability is not fending off AI-
powered robots vying for our jobs but sprucing up our skills palette to be able 
to meet emerging opportunities.

CI CONSULTA

With smarter technologies, flexible supply chains, changing 
consumption patterns, and the creation of global niche markets, 
the conditions are now ripe for a new strand of skills leadership that 
values evergreen learnability: the openness to ongoing improvement 
of abilities.

There is no shortage of offers for reskilling and the overwhelming 
deluge of training courses, expert-panel webinars, specialist 
newsletters and books often prey on the collective frenzy of trying 
to keep ahead of everyone else in the labour market. There are 
two critical fallacies with this line of reasoning, though, and unless 
effectively addressed they risk turning any reskilling project into a 
fool’s errand.

First, reskilling is not a competitive activity. Upgrading of skillsets 
should not serve a survival-of-the-fittest mentality where those who 
perform least lose out. On the contrary, reskilling and upskilling are a 
collaborative exercise where the development of one person depends 
on the proficiency of others. Acquired abilities form new clusters of 
competences across the entire playing field.  

The second misconception about reskilling is that it is a private pursuit. 
Personal initiative is, of course, a key characteristic of employability 
today and increasingly so in the future, but comprehensive reskilling 
is greater than the sum of its parts. Investment in reskilling should 
not be seen as the responsibility of the individual in chase of their 
own ambitions. Every sector – private, public, or social – has a stake in 
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fostering a skills-oriented ecosystem that promotes new learning 
and knowledge diffusion. 

If reskilling is to reach its potential, it must be approached as an 
intrinsic ingredient of the common good, much like national 
infrastructure or the taxation system. In turn, a sound reskilling 
strategy leads to economic development and focuses innovation 
on more granular needs and wants.

The challenge of reskilling is not simply about ensuring enough 
jobs; not even about creating better-paid jobs. Reskilling is a 
collective effort to generate timely answers to bigger questions, 
and there has probably never been a better time to illustrate the 
power of collaboration and shared purpose than this first year of 
the decade.
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NEW BUSINESS REGISTRATIONS INCREASED
BY A THIRD IN LATEST REPORT
There were 4,216 new business registrations in 2018, 35 percent more 
than the year before. The latest data on business demographics 
in Malta by the National Statistics Office shows that the highest 
number of new registrations were businesses in the professional 
and technical categories, increasing to almost 700 from 520 in 2017.
Deregistrations numbered more than 1,000 in 2018, 36 more than 
the year before. Businesses involved in wholesale and retail trade, 
including vehicle repairs, saw the biggest drop of 202. Nevertheless, 
the category remained the largest area of activity, accounting for a 
fifth of all business units.

In total, there were 54,739 business units in 2018, a rise of nine 
percent from 2017. Large businesses grew by 13.6 percent over the 
year while small business increased by 4.2 percent. Micro businesses 
and small-sized businesses also rose by 9.4 percent and 5.3 percent, 
respectively.
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JULY REGISTERS LOWEST INFLATION RATE IN 31 MONTHS
The annual rate of inflation in July stood at 0.7 percent, the lowest increase 
in the months under review since January 2018. Figures by the National 
Statistics Office show that the biggest rise was recorded in Clothing and 
Footwear, climbing to 3.7 percent from the same month last year. At the 
other end, Education registered the lowest rate at -9.6 percent.

Compared with June 2020, the Recreation and Culture Index experienced 
the highest gain of 2.3 percent, followed by Hotels and Restaurants at 1.2 
percent. Clothing and Footwear, however, saw the biggest month-on-
month drop at -6.9 percent.

The twelve-month moving average rate for July was 1.2 percent, 
continuing a gradual narrowing from 1.6 percent in January. The twelve-
month moving average in the same month last year stood at 1.7 percent.
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INCOME RISES BUT SO DOES THE POVERTY RATE
Average household gross income grew by more than €1,050 in 
2019 from the year before while the increase in average household 
disposable income was of €675. Data published by the National 
Statistics Office shows that household gross income reached an 
average of €34,627 in 2019 whereas the household disposable 
income average stood at €27,830.

More than 75 percent of the income of households was attributed to 
employment income with social benefits such as old-age pensions 
or children’s allowance contributing to a further 18 percent. Other 
household income included interests, dividends, and property 
rentals.

The 2019 European Statistics on Income and Living Conditions 
survey published by the NSO finds that there were 82,758 people 
living below the poverty line in Malta, earning less than €9,212 
annually. This translates to a share of 17.1 percent of the population, 
up from 16.8 in 2018.

The rate of people at risk of poverty or exclusion also rose year-on-
year, reaching 20.1 percent in 2019 from 19.0 percent the year before. 

The rate of people in severe material poverty living in households 
climbed from 3.0 percent to 3.6 percent over the same period. The 
main variables in this calculation are the ability of households to 
take a week’s holiday away from home within a year and the ability 
to cope with unexpected financial expenses.

Single parents with one or more children were the most exposed, 
with nearly 43 percent in that group of households living on 
disposable income below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold. 
Nevertheless, that share was a decrease from the 48.6 percent 
observed the year before.

Households with two adults and three or more children recorded 
the second-highest rate of poverty risk, and the share rising from 
27.3 percent in 2018 to 33.1 percent the year after.

The distribution of persons under the at-risk-of-poverty threshold 
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was uneven across the geographical regions, but the Northern 
Harbour district had the largest share with 20.8 percent of the 
population. On the other hand, the Western district registered 
the lowest at-risk-of-poverty rate, corresponding to 13.7 percent.
Occupational accidents fall by a third in 2020

There were 1,108 reports of non-fatal accidents at work between 
January and June, 471 less than in the same period last year. 
Data published by the National Statistics Office shows that 
fatal accidents at work, however, remained the same year-on-
year, counting three casualties.

The largest number of non-fatal accidents were registered in 
the construction industry, with 181 cases accounting to 16.7 
percent of all occupational non-fatal accidents. There were 155 
accidents in the manufacturing sector and 138 accidents in the 
transportation and storage sector.

All sectors except two, reported a decline in non-fatal accidents. 
Real estate activities experienced 12 such hazards in the first 
half of the year, double what the sector registered throughout 
the whole of 2019. Accidents in professional, technical, and 
scientific sectors also increased to 22 from 12 in the same 
period last year.

The most common type of injuries were wounds and superficial 
lacerations (60.8%), but there were several cases of dislocations, 
sprains, and strains (23.3%) and bone fractures (11.4%).

Men in the 35 to 44 age group suffered the highest number 
of non-fatal accidents, with 239 cases. There were 43 accident 
involving women in the same age bracket, the lowest number 
among female age groups. Conversely, the female age group 
with the highest number of accidents was that involving 
women over 55 years (52 cases) whereas that same age group 
registered the lowest number of accidents among men (178 
cases).

In total, 202 women were involved in non-fatal accidents 
compared with 906 men.
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FIVE TRAFFIC FATALITIES IN THE SECOND QUARTER
There were 2,255 registered road traffic accidents between April 
and June this year, five of them fatal. Data by the National Statistics 
Office indicates a decrease of 40.9 percent in total road accidents 
compared with the same quarter last year, but the decline did not 
reflect evenly in life-ending accidents, of which there were six in Q2 
2019.

The Northern Harbour District registered a third of all accidents, 
with a total 739 reported cases. Nonetheless, the region experienced 
the sharpest fall in accidents among all districts; a decrease of 47 
percent year-on-year. All regions registered a decrease in the period 
under review.

Most accidents involved people between the ages of 26 and 
40, followed by the 18-25 age group. Males are involved in more 
accidents that females across all age brackets, and males between 
26 and 40 form the biggest cohort, with 66 reported accidents.
Besides the fatalities, there were another 250 casualties. Of these, 
49 were grievous injuries, 155 were slight injuries and 16 were 
considered insignificant.

Birkirkara registered the highest decrease in accident a year – a 
drop of 103 cases – but still registered the largest incidence, with 209 
cases, followed by Qormi (129) and Marsa (110). Rabat and Siġġiewi 
reported an increase of 16 and 14 traffic accidents, respectively, the 
highest among the six localities where numbers went up.
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A match in the 
Middle East tinderbox
Amid a resurgence of the Covid-19 virus in many regions around the world 
and turmoil in Belarus and other countries, the United Arab Emirates decided 
to normalise relations with Israel. 

TONIO GALEA

This makes the UAE only the third Arab country to normalise relations 
after Egypt signed a peace treaty in 1979, followed by Jordan in 1994. 
It is also the first of the six Arab Gulf states to do so.

It is important to note that Israel and the UAE, as other Gulf states, 
reportedly already have security ties with Tel Aviv, but the Abraham 
Accord signed on 13th August, now makes the agreements official. 

The development is not a sudden turn of events, and there has been 
a steady build-up between the two nations over recent years. In 2015, 
Israel opened a diplomatic office in the Emirati capital of Abu Dhabi 
tied to the International Renewable Energy Agency; senior Israeli 
officials have visited Abu Dhabi; Israeli athletes have participated in 
regional competitions in the UAE; and Israel is set to participate in 
Dubai’s World Expo 2020, which is now scheduled to open in October 
2021 because of the coronavirus pandemic.

The normalisation of relations has broader implications on international 
policy: the UAE and Israel are the United States’ two biggest regional 
allies. They possess cutting-edge economies and share certain values 
with the West such as religious tolerance, intelligence-sharing in the 
global fight against terrorism, and rigorous protections of private 
property. 

The new accord now paves the way for the normalisation of 
business and commercial relations too, including tourism, direct 
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flights, scientific cooperation, and, in time, full diplomatic ties at the 
ambassadorial level. The Emiratis are unlikely, however, to locate their 
embassy in Jerusalem.

The agreement, however, is not cost-free for the Israelis. According to 
the Emirati government, the accord “immediately stops” Israeli plans 
to annex parts of the West Bank and provides an opportunity for Israel 
and the Palestinians to renew negotiations to end the longstanding 
conflict.

But despite the apparent Israeli promise of halting annexation, 
the Palestinian leadership rejected the accord and recalled its 
ambassador from Abu Dhabi. The Palestinians called it “a stab in the 
back” since they have yet to come close to getting a state of their 
own or ending Israeli occupation. Iran, Qatar, and Turkey have also 
criticised the accord. 

Nevertheless, the Abraham Accord opens the door for other Gulf states 
to follow in the footsteps of the UAE.  Saudi Arabia was conspicuously 
silent in the aftermath, though this must not be interpreted as sign 
of disagreement and one must keep in mind Saudi’s standing in the 
Muslim world and the implications of such a move. 

Among countries in the Gulf, Bahrain is most likely to follow the UAE 
with Oman another possible candidate for normalisation of relations. 
The UAE decision reflects the changing geopolitics of the region 
and it buys the UAE a lot of goodwill in the US. The accord also gives 
the UAE strategic advantage and technology over its heavily-armed 
neighbour across the water, Iran: a common concern with Israel 
especially when it comes to Iran’s secretive nuclear programme.

The accord most probably has implications in ongoing regional wars 
amongst them Libya where the UAE is heavily involved in supporting 
the Eastern Libyan forces, although this does not necessarily translate 
into an advantage for Khalifa Haftar. 

The UAE will likely continue to block oil production in Libya and 
continue to support the ongoing military intervention by Egypt or 
Russia and most probably lead to a diminishing role in the conflict for 
the United States.
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Coronavirus: EU continues 
expanding future vaccines 
portfolio with new talks

HEALTH

The envisaged contract with CureVac would provide for the possibility 
for all EU Member States to purchase the vaccine, as well as to donate to 
lower- and middle-income countries or re-direct to European countries. 
It is anticipated that the Commission will have a contractual framework 
in place for the initial purchase of 225 million doses on behalf of all EU 
Member States, to be supplied once a vaccine has proven to be safe 
and effective against COVID-19. The Commission said it was pursuing 
intensive discussions with other vaccine manufacturers. 

Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, said: 
“The European Commission delivers on its promise to secure rapid 
access for Europeans and the world to a safe vaccine that protects us 
against the coronavirus. Each round of talks that we conclude with the 
pharmaceutical industry brings us closer to beating this virus. We will 
soon have an agreement with CureVac, the innovative European firm 
that received earlier EU funding to produce a vaccine in Europe. And 
our negotiations continue with other companies to find the technology 
that would protect us all.”

The European Commission has concluded exploratory talks with CureVac 
to purchase a potential vaccine against COVID-19. This is following the 
positive steps with Sanofi-GSK on 31 July and Johnson & Johnson on 
13 August and the signature of an Advance Purchase Agreement with 
AstraZeneca on 14 August.

KEITH ZAHRA



36

www.corporatedispatch.pro



37

www.corporatedispatch.pro

Corporate
DispatchPro

EU plans to cut greenhouse 
emissions further is technically 
and economically possible

ENVIRONMENT

In September, the European Commission is expected to propose a 
tougher EU climate goal for 2030, to steer the bloc towards its flagship 
target of net zero emissions by 2050, down from the nearly 4 billion 
tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent it currently emits annually. The 
Commission will propose a 50% or a 55% emissions reduction for 2030 
– up from an existing 40% goal. It would set the stage for planned EU 
reforms on tax, energy policy and the carbon market next year.

In analysis published this week, Agora Energiewende and the German 
research centre Oeko Institut lay out how the EU could revamp its 
climate policies to deliver the goal. The EU carbon market, which covers 
emissions from power plants, industry and European flights, has the 
greatest potential to cut emissions quickly.

A European Union plan to cut greenhouse gas emissions to 55% below 
1990 levels by 2030 is technically and economically possible, according to 
researchers from German-based think tank Agora Energiewende. 

KEITH ZAHRA



38

www.corporatedispatch.pro



39

www.corporatedispatch.pro

Corporate
DispatchPro

EU and US agree on first 
negotiated reductions in duties 
in more than two decades

TRADE

Under the agreement, the EU will eliminate tariffs on imports of U.S. 
live and frozen lobster products. U.S. exports of these products to the 
EU were over $111 million in 2017. The EU will eliminate these tariffs 
on a Most Favored Nation (MFN) basis, retroactive to begin August 
1, 2020. The EU tariffs will be eliminated for a period of five years and 
the European Commission will promptly initiate procedures aimed at 
making the tariff changes permanent. 

The United States will reduce by 50% its tariff rates on certain products 
exported by the EU worth an average annual trade value of $160 
million, including certain prepared meals, certain crystal glassware, 
surface preparations, propellant powders, cigarette lighters and lighter 
parts. The U.S. tariff reductions will also be made on an MFN basis and 
retroactive to begin August 1, 2020.

The European Union and the United States have reached an agreement 
on a package of tariff reductions that will increase market access 
for hundreds of millions of dollars in U.S. and EU exports. These tariff 
reductions are the first U.S.-EU negotiated reductions in duties in more 
than two decades.

KEITH ZAHRA
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EU welcomes Libyan ceasefire, 
calls for resumption of full 
oil production

FOREIGN AFFAIRS

The European Union said it fully supports the agreement around the 
principles to immediately cease all military activities across Libya, 
requiring the departure of all foreign fighters and mercenaries present 
in Libya, and resume the negotiating process in the framework of the 
UN-led Berlin process.

It urged all the Libyan parties, and all those supporting them in any 
form, to translate these principles into concrete actions on the ground 
leading to a permanent ceasefire, as part of the discussions within the 
5+5 joint military committee and to relaunch the political process.
Borrell said that the Union took note of the announcements regarding 
the lifting of the blockade on oil infrastructure and called for these 
announcements to be followed by concrete developments in terms of 
a full resumption at full capacity throughout the country in the interest 
of all the Libyan people, along with the implementation of economic 
reforms with a view to agreeing on a fair and transparent distribution 
mechanism for oil revenues and to enhancing the governance of Libyan 
economic and financial institutions.

The EU has welcomed the Libyan ceasefire announced earlier this week. In a 
statement, the Union’s High Representative, Josep Borrell, said that this is a 
constructive first step forward, which demonstrates the determination of the 
Libyan leaders to overcome the current stalemate and creates a new hope for a 
common ground towards a peaceful political solution to the longstanding Libyan 
crisis and the termination of all foreign interference throughout the country.

KEITH ZAHRA
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Kremlin foe’s illness benefits 
Russian kleptocrats
Russian anti-corruption activist and politician Alexei Navalny is fighting for his 
life. His allies say he has been poisoned. His damaging exposés of leading figures’ 
corruption and cronyism have been popular - and embarrassing to the country’s 
kleptocrats. A suspected attempt on his life will deter the remaining independent 
voices, reducing even further the constraints on dodgy business practices.  

DASHA AFANASIEVA VIA REUTERS BREAKINGVIEWS

Navalny has been the most high-profile voice of genuine opposition 
to President Vladimir Putin. But as a politician, he has made almost 
no headway against the well-ensconced leader. A December 2019 
poll gave Navalny on 2% support as an electoral rival to Putin. The 
same percentage of Russians said he is the politician they trust 
the most in a July 2020 survey, according to the Levada Center, an 
independent pollster.  

Navalny’s investigative journalism is a bigger threat to Russia’s 
power system. It was Navalny who revealed the Kremlin connection 
of Oleg Deripaska, a major shareholder in aluminium company 
Rusal through En+. Soon after, Deripaska came under American 
sanctions. Evidence that Dmitry Medvedev secretly owned an 
archipelago of luxury homes – allegations denied by the then 
Russian prime minister – sparked public protests across Russia in 
2017.

YouTube helped raise Navalny’s profile and make him a thorn in the 
Kremlin’s side. Videos of his investigations into lower level officials, 
often asking where their billions come from, have garnered 
millions of views. Demonstration of the extravagant lifestyles of 
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businessmen and politicians stoked anger from Russians whose 
real incomes were often failing.  

Such resentment could be a threat to the kleptocratic system – 
political loyalty is rewarded with vast wealth – that helps maintain 
Russia’s political stability. And investigations can be used or 
instigated by bickering businessmen to settle scores. This sort of 
infighting could also be politically destabilising. 

Right now, Navalny’s suspected poisoning may look like a public 
relations nightmare for the Kremlin. Over time, though, it is likely 
to breed caution in would-be emulators of Navalny’s flair and 
perseverance in criticising the regime. For the authorities and 
their business cronies, such fearful restraint would be nothing but 
good news.
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UK exam U-turn exposes 
algorithms’ deep flaws
Government U-turns don’t come much bigger. Popular fury forced the 
abandonment of hypothetical calculations of likely grades for the UK’s 
national A-level exams this week. The decision is a reminder that even 
well-intentioned algorithms make many harmful mistakes.

The exams, which are critical to university admissions, were 
cancelled thanks to the coronavirus lockdown. The government 
used an algorithm to estimate what would have happened. The 
furore erupted after almost 40% of students had their scores 
downgraded from the predictions of their teachers, with pupils 
from disadvantaged schools disproportionately affected.

It’s an unusually stark and public example of a far bigger problem. 
For instance, models that spit out credit scores in the United States 
and elsewhere can make it hard for less affluent folks to borrow 
at reasonable interest rates, in part because a decent credit score 
depends on already having a record of servicing debt.

Algorithms are also used in many U.S. states to help decide how 
likely a criminal is to offend again. Judges adjust sentencing 
decisions accordingly. These recidivism models are supposed to 
neutralize the prejudices of the judges. But their inputs, for example 
whether friends of the convict have been arrested, can introduce 
other biases, as former hedge-fund quant Cathy O’Neil describes in 
her book “Weapons of Math Destruction.”

O’Neil talks about so-called proxies, meaning inputs that substitute 
for knowledge of a person’s actual behavior. In the UK’s exam-grade 

RICHARD BEALES VIA REUTERS BREAKINGVIEWS



48

www.corporatedispatch.pro

Stay safe... 
Stay connected!



49

www.corporatedispatch.pro

Corporate
DispatchPro

algorithm, one proxy was the past record of a student’s school. That 
proved a sure way to discriminate against star students from less 
wealthy backgrounds.

As so often, the British model’s goal was rational: to adjust forecast 
grades to bring them, overall, closer to the distribution of results in 
prior years. The government of Prime Minister Boris Johnson and its 
exam regulator, Ofqual, had months to consider possible unintended 
consequences of their algorithm. Like careless teenagers, they 
wasted the time.

Stories of striving kids’ heartbreak make great television, and the 
protests of parents, teachers and a generation of soon-to-be-voters 
made predictably short work of the government’s initial refusal to 
budge. Teachers’ estimated grades will now stand. If only it were so 
relatively easy for, say, prisoners handed unfairly long sentences to 
make themselves heard.
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Ireland’s Golfgate can reveal 
a more responsive EU
The “Double Standards Arms” features in a currently popular Irish video. 
At this pub, a golfer explains, our 81-person party doesn’t actually break 
the 50-person anti-pandemic limit. After all, many of the guests will 
be dignitaries like Phil Hogan, Ireland’s European commissioner. And 
everyone knows that they don’t count.

The reference is to an over-the-limit outing of 81 people, mostly 
political bigwigs, in county Galway last Wednesday. The gathering 
breached the rules because of a resurgence of positive tests for 
Covid-19.

The elite’s flouting of restrictions that the masses were willingly 
and painfully obeying has become a national scandal. “Golfgate” 
has already led to one minister’s resignation. Some 75% of the Irish 
think that Hogan, who was stopped by police for using his mobile 
phone while driving to the event, should also quit, according to a 
poll conducted by the Irish Mail on Sunday.
The insensitivity of the participants is a little surprising. The Irish 
government made a big deal about sharing the sacrifices of 
lockdowns, which included limited attendance at funerals and 
weddings. Those are generally considered more significant events 
than golf outings, so that brazen elite pleasure-seeking was certain 
to rouse popular fury.

However, the national scandal could be an opportunity for the 
European Union. Brussels is often accused of being undemocratic 
and out of touch with the people. That impression would certainly 
be reinforced if Hogan toughs out the scandal in the style of 
Dominic Cummings, a leading adviser to British Prime Minister 

AIMEE DONNELLAN VIA REUTERS BREAKINGVIEWS
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Boris Johnson, who was caught in a similar rule-breaking episode.
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen has asked 
Hogan for an explanation of just what happened. She might 
explain to him that in the EU national rules apply to everyone, 
including European commissioners.

A resignation would be honourable, but not necessarily expedient 
for Ireland. Hogan is a key Brexit negotiator, so a non-Irish 
replacement might be less keen to defend Dublin’s interests. But 
in the long run, that is probably a price worth paying for closing 
down the “Double Standards Arms”.
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Home working will delay 
not kill office recovery
Once bustling European office blocks resemble ghost towns. On the continent, some 
75% of them are still empty, according to property experts. Blame working from 
home. The trend, much amplified by anti-Covid lockdowns, has created a new reality 
in the office rentals market.

AIMEE DONNELLAN VIA REUTERS BREAKINGVIEWS

That reality favours users overs landlords. In the UK, the old 
standard of 10-year leases, with only upward rental adjustments, 
has been abandoned. Rental agreements are currently for as 
little as three years, according to a chief executive of a big British 
property company. Some owners are only able to get tenants by 
offering WeWork-style leases come with almost no notice period.
Reluctant British tenants will be able to take further advantage 
of the weak market. After all, the country’s current average 4% 
rental yield still looks juicy in comparison to what is available in 
Berlin, which is a hotter market than London. And as developers 
look at the uncertain prospects, new projects are likely to be 
scarce for some years.

Companies like PwC and Twitter are suggesting that this is more 
than a down cycle in rents. They see a new era in which working 
from home is standard. Both the Big Four accountancy firm and 
the social media leader say the majority of their staff can work 
from home from now on.

More people out of the office all the time would mean less space 
and lower property costs. That is an alluring prospect for cost-
conscious managers. But while offices may be expensive, they 
are still irreplaceable when it comes to training, team building, 
synergy and, often enough, efficiency
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Working from home has its own costs, and not only in 
communications equipment. In a Morning Consult survey 
taken on behalf of Prudential, over half of people working 
from home said they felt disconnected to the insurer. And 
many workers cannot be very productive at home, because of 
insufficient space or excessive distractions. Lower rents don’t 
necessarily presage a property revolution.
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